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Duty And The Beast by Trish Morey Rescued from the clutches of a lascivious prince, Princess Aisha Peshwah quickly realises she's jumped out of the frying pan and headfirst into the fire. Her rescuer is Zoltan Al Farouk bin Shamal - an unashamed barbarian - who must marry Aisha himself to ensure he is crowned King! 
One Dance With The Sheikh by Tessa Radley Laurel Kincaid walked the straight-and-narrow her entire life. Indulging in a jaunt with irresistible Rakin Whitcomb Abdellah is a delicious escape. So delicious that she says ‘I do' to a short-term marriage of convenience! But being husband and wife behind closed doors is more tantalising than either of them expected, and suddenly the rules of their temporary marriage feel very inconvenient...
Taming The Lost Prince by Raye Morgan Kayla Mandrake was brought in to ‘tame' the new prince, Max Kanova, but she didn't expect it to be her late husband's best friend! The same man whose baby she had after a reckless - unforgettable - night of passion. How could she face him again - and tell him the truth about their child? 
The Taming Of The Rogue by Amanda McCabe Anna Barrett is more comfortable filling tankards at the White Heron Theatre than shopping for corsets. Her ‘take no prisoners' attitude has earned her a tough reputation. Where she was once innocent and naïve, now she's vowed never to be ensnared by a man again. Except Robert Alden is not any man...
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CHAPTER ONE

THEY came for her in the dead of night, while the camp was silent but for the rustle of palm leaves on the cool night air and the snort of camels dreaming of desert caravans long since travelled. She was not afraid when she heard the zip of the blade through the wall of the tent. She was not even afraid when a man dressed all in black, his face covered by a mask tied behind his head and with only slits for his eyes, stepped inside, even though his height and the width of his shoulders were enough to steal her breath away and cause her pulse to trip.

Instead it was relief that flooded her veins and brought her close to tears, relief that the rescue she had prayed and hoped so desperately for had finally arrived.

‘I knew you would come for me,’ she whispered as she slid fully dressed out of bed to meet him, almost tripping over her slippers in her rush to get away. She swallowed back a sob, knowing what she was escaping, knowing how close she had come. But at last she would be safe. There was no need to be afraid.

But when the hand clamped hard over her mouth to silence her, and she felt herself pulled roughly against his hard, muscular body, there was no denying her sudden jag of fear.

‘Do not utter another word, Princess,’ the man hissed into her ear as he dipped his head to hers. ‘Or it may be your last.’

She stiffened even as she accepted the indignity, for she had been raised to accept no stranger’s touch. But she had little choice now, with his arm like a steel band around her waist, the fingers of one large hand splayed from her chest to her belly and the palm of his other hand plastered hard across her mouth so that she could all but taste his heated flesh.

Unnecessarily close.

Unnecessarily possessive.

Every breath she took contained his scent, a blend of horseflesh and leather, of shifting sands and desert air, all laced with a warm, musky scent that wormed its way into all the places he touched her and beyond. Those places burned with heat until unnecessarily possessive became unnecessarily intimate, and some innate sense of survival pounded out a message in her heartbeat, warning her that perhaps she was not as safe as she had supposed.

Something inside her rebelled. Foolish man! He might be here to rescue her but hadn’t she been ready and waiting? Did he imagine she had prayed for rescue only to scream or run and risk her chances of escape?

She was sick of being manhandled and treated like a prize, first by Mustafa’s goons and now by her own father’s. She was a princess of Jemeya, after all. How dared this man handle her like some common sack of melons he might have picked up at the market?

He shifted and she squirmed, hoping to take advantage of his sudden stillness while his focus seemed elsewhere, but there was no escape. The iron band simply pulled her tighter against the hard wall of his body, his fingers tightening on her flesh, punching the air from her lungs. She gasped, her lips parting, and felt one long finger intrude between her lips.

Shock turned to panic as she tasted his flesh in her mouth.

She felt invaded. She felt violated with the intimacy of the act.

So she did the only possible thing she could. She bit down.

Hard.

He jumped and spat out a curse under his breath, but, while he shifted his fingers away from the danger of her teeth, he did not let her go. ‘Be still!’ he hissed, holding her tighter, even closer to his rigid form, so that she was convinced he must be made of rock. Warm, solid rock but with a drum beating at its core. Once more she was reminded that this man was not just some nameless rescuer, not just a warrior sent by her father, but a man of flesh and blood, a beating heart and a hot hand that touched her in places no man’s hand had a right to be. A hand that stirred a strange pooling heat deep in her belly…

She was glad she had bitten him. She hoped it hurt like hell. She would gladly tell him that too, if only he would take his damned hand off her mouth.

And then she heard it—a short grunt from outside the tent—and she froze as the curtains twitched open.

Ahmed, she realised as the unconscious guard was flopped to the carpet by a second bandit clad similarly in black. Ahmed, who had leered hungrily at her every time he had brought in her meals, laughing at her when she had insisted on being returned to her father, telling her with unrestrained glee exactly what Mustafa planned on doing with his intended bride the moment they were married.

The bandit’s eyes barely lingered on her before he nodded to the man at her back. ‘Clear for now, but go quickly. There are more.’

‘And Kadar?’

‘Preparing one of his “surprises”.’

All at once she was moving, propelled by her nameless rescuer towards the slash in the tent wall, her slippered feet barely grazing the carpeted floor. He hesitated there just a fraction, testing the air, listening intently, before he set her down, finally loosening his grip but not nearly enough to excise the blistering memory of his large hand spreading wide over her belly.

‘Can you run as hard as you bite?’ he asked quietly, his voice husky and low as he wrapped his large hand around hers, scanning the area one last time before he looked down at her.

The glinting light in his eyes made her angrier than ever. Now he was laughing at her? She threw him an icy look designed to extinguish any trace of amusement. ‘I bite harder.’

Even in the dark she thought she sensed the scarf over his mouth twitch before a cry rang out across the camp behind them.

‘Let’s hope you’re wrong,’ he muttered darkly, tugging her roughly into a run beside him, his hand squeezing hers with a grip of steel, the second man guarding their rear as together they scaled the low dune, shouts of panic and accusation now building behind them.

Adrenaline fuelled her lungs and legs—adrenaline and the tantalising thought that as soon as they were safe she was going to set her father’s arrogant mercenary right about how to treat a princess.

From the camp behind came an order to stop, followed by the crack of rifle fire and a whistle as the bullet zinged somewhere over their heads, and she soon forgot about being angry with her rescuer. They would not shoot her, she reasoned. They would not dare harm a princess of Jemeya and risk sparking an international incident. But it was dark and her captors were panicking and she had no intention of testing her theory.

Neither had she any intention of complying with the command to stop, even if the man by her side had any hint of letting her go. No way would she let herself be recaptured, not when Mustafa’s ugly threats still made her shudder with revulsion. Marry a slug like Mustafa? No way. This was the twenty-first century. She wasn’t going to be forced into marrying anybody.

So she clung harder to her rescuer’s hand and forced her feet to move faster across the sand, her satin slippers cracking through the dune’s fragile crust until, heavy and dragging with sand, her foot slipped from one and she hesitated momentarily when he jerked her forwards.

‘Leave it,’ he snapped, urging her on as another order to stop and another shot rang out, and she let the other slipper be taken by the dune too, finding it easier to keep up with him barefoot as they forged across the sand. Her lungs and muscles burned by the time they had scaled the dune and plunged over the other side, her mouth as dry as the ground beneath her bare feet. As much as she wanted to flee, as much as she had to keep going or Mustafa’s men would surely hunt her down, she knew she could not keep going like this for long.

Over the sound of her own ragged breath she heard it—a whistle piercing the sky, and then another, until the night sky became a screaming promise that ended with a series of explosions bursting colour and light into the dark night. The cries from behind them became more frantic and panicked and all around was the acrid smell of gunpowder.

‘What did you do to them?’ she demanded, feeling suddenly sickened as the air above the camp glowed now with the flicker of flame from burning tents. Escape was one thing, but leaving a trail of bloodied and injured—maybe even worse—was another.

He shrugged as if it didn’t matter, and she wanted to pull her hand free and strike him for being so callous.

‘You did want to be rescued, Princess?’ Then he turned, and in the glow from the fires she could make out the dark shape of someone waiting for them, could hear the low nicker of the horses he held. Four horses, one for each of them, she noted, momentarily regretting the loss of her shoes until she realised all she would be gaining. She didn’t care if her feet froze in the chill night air or rubbed raw on the stirrups. It was a small price to pay for some welcome space from this man. How she could do with some space from him.

‘Surely,’ she said, as they strode towards the waiting horses, ‘you didn’t have to go that far?’

‘You don’t think you’re worth it?’ Once again she got the distinct impression he was laughing at her. She looked away in sheer frustration, trying to focus on the positives. Her father had sent rescuers. Soon she would see him again. And soon she would be in her own home, where people took her seriously, and where men didn’t come with glinting eyes, hidden smiles and hands that set off electric shocks under her skin.

She could hardly wait.

She was already reaching for the reins of the closest horse when his hand stopped her wrist. ‘No, Princess.’

‘No? Then which one’s mine?’

‘You ride with me.’

‘But there are four…’

‘And there are five of us.’

‘But…’ And then she saw them, two more men in black running low across the dunes towards them when she had been expecting only one.

‘Kadar,’ he said, slapping one of the men on the back as they neared, making her wonder how he could tell which one was which when they looked indistinguishable to her. ‘I’m afraid the princess didn’t think much of your fireworks.’

Fireworks? she thought as the man called Kadar feigned disappointment, her temper rising. They were only fireworks?

‘Apologies, Princess,’ the one called Kadar said with a bow. ‘Next time I promise to do better.’

‘They served their purpose, Kadar. Now let’s go before they remember what they were doing before the heavens exploded.’

She looked longingly at the horse she had chosen, now bearing the man who’d been waiting for them in the dunes. A man who, like the others, was tall and broad and powerfully built.

Warriors, she guessed as they swung themselves with ease onto their mounts. Mercenaries hired by her father to rescue her. Maybe he had spent his money wisely, maybe they were good at what they did, but still, she couldn’t wait to see the back of them.

Especially the one who took liberties with his hands and with his tongue.

‘Are you ready, Princess?’ he asked, and before she had time to snap a response she found herself lifted bodily by the waist onto the back of the last remaining horse, her impossible rescuer launching himself behind and tucking her in close between him and the reins, before wrapping a cloak around them both until she was bundled up as if she was in a cocoon.

‘Do you mind?’ she said, squirming to put some distance between them.

‘Not at all,’ he said, tugging the cloak tighter and her closer with it, setting the horse into motion across the sand. ‘We have a long way to go. You will find it easier if you relax.’

Not a chance.

‘You could have told me,’ she said, sitting as stiffly as she could in front of him, pretending that there was a chasm between them instead of a mere few thin layers of fabric. She tried to ignore the arm at her back cradling her and wished away the heat that flared in every place where their bodies rocked together with the motion of the horse.

‘Could have told you what?’

‘That they were only fireworks.’

‘Would you have believed me?’

‘You let me think it was much worse.’

‘You think too much.’

‘You don’t know the first thing about me.’

‘I know you talk too much.’ He hauled her even closer to him. ‘Relax.’

She yawned. ‘And you’re arrogant and bossy.’

‘Go to sleep.’

But she didn’t want to go to sleep. If she went to sleep, she would slump against him, closer to that hard wall of his chest, closer to that beating heart. And princesses did not fall asleep on the chests of strangers mounted on horseback. Especially not strangers like this man: arrogant. Assuming. Autocratic.

Besides, she had stayed awake most of the last night. It would not hurt her to stay awake a little longer. She looked up at him as they rode, at the strong line of his jaw under the mask, at the purposeful look in his dark eyes. Then, because she realised she was staring, she looked upwards to where it seemed as if all the stars in the universe had come out to play in a velvet sky.

She picked out the brightest stars, familiar stars that she had seen from her suite’s balcony at home in the palace.

‘Is it far to Jemeya?’

‘Too far to travel tonight.’

‘But my father, he will know I am safe?’

‘He will know.’

‘Good.’ She yawned again, suddenly bone weary. The night air was cold around her face and she snuggled her face deeper under the cover of the cloak, imagining herself back in her own bed at the palace. That was warm too, a refuge when the winds spun around and carried the chill from the mainland’s cold desert nights.

The horse galloped on, rocking her with every stride, but she knew there was no risk of falling, not with this man’s arms surrounding her, the cloak wound tightly around them both, anchoring her to his body. She breathed in the warm air against his body, deliciously warm. His scent was so different from her father’s familiar blend of aftershave and pipe tobacco, which shouldn’t smell good but still did; this man smelled different and yet not unpleasantly so. This man seemed to carry the essence of the desert, warm and evocative, combining sunshine and sand, leather and horseflesh, and some indefinable extra ingredient, some musky quality all his own.

She breathed deeply, savouring it, tucking it away in her memory. Soon enough she would be back in her own bed, with familiar scents and sounds, but for now it was no hardship to stay low under the cloak, to drink in the warmth and his scent and let it seep bone deep.

After all, she was safe now. Why shouldn’t she relax just a little? Surely it wouldn’t hurt to nap just for a moment or two?

She let her eyelids drift closed as she yawned again, and this time she left them closed as she nestled against the hard, warm torso of her rescuer, breathing deeply of his scent, relishing the motion as the horse rocked them together. It wasn’t so bad—a nap would refresh her, and soon she would be home with her father again. Nobody would know she had fallen asleep in the arms of a stranger.

And nobody would ever know how much she enjoyed it.

Zoltan Al Farouk bin Shamal knew the precise moment the princess had fallen asleep. She had been fighting it for some time, battling to remain as rigid and stiff in his arms as a plank of wood.

He almost laughed at the thought. She was no plank of wood. He had suspected as much from the first moment he had pulled her into his arms and spread his fingers wide over her belly. A chance manoeuvre and a lucky one, as it happened, designed to drag her close and shut her up before she could raise the alarm, but with the added bonus of discovering first-hand that this princess came with benefits: a softly rounded belly between the jut of hipbones, the delicious curve of waist to hip and the all-important compunction to want to explore further, just to name a few. It had been no hardship to hold her close and feel her flesh tremble with awareness under his hand, even while she attempted to act as if she was unaffected.

Unaffected, at least, until she had given into her baser instincts and jammed her teeth down on his finger.

This time he allowed himself to laugh, a low rumble that he let the passing air carry away. No, there was nothing wooden about her at all.

Especially now.

The rhythm of the horse had seduced her into relaxing, and bit by bit he had felt her resistance waver, her bones soften, until sleep had claimed her and she had unconsciously allowed her body to melt against his.

She felt surprisingly good there, tucked warm and close against his body, relaxed and loose-limbed, all feminine curves and every one of them an invitation to sin.

Exactly like her scandal-ridden sister, from what he had heard. Was this one as free and easy with her favours? It would not surprise him if she were—she had the sultry good looks of the royal women of Jemeya, the eyes that were enough to make a man hard, the lush mouth that promised the response would not be wasted. At her age, she must have had lovers. But at least, unlike her sister, this one had had the sense not to breed.

It would be no hardship making love with this woman. His groin tightened at the prospect. In less than forty-eight hours she would be his. He could wait that long. Maybe duty and this unwanted marriage would have some benefits after all.

Maybe.

As he looked down in the bundle of his arms, one thing he was sure of—spoilt princess or not, she was far too good for the likes of Mustafa.

Around him his friends fanned out, sand flying from the horses’ hooves as they sped across the dunes. Better than good friends, they were the brothers he had never had, the brothers he had instead chosen. They would stay for the wedding and the coronation, they had promised, and then they would each go their separate ways again—Kadar back to Istanbul, Bahir to the roulette tables of Monte Carlo and Rashid to wherever in the world he could make the most money in the shortest time.

He would miss them when they were gone, and this time he would not be free to join them whenever the opportunity arose. For he was no longer the head of a global executive-jet fleet with the ability to take off to wherever he wanted if he had the time. Now everything he had built up might have been for nothing. Now he was stuck here in Al-Jirad to do his duty.

The woman in his arms stirred, muttering something as she shifted, angling herself further into him, one hand sliding down his stomach and perilously close to his groin.

He growled into the night air as he felt himself harden, growled when her hand slipped even lower. If she could do this to him when she was asleep, how much more would she be capable of when she was awake?

He could not wait to find out.







CHAPTER TWO

AISHA woke and sat up in bed, confused and still half-dreaming of mysterious desert men with broad shoulders and glinting eyes, of solid, muscled chests and strong arms with which to cradle her.

No. Not men. Just one man who had taken possession of her dreams as if he had a God-given right to.

Ridiculous. Thank God it was the morning after and she would never have to see him again.

She felt a sudden, bewildering pang of regret that she hadn’t had the chance to thank him.

Baffling, really. The man had been arrogant beyond belief, he’d laughed at her every chance he’d had, and her father would have no doubt paid him handsomely for rescuing her—and she was actually sorry she hadn’t had the chance to thank him?

What mattered now was that she was safe! Relief that they had got away turned to exhilaration running through her veins. She had been rescued from her kidnappers and the sick promise of a marriage to that pig, Mustafa. She let herself collapse back into the pillows with a sigh.

She was free.

She looked around the dimly lit room, searching for clues. Where was she? A palace or a plush hotel, given the dimensions of the room and the opulence of the furnishings. A palace with a bed almost as comfortable as her own at home, a bed she couldn’t wait to reacquaint herself with tonight.

She was still wearing her robe, she realised as she slipped from the bed. Whoever had brought her here hadn’t bothered to change her, merely put her to bed in the robe she had been wearing when she was rescued.

The man who had cradled her in his arms on his horse?

She stopped, halfway to the window, turned and looked back at the big, wide bed. Had he been here, in this room, leaning over to lay her softly on the bed, cautious not to wake her? Had he gently pulled the soft quilt up to cover her and keep her warm?

She shivered, remembering the warmth of his breath against her cheek when he had held her in the tent, remembering the solid thump of the heartbeat in his chest.

And then she remembered the way he had laughed at her, and she wondered why she was wasting so much time thinking about him when there were far more important things to consider.

Like going home.

She padded to the window, curious for a glimpse outside if only to give her a clue as to where she was. Maybe her father was already here, anxiously waiting for her to wake up so he could greet her.

She curled her toes into a luxurious silk rug as she pushed aside a curtain. She squinted into the bright sunlit day—later than morning, she estimated from the height and power of the sun. How long had she slept?

Blinking, she shielded her eyes with her hand and peered out again, letting her eyes adjust. Below her was a large courtyard garden, filled with orange trees and flowering shrubs, pools of water running between and a fountain in the centre, its splashing water sparkling like diamonds. Around the square ran a cloistered walkway beyond which the palace spread, grand and magnificent, topped with towers and gold domes that shone brightly in the sun. The scene was utterly beautiful.

Except for the black flags that flapped from every flagpole. She shivered in spite of the heat of the day, a sense of foreboding turning her blood cold.

Why were they all black? What had happened?

There was a knock on the door and she turned as a young woman bearing a tray entered, her eye drawn to the window. ‘Oh, you’re awake, Princess.’ She bowed, put the tray down on a table and poured a cup of hot, aromatic liquid. ‘You’ve slept almost the whole day. I’ve brought tea, some yoghurt and fruit in case you were hungry.’

‘Where am I? And why are there black flags flying on the flagpoles?’

The girl looked as if she didn’t know how to answer as she held out the cup of steaming beverage. Aisha caught the sweet scent of honey, spices, nutmeg and cinnamon on the steam. ‘I will let them know you are awake.’

‘Them?’ She took a hopeful step closer as she took the cup. ‘Is my father here?’

The girl’s eyes slid away to a door. ‘You have slept a very long time. You will find your clothes in the dressing room. Would you like me to select something for you while you bathe?’

She shook her head and put the cup aside. ‘No. I want you to answer my question.’

The girl blinked. ‘You are in Al-Jirad, of course.’

Al-Jirad? Then not far from Jemeya. No more than thirty minutes by helicopter from the coast, an hour from the inland. ‘And my father? Is he here, or is he waiting for me at home?’

‘Someone will come for you shortly.’ The girl bowed, looking uncomfortable and already withdrawing, heading for the door.

‘Wait!’

She paused, looking warily over her shoulder. ‘Yes?’

‘I don’t even know your name.’

She nodded meekly and uncertainly, her hands clasped in front of her. ‘It is Rani, Princess.’

Aisha smiled, trying to put the girl at ease. She had so many questions and the girl must know something. ‘Thank you for the tea, Rani. And, if I might just ask…?’

‘Yes?’

‘The man who brought me here… I mean the men who brought me here. Are they still somewhere in the palace, do you know?’

The girl looked longingly in the direction of the door.

‘I wanted to thank them for rescuing me.’

The girl’s eyes were large and wide, her small hands knotted tightly together in front of her. ‘Someone will come for you, Princess. That is all I can say.’ And with a bow she practically fled, her slippered feet almost soundless on the floor, the door snicking quietly closed behind her.

Aisha sighed in frustration as she sipped more of the sweet tea, relieved to know where she was, but still left wondering and worrying about the black flags. Maybe the King’s aged mother had finally succumbed to the illness that had plagued her these past few years. The last she had heard, the old queen had not been responding to treatment. The Al-Jiradans would justifiably be sad at her passing, she mused. Queen Petra had been universally loved and adored.

But, beyond that, the knowledge she was in Al-Jirad was welcome. Relations between Al-Jirad and Jemeya—one little more than a patch of bare desert at the end of a sandy peninsular, the other a dot of an island a short distance off-shore—were close and went back centuries. Strategically positioned either side of the only navigable waterway into the desert interior, a deep trench that gave access to shipping, the two had forged a strong bond over the years, their geography assigning them the role of gatekeepers to the inland access route.

And Al-Jirad’s King Hamra was one of her father’s closest friends and allies. This must be one of the several palaces he had dotted across the kingdom.

She bathed quickly, anxious to find out more, and all the time wondering why she’d bothered to ask the girl about her rescuers. Would she really want to see him again, even if he was still in the palace, knowing how he had affected her? Did she really want to thank him?

Because how could she face him and not remember how intimately he had held her? How could she stop herself from blushing when she remembered how good—and, at the same time, how disturbing—it had felt?

No. She dried herself and slipped into a gown hanging in the bathroom. It was better they remained strangers. It was just as well he had never taken off his mask and she had never seen his face. It was far better she had no idea who he was.

She paused by the tray and nibbled on a fat, juicy date while she poured herself more tea, savouring the sweet, spicy brew, feeling more human after her shower and confident that soon she would be on her way home. Then she pulled open the dressing-room doors to find something to wear.

And felt the sizzle all the way down her spine to her toes.

The relief she’d been feeling at being rescued, the relief at finally being safe, started unravelling from the warm ball of contentment in her gut and twisted, tangled and knotted into something far more ominous.

Because the wardrobe she’d been expecting to hold one or two items was full.

Of her own clothes.

Her own gowns and robes met her gaze, her own shoes, slippers and purses. She gazed around the walls of the room, at the shelves and the mirrored recesses where her jewellery box sat in pride of place. Even Honey—the tiny teddy bear she’d had as a child, its ears shiny and bare after years of stroking them with her thumb as she fell asleep—sat jauntily winking at her with his one remaining eye from on top of a chest of drawers. She picked up the worn, well-loved toy and held it to her breast, wishing for the comfort it had always lent as a child before dropping to a sofa, confusion scrambling her brain.

‘What does it mean, Honey?’ she whispered quietly to her toy, just as she had done as a child when she could not understand what was going on in the grown-up world around her. Just as she had done when her father had told her that her mother was never coming home from the hospital where she had gone to have a baby. ‘Why?’

Part of her wanted to run like that child had run, find the girl called Rani and ask her, demand to know this instant, what was happening, what it was she wasn’t telling her. But she was an adult now, and a princess, and could hardly go running around a palace in a dressing gown.

No, that way was not her way, no matter how confused she felt, no matter how much she needed answers to her questions. Besides, there had to be a logical explanation for why all her things had been shipped to a palace somewhere in Al-Jirad. There had to be.

So she would not make a spectacle of herself. She would choose something from her own clothes, get dressed, and only then, when she looked like the princess she was, would she go looking for answers.

And she intended to find them!

A man calling himself Hamzah came for her one interminable hour later. The Sheikh’s vizier, he had told her, bowing deeply, and when she had started to question him he had promised that the Sheikh would answer all her questions. So she duly followed the wiry old man along the shaded cloister she had seen from her window, her impatience building by the minute.

The sun was lower now, turning the golden stone of the palace to a burnished red, though it was still almost too hot for the white linen trouser suit she had selected from her wardrobe.

She didn’t care. She had chosen smart travelling clothes over one of her cooler silk abayas for a reason: she wanted it to be clear that she intended travelling home to Jemeya the first chance she got, today if it was at all possible. They could pack up and send her clothes after her.

The merest hint of a breeze, cooled by the fountains and the garden, tickled the patch of bare skin behind her neck, making her thankful she’d knotted her hair behind her head. Cool serenity she had been aiming for in her look, which was what she most needed. Along with confidence. Which she had for the most part, she felt, until she thought about the mystery of the clothes so neatly filling the dressing room and the absence of any kind of answers to her questions.

The strangeness of it all once again sent skitters down her spine. No matter how much she had tried to find a logical reason, to try to explain what possible reason they had sent her entire wardrobe here, it made no sense at all.

She shivered despite the warmth of the day, the relief she’d felt at escaping Mustafa’s desert camp rapidly dissipating in the wake of all of her unanswered questions.

And in the shadow of a growing suspicion.

Something was wrong.

The vizier led her deeper into the palace, through a maze of corridors; between walls lined with beautiful mosaics set with gemstones, the colours leaping out at her; past rich wall-hangings and tapestries of animals frolicking on the banks of rivers. And water, water was always a theme—in the murals, mosaics and in the tiny fountains, trickling from stone jars in every corner over rocks, making music with water.

It was beautiful.

No doubt designed to be quite restful.

If you weren’t already seething with impatience, turning every watery tinkle, every babbling and burbling rivulet, into the sound of someone scraping their nails down a blackboard.

By the time they came to a set of carved doors that rose imposing and ominous before them, she was ready to scrape her nails down anything.

Strange; she wasn’t normally a violent person or prone to biting or scratching.

‘Can you run as hard as you bite?’

She remembered the laughter in his words and she wished she’d bitten down harder. Then Hamzah beckoned her to follow, and she promised to put that man out of her mind once and for all. He was gone, probably busy blowing his reward at the nearest casino or fleshpot.

Mercenaries would be like that, she figured. In it for the money. The thrill of the hunt. The quick buck.

They entered a library, the floor and columns of the massive room decked in marble, smooth and cool, the occasional chairs and tables gilt and inlaid with precious stones, the walls lined with books and manuscripts. And there, in one far corner of the room, sat a man behind a computer, his hair shining blue-black under the lights.

He looked up as they approached, his eyes narrowing as he sat back in his chair. A secretary, she assumed with a sigh, wondering how long it would be and how many more layers of bureaucracy she would encounter until finally she found this mysterious sheikh and maybe even someone who could answer her questions.

‘Princess Aisha.’

She stepped forward, her patience having reached its limit. ‘Can you answer my questions? Or can you at least point me in the direction of someone who can? Because, as much as I am grateful for your hospitality, I need to know why I am not already on my way home to Jemeya but instead find the wardrobe in my room stuffed full of my clothes.’

The older man reared back as if he’d been physically struck. ‘Excellency, I am sorry.’

Her eyes snapped around to the vizier. Excellency?

‘Thank you, Hamzah. I’ll handle this now.’ And something in his voice made her turn back to the man in the chair, even while the older man withdrew. Almost in slow motion, it seemed, he pushed back his chair and rose to his full height.

Tall, she registered. Broad-shouldered.

And there was something about that voice…

Her mouth went dry.

It could not be him! She must be going mad if she imagined this man to be her rescuer. That man was a mercenary, sent by her father to rescue her. And this man was some kind of… royalty?

‘Why did he call you Excellency? Surely that term is reserved for King Hamra, the ruler of Al-Jirad?’

She swallowed as he rounded the desk, long-limbed and lean, before propping himself against it, crossing his arms over his broad chest as he coolly surveyed her with dark, unreadable eyes. His hard face was constructed of too many harsh angles and too many dark places to be considered conventionally handsome. And, with the dark blue-black shadow of his beard, he looked—dangerous.

‘So, who are you?’ she asked, raising her chin in defiance, willing her voice not to crack. ‘Why is it so impossible to get answers to my questions?’

‘You are impatient, Princess. I was not warned of that particular trait. But then, I suppose you have been through an ordeal and we can excuse it this once. Did you sleep well?’

She was impatient but he could excuse it just this once. Who the hell did he think he was? What was it about Al-Jirad and the men here that brought out the worst in them? ‘And I am expected to answer your questions while you choose not to answer mine?’

He smiled then, and for a moment he almost looked human. Almost. Before his face reverted to dark, shadowed planes and grim eyes. ‘Touché.’ He gave just the merest inclination of his head. ‘I am Sheikh Zoltan Al Farouk bin Shamal, but of course you may call me Zoltan.’

‘And I am Princess Aisha of the royal Peshwah family of Jemeya, and you may address me as Princess Aisha.’

This time he laughed, a rich, deep sound that sounded far too good to come from someone like him, a man she wanted to dislike everything about.

‘Where is my father?’ she demanded, cutting his laughter short. ‘Why is he not here to greet me? I was promised he would know I was safe, but instead I find myself still here in Al-Jirad, instead of already being on my way home to Jemeya.’

He spread his arms out wide. ‘You have an issue with your suite? Have we not made you comfortable here? Is there anything you lack?’

‘I was assured my father would know I was safe.’

‘And he knows, Princess Aisha. As he has known since you were plucked from that desert encampment last night. I spoke to him again once you were safe within this palace’s walls. He is overjoyed beyond measure. He wanted me to tell you that.’

She blew out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. At least something made sense. They were the exact words she would expect her father to use. ‘So he’s still in Jemeya, then, waiting for me to return home.’ It still didn’t explain why he would send her entire wardrobe—surely her lady in waiting could have selected a few likely outfits for her to choose from? But maybe he panicked.

‘No. He is not in Jemeya, but right here in Al-Jirad, at the Blue Palace, attending to some business. He will be here tomorrow.’

She blinked. The Blue Palace was the ceremonial palace of Al-Jirad, and the seat of the kingdom. Her father must have business with the King. But then she remembered the black flags flying atop the palace roof. Of course he would be here in Al-Jirad at such a time. ‘Did something happen to Queen Petra? There are black flags flying.’

His brow furrowed, his eyes narrowing, drawing her eye to the strong black lashes framing his dark eyes. ‘Yes, as it happens. It did.’

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘that’s so sad. So I’m not leaving just yet.’

He smiled again. ‘No, Princess, you are not.’

‘Then I will just have to wait for him here.’

He smiled and crossed his ankles, drawing her eye to the long, lean line of his legs encased in what looked like the finest fabric, superbly tailored. Superbly fitted everywhere. ‘I get the impression you are not used to waiting, Princess.’

She realised she was staring, and where, and snapped her eyes back to his face. She caught a glimmer of laughter in the crease of his eyes and the curve of his lips. Laughter, and something entirely more menacing, and she got the impression he thought he was toying with her, like a cat with a mouse, prodding it one way and then the other, wanting it to run so he could pounce…

Well, she was no mouse and she would not run. And, sheikh or no sheikh, she didn’t like his tone, nor his words that told her he was busy adding to her list of character faults. As if it mattered to her what he thought of her. She stiffened her spine.

‘Maybe it’s because I seem to have done nothing else lately. I spent many hours out in the desert, waiting for escape. But I can wait one more night.’

He nodded, his smile growing wider. ‘Excellent. I am sure you will find your time here most entertaining.’

She sensed she was being dismissed, and she realised that she was doing most of the ‘entertaining’, for he seemed more than amused. But she also realised that, no matter how much the man irritated her, she could not go without at least thanking him for offering her a safe haven. ‘Then thank you, Sheikh Zoltan, for your hospitality. I apologise if I seemed impatient earlier but naturally I became frustrated when nobody seemed willing or able to answer my questions.’

‘Perfectly understandable, Princess. You have been through a testing time.’

She nodded and gave a matter-of-fact smile, relieved she hadn’t plunged their two countries into some kind of diplomatic crisis. After all, she was being offered protection here in a neighbouring country. Sanctuary. She should not abuse that courtesy. ‘Then I will not waste any more of your time, Sheikh Zoltan. I will wait in my suite until my father arrives.’

He took her hand and she felt a sizzle of recognition, of having held a hand like this one before, a hand that belonged to a man who ran with long, powerful strides…

Impossible!

‘Tell me one thing,’ she said, disturbed enough to remember another niggling question that had not been answered. ‘Why did my father send all of my belongings here when I will be in Al-Jirad such a short time? Surely he must have realised I could have made do with a suitcase-full at the most? Why do you think he did that?’

He shrugged, her hand still wrapped securely in his. ‘Maybe he thought you would need them afterwards.’

‘Afterwards? After what?’

‘After we are married, of course.’







CHAPTER THREE

SHE wrenched her hand away. ‘You must be mad!’ The entire world must be going crazy! First Mustafa and now this man claiming she must marry him! ‘I’m not marrying anyone,’ she said, wanting to laugh so insanely at the very idea that maybe she was the one who was mad. ‘Not Mustafa. And certainly not you.’

‘I am sorry to break the news this way, Princess. I had intended to invite you to dine with me tonight, and convince you of the merits of the scheme while I seduced you with the best food, wine and entertainment that Al-Jirad can offer.’

‘It does not matter how you planned the delivery. Your message would still be insane and my answer would still be the same. I am not marrying you! And now I intend to return to my suite and await the arrival of my father. I’m sorry that someone went to the trouble of unpacking all my belongings when they will only have to repack it all for the journey home tomorrow. Good night.’

She wheeled around, already taking a step towards the door that looked a million miles away right now, when her wrist was seized in an iron clasp.

‘Not so fast, Princess.’

She looked down to where his hand curled around her slender wrist, his skin a dark golden-olive, making her own honey-coloured skin pale to almost white. Or was that just because all her blood had drained away and turned her ghostlike?

She lifted her gaze to his dark, glinting eyes. ‘Nobody touches a princess of Jemeya without consent.’

‘Surely the betrothed…’

She pulled her wrist from his grip. ‘I have no betrothed!’

‘That’s not what your father thinks.’

‘Then you are indeed crazy. My father would never give his permission for a marriage I did not want.’

‘Maybe your father has no choice.’

‘And maybe you’re dreaming. For when he arrives tomorrow he will surely set you straight. He did not send his men to rescue me from the hands of one mad despot to simply hand me over to another.’

‘You are so sure they were your father’s men?’

His words blindsided her. What kind of question was that? Of course her father had sent her rescuers. ‘They came for me,’ she asserted, hating this man right now for making her question her own father’s actions, for making her doubt that he would do anything and everything in his power to get her back. ‘As I knew they would from the first moment I was kidnapped. I knew my father would send someone to rescue me and I was right. And they told me that my father would be told I was safe. So who else would have sent them?’

‘And if I told you that it was my men who rescued you from that desert camp and from a future bearing Mustafa’s fat and plentiful sons?’

She threw her hands up in the air. ‘I’ve heard enough of this. I’m leaving.’ She turned away and started walking. She was going to walk out of here and through that door, and this time, when she did, she would forget all about being a princess and looking like a princess and acting like a princess—she would run as fast and hard as she could back to her suite and lock the door behind her. And she did not care who might see her, or what they might think of her, and she would not come out until her father had arrived and ensured her safe passage back to Jemeya.

This time there was no iron manacle around her wrist, no move to stop her. And for a moment she even thought she might make it. Until she heard him utter the fateful words behind her.

‘And if I said I came for you with your father’s blessing?’

Her feet shuddered to a halt on the marble-tiled floor, fear clamping down so hard on her muscles that it was impossible to move. She was suddenly aware of the pounding of her blood, her heart racing like that tiny mouse’s must have, knowing the cat was behind it, ready to pounce if she moved so much as a tiny whisker.

I came for you?

Did he mean what he had said? Had he been there after all last night? Had he been one of the men in the rescuer’s party? Or had he been the one to slice his way into her tent, to plaster her to his body too tightly and set off a low, burning heat deep in her belly, to cradle her in his arms as his stallion galloped across the dunes?

For that man had been tall and broad, supremely fit and sure of himself and unbearably arrogant with it. Yet her rescuer had been a mercenary, dressed all in black, his face completely covered but for his dark, glinting eyes.

No, it couldn’t be him. She would not allow it.

She spun around. ‘You are bluffing! You admit speaking to my father this morning. He told you about the rescue and now you try to make me feel so indebted to you, so happy to have escaped the clutches of Mustafa, that I will agree to this—’ she searched frantically for a word that might convey just how crazy this marriage idea was ‘—insanity!’

Not a chance.

‘But by all means,’ she continued, ‘do share this little fantasy of yours with my father when he arrives tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll be most entertained.’

Zoltan pushed himself from the edge of the desk, then strode towards her with long, purposeful strides that ate up the distance between them until he stood before her, tall and impossibly autocratic, his eyes fixed with a steely determination, his jaw set like concrete. ‘If you want to talk fantasy, Princess, let me share one with you right now. Would you be similarly entertained if I told you that I cannot wait to see what that mouth of yours can do when you are in the throes of passion rather than in the grip of fear?’

Shock thunderbolted down her spine, ricocheted out to her extremities and made her clenching and unclenching hand itch to slap one darkly shadowed cheek. ‘How dare you speak to me like that?’

‘How dare I?’ He reached out a hand, put the pad of his thumb to her lip. ‘But you’re the one who put the idea into my head, Princess—you and those sharp, white teeth of yours.’

She gasped, took a step back. ‘You!’

And then he smiled and, seemingly casually, crossed his arms over his chest. She saw it then, on the index finger of his right hand: the imprint of her teeth etched deep and angry-looking on his skin.

He watched her eyes widen. He saw the realisation dawn and bloom. He smelt her fear.

And it felt strangely good.

‘Yes, Princess. Me. Wearing your brand, it would appear— some quaint Jemeyan custom, I assume, to mark one’s intended?’

She looked back up at him, her features tight and determined. ‘It doesn’t matter who you are or whether you were there last night. It doesn’t matter if you were in the party that rescued me from that desert camp. I owe you nothing but my thanks, and you have that. But there is still no way I will marry you. And there is no way on this earth that you can make me.’

‘You can fight this all you like, Princess, but there is no other way.’

‘And if I still say no?’

He smiled. ‘In that case, if you feel that strongly, maybe there is one other way after all.’

‘Yes?’

‘I can take you back to that desert encampment, leave you there and let Mustafa have his way with you. Your choice, Princess.’

She looked as if she was going to explode, face red with heat, her hands clenched at her side and her eyes so alight they were all but throwing flames. ‘When my father finishes his business with the King and comes for me tomorrow, he will tell you the same as I do. There will be no marriage!’

All of a sudden he was tired of the game, of baiting her for her reactions, of toying with this spoilt princess, even though she had provided the only entertainment value in a world suddenly turned upon its head. The need to rescue her had brought him and his three friends together again for the first time in five years, and plucking her from beneath the nose of his hated half-brother had presented a moment of such sublime satisfaction that he would revel in the victory for years to come.

Except now he was faced with a precocious, precious princess who thought she had actually some say in what was happening. Why had he ever let her think that? Why had he tolerated her demands, deflected her questions and allowed her that privilege when she had never had it?

He knew damned well why—because he was still so angry about being put in this invidious position himself. Because he couldn’t see why he should be the only one to suffer and sacrifice, the only one mightily frustrated at the choiceless situation he found himself thrust into. So why the hell shouldn’t he extract some measure of glee from seeing her tossed right out of her precious, princessly comfort-zone?

And what right had she to feel so mightily aggrieved when marriage was the only thing required of her? Whereas his marriage to her was only one tiresome necessity in a long list of requirements his vizier had put before him in order to enable him to take the throne of Al-Jirad. And who had the time for any of this? The ability to speak fluent Jiradi as well as Arabic; the need to be able to quote from the sacred book of Jiradi which he must learn by heart before the coronation; having to honour the alliance between commitment to replenish the blood stock of Al-Jirad with a princess of noble birth from their sister state of Jemeya.

No. Suddenly he was tired of it all.

He sighed as she looked up at him, eyes defiant and openly hostile. He was sick of this whole damn situation before it had even properly begun.

‘King Hamra is dead.’

She blinked. Once. Again. And then it seemed her entire face turned into a question mark, eyes wide, mouth open in shock. Then she shook her head. ‘No.’ Her hands flew to her mouth. ‘You said it was Queen Petra. No!’

He watched those hands. He remembered them. Slim, he recalled. Long-fingered. Hands that had come perilously close to grazing the fabric covering his swelling organ last night. Hands that would soon have that privilege and that right, a right he hoped they would soon exercise.

Then he noticed her eyes and found them already filling with tears, threatening to spill over. He simultaneously wondered at her ability to distract him and cursed it when he knew the news he had to deliver was only going to make her feel worse. ‘But how?’ she cried. ‘When?’

‘The morning before you were kidnapped. King Hamra was on his way to Egypt for a holiday—he and the Queen in one helicopter with his close advisers, his mother and sons, their wives and families in the other. For some reason the two helicopters ventured too close to each other. Nobody knows why. But it seems that their blades touched and both helicopters plummeted to the ground.’

He gave her a moment to let the news sink in before he added, ‘There were no survivors.’

Her face was almost devoid of colour, her dark eyes and lashes suddenly starkly standing out on a skin so deathly pale that he worried she might actually collapse.

He took hold of her shoulders before she might fall and steered her to the nearest chair where she sagged, limp and boneless.

‘But surely not all of them? Not Akram and Renata? Not Kaleem and Akra? And, please, no, surely not the children? They were so young, just babies…’

He could offer her nothing, so he said nothing, just gave the slightest shake of his head.

‘Nobody told me!’ she cried when she realised the truth and the extent of the disaster. ‘I knew nothing. All the time I was in that desert camp they told me nothing. Oh yes, they laughed and smirked and made crude jokes about what Mustafa intended to do with me, but nobody told me that the King and his family had been killed. Nobody told me…’

She looked up at him, the shock, hurt and misery right there in her eyes to see, and for a moment he almost felt sorry for her and sorry for the upset all this damned mess would cause her. But, hell, why should he feel sorry for her, when his life had been similarly turned upside down, his future curtailed by the rules laid down by those of centuries past? The fact was that they were both the victims in this situation.

‘Is this why all this is happening? Because it is somehow connected to that tragedy?’

Why did she have to look so damned vulnerable? He wanted to be angry with her, the spoilt princess who was having to do what her nation needed instead of what she wanted for a change. The last thing on earth he wanted was to feel empathy for her. To feel sorry. Especially when he was being subjected to the same external forces. He sucked in air. ‘Al-Jirad needs a king.’

She looked up at him through glassy eyes, her long black lashes heavy with tears. ‘That man—the vizier—he called you Excellency. Are you to be that king?’

‘I am one possibility. King Hamra was my uncle. My father had two sons to two different wives. One was Mustafa. The other was me.’ He paused. ‘And, of course, whichever one of us it is to be is decided by the pact.’

She nodded, her eyes hardening with the realisation of what this came down to, the grief still there, but framed in anger now. ‘So that’s what this is all about, then, this game of Hunt the Princess. Whoever marries the princess first wins the crown of Al-Jirad.’

‘It is what the pact requires. Where the crown of Al-Jirad is compromised, the alliance will be renewed by the marriage between the royal families of our two countries. Because of your older sister’s situation…’

‘You mean, because she has two children to two different fathers and she never actually bothered marrying either of them, she’s no longer eligible for the position? But surely she has a proven track-record. If it’s heirs you need—and when has any monarchy not been all about heirs?—Marina has proven child-bearing capabilities, where sadly I do not.’

‘Your sister is, to put it mildly, over-qualified for the position. The fact you have not yet bred is still in your favour.’

Have not yet bred. She itched to hit something. Anything. Maybe him. Except princesses were not supposed to do such things, were not expected to give in to such base instincts. But still, the claim that this agreement was somehow in her favour rubbed, and rubbed raw.

‘How can it be in my favour when it forces me into this situation?’

‘It is duty, Princess. It is not personal.’

Not personal? Maybe that was why she hated it so much. Because it wasn’t personal. And she had dreamed—oh, how she had dreamed—that being so far down the line to the crown, and a woman into the deal, would ensure she would never be subjected to the strictures of the first or even the second-born sons. She had watched her brothers with their tutors, seen how little rope they had been given. And she had watched her sister, who had been given too much too quickly while all the attention was on her brothers and their futures. She had been foolish enough to think she could somehow escape the madness of it all unscathed and lead a near-normal life. She had stupidly hoped she might even marry for love.

Zoltan watched her as she sat there, trying to absorb the enormity of the situation that confronted her. But it was hardly the end of the world, as she made it out to be. He would be the one on the throne, a position he’d never been prepared for, whereas she would go from princess to queen, a job she’d been primed for her entire life. What was so difficult about that?

They could still have a decent enough marriage if they both wanted. She was beautiful, this princess, long-limbed and lithe, with skin like satin. It would be no hardship at all to bed her to procure the heirs Al-Jirad required. And she had a fire burning beneath that cool, princessly exterior, a fire he was curious to discover more about, a fire he was keen to stoke for himself.

Why shouldn’t it work, at least in the bedroom? And, if it didn’t, then there were ways and means around that. An heir and a spare and they both would have done their duty; they could both look at different options. So just because they had to marry didn’t make it a death sentence.

Then she shook her head, rising to her feet and brushing at the creases in her trousers, and he got the impression she would just as simply brush away the obligations laid upon her by the pact between their two countries.

And just as fruitlessly.

‘So marrying you is to be my fate, then, decided by some crusty piece of paper that is hundreds of years old?’

‘The pact sets out what must happen in the event of a situation such as this.’

‘And of course we all must do what the pact says we must do.’

‘It is the foundation stone of both our countries’ constitutions—you know that. Are you so averse to doing your duty as a princess of one of those two countries?’

‘Yes! Of course I am, if it means my fate is to marry either you or Mustafa! Of course I object.’

‘Then maybe it is just as well you do not have a choice in the matter.’

‘I refuse to believe that. What if I simply refuse to marry either of you? What if I have other plans for my life that don’t include being married to some despot who thinks he can lay claim to a woman merely because of an accident of her birth?’

‘That accident of birth, as you put it, gives you much wealth and many privileges, Princess. But it also comes with responsibilities. Your sister chose to shrug them off. Being the only other member of the royal Jemeyan family who can satisfy the terms of the pact, you do not have that option.’

‘You can’t make me marry you. I can still say no and I do say no.’

‘Like I said, that is not an option available to you.’

She shrieked, a brittle sound of frustration and exasperation, her hands curled into tight, tense fists at her side. He yawned and looked at his watch. Any moment now he expected she would stamp her feet, maybe even throw herself to the floor and pound the tiles with her curled-up fists like a spoilt child. Not that it would do her any good.

‘Look,’ she started, the spark in her eye telling him she’d hit on some new plan of attack. Her hands unwound and she took a deep breath. She even smiled, if you could call it that. At least, it was the closest thing to a smile he’d seen her give to date. ‘This is all so unnecessary. The pact is centuries old and we’ve all moved on a long way since then. There must be some misunderstanding.’

‘You think?’

‘I know.’ She held out her hands as if she was preaching. Maybe she thought she was, because she was suddenly fired up with her building argument, her eyes bright, her features alive. He was struck again with how beautiful she was, how fine her features, how lush her mouth. His groin stirred. No, it would be no hardship bedding her. No hardship at all.

‘My father loves me. He would never make me marry a man I didn’t love, not for anything.’

‘Not for anything?’ He arched an eyebrow. ‘Not even for the continuing alliance between our two countries?’

‘So, maybe…’ she said, with sparks in her eyes, really getting into it, ‘maybe it’s time we drew up a new agreement. Times have changed. The world has moved on. We could lead our respective countries into a new future, with a new and better alliance, something more applicable to the modern era that covers communication and the Internet and today’s world instead of one that doesn’t exist any more.’

He crossed his arms, nodded, fought to keep the smile from his own face as he pretended to give it serious thought. ‘A new agreement? I can see how that would appeal.’

She failed or chose to ignore the sarcasm dripping from his words. ‘Besides, of course, there is my work in Jemeya. My father would not expect me to walk away from my duties there.’

‘Ah, yes, your work. Of course, someone like you would consider sitting down with a bunch of homeless kids and reading them fairy stories to be work. Very valuable work, no doubt. Makes for a few good photo opportunities, I dare say.’

Her eyes glinted, the smile wiped clean from her face. ‘I teach them our language! I teach them how to read and write!’

‘And nobody else in Jemeya can do that? Face facts, Princess.’ He kicked himself away from the column. ‘You are needed by Jemeya as much as a finger needs a wart.’

‘How dare you?’

‘I dare because someone needs to tell you. Jemeya does not need you, and the sooner you face facts the better. You have two older brothers, one of whom will inherit the throne, the other a spare if he cannot. So what good are you to Jemeya? Don’t you see? You are surplus to requirements. You’re a redundant princess. So you might as well be of some use to your country by marrying me.’

Her eyes were still glinting but now it was with ice-cold hatred.

‘I have told you—I will not marry you and my father will not make me. Why would anyone in their right mind want to marry you? You led me to believe I had been rescued from one mad man when all along you were planning captivity of the same kind with another.

‘Maybe it’s time you faced facts yourself—you’re arrogant beyond belief, you’re a bully and you’re so anxious to be Al-Jirad’s next king that you would stop at nothing to get on that throne. I won’t marry you now and I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man left on earth!’

Blood pounded in his temples, pounding out a drumbeat of fury, sounding out a call to war. What must he have done wrong in some former life that he would be lumbered with this selfish little princess for a wife? What gods had he somewhere and at some time insulted that they would visit upon him this poisoned shrew? For if he had a choice right now, if he didn’t know Mustafa would otherwise get the crown, he would take her back and dump her back in that desert camp and be finished with her.

‘Do you actually believe that I want to be king? Do you actually think that even if I wanted a wife I would want to marry someone who does not know when she is being offered the better end of the deal? Do you really think I want to marry such a spoilt, selfish little shrew?’

‘Bastard!’ He heard the crack, felt the sting of her hand hard across his cheek, and the blood in his pounding veins turned molten.

He seized her wrist as it flashed by, wrenching her to him. ‘You’ll pay for that!’ She tried to pull her arm free and when he did not let go she pounded his chest with her free hand, twisting her shoulders from side to side.

‘Let me go.’

Like hell.

He grabbed her other wrist, and she shrieked and tugged so hard against his restraint until she shook the hair loose behind her head and sent it tumbling down in disarray. ‘Let me go!’

‘Why?’ he ground out between clenched teeth. ‘So you can slap me again?’

But she twisted one arm right around, her wrist somehow slipped free and she raised it to lash at him again. He caught it this time before she could strike and pulled her in close to his body, trapping her arm under his and bringing her face within inches of his own. She was breathing hard, as if she’d just sprinted a mile, her chest rising and falling fast and furiously against his, her eyes spitting fire at him, her lips parted, gasping for air and showing those neat, sharp teeth, whose bite he could still feel on his hand.

He looked at her mouth and wondered how she would taste—something spicy and sweet with a chili bite. He looked at those wide, lush lips, parted like an invitation, looked at the teeth again and decided it might even be worth the risk.

And then he shifted his gaze and realised she was watching him watching her, her eyes wide, her pupils so dilated they were turning her eyes black.

‘I hate you!’ she spat, twisting her body against his, friction turning to heat, heat turning to desire.

Desire combusting to need.

‘I know,’ he said, breathing just as hard and fast. ‘I hate you too.’ Before his mouth crashed down hard on hers.

And even as she turned rigid beneath him, even though shock stilled her muscles, he felt the warmth of her blossoming heat beneath his kiss, tasted the honey and spice he knew he’d find there, tasted the chili heat—and there, in the midst of the honey, cinnamon and chili, he tasted the promise of a woman beneath the princess.

And he wanted more.







CHAPTER FOUR

SHOCK punched the air from her lungs, sent all thoughts scattering from her mind. But God, she could still feel!

He seemed to be everywhere, the strong wall of his chest pressed hard against her, the steel bands of his arms surrounding her, the rough of his whiskered cheek against her skin and the press of his lips against her own.

Even the very air that intermingled between them, their heated breath, seemed full of his essence, his taste.

And for a moment that recognition blindsided her because it was so powerful. She did recognise his scent and the very feel of him, and she knew it was truly him—the man who had cradled her tightly in his arms, whose chest she had turned into to breathe more of him in while his horse had carried her away from the desert camp and away from that slug, Mustafa, who thought he could just take her at will…

Revulsion blossomed inside her, welling up like a mushroom cloud, giving her frozen limbs strength and purpose and her blank mind the will to act.

She thrust her chin up, twisted her face away, seeking escape from his relentless kiss. ‘No,’ she cried. ‘No!’

But he did not stop. He gave her no space, no release. He showed no mercy. Instead she felt herself lifted from her feet and swung around until she felt the hard marble of a column at her back. She felt herself sandwiched between it and him, pinning her to his long, lean body while his seeking mouth found hers again and she was full of him and the taste of him. Coaxing. Demanding. Persuading.

So persuasive.

Her body stirred. Her body responded, and she hated herself for it, even as she angled her head to give his mouth and his hot tongue better access to her mouth.

Then his hand slid down her arm, brushed one aching nipple on a straining breast, and suddenly it was Mustafa’s greasy fingers she saw in her mind’s eye, it was the smack of his lips as he walked towards her…

Oh God.

And that image was enough to give her the strength she needed. ‘No!’ she cried, twisting hard against the steel-hard shackles of his strong limbs. ‘Get away from me!’ And somehow she managed to unleash one wild hand and lashed out with it to push him away, her nails finding purchase on flesh as she dragged them down.

She heard his curse and suddenly she found herself thrust away, panting and reeling and having to search for the bones in her legs in order to stay upright while he stood there looking like a thundercloud, dark, grim and threatening, rubbing his scored cheek. She waited, gasping for air, shocked by what she had done, appalled that she, a princess of the royal house of Jemeya, had performed such a base act. Yet she was not sorry she had done it. Not one bit.

But she was afraid.

The reality of her position was never starker, never more terrifying. For she was alone in this palace, with no allies, no-one to protect her. He was big, powerful and angry, and she had struck him and drawn blood. The way his chest heaved, the way his pulse pounded angrily at his temples and his eyes looked wild and vengeful, she knew he would not let her get away with that.

Just when she feared he would act, that he might actually raise his hand to strike her, he surprised her by smiling, a long, lazy crocodile smile. ‘What quaint customs you Jemeyans have. What does this second brand signify, I wonder? Eternal fidelity? Ever-lasting love? Or a promise of many years of wild, passionate nights in my bed?’

‘You flatter yourself! You know exactly why I hit you. How else was I supposed to make you stop acting like a barbarian?’

‘Maybe it was not clear you wanted to stop.’ And, maybe because he saw the disbelief etched so clearly on her features, he added for good measure, ‘Your body told me you did not want to stop.’

‘Then you weren’t listening!’

He lifted his hand, exposing the three angry red lines marring his cheek, his eyes widening at the blood smeared on his hand. ‘You will be sorry for this.’

She almost laughed out loud. His threat meant nothing to her. ‘No. I don’t think so. What I’m actually sorry about is for assuming I was being rescued last night rather than being kidnapped into some other nightmare. I’m sorry for having to listen to this ridiculous scheme of yours and argue its insanity, and I’m really sorry you do not seem to have any concept of how mad you are. But I am not sorry for hitting you. You asked for that!’

His lip curled. ‘I should take you back to Mustafa’s camp and leave you there.’

Fear crawled up her spine, even though she knew that there was no chance of it, even though she knew that he would never do such a thing—not when he wanted the throne for himself. Yet still she remembered the old crone’s probing fingers, the humiliating inspection, and she remembered what Mustafa had promised to do to her the moment they were married and he was safe…

‘My half-brother deserves a woman like you,’ Zoltan continued. ‘He deserves someone who can give him grief and make his life hell.’

But the poison of his insults washed off her, only serving to fuel the fire in her veins. She tossed her hair back, refusing to be cowed by his kind. ‘If you think you’re so different from him you are kidding yourself mightily.’

His face turned as red as a pomegranate, the tendons in his neck standing out in thick, tight cords, his pulse dancing in his throat. ‘I am nothing like him!’

‘Then you don’t know him at all. You are both contemptible! Unfit to rule a line, let alone an entire kingdom. Al-Jirad is better off without the both of you.’

‘Then who will be king?’

‘I don’t care. Someone else can sort that out. But I tell you this much, just as I’ll tell my father when he comes: I am not marrying either of you.’

‘You do that, Princess. You tell your father. You tell yourself. You tell whoever you like. Maybe if you say it often enough, you might even believe it.

‘But you would be wasting your breath. For in less than twenty-four hours we will be married, whether you like it or not.’

‘Over my dead body!’

His eyes glinted dangerously, the three scratches down his cheek standing out bold and angry. ‘If that’s what it takes.’

If the vizier hadn’t chosen that exact moment to arrive, she would have hit him again—harder this time.

Princesses didn’t hit, she knew. Princesses were serene, kept their cool and never lashed out—so she had been taught by endless tutors. But she had grown up with older brothers. They might have been princes, but they’d certainly not treated her and her sister like princesses. Oh yes, she was more than capable of dealing with bullies.

‘Hamzah,’ he said to the bowing vizier. ‘What is it?’

The vizier took one look at Zoltan’s cheek before glancing over at Aisha with disdain, taking in her unkempt hair, her reddened cheeks, clearly disapproving of what he saw. Then he blinked as if she didn’t matter and turned back to Sheikh Zoltan.

‘Sheikh King Ashar has called from the Blue Palace. He asks if he can speak to the princess.’

At last! Zoltan looked at her and now it was her turn to smile, because finally this was her moment. The sooner she spoke to her father, the sooner a halt could be put to these crazy wedding plans. Finally she had a chance to talk to someone who would listen to her, someone who cared about her, rather than trying to reason with a man who was like a brick wall and gave not a toss for what she wanted. ‘Where can I take the call?’

When the vizier bowed and gestured towards the big desk in the corner, it was all she could do not to run over and snatch up the receiver simply to hear her father’s voice again, just to let him know that, while she might be safe from one despot, it was only to be landed in the lap of another. He could not know the full details of what was planned. He must have been deceived. He must have no idea what this man was really planning.

But she wouldn’t let herself run across the floor to the phone. She could do serene when she wanted to, she could do regal. She was just finding it harder when this man was around, the urge to act rather than think decidedly more tempting.

‘We will leave you in privacy, Princess,’ Zoltan said behind her, about to withdraw after Hamzah. On a wicked whim she turned and held up one hand, one-hundred-per-cent confident in what her father would say.

‘No. You wait. I’m sure you will be interested in what my father has to say.’

For as much as she hated him, as much as he threw her off-balance, she wanted him here to witness this, she wanted no more misunderstandings between them. Finally she could talk to her father, someone reasonable, someone who made sense and cared about her as a person, not just as some chattel to be exchanged in a business deal. And afterwards she would hand the phone over so her father could tell Zoltan the same thing because he would surely not believe her. She picked up the receiver, still smiling. God, after what she’d been through, she was really going to enjoy this. ‘Papa, it’s so good to talk to you!’

She listened and laughed as he expressed his delight, thanks and apologies for not being there to meet her. She assured him that she was unharmed, that neither Mustafa nor his men had hurt her, not physically, and that she couldn’t wait to go home.

She threw a smile across to Zoltan, imagining his teeth gnashing together, relishing that thought. Thinking that the last thing he would have wanted was for her father to call, someone who would surely take her side in all of this.

Until there was a pause on the end of the line she could no longer ignore.

‘Papa?’

The words she heard chilled her blood and made her dizzy with shock and disbelief. ‘But, Papa, I do not understand.’ And this time he said the words slower, so there could be no mistake, so she could not misunderstand.

‘Aisha, you are not going home. Why has no-one told you yet? You must marry Zoltan.’

She made the mistake of looking up, caught the suddenly smug look on Zoltan’s face, as if he had caught the gist of her conversation and knew it was not in her favour. Then again, he had probably read her reaction on her face. She spun around, turning her back on him, hating his air of casual boredom, hating the sudden curve she’d witnessed on his lips.

Hating everything about him.

‘But, Papa…’ she pleaded into the receiver, curving her free hand around the mouthpiece, shielding the panic in her voice and cursing her impulse to let Zoltan stay in the room while she took the call. But she was not done yet. ‘I don’t want to marry him!’

He wanted to choke. Did she for one moment actually imagine that he actually wanted to marry her? Laughable. But it wasn’t laughable. It was painful, really, having to listen to one half of a conversation when that half was clearly going so wrong.

There were plenty more ‘but, Papa’s, a fair sprinkling of ‘but why?’s and a lot of time where she said nothing but listened to what her father was telling her before she tried to get a word in. He had to admit the one that almost plucked at his heart strings was the ‘Please, Papa, please!’

Said in her Poor Little Princess voice, it was quite touching, really. If you cared.

Even if you did, what could anyone do? Hadn’t he explored every option himself?

But then the final cruncher—the ‘Yes, Papa,’ in a voice that sounded like a child’s who had just been rebuked and told to be good—before she turned back to the desk and put the receiver down.

It was awkward witnessing someone else’s humiliation, especially after they’d insisted you stayed and had acted as if it was going to be some kind of victory for them.

Awkward and yet, at the same time, supremely satisfying.

She didn’t look up at him, but she didn’t have to for him to realise she’d been crying. Her long lashes were clumped into thick black spikes, moisture glazed her eyes and he had to wonder why she insisted on making it so difficult for herself.

He’d learned early in life that some things were worth fighting for and some things were a lost cause from day one. ‘Choose your battles,’ his uncle, the King, had told him when he was just a young boy and still steaming after his father had, as usual, accepted Mustafa’s side in a dispute. ‘Don’t waste your time on the things you can’t change. Save your energy for the battles that count.’

He hadn’t really understood the message back then; it had all just seemed so unfair that his father had never taken his word, no matter the truth of the matter. But bit by bit he’d learned that nothing would ever change and that arguing only made things worse.

Gradually he’d learned to accept the inevitable and save his energies for the battles he could win.

Someone should have told this woman the same thing.

Didn’t she see there was no changing this? She was stuck. As stuck as he was in this centuries-old time warp. There was no getting out of it. There was no escape.

‘So you managed to sort it all out?’ he asked when she had stood there, her hands on the replaced receiver, for way too long.

She drew in a long breath then, blinked, straightened and made the tiniest concession she could to her tears by flicking them from the corners of her eye while making out as though she was pushing the weight of her long, dark hair back behind her ears.

‘My father will be here tomorrow, as you said.’ Her voice was low and flat, as if all the stuffing had been knocked out of it, all the life.

He waited longer still, struck by how much this admission of defeat cost her in her too-stiff spine and forced control, almost—if he had to admit it—admiring her. Maybe she wasn’t as fragile as he had supposed or she would have been wailing on the end of the phone, dissolved into shrieks and fits of tears by now. Facing him after the instruction to stay, only for it to mean he had witnessed her humiliation, would be no easy task. Not for anyone, let alone some brittle, spoilt princess.

She blinked then as she looked up at him. ‘My father—Sheikh Ashar—says I have no choice. Apparently neither of us do. It seems it is more complicated than a mere alliance. He says our countries are inexorably linked and that if this marriage doesn’t happen both of our families forfeit their right to their respective thrones. So, if I say no, it will not only be Al-Jirad without a king.’

He waited. He had known this to be the truth, but she would never have believed him if he had told her. It was better coming from her father.

‘So then, it is settled. There is no escaping this marriage, for either of us.’

She blinked up at him, her eyes as empty as her voice. ‘Not unless I wish my father to lose the crown and my brothers to lose their birthright.’

She drew in breath and seemed to grow taller then, her chin raised, her eyes resigned but still, he noted, with a glimmer of defiance, even if still glassy. ‘I would not do that to my family, of course.’

‘Of course.’

‘In which case, it seems there is no choice. Apparently I am stuck with this marriage.’ Her chin grew higher then, her eyes grew colder, with an icy surface you could skate over. ‘And so, it would seem, stuck with you.’

He watched her leave, her head held high, her posture impossibly straight and regal.

Haughtiness becomes you, he thought as she swept from the room, back to her princessly best, if you didn’t count the riotous freefall of her hair tumbling down her back, hair that had felt like a silk curtain in his hands. He remembered the feel of her in his arms, the heat from her mouth, the softness and suppleness of her body against his, and he growled low and deep in his throat.

For all her protests, for all her pretence, there was a live woman under that haughty exterior, hot and wanting, and he would take great pleasure in peeling that harsh shell away piece by inevitable piece.

‘What happened to you?’ There was laughter in Rashid’s words as he led the other two friends into the library and caught sight of Zoltan’s cheek.

‘Let me guess,’ Bahir said with a knowing grin. ‘The princess happened to him.’

Kadar perched himself on the edge of the desk where Zoltan sat and studied the three lines down his friend’s cheek. ‘No wonder she wasn’t impressed by my fireworks. Looks like she’s packing her own.’

Zoltan leaned back in his chair, pinching the bridge of his nose with his fingers, his head full of ancient verse after hours of study. No surprise that his friends would find this intensely amusing. They would no doubt find it doubly so if they knew exactly what he had been doing right before she had raked her claws down his cheek.

‘I’m glad you all find this so entertaining. What are you doing here anyway? I thought you were falconing today.’

‘We thought you might be lonely,’ Rashid said, picking up a paperweight from the table and tossing it from one hand to the other. ‘Didn’t realise you were otherwise occupied.’

‘Don’t drop that,’ Zoltan warned, thankful for the opportunity to change the subject. ‘It’s Murano glass, three-hundred years old. A present from the then-king to his sheikha. Worth a fortune, apparently.’

Bahir stopped tossing the paperweight for a moment, peering into the colours of its mysterious depths. ‘Oh well,’ he said, tossing it in Rashid’s direction. ‘Easy come, easy go.’

Kadar spun around the heavy tome sitting in front of Zoltan and peered down. ‘What’s this?’

‘The Sacred Book of Al-Jirad. I have to know it by the coronation.’

‘What? All of it?’

‘The entire thing, chapter and verse. Ready to be quoted from at the appropriate moment, to spout the wisdom of the ages.’

Rashid whistled. ‘Then, brother, you really do need rescuing.’

Kadar slammed the book shut before Zoltan could stop him. ‘Come on, then,’ he said, jumping to his feet.

‘I don’t have time,’ he growled. ‘I’ll see you at dinner.’

‘What, you’re too busy to spend a few minutes with your best friends when we’ve all come so far to help you? Nice one.’

‘Lame,’ Rashid agreed, tossing the paperweight casually in one hand. ‘Besides, you have to exercise some time. We’re heading for the pool.’ And he threw the paperweight at Zoltan so fast he almost fumbled the catch and dropped it to the marble floor.

‘Reflexes a bit slow today?’ he teased, looking at his cheek. Zoltan knew he wasn’t talking about the paperweight. ‘I reckon I might actually beat you over twenty laps today. What do you say?’

Zoltan was already on his feet. ‘Not a chance.’

Aisha could not believe it had come to this. She lay on the big, soft bed, her pillows drenched with tears. But now, hours after she had returned from that fateful meeting in the library, her tears were spent, her eyes sore and scratchy, and she was left with just the aching chasm in her gut where hope had once resided.

There was no hope now. There was nothing but a yawning pit of despair from which she could see no way out.

For tomorrow she was required to marry Zoltan, an arrogant, selfish, impossible man who clearly thought her no more than a spoilt princess and who had made it plain he considered she was getting the better end of the deal in having to marry a barbarian like him, and that there was not a thing she could do to avoid it. To renege on the deal would result in bringing down the royal families of two countries and smashing apart the alliance that had kept their countries strong for centuries.

And, for all the power that knowledge should bestow upon her—that she was the king-maker of two countries—she had never felt more powerless in her life.

She had never felt more alone.

She rolled over on the bed, caught a glimpse in the corner of her eye of the magnificent golden wedding-robe sitting ready and waiting on a mannequin in the corner of her room and squeezed her eyes shut again.

Such a beautiful gown. Such a work of art. Such a waste. A gown like that deserved to be worn to a fairy-tale wedding, whereas she was to be married to a monster. Expected to bear his sons, destined to be some kind of brood mare. Doomed to never find the love for which she had once hoped.

Such foolish dreams and hopes.

After all, she was a princess. She swiped at her cheeks. What right had she had to wish for any kind of normal life, even if her two brothers had the future crown of Jemeya well and truly covered?

Yet still, other princes and princesses around the world seemed to marry for love these days. Why shouldn’t she have dared hope for the same?

She shook her head. It was pointless feeling sorry for herself. She forced herself to move, found herself a wash cloth in the bathroom to run cold water over and held it to her swollen, salt-crusted eyes. She could mope for ever and it would not change things. Nothing she could do, it seemed, could change things.

She returned to her room, passing by the open balcony doors when the curtains shifted on a slight breeze as she still held the cool, soothing flannel to her cheeks. Rani must have opened them, she guessed, before she had left her to her despair, for she was sure the doors had not been open before.

Poor Rani. She had been so excited to show her the gown when she’d returned from her meeting with Zoltan, so delighted to tell her what was planned for her preparations the next day—the fragrant oil-baths, the henna and the hairdresser. Aisha had taken such strides to hold herself together until then, all the way from the library through the convoluted passageways and along the cloistered walk to her suite. It had been so much effort to hold herself together that, in spite of all of the young girl’s enthusiasm—or maybe, in part, because of it—she had taken one look at the dress, collapsed onto the bed in tears and told the girl to go away.

The breeze from the open doors beckoned her, carrying with it the late-afternoon perfume of the garden below, the heady scent of jasmine and the sweet lure of orange blossom. It drew her to the window, to where the soft inner drapes danced and played upon the gentle breeze. She stood there for a moment before venturing out onto the balcony of her suite. The sun was dipping lower now, the evening rays turning the stone and roof of the palace gold, even in the places it was not. The garden was bathed in half-light, the sound of the splashing fountain and birdcalls coming from its green depths like an antidote to stress.

It all looked so restful and beautiful, so perfect, even when she knew things were far from perfect, that she could not resist the lure of the perfumed garden.

A set of stairs led down from the balcony. She looked back into her suite and realised someone had already taken away the jacket she had torn off and discarded en route to her bed, but it didn’t matter, because she probably wouldn’t need it anyway. It was deliciously warm and without the sting of the sun’s rays. It wasn’t as though she was planning on running into anyone.

She wasn’t in the mood for running into anyone. A lifetime of training had told her that she must be presentable at all times, in all situations, prepared for every contingency; given a lifetime of doing exactly that, only to find that your life could take a bizarre turn and force you into marriage with someone just because some crusty old piece of paper said you must, what then did it matter how she looked? She finger-combed her hair back from her face and smoothed her creased trousers with her hands. That would do. Once, she might have cared, but today, after all that had happened, she felt a strange sense of detachment from her former life.

It didn’t matter any more.

If she could be married to someone she hated because the ancient alliance between their two countries dictated it, then nothing mattered any more—not how you looked, how you acted or certainly not what you dreamed and wanted from your life. Only that you were a princess. Only that you came from the right breeding stock. And Zoltan hated her anyway. It wasn’t as though he cared how she looked.

Zoltan was stuck with her, just as she was stuck with him, and somehow that thought was vaguely comforting as she descended the stairs into the garden. After all, why should she be the only one inconvenienced by this arrangement? Why should she be the only one to suffer?

Her legs brushed past lavender bushes intruding onto the path as she walked, releasing their scent onto the air. She breathed deeply, taking it in, wishing herself the soothing balm it promised.

The garden was deserted, as she had hoped it would be, silent but for the rustle of leaves on the breeze, the play of water and the call of birds. She drifted aimlessly along its paths, breathing in the scented air, delighting in the discovery of the ever-changing view and the skillful placement of a bubbling bird-bath or a flowering frangipani to surprise and delight. She stopped by one such frangipani tree laden with richly scented flowers, picked a cluster of bright white-and-yellow flowers to her face and drank in their sweet perfume.

Her mother’s favourite flower, so her father had told her when she had leafed through her parents’ wedding photos. She could see her parents’ wedding photos now, and her mother’s bouquet, all tight white rosebuds amidst the happy brightness of frangipani flowers as she drank in that sweet scent.

She wondered what her mother would tell her now. Would she be as cold and clinical as her father, who had told her today that there was no point thinking or dreaming or wishing for things to be different, because she was what she was and that was how it was to be? Or would she be more understanding, at least empathetic of her situation?

And not for the first time she wondered about her own parents’ marriage, wishing she knew more of the circumstances of how they had met. But her mother had died way too early for her to be interested in any of that, and now it was all so long ago.

She arrived at an opening in a wall, keyhole-shaped, potted palms on either side. A path to another garden? she wondered. But as she looked through it she could see it was not one but a series of archways through which she caught a glimpse of greenery and whispering palms that beckoned to her.

She looked back, trying to get her bearings so she would not get lost, saw what must be her balcony above the tangle of vegetation and realised she was in the far corner of the square, the other side of the palace to where the library lay.

Further from Zoltan, she figured, so maybe it wouldn’t hurt to venture a little further, especially not if this was to be her new home.

She encountered only one other person, a maid, who blinked up at her, bowed and soundlessly and quickly moved on.

She passed by a bird-bath with a bubbling fountain where birds splashed happily, oblivious to her passing, and the breeze whispered through the palms, the promise of the archways luring her on. She loved them all. Every one of them was decorated slightly differently, one whose walls were covered with blue-and-white mosaic, another inlaid with mother-of-pearl, the last with a pair of peacocks with bright and colourful plumage, every one of them a work of art.

It was as she passed beneath that last richly decorated arch and wondered what she would find beyond that she heard it, a voice, a shout, and then splashing and laughter. Men’s laughter, coming from some kind of pool. She swallowed as she swung around, pressing her back hard against the cool, tiled wall, grateful she had heard their voices before stumbling unknowingly into their midst. She should not be here. She had come too far.

And then she heard his voice amongst the others, Zoltan’s, and the bitter taste of bile rose in her throat as she remembered how supremely difficult it had been to walk from that library with her back straight and her head held high when all she had felt like doing was collapsing in a heap in despair—how it had taken every shred of her self-control to force herself to wait until she had walked through the door of her suite before she could let her tears go. She could not bear to see him again with those memories so vivid in her mind.

His voice rang out again, issuing some kind of challenge. There were calls and laughter, and the challenge seemed to be accepted by another. The unfairness of it all grated on her raw nerves, rubbed salt into her still-fresh wounds. Clearly Zoltan was not agonising too much over the stress of a forced marriage, for all his protests about not wanting to take a wife. Clearly he was not suffering unduly, if he could take time out to frolic in a pool with his friends without a care in the world. And clearly he had not felt the need to cry his heart out on his bed at the unfairness of it all. The truth of it struck home again. She was nothing in this world but a pawn in a game where she didn’t even merit a move.

There came a splash then, the sound of thrashing water and cheers, and curiosity got the better of her. Who were these men with Zoltan? Could they be the ones who had accompanied him to the desert encampment last night? Maybe she could take one look. It wasn’t as though the pool was private; there was no gate and she was simply out walking.

Making sure she stayed in the shadows under the archway, she peered out past the garden surrounding the pool. There were two men there, neither of them Zoltan, standing cheering at the far end of a broad sapphire pool, partly shaded by twin lines of palms. Though it was nowhere near shady enough to hide the scars that marred one man’s back, the skin twisted and brutal-looking, and she wondered what could have caused such a mess as the water of the pool was torn apart by churning arms, going stroke for stroke as two more men devoured the length of the pool.

Until they reached the end and the water erupted as someone emerged, using powerful arms to springboard out a mere head before his rival.

‘I win,’ the first said, offering his hand to the second.

Zoltan, she realised, disappointed as her eyes drank in the sight of him dripping wet. How typical that he should win the race. How unfortunate. She would have loved to see him lose. She would love to see something or someone wipe that smug look of superiority off his face and the sheer arrogance that infused every part of his body, every glistening muscle, every hard-packed limb.

Of course he would not have an ounce of fat on him, she thought with added resentment, he would not allow such a thing. She had seen enough. And she almost managed to turn away until he flexed his shoulders as her eyes caught the play of muscles under broad shoulders and tracked down the vee of his torso, to where his hips were encased in black lycra above the start of those long, powerful legs.

She sniffed, refusing to be impressed. So maybe she had been wrong before. Maybe he was not exactly like Mustafa, at least not in this one respect, she thought as she remembered the fat man scratching the bulging of his gut through his robe with long, almost feminine fingernails ending fingers adorned with gaudy rings. She shuddered, knowing how close she had come to that repulsive fate.

Still, it made no difference to her how many muscles Zoltan had, and she did not care that his skin glistened a golden-olive in the light. Not when in essence he was exactly the same as his half-brother. Not when there were still so very many reasons to hate him with every fibre of her being.

And she was sure, with time, she would find more.

‘I gave you a head start,’ his vanquished rival claimed as she watched furtively from the shadows. ‘Let’s make it best out of three.’ Zoltan laughed and slapped his friend on the back, turning his face to the sky to shake the water from his dark hair. She had to blink and look again to make sure it was him.

Zoltan actually laughed? Was this the same man as the monster she had met today in the library? Was this the dark barbarian who had snarled and growled and so smugly informed her that she had no choice? For when he smiled, when he laughed so openly, his face was transformed. Not handsome, exactly. He would never be handsome. His face was too dark, his features too strong, like the strongest, bitterest cup of coffee imaginable. But with laughter lighting his dark features he almost looked human.

Almost—good.

Electricity sizzled down her spine and her mouth turned ashen. Tomorrow—tomorrow—this man would be her husband. This hated man would lie next to her in bed, wearing even less than he was wearing now. And expecting her…

She shivered, feeling a growing apprehension that the unknown would soon become known.

She clutched the flowers in her hands to her face, burying herself in their fragrant scent.

This was not how she had imagined it would be.

‘Princess Aisha?’







CHAPTER FIVE

THE flowers fell from her hand as she turned, the vizier behind her bowing respectfully. ‘One of the maids saw you walking. Is there something in particular you were looking for, Princess?’ He glanced across at the pool, and she followed his gaze to where all four men were now gathered at the near end, laughing together, all four of them bronzed and built, with strong masculine features, all of them impressive in their own way. Once again she wondered whether they might be the same men who had helped pluck her from Mustafa last night. Her gaze returned to the enigma that was Zoltan. There was something about him that set him apart and that caused her pulse to trip. ‘You are a long way from your suite.’

She turned to see him watching her. ‘I was enchanted by the garden,’ she said, her cheeks blazing with embarrassment at being caught peering covertly from the shadows and now openly staring. ‘I did not know where the path would lead me. I was about to head back.’

He nodded. ‘Rani has brought your meal. Perhaps you would permit me to show you back to your suite?’ he said, and she knew it wasn’t a question. She also knew she wasn’t about to refuse.

‘Of course,’ she said, wanting to be as far away from the mystery that was Zoltan—the laughing barbarian with the gleaming skin, the man who would be her husband tomorrow—as she could get.

‘Princess!’

Too late.

She felt his call in a searing sizzle of heat down her spine, guilt-stricken that she had been discovered, a voyeur in the shadows, and not only by the vizier but now by Zoltan himself.

She wondered how much humiliation it was humanly possible to suffer in one day, for right now, the supply seemed endless. And this time she had no-one to blame but her own wretched curiosity.

Would he be angry with her for spying on him? Or would he laugh at her, the way he did, with unsubtle jibes, mocking words and that unmistakable upturn of his lips?

Either way, she hated him all the more for it. And she hated her own stupid lack of judgement for not leaving the moment she had realised he was here. Hated that he made her feel so off-balance and uncertain. Hated that he so badly affected her judgement.

She dragged in the scented air as she turned, praying for strength, steeling herself for the confrontation.

But nothing could have prepared her for the full impact of that near-naked body approaching. Her mouth went dry, her heart rate doubled and kept right on going, and her eyes didn’t know where to look. He was so big, his glistening golden-olive skin beaded with moisture, his chest sprinkled with black hair circling dark nipples before arrowing south, over a taut, hard-packed torso…

She dared not look too far south. Instead she focused on the white towel he had picked up and which he now used to pat his face dry as droplets continued to rain from the slicked-back tendrils of his hair. But the snowy whiteness of the towel only served to highlight the rich glow of his skin, to contrast against the darkness of his features, and would have been of much more help to her right now if he lashed it firmly around his waist.

‘You should have brought your swimsuit if you wanted a swim,’ he said, dismissing the vizier with a brief nod over her shoulder, before taking in the cool shell-top and her bare arms.

She realised he was not angry, as she had feared he might be, but was laughing at her again. Right now she would have preferred the anger.

‘Unless of course,’ he added, his dark eyes raking over her heated face, ‘you prefer swimming au naturel?’

‘No!’ Her prissy-sounding outburst escaped before she could stop it, just as she could no more prevent her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. The thought of being any more exposed to his scrutiny than she already was made her skin tingle and goose bump. But the thought of being naked in the same pool with him triggered an entirely new and more potent kind of reaction. She could already imagine the feel of the water cool against her tight nipples, the pull of the water tugging at her curls as it slipped between her aching, heated thighs…

She squeezed her legs together, wishing to God she’d bothered to find her jacket so that he might not witness any more of her body’s reaction to his presence, crossing her arms over her breasts so that they could not betray her. ‘I was just going for a walk,’ she said, her nails pressing into her arms, harder and deeper, while she wished fervently that he would use that damned towel and cover himself, if only so she was not so tempted to look there. ‘To clear my head.’

‘A good plan,’ he conceded, dashing her hopes when he balled the towel in one fist and flung it to one side. Yet another reason to hate him, she told herself, for any reasonable man would surely cover himself up in front of a lady—a princess. But this was clearly no reasonable man. He was a barbarian who had treated her, and continued to treat her, appallingly. Definitely a barbarian, arrogant, self-assured and clearly used to parading near-naked around women. So what if he managed to look almost human when he smiled and when he laughed? He did not smile for her, he did not laugh with her.

This man laughed at her.

And she hated him for it.

She might have told him that too, but just then he reached down before her and picked up the flowers she had dropped and long forgotten. ‘It is a good time to walk in the garden. All the evening flowers send out their perfume to sweeten our sleep and make us forget the heat of the day and let us dream of cooler seasons.’ Then he held the floral sprigs to his nose, breathing in their heady scent, closing his eyes for a second, giving her the chance to study him more closely—his sooty lashes and brows, the strong blade of his nose and the three long, red marks left so unashamedly by her own raking nails. ‘Beautiful,’ he said, surprising her again. And then he looked across. ‘Did you drop them?’

When she nodded, because her throat was suddenly too tight to speak, he gently tugged one of the flowers and slipped it into the tumble of her hair behind her ear, presenting her with the rest of the scented bouquet.

‘I should go,’ she said, taking them and already backing away, disturbed beyond measure by even just the brush of his fingers in her hair, the touch of his fingers against hers. She was unsettled by his proximity and how it put all of her senses on high alert. Confused by a man who suddenly seemed once more like her rescuer of last night, the man whose warm body she had huddled against, rather than the barbarian who had attacked her today and so mercilessly dismantled her defences.

How could a man she hated on such a fundamental level stir such feelings within her?

For this was the same man, she battled to remind herself, the same ruthless man who had only rescued her so he could be king. But of course he could afford to look more relaxed now. He had no need to argue with her because he had got what he had wanted. He knew that she had been forced into compliance with this marriage, that she knew she had no choice. He knew she wasn’t going anywhere and that he had won.

He didn’t want a wife.

He just wanted to be king. She just happened to be the one who could make it possible. She was merely the means to an end.

Oh yes, there was good reason why he could laugh and smile with his friends now and afford to be more civil to her, and that knowledge only served to fuel the burning hatred she felt for him. Because he assumed she was a done deal. He assumed that, once her father had told her straight, she would do what she was required to do without any more complaint and become his compliant bride.

Like hell.

And that thought gave her strength.

It gave her back the power to be herself. ‘You are busy and I am interrupting,’ she said. But when she looked over to the pool and scanned its surrounds for the proof to support her argument, she found it empty, the sapphire surface of the water unbroken, his friends nowhere to be seen. She frowned. How had they left and she not even noticed? For now she was alone here with him, with him wearing nothing more than a stretch of black lycra. She looked down at the flowers in her hand and swallowed, trying hard to focus on them and not let her gaze wander from the detail of their cleverly sculpted petals, the delicate curve, the subtle shading of colours. Anything that might stop her gaze or her focus from wandering further afield where she might catch a glimpse of his powerful legs or that bulging band of black lycra hinting at what lay below. ‘I really have to go.’

‘So you said.’ He smiled, enjoying the start-again stop-again nature of her icy armour. For a moment she’d seemed to be regaining some composure, some of that haughtiness he’d witnessed in the library, but now once again she seemed unsure of herself, almost confused, like an actor having trouble staying in character.

How long had she been standing in the shadows watching? What had she been thinking that turned her cheeks such a deliciously guilty shade of red?

Whatever it was, she didn’t look haughty now, like she had when she had marched so erect and cold from the library. She looked shy and vulnerable, a woman again, rather than an ice princess. A woman who didn’t seem to know where to look.

‘Is something wrong, Princess? You seem—agitated.’

She looked up at him then, her once kohl-rimmed eyes now a smudgy grey and overflowing with exasperation. ‘You could cover yourself! I’m not used to talking to a near-naked man.’

‘Only watching them, apparently,’ he said, while secretly pleased to hear it. He didn’t want to think of her with other men. She would have had them. God, she was nearly twenty-four—of course she would have had them. But at least, unlike her sister, she had chosen to be discreet about them.

‘I didn’t know you were here!’

‘And when you did, you left immediately.’ He was already reaching for the towel he’d flung down earlier. In one smooth movement he had it wrapped low around his hips and knotted it tight. He held his hands out by his sides. ‘Is that better?’

‘A little,’ she said, though still her eyes skated away every chance they got. ‘Thank you. And now I must go.’

‘Stay a moment longer,’ he said, enjoying his prickly princess too much to let her go just yet. She was a strange one, this one, moving through a range of emotions and reactions too fast for him to keep up with or to understand, frustrating him to hell because he didn’t know what he was dealing with on the one hand, intriguing him on the other. ‘There are some friends of mine you should meet. Or meet again, without their masks this time.’ Then he glanced over his shoulder, wanting to call them over so that he could introduce them, surprised when he found they had disappeared without his noticing. More surprised that they were not already queued up to congratulate the woman who had left her mark on him not just once but twice in the space of twenty-four hours.

Maybe they had realised that this was his battle and his alone and it was better to leave him to it. Not that they wouldn’t relish the opportunity to rub it in every chance they got.

But there would be time to introduce her to them tomorrow at the wedding and maybe by then the marks on his face and hand would have faded and they might have forgotten.

And maybe camels might grow wings and fly.

More likely they were just hoping that by tomorrow she might have added to his list of injuries.

‘Your friends have gone,’ she said. ‘And so must I.’

On an impulse he didn’t quite understand himself, but knowing his friends would understand a rapid change of plans, he almost asked her to dine with him.

Almost, except he stopped himself at the last moment. For the dinner he had planned with his friends would take no time at all, and then he would be back to his books and his study, which was where he needed to be if he was ever going to be prepared for the requirements of his new role.

Whereas dinner with this woman? Who knew where that would lead, given the startling turn events had taken today? He didn’t even know how it had happened. But he did remember the feel of her in his arms, the way she’d turned so suddenly from a rigid column of shock to lush feminine need with just one heated, molten kiss. Would he be tempted to linger if he dined with her tonight, tempted to make her truly his before she became his bride? It made no difference to him.

But then he remembered the cold slash of her claws down his cheek.

He did not need another reminder of how much she objected to this marriage, certainly not before the wedding. And they would be married soon enough. She would be his tomorrow night in every sense of the word, and he could wait that long. He didn’t need another battle at this stage, not when he had already won the war.

‘Then good night, Princess,’ he said with a bow. ‘Sleep well. And when next we meet, it will be at our marriage.’

And he let her go. He watched her turn and walk purposefully away from him, watched the sway of her hips as she moved through the arched walkway to where Hamzah joined her to guide her back to her suite along the archway walk.

He turned away before she disappeared, cursing duty and all that came with it—the duty that forced him into this situation, the duty that insisted he marry this particular woman at this particular time, the duty that meant he would spend his night trying to memorize a crusty old book rather than burying himself in the body of a woman who looked and walked like a goddess. A woman who apparently hated the thought of doing her duty even more than he did.

Or maybe she just needed a bit more time to get used to the idea. That would make sense. He’d had three days since being informed of the disaster and what its implications were—that he should prepare himself for the fact he could be the one to inherit the throne. She’d had little more than that number in hours. And, even though her father had told her there was no other course of action, of course she would still be in denial, wanting to wish away her fate.

So maybe it was a good thing he had not asked her to dine with him. Because now she would have this night by herself, this one last night to enjoy her freedom.

And tomorrow, and for all the nights that would follow, her duty would be clear. Her duty would be with him.

In his bed.







CHAPTER SIX

‘IT IS time, Princess.’

Startled, Aisha looked up from the cushioned seat where it seemed a hundred willing hands had been busy making the final adjustments to her veil and make-up until only a moment ago, whereas now she felt only the cold fingers of dread clawing at her insides. Surely it could not be time for the ceremony already? The day had passed in a blur of preparations, starting with a warm, oil-scented bath and moving on a seemingly never-ending conveyor-belt of sensual indulgences: a massage that had promised to soothe the tightness between her shoulders and yet had proved ultimately futile, before a facial, manicure and pedicure and the delicate, tickling touch of the henna artist creating golden swirling patterns on the backs of her hands and feet, a gesture of her acceptance of the Al-Jiradi ways.

It had all taken hours, yet surely it could not already be time? But the hands of the mantel clock offered no respite. Rani was right. The ceremony would begin in less than ten minutes.

She squeezed her eyes shut, feeling physically ill despite having barely eaten a thing all day.

‘Do not be nervous, Princess,’ reassured Rani. ‘You look beautiful.’ Clearly she mistook her reaction for normal pre-wedding jitters. But how could this be normal wedding nerves when most brides actually chose to get married? Or at least had a say in who they married. No, there was nothing normal about this marriage. Even if the mirror that Rani suddenly produced and held in front of her made her gasp.

She blinked, and looked again. Was that woman in the mirror, that woman adorned in golden robes, with her dark hair twisted with ropes of pearls and curled behind her head, really her? Her eyes looked enormous, rimmed with kohl and shimmering with glitter, her lips plumped and gloss-slicked ruby red. She looked every bit a real bride.

The enormity of what she was being forced into was like a lead weight on her chest. Married to a stranger. A despot.

A barbarian who cared nothing for her, but only what she could do for him.

What a waste it had been, feeling relief at escaping from Mustafa’s slimy-fingered clutches, for here she was, being forced to marry yet another arrogant captor.

One of the other women tinkered with the fall of her veil, while Rani searched her face for any flaws. ‘You look perfect, Princess. Sheikh Zoltan will not be able to resist his new wife.’

Oh hell! She jammed her lips shut. It was either that or bolt for the bathroom, with metres of golden embroidered silks fluttering in her wake, to throw up the few sips of sweet tea she had managed to swallow.

She clamped her eyes shut and concentrated, swallowing down on the urge, concentrating on her breathing. She would not let that happen. She was a princess of Jemeya, after all. She would not shame her father or her country in such a fashion.

Instead she willed her body to calm until she was back in control again, smiled the best she could at the waiting group of women all glowing with satisfaction with the results of their handiwork, and said with only a hint of irony, ‘Then we must not keep Sheikh Zoltan waiting.’

It was to be a brief affair—just a small gathering, she had been advised—in deference to the recent demise of the royal family, which was the reason why it was being held here at this palace rather than the Blue Palace. The actual coronation would be held there in a few more days after the traditional mourning period, but his wedding now would cement Zoltan as the next king.

The ceremony itself was painfully brief. Her stomach still in knots, she was led slowly to a gilded ballroom where both her father and Zoltan stood waiting for her at the front of a small gathering of guests and officials, already seated at low tables for the feasting to follow. She searched the faces looking at her but failed to find her sister amongst them and felt a bubble of disappointment that she hadn’t bothered or been able to attend. But that was her sister and it was half of why she loved her so much. Instead of following convention and trying to do the right thing, Marina made her own rules and lived by them, and she didn’t blame anyone else when they went wrong.

Maybe her sister had been right all along.

The attendees fell silent and rose as one as she arrived, and to the sound of music, the beat of drums, the stringed oud and the haunting ney reed pipe, she moved across the room and forward to her fate. Her father nodded and beamed at her approvingly, partly, she knew, the smile of a man who had not seen his daughter for a few days, but also the smile of a man who would keep his crown. And she could not find fault with him for that. He had been born to be king. He knew nothing else. Jemeya knew no other way.

Besides, he was her father and she loved him, and so she did her best to warm her frozen face and smile back, not sure whether she had succeeded.

The other man stood a good head taller, and she almost missed her step when she saw the evidence of her nails still clear on his cheek. She lifted her gaze higher, saw his dark, assessing eyes on her, and felt an instantaneous rush of heat blossom in her bones and suffuse her flesh with what she saw there.

Oh, there was still the resentment, hard-edged and critical and matching the unrelenting set of his jaw. There was still the smug satisfaction at achieving what he had set out to do in order to become king. But it was the savage heat she saw burning inside those eyes that started fires under her own skin. A savage desire.

For her.

Her gaze dropped to the floor as she took those final, fateful steps. She could not breathe. Could barely think. Was only half-aware as the music ceased except for the drumming, only to realise it was her own heartbeat she was hearing. And then someone—the vizier?—uttered something and took her hennaed right hand and placed it in her father’s palm. After barely a handful more words, her wrist was lifted and passed to Zoltan’s waiting hand and, as easily as that, it was done. She was married.

Somewhere outside a cannon boomed, while inside the music resumed, brighter now and faster, signalling the end of the formalities and the start of the wedding celebrations and the feasting to come, but the music washed over her; her father’s congratulations washed over her.

She was married.

They were led to their seats. She went as if in a daze, and all the time Zoltan kept hold of her hand, his warm fingers wound tightly around hers, almost as if he feared she would run if he let go. Foolish man. He should know there was nowhere for her to run now.

There was no escape.

She was married.

But she would not look at him, afraid that if she did she might once again witness that burning need and feel that potent reaction in her own body.

His thumb stroked her hand and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to stop the warmth from his touch coursing up her arm. Why did he do that?

She did not want to feel this way. She hated him. She must not feel that way. And yet still her flesh tingled and burned, her breasts felt plumped and heavy and her thighs bore an unfamiliar ache…

It was not fair. And while she grappled with the reactions of a traitorous body, she was barely aware of the staff descending from every direction, filling glasses and delivering steaming platters until the table was sagging under the weight of food that she knew must smell wonderful and taste delicious. But she smelt nothing, could bring herself to taste nothing.

‘Perhaps you might smile,’ Zoltan leaned close to say.

Through the fog of her senses, she heard the bite in his voice, the rebuke, and it woke her from her stupor. This was Zoltan next to her, the barbarian sheikh. If she had witnessed need in his eyes, it was the need to possess her to take the crown of Al-Jirad. That was what she had witnessed in those greedy eyes. Nothing more.

She pulled her hand from his and used it to reach for her water so he could not take it back and stir her senses with the gentle stroke of his thumb again. ‘Perhaps I do not find reason to smile.’

‘This is our wedding day.’

She glared at him then, allowed her eyes to convey all the resentment and hatred she had for him and for being forced into this position. ‘Precisely!’ she hissed. ‘So it is not like there is anything to smile about.’

A muscle in his jaw popped. His eyes were as cold and flat as a slab of marble, and she knew at that moment he hated her, and she was glad. There would be no more hand stroking if she could help it.

She sipped her water, celebrating her good fortune, but her success and his fury were short-lived, his features softening at the edges as he scooped up a ripe peach from a tray of fruit. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said, running his fingers over the velvet skin of the peach almost as if he was caressing it, holding it to his face to breathe in its fresh, sweet scent. ‘There’s always the anticipation of one’s wedding night to bring a smile to one’s face, wouldn’t you say?’

And he bit deeply into the flesh of the peach, juice running down his chin, his eyes fixed on hers. Challenging. Mocking.

‘You’re disgusting!’ she said, already rising to leave, unable to stand being alongside him a moment longer.

‘And you,’ he said, grabbing hold of her wrist, the corners of his lips turning up, ‘are my sheikha. Do not forget that.’

‘What hope is there of that?’

‘None at all, if I have anything to do with it. Now sit down and smile. You are attracting attention.’

She looked around and saw heads turned her way, the faces half openly curious, the other half frowning, except for the three men who sat at a table nearby who looked to be almost enjoying the show, the same men who had been with Zoltan last evening at the pool.

‘Who are those men?’ she asked, sitting down to quell curiosity and deflect attention from herself rather than because she wanted to, determined not to accede to his demand quietly. It worked. People soon returned to the feast and to the conversation.

‘Which men?’

‘The three you were with last night,’ she said, rubbing her wrist where he had held her, damning a touch which seemed to leave a burning memory seared on her flesh. ‘The ones sitting over there looking like the falcons that caught the hare.’

He knew who she was referring to before he followed her gaze to see his three friends sat talking amongst themselves, openly amused by the proceedings. ‘They are friends of mine.’

‘Are they the ones who were with you the night you came to Mustafa’s camp?’

He looked back at her, amused by her choice of words. ‘You mean the night we rescued you?’ The glare he earned back in response was worth it. ‘Yes, they are the ones. On the left is Bahir, in the centre, Rashid, and the one on the right is Kadar.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘He is the one with the scar on his back?’

‘That is him.’

He waited for her to ask for details, like most women he knew would, but instead she just nodded, surprising him by asking, ‘And you are the only one married?’

‘As of today.’

‘Why?’

‘What do you mean, “why”?’

Alongside him she shrugged and took a sip from her glass of water, taking her own sweet time to answer. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I see three men who are clearly of marriageable age and who all look fairly decent with their clothes off. Your friends are all—what is that expression they use in women’s magazines?—ripped?’

Her words trailed off, leaving him to deal with the uncomfortable knowledge that she thought his friends looked good with their clothes off, his gut squeezing tight in response. He didn’t like that. He didn’t want her looking at them. He looked over to where the trio sat, knowing that if they only knew they would never let him live it down.

‘And of course,’ she continued, ‘you all seem quite friendly.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ he said, already suspecting where this was going.

For the first time she chose to look directly at him, rather than choosing to avert her eyes. She arched one eyebrow high, her eyes brimming with feigned innocence. ‘Naturally, I was wondering, maybe you’re all gay or something? Not that that’s a problem, per se, you understand. But it would explain why none of you have wives or women.’

He could not believe what he was hearing. If they had been anywhere else… If they had been anywhere but sitting in the midst of a crowded room where they were the centre of attention, he would have rucked up her golden skirts and shown her just how far from gay he was right here and now.

But he did not have to resort to such means, not given their eventful, albeit brief, history. She could not have forgotten already. ‘I seem to recall a certain incident in the library yesterday. I seem to recall you being there. Do you really have cause to wonder if I am gay?’

She shrugged again and picked a grape from a bunch, the first item of food he’d seen her take. ‘So maybe you swing both ways,’ she said, her eyes outlined and as bold as that sharp tongue of hers. ‘How am I supposed to know? After all, you were the one who said you never wanted a wife. And you are only marrying me so you can get the throne of Al-Jirad. What do you expect me to make of that?’

He growled, looking around at their guests, happy, loud and deep in the celebrations, and wondered if anyone would actually notice if he did drag her off to some sheltered alcove and put her concerns about his sexuality to bed this very minute. The thought made him stir, and not for the first time today. The moment she had walked into the ballroom, shrouded from head to toe in her golden wrapping, looking more like a goddess than any woman he had ever seen, he had lusted to peel each and every one of those robes and veils from her until she stood naked before him.

‘Let me assure you,’ he said, aware of three pairs of eyes studying them intently, judging their interaction, instead of watching the dancers like everyone else, no doubt hoping for more sparks to further entertain them. ‘You need have no concerns on that score.

‘And one more thing,’ he added almost as an afterthought, when he noticed she was now making an entire course of grape number two. ‘If I might suggest something?’

‘What?’

‘In the interests of allaying any and all concerns you have about my sexuality, you would be wise to eat something much more substantial. You’re going to be needing your strength tonight.’

The grape went down the wrong way, the dancers finished, and it was only that the applause drowned out the sound of her coughing that hardly anyone realised she was choking.

Bastard!

Her father topped up her water but she was already on her feet, one of her attendants coming to help her manage her robes. ‘Where are you going?’ Zoltan demanded to know, rising to his feet beside her.

‘The bathroom. Is that permitted, Your Arrogance?’

He let her go this time and she swept from the room, on the outside a cloud of sparkling gold, on the inside a raging black thundercloud.

She bypassed the bathroom, needing to stride the long corridors, needing to pound the flagstones in an effort to pound the man out of her psyche, until finally she stopped by an open window looking over yet another shady garden. She breathed deeply of the fragrant air, praying it lend her strength. She needed space. Space from that barbarian she was now wedded to. Space from the knowledge that tonight he would expect to make her his wife in every sense of the word.

And she was so very afraid.

She should never have goaded him. She should have known he would find a way to strike back at her, that her tiny victory would be only short-lived.

She looked up to see the vapour trail of a jet neatly bisecting the endless blue of the sky with a thin white line, the tiny plane no more than a diamond sparkling in the sun. She wished with all her heart that she were on that plane right now, flying as far, far away from Al-Jirad, Zoltan and her birthright as she could possibly get.

But she was not, because she was a princess, and duty ordained that she do this thing, that she marry a man she didn’t love.

Duty.

Such a little word. Such a huge impost. And tonight Zoltan would expect her to do her duty again and let him bed her.

She shuddered at the thought, suddenly assailed by myriad images and sensations cascading over her: the feel of his strong arms around her in the library, his hot mouth seeking hers, plundering hers, the sight of his body, fresh from his swim, the slide of droplets down his satin-skinned chest…

She breathed in the perfumed air and watched the tiny speck of a plane disappear into the distance as she thought of her shattered dreams and hopes. No hope of marrying a man she loved. No escape from a forced marriage. Not now.

But that did not mean she was completely powerless.

‘Princess,’ Rani said beside her, ‘the Sheikh will be worried.’

She nodded as an idea formed and took shape in her mind, but knowing what Rani said to be true. Any moment Zoltan was sure to send out the storm troopers to find her and drag her back.

So there was no escape. She was stuck in this marriage with him. But Zoltan was a fool if he thought that meant he would have it all his own way and that she would deliver herself up to him on a platter.

She would not waste herself that way.

She had not saved herself all these years to be taken by a barbarian.

‘What are you doing here?’

She stilled at the desk where she was sitting, pausing mid-sentence in the letter she was writing longhand to her sister to tell her about the wedding. In all likelihood it would never be sent, the details too baring, too revealing, but it was cathartic, writing it all down, putting her thoughts and shattered dreams into words.

But partly it had been something to pass the time, something to placate her mounting nerves, to do while waiting for the inevitable knock on the door.

She’d known that eventually he’d finish his drinks with his friends or whatever it was that he’d excused himself to do and that had kept him so long after the ceremony, wonder where she was and come looking for her. She should have known that he wouldn’t wait for her to open the door to barge in, all aggrieved and affronted masculine pride.

She rose to face him, willing away the heat in her cheeks. Against Rani’s shocked protests, she’d unwound herself from the metres and metres of golden fabric, pulled down her hair and scrubbed her face clean, dressing instead in a simple white nightdress, with a white robe lashed at her waist. Now only the henna tattoos adorning the backs of her hands and feet remained, but even they would fade in time and at least she no longer felt like some kind of prize to be fought and waged war over and dressed up like some kind of triumph. She felt like herself. Not even a princess any more, but a woman.

A woman with a mind of her own. A woman who knew about duty, but who also had her own hopes and dreams for the future.

That woman faced up to him now.

‘Why wouldn’t I be here?’ She swallowed and tugged on the ends of her robe’s ties, taking both mental and physical reinforcement from the action. ‘After all, this is my suite, Sheikh Zoltan.’ She put the emphasis squarely on the ‘my’.

‘And this is our wedding night!’

Packed with memories she would cherish for ever. What a laugh. She shrugged, realising she hadn’t been the only one to divest of her wedding garb. He’d changed too out of that crisp, white wedding robe and into a pair of perfectly tailored trousers and a smooth fine-knit shirt that clung to his chest like a lover’s caress. But no, she would rather not think of his lovers right now, or how many he must have had, or what their hands might do with a chest like that to explore. Not that she was jealous, exactly. It was just that she did not care to know the details.

She lifted her gaze to his face, plastering a disingenuous expression on her own. ‘Your point being?’

‘You are supposed to be in my chamber. Didn’t they tell you I was expecting to find you in my suite?’

She sniffed, looking down at the desk and fingering the hand-written pages, thinking about all the things she’d talked about, all her hopes and her disappointments, exposing herself and her pointless dreams. No, she probably wouldn’t end up sending it, come to think of it. Her seize-the-moment sister would probably only laugh and say that no man was worth waiting for, especially the one you didn’t even know existed. She looked back up at Zoltan, waiting like a mountain before her. ‘I do believe someone mentioned something like that, yes.’

‘Then why did I have to come looking for you here?’

‘Because there seemed no point in going to your room.’

He raked one hand through his hair. ‘What the hell are you talking about? Why not, when you knew I had been expecting to find you there?’

‘Simply because I thought it might give you the wrong idea,’ she said, pausing to enjoy the mess of confusion on his features and the questions flashing across his eyes before deciding to put him out of his misery. ‘Given the fact I have no intention of sleeping with you.’







CHAPTER SEVEN

THE mountain before her turned volcanic, the face glowing hot with the magma so close below the surface, eyes wild. She braced herself for the eruption, knowing she was courting disaster and yet feeling a strange sense of elation that she’d succeeded in throwing him so completely off-balance. But the expected eruption did not eventuate. Zoltan somehow managed to hold himself together, his rage rolling off him in searing waves of heat. ‘Is this some kind of joke?’

‘Rest assured, Sheikh Zoltan,’ she said, aiming for meekness. ‘I would never joke about such a thing. I am deadly serious.’

‘But you are my wife!’ he roared, rigid with fury. ‘Let me remind you of that fact, in case today’s ceremony had somehow slipped your mind.’

This time she could not help but laugh. ‘Do you seriously think for a moment I could forget, when I was handed over to you like little more than a stick of furniture?’

‘Oh,’ he said, pacing out the width of the Persian rug that took up one half of the room before turning to devour the distance back in long, purposeful strides, his thumb stroking his chin as if he were deep in contemplation of some highly complex problem. ‘I see your problem. You think it should have been all about you, the poor little princess forced to do her duty for once in her life? Do you think we should have got down on hands and bended knees and thanked you for so generously sacrificing yourself on the altar of martyrdom? For so generously agreeing to do what was your duty?’

She closed her eyes as she took a despairing breath, ignoring his barbs and insults except to use them to fuel her resolve. If she had a problem, it was standing not ten feet from her. ‘No, I don’t think that at all. For, while I’m not overly fond of finding myself a pawn in someone else’s game—a game, it seems, where I find myself a loser from the very beginning—I actually don’t think I’m the one with the problem here.

‘You needed a wife—a princess, no less—in order to be king and today you got one. So now you can be crowned King of Al-Jirad. You have my heartiest congratulations.’ She looked towards the door. ‘And now, if you wouldn’t mind leaving, Sheikh Zoltan, I will finish my correspondence.’

He stood, slowly shaking his head. ‘You are kidding yourself if you think that, Princess. You think this ends here? You know Al-Jirad needs an heir. Two at least before your work is anywhere near done.’

She angled her chin higher. ‘I acknowledge that my services are also required as some kind of brood mare. I do not particularly like it, but I accept that it is so.’

His eyes gleamed in the light. ‘Then what are you doing here and not already in my suite?’

‘Simple,’ she said, crossing her arms over her chest, refusing to be cowed. ‘I don’t know you. I won’t sleep with a man I don’t know, whoever he is, whether or not he believes he has some kind of legal entitlement to my breeding services.’

He came closer then, so close she could feel the air shift and curl between them, carrying his scent to her on a heated wave. It was all she could do to stand her ground and not turn and run, and only half from fear of his anger. The other half was from fear that, in spite of her anger and her hatred for him, she might yet be drawn towards an evocative scent that brought back memories of lying wrapped in his arms, close to his heated body.

She swallowed as he came close. But surely he would not try anything here, in her suite? Surely he was not that ruthless that he could come here to take what she had denied him elsewhere?

‘You don’t know me, Princess?’ He scooped the back of one finger down her cheek, an electric, evocative gesture that sent ripples of sensation radiating out under her skin. ‘Not at all?’

‘No,’ she said, hating it when he slid his hand around the curve of her throat. ‘I know practically nothing about you.’ She willed herself to be strong, to remember his cruelty and the fact he was using her, even as her skin tingled, her traitorous body yearning to sway into his touch. ‘And to tell you the truth, I’m not particularly fond of the bits I have seen.’

‘Strange,’ he mused. ‘When I had been sure there was a definite connection between us.’ He angled his head. ‘Did you not feel it then, when we kissed?’

‘I felt nothing but revulsion!’

‘Then I am mistaken. It must have been your sensual twin sister in my arms in that library. That woman was warm and willing and had a fire raging inside her that I longed to quench.’

She spun away, discomfited by his words. Shamed by the parts that hit too close to home. ‘You are very much mistaken!’

He stood there where she had left him like a dark thundercloud.

‘It is you who is mistaken, Princess, thinking you have a choice about this, barricading yourself away in your room like some kind of virginal nun seeking sanctuary when you should already be on your back working to provide Al-Jirad with the heirs it requires.’

Her blood simmered and spat, turned molten in her veins and seared its way under her skin. It was all she could do to swallow back on the bitter bile that ached to infuse her words. ‘How tempting you make it sound, Sheikh Zoltan. You paint a picture in which any woman would be mad not to want a starring role—on her back, ready to be serviced by the barbarian sheikh!’

She turned away, unable to look at him a moment longer, unable to banish the unwelcome pictures in her mind’s eye—and the unwelcome rush of heat that had accompanied them—needing air and space and everything she knew she would never find in this marriage where she was stuck with him for ever.

A hand clamped down on her shoulder and wrenched her around. ‘What did you call me?’

She looked purposefully down at his hand on her arm, and then up to him. ‘Only what you are. A barbarian.’

He smiled then, if you could call it that, baring his teeth like a wild animal before it lunges for the kill, his eyes alert and anticipating her every move. Her simmering blood spun faster and more frantic in her veins.

‘I seem to recall you calling me a barbarian once before, Princess,’ he said, tugging her closer, sliding his free hand down her arm, and then so slowly up again. ‘Maybe you are right. Maybe I am only a barbarian—the princess’s personal barbarian. Do you like the sound of that? Would that excite you? Does it heat your blood like it did yesterday in the library?’ He looked past her shoulder to the massive, wide bed that lay so broad and inviting across the room, and when he looked back at her his eyes gleamed with purpose. ‘Is that why you stayed here in your room?’ He looked down at the simple robe she was wearing, flicking the collar under his thumb, and she could tell he was working out how easy it would be to discard. ‘Is that why you changed out of your wedding gown, so that when I came and got angry, as you knew I must, it would be no challenge to tear off your robe and gown and bare you to my gaze?’

‘You kid yourself,’ she whispered, her breath coming rapid and shallow. She hated what he was doing to her body, hated herself for imagining the scene he portrayed and for wondering what it would be like to be taken by one so powerful. And she felt confused and conflicted—she hated him, and he was being a monster, yet still heat mounted inside her, still the excitement of his touch and his words tugged and awoke some deeply buried carnal self.

‘Do I?’ He touched the pad of his thumb to her parted lips, and she trembled and saw his answering smile when she did. ‘For, given that I am a barbarian, I could take you now and save myself the trouble of carrying you all the way to my suite.’

His predatory smile widened. He stepped in closer, let go his grip on her arm and used both his hands to scoop behind her neck and into her scalp, under the weight of her thick black hair. ‘Would you like that, Princess?’

She swallowed, having to put up her hands against his hard chest to stop herself from falling into him. ‘You wouldn’t dare.’ But she wouldn’t bet on it.

‘And maybe it would be better this way,’ he countered, lifting her chin, angling his head. ‘For some say familiarity breeds contempt. Maybe we should consummate this marriage now, right now, lest in time you decide you hate me.’

His face drew closer and she remembered all the reasons why it shouldn’t, remembered how she felt, remembered the promise that she’d made to herself. ‘I already hate you.’

His nostrils flared, his eyes flared, then immediately descended into utter blackness. She knew she was playing with fire. ‘In which case, sweet princess, what is the point of waiting? Let’s finish this now.’

‘No!’ She pushed against his chest with every bit of strength she could muster, twisting away from him, almost stumbling in her hurry to get away. ‘Get out! I do not want this! I do not want you!’

‘You are fooling yourself, Princess,’ he said, his chest heaving as his eyes burned like coals. ‘Once again your body betrays you. Why shouldn’t we finish what we started?’

‘I’ll tell you why,’ she said. ‘Because if you do not leave now, if you do not go, then it will be on your own head. And you need never seek my respect or love or even the tiniest shred of civility, because I will hate you as much as it is physically possible to hate anyone if you take what is not freely given!’

There were sparks spitting fire in her eyes, there was a bright slash of colour across her cheeks, and right now he burned for her—burned for this woman who was now his wife and yet not completely. He burned bright and hot, his blood heated and heavy in his groin, and it took every bit of the restraint civilisation had wrought over the aeons upon the male mind that he did not throw her bodily to the floor and take her now.

‘Then I warn you, Princess. Do not take too long to decide to give what you must, because when it all comes down to it, for the sake of Al-Jirad, I will gladly risk your hatred!’

He left her then and his blood turned to steam, his fury a living thing, tangling in his gut, fuelling his feet into long, purposeful strides. He should never have given her time to prepare. He should have accompanied her to his suite, got their necessary coupling over and done with before returning to his studies. Instead he had got lost in the endless pages and had given her too much time, it seemed. Time to think and plan and plot how she could evade her duty.

But it would not last.

In three days he would be crowned King of Al-Jirad, and like it or not, the princess must by then be his wife in all senses of the word. He had studied the pact in detail long enough to know that, searching for any way out, for any concessions.

He headed back to the library, back to his endless books and study. There was no point wasting time thinking about a spoilt princess and her pathetic, ‘I will not sleep with anyone I do not know’ now.

She would know him soon enough.

Her resistance would not last.

He could not afford to let it.

He’d already churned his way through twenty laps when he noticed Bahir at the end of the pool, and he cursed his decision not to return to his studies.

‘You’re up early,’ his friend said, sitting himself down on the edge of the pool as Zoltan finished the lap and checked his watch. ‘Barely six a.m. Honeymoon already over?’

Zoltan glared at him as he made a rapid change of plans. The ten extra laps could wait. He put his hands on the side of the pool and powered himself out, intending to grab his towel and just keep right on walking. He wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone this morning, let alone one of these clowns. They knew far too much about him as it was.

‘Uh oh,’ Bahir said behind him. ‘Maybe the honeymoon hasn’t even begun.’

‘I didn’t say anything,’ Zoltan protested as he bent down to scoop up his towel.

‘Brother, you didn’t need to. It’s written all over your body language. What happened? How could the princess manage to turn down the legendary Zoltan charm? Although admittedly all that brooding intensity must be tiresome to endure.’

He glared at his so-called friend. ‘There’s nothing to tell.’

Bahir grinned. ‘So long as it’s not because she plays for the other team.’ He whistled. ‘That would be one cruel waste.’

The urge to laugh battled with the urge to growl. He didn’t want anyone speculating about his wife’s sexuality. Besides, if Bahir only knew which team she’d openly speculated they all played for he wouldn’t think it nearly as funny himself. He sighed. Clearly Bahir would not stop until he knew. ‘She says it’s because she doesn’t know me.’

‘What?’

He shrugged. ‘She says she won’t sleep with any man she doesn’t know. Apparently—’ he ground out the words between his teeth ‘—that includes her husband.’

‘But she has to. I thought you said so.’

‘I did. According to the terms of the pact she has no choice.’

‘Did you tell her that?’

He thought back to their argument and how bitter and twisted it had become at the end. ‘Under the circumstances, I really don’t think it would have helped if I had.’

‘But she has to eventually, right? She has to give you heirs and she knows that?’

‘True.’

‘So don’t tell anyone in the meantime,’ Bahir said, shrugging. ‘I won’t tell if you won’t, kind of thing.’

He shook his head. ‘That won’t work. I have to swear on the book of Al-Jirad that we are married in every sense of the word.’

‘So lie.’

He shook his head. ‘That is hardly an honourable way to start my reign.’ He’d spent hours last night trying to work a way around the requirement—had lingered some time over that very option—until finally concluding that lying would not work even if he could bring himself to act so dishonourably. Besides, she would know the truth and she could hold that over him the entire time. It would not work if she could bring down the kingdom at any moment she chose.

His friend nodded. ‘True. Still, I can see her point of view.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Well, it has all been kind of sudden.’

‘It’s been sudden for everyone. And it’s not as if she has a choice.’

‘So maybe that’s what this is all about. She wants to feel like it is her choice.’

Zoltan looked up. ‘What are you talking about? Why should that matter?’

‘She’s a woman.’ He shrugged. ‘They think differently. Especially Jemeyan princesses.’

Zoltan looked at him. ‘So what did happen between you and her sister?’

It was Bahir’s turn to look uncomfortable. ‘It’s history. It doesn’t matter. What you have to worry about is how your princess feels right now. She’s a princess in a desert kingdom who has probably been hanging out all these years for her prince to turn up. She wants to be romanced. Instead she gets lumbered with you and told she has to make babies.’ He shrugged. ‘Frankly, who could blame her? Nothing personal, but who wouldn’t be a tad disappointed?’

‘Thank you so much for that erudite summation of the situation.’

Bahir was back to his grinning best. ‘My pleasure. So, what are you going to do?’

He snorted. ‘I don’t have time to do anything. I’ve got too much to do before the coronation as it is.’

‘Well, you’d better do something, or by the sounds of it there won’t be a coronation and Mustafa would be within his rights to come steal that pretty bride right out from under your nose—and next time he won’t leave you a window open to rescue her.’

‘I’ve been wondering about that,’ Zoltan said. ‘What was Mustafa waiting for? If he’d slept with her that would have been the end of it.’

‘Maybe,’ Bahir mused, ‘he was waiting to be married?’

Zoltan shook his head. That didn’t sound like the Mustafa he knew. ‘More likely he was so sure that nobody could find them that he thought there was no rush; he could take his time torturing her by telling her in exquisite detail exactly what he had planned for her.’

‘Then it’s lucky we found her in time.’

Was it? Zoltan wondered as he padded back into the palace. She sure as hell didn’t think so. He was still thinking about the words Bahir had used.

‘She wants to feel like it is her choice.’

‘She wants to be romanced.’

How could he do that? What was the point of even trying? Here in the palace it was like being in a fishbowl, full of maids and footmen and the ever-present Hamzah, uncannily always to hand when he was needed and plenty of times when he was not. How was he supposed to romance her and somehow study the necessary texts to complete the formalities he was required to before he could be crowned King?

It was impossible.

And then he remembered it—a holiday his family had taken when he was just a child, a shared holiday with his uncle, the then-King, and his family. In a spot not far from the Blue Palace, a jewel of a location on a promontory reaching a sandy finger out into the sapphire-blue sea. They had slept in tents listening to the waves on the shore at night, woken to the early-morning calls of gulls, fished, swum and ridden horses along the long, sandy beach.

Maybe he could take her there, where she could unwind and relax and forget about duty and obligation for a while and maybe, just maybe, tolerate him long enough that they could consummate this marriage.

He could only hope.

‘Where are we going again?’ Aisha asked as the four-wheel drive tore up the desert highway. Outside the car was golden sands and shimmering heat, while inside was smooth leather and air-conditioned luxury. And the scent of him beside her was mixing with the leather, evocative, damnably alluring and much too likeable—much too annoying. She was almost tempted to open her window and risk the heat if it meant she wouldn’t have to endure it.

‘A place called Belshazzah on the coast,’ Zoltan said without shifting his gaze from the road. The tracks of her nails, thankfully, were fading on his cheek. He stared at the road ahead, dodging patches of sand where the dunes crept over the road on their inexorable travels. A man in control, she thought, looking at him behind the wheel. A man used to taking charge, she guessed, unable to let someone else drive for him, so that the necessary bodyguards were forced to squeeze into the supply vehicles that trailed behind them. He looked good, his dark hands on the wheel, the folded-back sleeves of his white shirt contrasting with his corded forearms and that damned scent everywhere…

‘How far is it?’

‘Not far from the Blue Palace. No more than two hours away.’

Aisha buzzed down her window a few inches and sniffed.

‘Are you cold?’ he said, immediately moving to adjust the temperature.

‘Not really,’ she said, gazing out behind her dark glasses at a horizon bubbling under the desert sun. Not at all. When he’d turned up at her door this morning and asked if she’d like to accompany him to the beach encampment, she’d remembered the things he’d said to her last night and how close he’d come to forcing himself upon her and she’d almost told him where he could shove his beach encampment.

But something had stopped her. Whether it was the look in his eyes, that this unexpected invitation was costing him something, or whether it was just because for the first time he was actually asking if she would accompany him rather than telling her and riding roughshod over her opinions and views as was his usual tactic—whatever it was—she’d said yes.

‘And remind me again why we’re going there?’

He shrugged. ‘The palace is too big, filled with too many people, too many advisers. I thought you might appreciate somewhere a little quieter.’ He turned to her then. ‘So we could get to know each other a little more.’

Even from behind his sunglasses she could feel the sizzle his eyes sent her all the way down to her toes.

‘You mean so you can finally get what you expected you would get last night?’

He didn’t look at her, but she caught his smile behind the wheel. ‘Do you really think I need go to so much trouble when the palace is full of dark corners and secret places? Not exactly the kind of places you want to hang around and hold a meaningful conversation, but perfectly adequate for other, more carnal pleasures.’

Her window hummed even lower. She did not want to hear about dark places and carnal pleasures. Not when it made her body buzz with an electricity that felt uncannily like anticipation.

Impossible.

‘It’s not going to happen, you know,’ she said, as much for her benefit as his.

‘What?’

‘I’m not going to sleep with you.’

‘So you said.’

‘I hate you.’

‘You said that too. You made that more than plain last night.’

‘Good. So long as we understand each other.’

‘Oh,’ he said, taking his eyes off the road to throw her a lazy smile, ‘we may not know each other, but I think we understand each other perfectly.’

Dissatisfied with the way that conversation had ended, she fell silent for a while, looking out at the desert dunes, disappearing into the distance in all directions. She shuddered when she remembered another desert camp. ‘How do you know Mustafa’s not out here somewhere, waiting for you to make a mistake so he can steal me away and take the crown before you? Aren’t you worried about him?’

‘Are you scared, Princess? Are you worried now you should have consummated this marriage last night when you had the chance?’

She crossed her arms over her chest and turned her gaze pointedly out the window again. ‘Definitely not.’

‘Then you are braver than I thought. But you have nothing to fear. My sources say he’s moved out of Al-Jirad for now.’

‘So he knows he’s beaten and given up?’

‘Possibly.’

‘And he won’t be at the coronation?’

His jaw clenched, his hands tightening on the wheel. ‘He wouldn’t dare show his face.’

She hoped he was right. If she never saw the ugly slug again, it would be too soon. She looked around, wondering at the words he had spoken, about the punch his words had held. She wondered why he was so certain, and she guessed it was not all to do with her kidnapping.

‘What did he do to you?’

There was a pause before he spoke. ‘Why do you ask that?’

‘You clearly hate him very much. He must have done something to deserve it.’

He snorted in response to that. ‘You could say that. I grew up with him. I got to see how his twisted mind works first-hand.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Are you sure you want to hear this, Princess?’

‘Is it so bad?’

‘It is not pretty. He is not a nice person.’

She swallowed. ‘I’m a big girl. I can handle it, surely.’

He nodded. ‘As you say.’ He looked back at the road for a moment before he began. ‘There was a blind man in the village where we grew up, a man called Saleem,’ he started. ‘He was old and frail and everyone in the village looked out for him, brought him meals or firewood. He had a dog, a mutt he’d found somewhere that was his eyes. We used to pass Saleem’s house on our way to school where Saleem was usually sitting outside, greeting everyone who passed. Mustafa never said anything, he just baited the dog every chance he got, teasing it, sometimes kicking it. One day he went too far and it bit him. I was with him that day, and I swear it was nothing more than a scratch, but Mustafa swore he would get even. Even when the old man told him that it was his fault—that even though he was blind he was not stupid. He knew Mustafa had been taunting his dog mercilessly all along.

‘One day not long after, the dog went missing. The whole village looked for it. Until someone found it—or, rather, what was left of it.’

She held her breath. ‘What happened to it?’

‘The dog had been tortured to within an inch of its life before something more horrible happened—something that said the killer had a grudge against not only the dog, but against its owner.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The dog had been blinded. So, even if it had somehow managed to survive the torture, it would have been useless to Saleem.’

She shuddered, feeling sick. ‘How could anyone do such a thing to an animal, a valued pet?’

‘That one could.’

‘You believe it was Mustafa?’

‘I know it was him. I overheard him boasting to a school-friend in graphic detail about what he had done. He had always been a bully. He was proud of what he had done to a helpless animal.’

‘Did you tell anyone?’

Her question brought the full pain and the injustice of the past crashing back. He remembered the fury of his father when he had told him what he had heard; fury directed not at Mustafa but at him for daring to speak ill of his favoured child. He remembered the savage beating he had endured for daring to speak the truth.

‘I told someone. For all the good it did me.’

Choose your battles.

His uncle had been so right. There had been no point picking that one. He had never been going to win where Mustafa was concerned. Not back then.

She waited for more but he went quiet then, staring fixedly at the road ahead, so she turned to look out her own window, staring at the passing dunes, wondering what kind of person did something like that for kicks and wondering about all the things Zoltan wasn’t telling her.

He was an enigma, this man she was married to, and, as much as she hated him for who and what he was and what he had forced her into, maybe she should be grateful she had been saved the alternative. Because she would have been Mustafa’s wife if this man had not come for her. She shuddered.

‘Princess?’

She looked around, blinking. ‘Yes?’

‘Are you all right? You missed my question.’

‘Oh.’ She sat up straight and lifted the heavy weight of the ponytail behind her head to cool her neck. ‘I’m sorry. What did you ask?’

He looked at her for a moment, as if he wasn’t sure whether to believe her or not, before looking back at the interminably long, straight road ahead. ‘Seeing as we were talking about Mustafa,’ he started.

‘Yes?’

‘There is something I don’t understand. Something you told me when we rescued you.’

‘Some rescue,’ she said, but her words sounded increasingly hollow in the wake of Zoltan’s revelations about his half-brother’s cruel nature. Maybe he had saved her from a fate worse than death after all. ‘What about it?’ she said before she could explore that revelation any further.

‘How did you convince Mustafa not to take you right then and there, while he had you in the camp? Why was he prepared to wait until the wedding? Because if Mustafa had laid claim to you that first night he held you captive, if he had had witnesses to the act, then no rescue could have prevented you from being his queen and him the new king.’

She swallowed back on a surge of memory-fed bile, not wanting to think back to those poisoned hours. ‘He told me he did not care to wait, you are right.’

‘So why did he? That does not sound like the Mustafa I know.’

She blinked against the sun now dipping low enough to intrude through her window and sat up straighter to avoid it, even if that meant she had to lean closer to him in the process, and closer to that damned evocative scent.

‘Simple, really. I told him that he would be cursed if he took me before our wedding night.’

‘You told him that and he believed you?’

‘Apparently so.’

‘But there must have been more reason than that. Why would he believe that he would be cursed?’

Beside him she swallowed. She didn’t want to have to admit to him the truth, although she rationalised he would find that truth out some time. And maybe he might at least understand her reluctance to jump into bed and spread her legs for him as if the act itself meant nothing.

‘Because I told him that, according to the Jemeyan tenets, if he took me before our wedding night the gods would curse him with a soft and shrivelled penis for evermore.’

‘Because you are a princess?’

‘Because I am a virgin.’

‘And he believed you?’ He laughed then as if it was the biggest joke in the world, and she wasn’t tempted in the least to rake her nails down his laughing face again—this time she wanted to strangle him.

Instead she turned away, pretending to stare out of the window and at the sea, fat tears squeezing from her eyes, but only half from the humiliating memories of being poked and parted and prodded by the wiry fingers of some old crone who smelt like camel dung.

The other half was because it never occurred to Zoltan to believe her. It never occurred to him that she might be telling the truth, that she might actually be a virgin. And the rank injustice of it all was almost too much to bear. She angled her body away from him to mask the dampness that suddenly welled in her eyes.

To think she had saved herself all this time only to be bound to someone like him instead. The one thing she had always thought hers to give; the one thing she had thought hers to control, and when all was said and done she had no control at all. No choice. It was not to be given as a gift, but a due.

What a waste.

‘It would seem your half-brother is superstitious,’ she managed to say through her wretchedness to cover the truth.

And from behind the wheel, Zoltan’s words sounded as though he was still smiling. ‘Yes. He always was a fool.’







CHAPTER EIGHT

SHE could smell the salt on the air long before she could see the sea. They had left the highway some time ago. The track across the desert sands was slower going, until they topped one last dune and suddenly a dry desert world turned into paradise.

From their vantage point, she could see the rocky peninsula jutting into the crystal-clear sapphire waters, and where before she had seen no signs of vegetation beyond small, scrubby salt-bushes clinging to the sand for their meagre existence for miles, now the shores and rocks were dotted with palms, the rocky outcrops covered with lush, green vegetation.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said as they descended, heading for the long, white strip of sandy beach. ‘But how?’

‘A natural spring feeds this area. If you like, I will take you and show you where the water runs clean and pure from the earth. If I try hard enough, I’m sure I’ll remember the way.’

The offer was so surprising, not only because he was asking her again, but because he had revealed a part of himself with his words—that he had been here before, and clearly a long time ago.

‘I would like that,’ she said, wondering what he would have been like as a child. Overbearing, like he was now? Although that wasn’t strictly true, she was forced to admit. He wasn’t overbearing all the time.

Which was a shame, really, because he was much easier to hate when he was. And she didn’t want to find reason not to hate him, because then she might be tempted to wonder…

But no. She shook her head, shaking out the thought. She didn’t wonder. She didn’t care. She didn’t want to know what it would be like to be made love to by a man like this one, who clearly was no virgin himself, who had no doubt had many lovers and who probably knew all about women and what they might enjoy…

‘Is something wrong, Princess?’

She looked up at him, startled. ‘No. Why do you ask?’

‘Because you made some kind of sound, kind of like a whimper. I wondered if there was something wrong.’

‘No.’ She turned away, her cheeks burning up. ‘I’m fine, just sick of sitting down. Are we nearly there?’

Thankfully they were. A cluster of tents had been erected below a stand of palm trees in preparation for their arrival, one set apart from the rest.

‘Is that one mine?’ she asked, half-suspecting, half-dreading the answer.

‘That one is ours, Princess,’ he said, pulling open her door and offering her his hand to climb from the car. ‘It would not do to let everyone know the true state of our marriage.’

‘But I told you…’

He found it hard not to grind his teeth together. So she had—how many times already? Did she think he wanted to be reminded how much she did not want to lie with him? ‘I am sure you will be more than satisfied with the sleeping arrangements.’

She looked down at his hand, as if assessing whether he was telling the truth. ‘Fine,’ she said, finally accepting his offer of assistance. ‘But, if not, then I will not be held accountable for the bruise on your ego.’

‘I’m sure my ego can take it, Princess. It is the damage you do to the monarchy that is my more immediate concern, and indeed the damage you could do to your own father’s. So perhaps you might keep that in mind.’

Her face closed, as if she’d pulled all the shutters down to retreat into herself.

So be it.

She might be used to having things all her way when she was at home leading her sheltered spoilt-princess life, but she was here now, she was his wife, and she would start doing her duty and acting like his wife before they left and before the coronation. Nothing was surer.

Still, for what it was worth, he let her lead the way into their tent to inspect the sleeping arrangements, to check out the large sofa that could double for a bed if needed, and the large bed he was hoping would be the only sleeping arrangement required.

Besides, following her was hardly a hardship. Not when he had the chance to check out the rhythmic sway of her hips under the coral-coloured abaya she wore today.

As he followed her he could not work out whether he liked her dressed more like this—in a cool cotton robe that only hinted at the shape beneath, but did so seductively and unexpectedly when a helpful on-shore breeze ventured along and pushed the fabric against her shape—or in trousers, like she’d worn that first day at the palace, that fitted her shape and accentuated her curves.

Then again, he hadn’t yet seen her without her clothes. And, while he’d felt the firmness of her flesh under his hands, and felt the delicious curve of her belly and roundness of her bottom hard against him, there was still that delicious pleasure to come.

Now, there was something to think about…

She turned, her hand on the tent flap, just about to enter. ‘Did you say something?’

‘No,’ he said, struggling to adjust to the conscious world. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Because I thought you said something. Though, now I think of it, it sounded more like a groan. Are you sure you’re all right?’

But before he could find the words to answer, she had angled her head to the notes being carried intermittently on the breeze. ‘What’s that?’

Never had he been more grateful for a change of topic as he strained his ears to listen. The knowledge that she had made him so oblivious to his own reactions was a cold wake-up call. He could not afford to let such lapses happen, not if he was to be King.

And suddenly the notes made sense on the breeze and reminded him of something he’d been told. ‘There is a camp of wandering tribes people nearby. A few families, nothing more. They will shortly move on, as they do.’

‘They are safe, then, these tribes people?’

And he realised that even to ask that question showed she wasn’t as unconcerned at the thought of being recaptured by Mustafa as she wanted him to think.

‘They would not be here if they were not. But they have been advised of our coming and they value their privacy too. So rest assured, Princess, they will keep their distance and they will not harm you.’

She’d only been here an hour and already she loved it. Being on the coast meant on-shore breezes that took the sting from the heat of the day and made being on sand a pleasure, rather than torture—at least if you had taken off your sandals to paddle your feet in the shallows.

And she hadn’t minded a bit when Zoltan had had to excuse himself to take care of ‘business’, whatever that meant. Because it gave her the chance to truly relax. Despite all the beauty of this place, the endless sapphire waters, the calming sway of palm trees and the eternal, soothing whoosh of tide, there was no relaxing with that man about.

But still, she was glad she had come. Already, without the overwhelming weight of the palace and the duty it carried, she felt lighter of spirit. She knew there was no way of evading that duty for long. She knew she could not forever evade the chore that life had thrown her way.

But for now the long beach had beckoned her, drawing her to the point at the end of the peninsula, and she was thinking it was time to return when she heard it, the cry of a child in distress.

It came on the breeze, and disappeared just as quickly, and for a moment she thought she’d imagined it or misread the cry of a sea bird, and already she’d turned for the walk back when she heard it again. Her feet stilled in the shallows. A child was definitely crying nearby and there was no hint of any soothing reply to tell her anyone had heard or was taking any notice.

She swivelled in the shallows, picked up the hem of her abaya in one hand and ran down the beach towards the headland as fast as she could.

It was only when she rounded the rocky outcrop at the end she found the child sitting in the sand and wailing. She looked around and saw no-one, only this young girl squealing and clutching at her foot. Her bleeding foot.

‘Hello,’ she said tentatively as the girl looked up at her with dark, suspicious eyes, her sobs momentarily stopping on a hiccup. ‘What’s wrong?’

The young girl sniffed and looked down at her foot, saw the blood and wailed again.

Aisha kneeled down beside her. ‘Let me look,’ she said. She took her foot gently in her hands and saw a gash seeping blood, a broken shell nearby, dagger sharp, that she must have trod on with her bare feet.

‘Ow! It hurts!’ the young girl cried, and Aisha put a hand behind her head, stroking her hair to soothe her.

‘I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to wrap this up and it might hurt a little bit.’ She looked around, wishing for someone—anyone—to appear. Surely someone must realise their child was missing and take charge so she didn’t have to? Because she had nothing with her that might help, and the swaying palm trees offered no assistance, no rescue.

‘Where is your mother?’ she asked, once again scanning the palms for any hint of the girl’s family as she ripped the hem of her abaya, tearing a long strip from the bottom and yanking it off at the seam. She folded the fabric until it formed a bandage she could wrap around the child’s foot.

‘Katif was crying. And Mama ran back to the camp and told me to follow.’ And then she shrieked and Aisha felt guilty for tying the bandage so tight, even when she knew the girl was upset about not being able to follow her mother and her mother not coming back.

‘Your mother knows you are okay,’ she soothed, sensing it was what the child needed to hear. ‘Your mother is busy with Katif right now, but she knew I would look out for you and she could check on you later.’

The girl blinked up at her. ‘You know my mother?’

There was no way she could lie. ‘No, but I know she is good to be taking care of Katif, and I know someone will be here soon for you.’

And even as she spoke there was a panicked cry as a woman emerged running from the trees. ‘Cala! Cala!’

‘Mama!’

‘Oh, Cala,’ she said, relief evident in her voice as she fell to the sand and squeezed her child tightly in her arms. ‘I am so sorry, I did not see you fall behind.’ And then she noticed the improvised bandage on her daughter’s foot. ‘But what happened?’

‘I cut my foot on a shell. This lady found me.’

For the first time the woman took notice of Aisha. ‘The wound will need cleaning before it can be properly dressed,’ Aisha offered. ‘There was not much I could do here.’

The mother nodded, her tear-streaked face caked with sand. ‘Thank you for taking care of her. Katif was screaming again; he’s sick and I don’t know what’s wrong with him but I had to get him back to camp and I thought Cala was right behind me.’ She gulped in air as she rocked her child in her arms. ‘I was so afraid when I realised she was missing. I was so worried.’

Aisha stroked her arm. ‘It’s all right. Cala is fine.’ She looked over her shoulder, thinking that she should be getting back. ‘I must go. Will you be all right getting back to camp?’

‘Of course,’ the mother said, letting go of her child for a moment to take Aisha’s hand and press her forehead to it, noticing the torn hem of her robe. ‘Oh, but you have ruined your abaya.’

‘It is nothing, really. I have many more.’

And the woman really looked at her this time, her eyes widening in shock, tears once again welling from their dark depths. ‘Blessings to you,’ she said, prostrating herself on the sand before her as her wide-eyed daughter looked on, contentedly sucking on two fingers of her hand. ‘Bless you.’

‘What are you doing?’ she asked Zoltan when she returned. All the way back she had felt the sun warm her skin. All the way back she had felt the warmth of the woman’s blessings in her heart.

Now she found Zoltan sitting at a desk under the shade of a palm tree, a massive tome before him.

He barely looked up from his study. ‘It was too hot inside the tent.’

‘No, I mean, what are you reading?’

He looked up then, suddenly scowling when he saw her torn robe. ‘What happened to your abaya?’

She looked down. ‘Oh, there was a child on the beach. She’d cut her foot.’

He leaned back in his chair, his frown deepening. ‘And so you tore your robe?’

She shrugged. ‘There was nothing else to use.’ And then she remembered. ‘Is there a doctor somewhere close?’

This time he stood. ‘Are you hurt, Princess?’

‘No, not for me. There is a child—a baby, I think. It sounds like he should be seen by a doctor. The mother is worried…’ He was looking at her strangely. ‘What’s wrong?’

He shook his head. ‘Nothing. And yes, Ahab—one of the chefs—has some medical expertise. I will ask him to visit the camp, to see if there is anything he can do.’

She nodded, majorly relieved. ‘Thank you. It is probably worth him checking the cut on the girl’s foot too, in case there is still some shell lodged inside.’ She looked down at her torn robe. ‘I should get changed.’

He watched her turn, wondering about a spoilt princess who would tear her own abaya to make a bandage for a child she didn’t know. A stranger.

And he didn’t want her to go. He slammed the book shut. He’d had enough of crusty old prose for one day. Besides, he was supposed to be getting to know her.

‘Princess, seeing you’re getting changed…?’

‘Yes?’

‘Now that the sun is past its worst, I was thinking of taking a swim to cool down. Would you care to join me?’

He saw a slideshow of emotions flash over her eyes: uncertainty, fear, even a glimmer of panic, but then she gave a longing look out at the ocean, where the water sparkled and beckoned and promised cool, clear relief under the dipping sun.

He recognised the moment she decided before she’d said the words, in the decisive little pout of her lips.

‘Yes,’ she said, with a nod. ‘Why not?’

It’s only a swim, she told herself as Zoltan went to instruct Ahab and she changed into her swimsuit. In bright daylight and in clear sight of the beach.

It wasn’t as though he could actually try anything.

But that didn’t stop her skin from tingling as she pulled on her tangerine-coloured one-piece, didn’t stop the tiny hairs on the back of her neck from lifting or stop her remembering how good he had looked wearing nothing but a black band of lycra.

Only a swim.

She belted a robe around herself and tugged it tight before pinning her hair up. If she got into the water before he returned to get changed himself, it wasn’t as though he would even see her.

The beach was deserted. She dropped her towel and sunglasses on one of the recliners that had been put there expressly for their use, and, with a final look over her shoulder to check that Zoltan was nowhere to be seen, she slipped off her robe and padded to the sea.

It was warm in the shallows, so no shock to the system, the temperature dropping as the water deepened, cool currents swirling around her knees and sliding inexorably higher with each incoming wave. She waded deeper into the crystal-clear sea, her hands trailing through the water by her sides until her thighs tingled with the delicious contrast of cool and heat and she dived under an incoming wave to truncate the exquisite torture.

She was a goddess. There was no other way to describe her that could possibly do her justice. And he thanked whatever gods were watching over him that had brought him to this part of the beach at this particular moment in time. He’d witnessed her furtive glance over her shoulder and watched her wade into the sea, all long, honey-gold limbs and sweeping curves, the sweetly seductive roll of her hips like a siren’s call.

He growled low in his throat.

He had never been one to resist the call of a siren. Even one who at the same time appeared so timid and shy. Why was she so nervous around him? Because she knew what was in store for her?

No. Because she knew what she did to him and she wished it wasn’t so.

Because she felt it herself.

He watched her strike out in the water, swimming expertly along the shore, long, effortless-looking strokes, measured and effective, the kick of her feet propelling her along.

Dressed in that colour she looked like a luscious piece of fruit.

A piece of fruit he could not wait to sample.

And as his groin ached and tightened he thought that maybe this swim wasn’t going to provide quite the cooling-off he’d had in mind.

The water was delicious, the repetitive rhythm of her strokes soothing in its own way, and a swim was turning out to be a very good idea. Until something grabbed hold of her ankle and pulled tight.

She screamed and tugged and whatever it was let go. She came up spluttering, coughing sea water, and pushed a tangle of hair out of her eyes.

‘You!’ she said between coughs when she found Zoltan standing there grinning at her. ‘It’s not funny. You scared the hell out of me.’

‘Did you think you’d caught a shark, Princess?’

‘A shark would be preferable,’ she spat back and dived under the water to swim away. He was alongside her when she came up for air. ‘It’s a big ocean, you know. Go find your own bit to play in.’

‘Your strap is twisted,’ he said, ignoring her frustration and building on it by putting a hand to her shoulder, slipping his fingers underneath the strap and gently turning it up the right way. She gasped as his fingers brushed her skin, turning it to goose bumps and her nipples to hard peaks as he left his hand there longer than he needed. ‘That colour suits you, Princess. You look good enough to eat.’

Nothing could stop the heat from flooding her face or the heavy, aching need pooling between her thighs. He was so big before her, so powerful, his shoulders broad, his chest dripping wet, and it was all she could do not to reach out a hand and feel if his skin felt as good as it looked.

She yanked her eyes away, looked to the shore. ‘I should go back.’

‘Already?’

‘I had a head start. And I need to wash my hair.’

He smiled one of those wide, lazy smiles that made his face look boyish, even a little bit handsome. ‘So you did. But of course you must go, Princess. Such a pressing need must be urgently addressed.’

She knew he was laughing at her but she almost didn’t mind. Worse still, she almost found herself wishing he would make her stay. Which made no sense at all.







CHAPTER NINE

HER hair was almost dry when he found her brushing it in a chair under the palms. The air was filled with the scent of lamb on the spit and at first she assumed it must be time to eat.

‘You have a visitor, Princess,’ he said. ‘Or several of them, to be more precise.’

‘Me?’ She put her brush down and followed him.

They stood in a small group, looking uncertain and talking quietly amongst themselves—a woman holding a baby, a man alongside and a little girl holding a small package in her hands.

The girl from the beach.

When the woman saw her she broke into a wide smile, tears once again welling in her eyes, but it was the man who stepped forward. ‘I am so sorry,’ he said with a bow. ‘I told Marisha this was a bad time, but she insisted we come and thank you both. But you see, the helicopter comes soon after dawn tomorrow morning.’

She looked across at Zoltan to see if he understood and the mother came forward. ‘Princess, Katif needs a small operation—his coughing has torn his muscles and they need to stitch it up so he will not cry any more. They are coming to take us to the hospital and I will not have a chance to thank you again.’

She reached down and urged the young girl forward with a pat to her head. ‘Now, Cala.’

The little girl blinked up at her, and suddenly seemed to remember the package. She stepped tentatively forward, limping a little on her tender foot, a bandage strapped around it under her satin slipper. ‘This is for you.’

Aisha smiled down at her. ‘You didn’t have to bring me a present.’

‘We wanted to, Princess,’ the mother said. ‘To replace the abaya you ruined to bandage Cala’s foot.’

Aisha knelt down and touched a hand to Cala’s head. ‘How is your foot now, Cala? Is it still hurting?’

‘It hurts, but the doctor-man fixed it.’

And she smiled her thanks up at Zoltan, who was watching her, a strange expression on his face.

‘It will feel better soon, I promise,’ she said, accepting the parcel and pulling the end of the bow till the ribbon fluttered open. She pulled back the wrapping and gasped.

‘It is all hand-stitched, Princess,’ the woman offered proudly as Aisha lifted the delicate garment spun from golden thread and gossamer-thin.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, fingering the detailed embroidery around the neckline. ‘It must have taken months.’

The woman beamed with pride. ‘My family has always been known for our needlework. It was the least your generosity deserved.’

Aisha gathered the little girl in her arms and hugged her. ‘Thank you, Cala.’ Then she rose and hugged her mother too, careful of the now-sleeping baby in her arms. ‘Thank you. I shall wear it with honour and remember you always.’

She looked across at Zoltan and wondered if she should ask him first, but then decided it didn’t matter.

‘You will stay and eat with us, won’t you?’

The adults looked unsure, clearly not expecting the invitation, not knowing if she was serious. ‘We did not mean to intrude.’

‘You are not intruding,’ she assured them, hoping Zoltan thought the same.

‘Please, Mama,’ Cala said, tugging on her mother’s robe. ‘Please can we stay?’

‘Of course,’ Zoltan said in that commanding voice he had, as if there was never any question. ‘You must stay.’

They sat on cushions around a campfire, supping on spiced lamb with yoghurt and mint, with rice and okra, washing it down with honeyed tea under a blanket of stars. Afterwards, with the fragrant scent of the sisha pipe drifting from the cook’s camp, Cala’s father produced his ney reed pipe from somewhere in his robes and played more of that haunting music she had heard wafting over the headland when they had first arrived.

Cala edged closer and closer to the princess as the music wove magic in the night sky until she wormed her way under her arm and onto her lap. ‘Cala,’ her mother berated.

‘She’s fine,’ Aisha assured her.

The girl looked up at her with big, dark eyes. ‘Are you really a princess?’

Aisha smiled. ‘Yes, it’s true.’

‘Where’s your crown?’

She laughed. ‘I don’t wear a crown every day.’

‘Oh.’ The girl sounded disappointed. ‘Is Princess your name?’

‘No. Princess is my job, like calling someone “doctor” or “professor”. Of course I have a real name. My name is Aisha.’

Aisha.

Moon goddess.

Strange. He had never thought about her having a name. He had always thought of her simply as ‘princess’, but how appropriate she would have a name like that. Little wonder she looked like a goddess.

And here she was, his precious little spoilt princess, cuddling a child and looking every bit as much a mother as the child’s own mother did.

This woman would bear his children.

She would sit like that in a few years from now and it would be his children clambering over her. It would be the product of his seed she would cuddle and nurture.

And the vision was so powerful, so compelling, that something indescribable swelled inside him and he wished for it to be true.

Aisha. Sitting there with near-strangers, giving of herself to people who possessed little more than the clothes on their back and who had gifted her probably their most treasured possession. Giving herself to his people.

Maybe she was not such a spoilt princess after all.

And the thought was so foreign when it came that he almost rejected it out of hand. Almost. But the proof was right there in front of him. Maybe there was more to her after all.

‘Thank you,’ she said after the family had gone and they walked companionably along the shoreline under a sliver of crescent moon. It had seemed the most obvious thing in the world to do. The night was balmy and inviting, and he knew that she was not yet ready to fall into his bed, but he was in no hurry to return to his study of the centuries-old texts.

‘What are you thanking me for?’

‘Lots of things,’ she said. ‘For sending Ahab to look at their children, for one. For arranging the necessary transport to hospital for the operation Katif needs, if not the operation itself. And for not minding that the family shared our meal.’

‘Be careful, Princess,’ he warned, holding up one hand. ‘Or one might almost forget that you hate me.’

She blinked, though whether she was trying to gauge how serious he was, or whether she had been struck with the same revelation, he could not be sure. ‘So you have some redeeming features. I wouldn’t go reading too much into it.’ But he noticed her words lacked the conviction and fire of her earlier diatribes. He especially noticed that she didn’t insist that she did hate him. He liked that she didn’t feel the compunction to tell him. He sighed into the night breeze. It had been right to get out of the palace where everything was so formal and rigid, where every move was governed by protocol.

In the palace there was always someone watching, even if it was only someone on hand and waiting to find out if there was anything one needed. For all its space, in the palace it was impossible to move without being seen. He curled his fingers around hers as they walked: in the palace it would have been impossible to do this without his three friends betting amongst themselves whether it meant that he would score tonight.

‘You were good with that child,’ he said, noticing—liking—that she didn’t pull her hand away. ‘I suspect you found a fan.’

‘Cala is very likeable.’

‘You were equally good with her family, making them feel special. If you can be like that with everyone, you will make a great sheikha. You will be a queen who will be well-loved.’

She stopped and pulled her hand free, rubbing her hands on her arms so he could not reclaim it. ‘If I’d imagined this walk was going to provide you with yet another opportunity to remind me of the nature of this marriage, and of my upcoming duty in your bed, I never would have agreed to come along.’

He cursed his clumsy efforts to praise her. ‘I am sorry, Princess. I did not mean…’

She blinked up at him, her aggravation temporarily overwhelmed by surprise. He was sorry? He was actually sorry and he was telling her so? Was this Zoltan the barbarian sheikh before her?

But then, he wasn’t all barbarian, she had to concede. Otherwise why would he have sent anyone to look at a sick child? Why would he have approved his uplift in a helicopter, no less, and the required operation if he was a monster?

‘No, I’m sorry,’ she said, holding up her hands as she shook her head. ‘There was no need for me to respond that way. I overreacted.’ Because I’m the one who can’t stop thinking about doing my duty…

The night was softly romantic, it was late, soon it would be time for bed and she was here on this beach with a man who came charged with electricity.

‘What did you do before?’ she asked, changing the subject before he too realised why she was so jumpy, resuming her walk along the beach under the stars. ‘Before all this happened. Were you always in Al-Jirad? I attended a few functions at the Blue Palace, but I don’t remember seeing you at any of them.’

‘No, you wouldn’t have,’ he said, falling into step beside her as the low waves swooshed in, their foam bright even in the low moonlight. ‘I left when it was clear there was no place for me here.’

‘Because of Mustafa?’

‘Partly. My father always took his side. I was twelve when my mother died and there seemed no reason to stay. Mustafa and I hated each other and everyone knew it. For the peace of the family, my father sent me to boarding school in England.’

She looked up at his troubled profile and wondered what it must have been like to be cast adrift from your family because you didn’t fit in, when you were possibly the only sane member in it.

She slipped her hand back in his and resumed walking along the shore, hoping he wouldn’t make too much of it. She was merely offering her understanding, that was all. ‘Is that where you met your three friends?’

‘That was later. We met at university.’

‘And you clicked right away?’

‘No. We hated each other on sight.’

She looked at him and frowned. He shrugged. ‘Nothing breeds hatred faster than someone else telling you who should be friends.’

‘I don’t think I understand.’

‘It’s a long story. Basically we’d all come from different places and somehow all ended up in the university rowing club, all of us loners up till then and intending to row alone, as we had always done to keep fit. Until someone decided to stick us in a crew together, expecting we “foreigners” should all get along. For a joke they called our four the Sheikh Caique.’ He paused a while, reflecting, and then said, ‘They did not laugh long.’

‘And over time you did become good friends with them.’

He shrugged and looked out to sea, and she wondered what parts of the story he was not telling her. ‘That was not automatic, but yes. And I could not wish for better brothers.’

They walked in silence for a while, the whoosh of the waves and the call of birds settling down to sleep in the swaying palm trees the music of the night.

And then he surprised her by stopping and catching her other hand in his. ‘I owe you an apology,’ he started.

‘No, I explained—’

He let go of one hand and put a finger to her lips. ‘I need to say this, Princess, and I am not good at apologies, so you must not stop me.’

She nodded, her lips brushing the pad of his finger, and she drank in the intoxicating scent of him. It was all she could do not to reach out her tongue so she might once again taste his flesh.

‘I was wrong about you, Princess. I know I messed up trying to tell you before, but you are not who I thought you were. I underestimated you. I assumed you were lightweight and frothy, spoilt and two-dimensional. I assumed that because you called what you did with children your “work”, that it must be no kind of work. But after seeing you forge a bond with that little girl today, the way you knelt down and listened to her and treated her like an equal, I realised this is a gift you have.

‘And I apologise unreservedly for my misjudgement, because I was wrong on every single count. I had no concept of the person you really are.’

She waited for reality to return—for this moment to pass, this dream sequence to pass, for the real Zoltan to return—but instead she saw only this Zoltan waiting for her answer.

‘You’re wrong, you know.’

‘About you?’

‘About being no good at apologies. That was one of the best I think I’ve ever heard.’

It was true. His confession had reached out to her, warming her in places she would never have suspected him reaching. His previous assessment of her was no surprise. She had known he had resented her from the start, assuming she was some shallow party-girl princess who cared nothing for duty. But what was a surprise was the way his words touched her. And, even though he had not realised yet in how many ways he had misjudged her, his words touched her in places deep inside, places she thought immune to the likes of anything Zoltan could say or do.

He smiled. ‘I am so sorry, Aisha,’ he said and she blinked up open-mouthed at him.

‘You called me by my name. You have never called me that before.’

He nodded, his eyes contrite. ‘And it is to my eternal shame that I did not do so from the very beginning. You deserved to be called by your name rather than your title. A name that spoke of the goddess you were surely named for, the goddess who must be so jealous right now of your perfection that she is hiding away up there behind the blinds.’

And, even though he’d gone too far, she could not help but smile. ‘You should not suggest such things of the gods,’ she said, still battling to find balance in a world suddenly shifted off its axis. ‘Lest they grow jealous and seek their revenge against the mortal.’

‘A goddess could be jealous of you,’ he said, curling his hand around her neck. ‘Except that you are bound in marriage to me, and no goddess could possibly ever envy you that. They would figure you are already paying the price for your beauty.’

She swallowed, wondering where the other Zoltan was hiding, the one who would come out at any moment breathing hell-fire and damnation and demanding that she do her duty by him, if not willingly, at least for the good of their respective countries.

Yet she didn’t want that other Zoltan to appear, because this Zoltan made her feel so good—not only because he awakened all her senses, but because he spoke to her needs and desires and touched her in dark, secret places she had never known existed.

‘Do you have an evil twin?’ she asked on impulse, remembering another conversation where he had implied the same of her, because she needed something—anything—to lighten the tone of this conversation and defuse the intensity she felt building inside.

His lips turned up. ‘Not that I know of.’

She smiled as she shook her head and looked up into his dark eyes, wondering if it would be some kind of sin if she wanted to enjoy this other Zoltan just a little while longer. ‘I’m not entirely convinced.’ She allowed her smile to widen. ‘Because this twin I wouldn’t mind getting to know a little better. If I thought he was going to stick around a while, that is.’

He dragged in a breath, his dark eyes looking perplexed, even a little tortured. ‘I’m not sure that’s possible,’ he said, his gaze fixed on her mouth. ‘Because right now I want to kiss you. And I’m not sure I should. I’m not sure which twin you might end up with.’

‘Maybe,’ she said a little breathlessly, watching his mouth draw nearer, ‘there’s only one way to find out. Maybe we just have to risk it.’

Something flared and caught fire in his eyes. ‘I think you might be right.’

He dipped his head, curled one hand around her neck and drew her slowly closer, pausing mere millimetres away, forcing their breath to curl and mingle between them, a prelude to the dance to come.

Then even that scant separation was gone as he pressed his lips to hers.

One touch of her lips and he remembered—sweet and spice; honey, cinnamon and chili; sweet and spice with heat. But there was so much more besides.

For this night she tasted of moonlight and promises, of soft desert nights and whispered secrets. She tasted of woman.

All woman.

He groaned against her mouth, let his arms surround her, drawing her into his embrace. She came willingly, accepting his invitation, until her breasts were hard up against his chest, her slim body curving into his, supple and lithe, while he supped of her lush mouth. And when he felt her hands on his back, felt her nails raking his skin through his shirt, he wanted to lift his head and roar with victory, for the goddess would be his tonight.

Except there was no way he was leaving this kiss.

She was drowning. One touch of his lips and the air had evaporated in her lungs and it was sensation that now swamped her, sensation that rolled over her, wave after delicious wave. His lips on hers, his taste in her mouth, his arms around her and her body knowing just one thing.

Need.

It bloomed under the surprisingly gentle caress of his lips. It took root and spread a tangle of branches to every other place he touched. It built on itself, growing, becoming more powerful and insistent.

He held her face in his hands and kissed her eyes, her nose, her chin before returning to her waiting lips, seducing her with his hot mouth while her hands drank in his tight flesh.

And in the midst of it all she wondered, how could this be the same man who had kissed her in the library? The same man who had so cruelly punished her with his kiss and had demanded her presence in his suite so he could impregnate her with his seed?

Yet it must be the same man, for she recognised him by his taste and his essence and the far-reaching impact he had upon her body.

But in between the layers of passion and the onslaught of sensation, in between the breathless pleasure, a niggling kernel of doubt crept in: how could he be so different now and yet still be the same person?

‘Aisha,’ he said, breathing as heavily as she, resting his forehead on hers, his nose against hers. She almost forgot to care that he seemed different, because he was so warm now, so wonderful, and the way he said her name made her tremble with desire. This man, who was now her husband. That thought made her shudder anew.

‘You are a goddess,’ he said, his big hand scooping over her shoulder and down, inexorably down, to cup one achingly heavy breast. Breath jagged in her throat, her senses momentarily shorting before he brushed the pad of his thumb against her nipple and she gasped as her entire circuitry lit up with exquisite pleasure that made her inner thighs hum.

She mewled with pleasure. ‘I think,’ she uttered, breathless with desire, ‘maybe you must be the evil twin after all.’

And he growled out a laugh that worked its way into her bones and stroked her from the inside out. ‘Make love to me, Aisha,’ he said, before his lips found hers again. ‘Be my goddess tonight.’

To night?

Already?

But before she could protest and say it was too soon, he sucked her back into his kiss with his hot mouth and his dangerous tongue and drew her close against him, shocking her when she felt his rigid heat hard against her, frightening her with the realisation that she must take that part of him inside her body. And, even though her logical mind told her that men and women the world over made love this way and had done for centuries, the unknown was equally as persuasive. Surely not all men were so large? How was she—the untested—supposed to accommodate him? There was no way he could not know she was a virgin. There was no way it would not hurt.

Yet something about that rigid column pressing against her belly, something wild and wanton that was written on the pulsing insistence of her own body, made her yearn to try.

‘Please,’ she cried between frantic breaths, not knowing let alone understanding what she was asking for as he dipped his head to her breast and suckled her nipple in his hot, hot mouth, sending spears of sensation shooting down to where her blood pulsed loud and urgent between her thighs.

‘Aisha,’ he said, his breathing as wild as hers as he reclaimed her mouth, her lips already tender from the rub of his whiskered cheeks. She wondered why she was hesitating and not already in his bed.

It wasn’t as if she had a choice. She was already married to this man. She was expected to bear his children and provide the country with heirs, and the officials would already be counting the days.

Why should she wait when the night was so perfect and her own need so insistent?

Why wait, when she already hungered to discover more?

His mouth wove magic on her throat, his hands turned her flesh molten and made her shudder with delight, and through it all she sensed the greater pleasures that were yet to be discovered, yet to come.

And still a crack opened in the midst of her longing, a flaw in the building intensity of feeling, a space in which to give rein to her doubts and fears.

For this was not how she had planned her first time to be.

Even though her breasts were heavy with want, and her body pressed itself closer to this man of its own wicked accord, this was not how she had imagined giving away her most private, guarded possession.

She had wanted to give it up with love, not merely in the heated flames of lust.

She had wanted to give it to a man she loved because she wanted to. Because she had made that choice.

And through that widening crack came the mantra, the words she’d rehearsed and practised and that had seemed so important to cling to.

‘I won’t sleep with you,’ she breathed. Yet she faltered over the words even as she spoke them out loud, struggling to comprehend what they meant and why they had suddenly seemed so very necessary to say, why they now seemed so strangely hollow.

‘But that is good news,’ he said, his mouth at her throat, his hands scooping down the curve of her back to press her even closer to him, ‘because I don’t want you asleep. When I make love to you, I want you very much awake. I want to see the lights in your eyes spark and shatter when you come.’

She gasped, her heart thudding like a drum in her chest at the pictures so vividly thrown up into her mind’s eye. And once again she felt herself drowning under the waves of desire, lust and all things sensual. Unable to breathe or think or make sense of where she was.

Able only to feel.

And the fear welled up inside that soon she would have no choice; that maybe it was already too late.

‘I’m afraid,’ she admitted. ‘It’s too soon.’

‘You want me,’ he said, his mouth once again on hers, coaxing her into complicity, convincing her that this was the best way. The only way. ‘It’s not too soon to know that.’

He might be right, but still she wavered, because she had seen her sister give in to passion and take what she wanted of a man, had seen her left with his child and nothing else.

She did not want that for herself. She did not want a fleeting affair that might rapidly turn from lust to resentment or worse. She did not want a marriage that could turn so quickly empty, and from where she could not simply walk away.

She wanted the real deal. She didn’t know how that was possible now, but that didn’t stop her from wanting it. She had held on to that dream for too long to give up on it completely.

‘It’s not that easy,’ she whispered against his stubbled jaw. ‘I can’t just—’

‘Of course you can,’ he soothed, his hot mouth stealing her words and making magic to convince her it would be the easiest thing in the world. ‘I am a man, you are a woman and we want each other. What else matters?’

His hand scooped down her back, squeezing her behind, his fingers so perilously close to her heated core. She knew she must tell him or she would be on her back before he found out. She did not want him to find out that way. She could not bear it.

‘Then maybe there is one more thing you should know,’ she said, looking uncertainly up at him, feeling herself colour even as she spoke the words, ‘because I have never done this before.’

The side of his mouth turned up, and the eyes that had so recently been molten with heat turned flat and hard. ‘If you’re still trying to get out of this, Princess, you should know I am not as gullible as my half-brother.’







CHAPTER TEN

HE SAW her flinch and caught the hurt in her eyes before she shoved herself away from him. He let her go, watched her putting distance between them as disbelief bloomed and grew large in his gut. A virgin? There was no way it could be true. ‘You can’t be serious. You’re how old? And your sister…’

She spun around. ‘Oh, of course! Because I’m twenty-four, and because my sister has two illegitimate children, then I must have slept with any number of men and somehow got lucky and escaped the same fate? How many men did you think, Zoltan? A dozen? One hundred? How many men did you think had broken down the gates and paved the way for your irresistible advances?’

‘Princess,’ he said. ‘Aisha, I never thought—’

‘Of course you did. You didn’t believe me before when I told you why Mustafa had not touched me. You thought it was some kind of joke. Well, the joke’s well and truly on you. And if I had my way, even though we are married already, the gods would surely curse you as I now do.’ Then she turned and strode away down the beach.

He watched her go, adding his own curses and feeling the effect of hers already. What a fool! He’d had her in the palm of his hand, supple and willing, so close to exploding she was like unstable dynamite. If only he’d reacted to her confession by telling her he’d be gentle with her, or that he thought her all the more precious for it—as he would have, if he’d thought for a moment she was speaking the truth—then she would have been his.

And that should have been his reaction, given what she had told him earlier. But back then he’d heard her story and had seen in it only the chance to laugh at Mustafa’s stupidity. Because that was what he’d wanted to see.

He hadn’t considered her in any part of it.

But then, he had never considered her.

He’d only seen what he had to do to satisfy the terms of an arrangement he’d had no part in making. He’d only wanted to grind his half-brother down to the nothing that he was in the process.

He was a fool, on so many counts. He’d been the stupid one.

As for Aisha? She was indeed a goddess.

A virgin goddess.

He watched her walk towards the camp as long as he could along the dark stretch of beach, watched until her flapping abaya was swallowed up by the night. Only then did he look up at the silvery moon and stars and feel the weight of his obligations sit heavily on his shoulders, feel the watchful eyes of the gods looking down on him, no doubt laughing at this sad and pitiful mortal who threw away destiny when it was handed to him on a platter.

And what to do? For she must be his wife in all senses of the word in time for the coronation if he was to become king, and there was one more night for that to happen.

That should be his most pressing imperative. But right now he wondered, for right now he was faced with choices he’d never seen coming.

He could have the kingdom and a wife he lusted after but who might hate him for ever if he took her before she was ready. Or he could have a wife who wanted him but who might take her own sweet time falling into his bed, in which case the kingdom might well in the meantime fall into the hands of a man he hated more than anyone.

And, when his duty to his country had been his prime motivating force until now, why was that suddenly such a difficult choice?

He slept badly that night. But how could he not when he’d lain awake not ten feet away from her all night? He’d heard her toss and turn through the night, he’d heard her muffled, despairing sighs and pillow punches when it was clear sleep was evading her too despite the gentling sounds of the sea on the shore. He’d registered the exact moment her breath had steadied and calmed and then he’d listened to the sounds of her sleeping. And all the time he thought about the waste of night hours and what they could have been doing if only he hadn’t been such a damned fool.

When he rose early, he tried not to dwell too much on how good she looked asleep with her hair rippling over the pillow, or how easy it would be to climb into bed with her and finish this thing now. Except that she would truly hate him then, and somehow he didn’t want her to hate him any more. If she could like him, even just a little, it would make this whole thing so much easier.

But he took one look at the table under his palms waiting for him to resume his studies and baulked. He had a problem to contend with and there was no space in his head for study. Besides, there was still way too much tension in his body to sit there quietly and take anything in, tension he needed to work off to give himself the headspace to think. He looked out at the ocean, inviting and calm, but swimming would involve going back to the tent to change. Besides, the thought of swimming made him think about her, looking lush and edible in that citrus-coloured swimsuit, and he needed to untangle his thoughts if he was to work out what he was to do, not scramble them completely.

And she was more than capable of scrambling his mind.

Already he was half-tempted by the thought of giving her as much time as she needed to fall into his bed. But that would mean leaving the door open for Mustafa, and how could he do that to Al-Jirad? How could he so callously evade his duty?

But, for a prize like her, it would be almost worth giving up the throne.

He shook his head, though he knew it would take more than that to clear it. He heard the nicker of horses and swung his head around.

Perfect.

Zoltan was nowhere to be seen when she rose, her head feeling as if someone was pounding inside her skull trying to break their way out. She could not remember a worse night. But then, she had not had much experience of sharing a tent with a man who simultaneously drove her wild with passion one minute, and so foaming with fury the next. And somewhere in the midst of those extremes she felt a strange hurt, a sadness, that things had gone so very wrong. But she would not dwell on how cheated she felt that they had not made love last night, or how her body had refused to relax, remaining so achingly high-strung half the night. She would not dwell on that at all.

Rani bringing her tea was just the distraction she needed. If she was going to worry, it might as well be about something important, and someone must have heard from Marina by now. ‘Is there any news of my sister this morning?’ she asked as the steam from the fragrant, spiced liquid curled in the air.

‘No news, mistress.’

For the first time, Aisha felt a prickly discomfort about her sister’s failure to arrive. Sure, Marina might be headstrong and wayward, and abhor anything to do with the constraints of convention, but why would she not attend her sister’s marriage, and now the coronation? Surely she would attend for her sister’s sake, at least?

‘The master is riding, Princess,’ Rani continued, breaking into her thoughts. ‘Would you like a horse prepared for you?’

Aisha almost said no. Almost. But then she thought about riding along the beach, the wind in her hair, the closest she would ever get to being free again, and the idea held such appeal that she agreed. Maybe it might even blow away this growing concern in her gut that Marina hadn’t shown up. Maybe it might make her see that her sister was just making a statement that she disapproved of this marriage and its terms and she was staying away as a protest. Maybe.

‘Which way did Sheikh Zoltan go?’ she asked when her horse was brought to her a few minutes later. When the groom pointed one way down the beach, she pointed her mount the other way.

It had been worth visiting the rest of the tribes people, Zoltan thought as he neared the point, taking a circular route back to the camp. Talking with them had made his path clearer and shown him what was needed. Al-Jirad had progressed in many areas under the rule of King Hamra, but there were still advances to be made in education and healthcare delivery, especially for these wandering people.

It was clear he should thank Aisha for breaking the ice and putting him in contact with them. He would not have thought to visit them otherwise.

It was also clear that he could not entrust the future of anyone, let alone his people, to the likes of Mustafa. That man did not want the throne of Al-Jirad for any reason other than his own personal aggrandisement. He cared nothing for the people.

Strange, he mused as his mount nimbly negotiated the rocky shoreline, how quickly he had come to think of the people of Al-Jirad as his people. He had taken on this role begrudgingly out of a sense of duty, and because the alternative was too ugly a prospect to entertain. He had taken it on all the while resenting the changed direction it meant for his life, and the loss of a business he had created from the ground up, the biggest and best executive-jet leasing business in the world. He had been only months away from achieving that goal when he had taken the call and realised he could not do both. Where was his resentment now? Where was his anger? Instead he felt a kind of pride that he was able to follow in his beloved uncle’s footsteps. He would honour King Hamra’s memory by being a good king.

The coronation must proceed.

Which meant he could not wait for Aisha to make up her mind. They would have to consummate the marriage before the coronation, which meant he would have to go back to the camp and explain, once again, that she had no choice. But after the mess he had made last night, he just hoped he could word it in a way she would understand. She had to understand.

It was duty, pure and simple, after all.

Except, thinking about it, his groin already tightening, maybe this part was not so much duty…

He saw her as he rounded the point, probably one hundred metres down the beach. He stopped for a moment to watch her gallop along the shore, her long hair flying behind her, the hem of her abaya flapping in the wind, the rest of it plastered against her body as spray from the horse’s hooves scattered like jewels around her, and he realised the word ‘goddess’ came nowhere close to describing her.

Then she saw him, and he lifted one hand in greeting, but she pulled her horse up and turned before galloping in the other direction.

So she was still angry with him about last night, he thought as he set off in pursuit. Not entirely unexpected, but nevertheless not a good start when she was probably only going to get angrier with what he had to tell her.

His stallion powered down the shore. She was a good horsewoman and she had a decent head start, but her horse was nowhere near as big or as powerful as his and steadily his stallion narrowed the lead until they were galloping side by side across the sand.

She glanced across at him and dug her heels into her mount’s flank. It responded with a spurt of speed but it was no trouble for his powerful horse to catch her. ‘We need to talk,’ he shouted into the air between them.

‘I have nothing to talk to you about.’

‘It’s important.’

‘Go to hell!’

‘Listen to me.’

‘I hate you!’

And she wheeled her horse around and took off the other way. He pulled his mount to a halt, its mouth foaming, nostrils snorting as he watched her go.

‘You want a race, Princess,’ he muttered into the air as he geed the horse into pursuit. ‘You’ve got one.’

He was gaining on her again. She knew he would, she knew she couldn’t escape him for ever, but he wasn’t even supposed to have come this way. And she didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want to have to listen to him. She didn’t even want to see him. How dared he look so good on a horse, with his white shirt flapping against his burnished skin, looking like some kind of bandit? How dared he?

She glanced over her shoulder, saw him just behind and urged her mount faster.

Barbarian!

All night he had lain there as if she didn’t exist, as if he didn’t care that she was hurt and upset and angry. All that time he had made not one attempt to try to make up for what he had done. Not even one. He had let her lie there waiting for him to do—something—and he had done precisely nothing. He had let her lie there aching and burning and he had made not one move to comfort her.

Bastard!

‘Aisha,’ he called, alongside her once again. ‘Stop!’

He reached across, snatched the reins out of her hands and pulled the two horses to a halt.

She shrieked and smacked at his hand and realised it was useless, so she slid off the saddle, swiping at the tears streaming down her face. She splashed through the shallows, her abaya wet and slapping against her legs, tiny fish panicking and darting every which way before her frantic splashing feet.

She did not even know why she was crying, only that now the tears had started she didn’t know how to turn them off.

‘Aisha!’

She felt his big hands clamp down on her shoulders, she felt the brake of his body and his raw, unsuppressed heat, and she sobbed, hating him all the more for reducing her to this. ‘Leave me alone!’

But he did not leave her alone. He turned her in his hands and she closed her eyes so she could not see his face. There was nothing but silence stretching taut and thin between them. And just when she could not stand it any more, just when she was sure he must be enjoying this moment so very, very much, he crushed her to his chest. ‘Oh, Aisha, what have I done? What have I done?’

If he hadn’t been holding her, she would have collapsed in tears in the shallows.

Instead she sobbed hard against the wall of his chest.

‘Aisha,’ he said, one hand stroking her head, the other behind her, holding her to him, ‘I do not deserve you. I am afraid I will never deserve you.’ He cradled her head in his hand and she felt the press of his mouth on the top of her head; felt the crush of her breasts against his chest; felt the stirrings of unrequited need build again, as if they had been lying in wait for just such an opportunity, ready to resume their pulsing insistence.

‘Can you ever, ever forgive me for the way I have treated you?’

She sniffed. His shirt was sodden against her face. ‘I don’t want to forgive you,’ she whispered against his skin, afraid to pull her face away. Afraid to look at him. ‘I want to hate you.’

There was another achingly long pause and this time she was sure the thin wire connecting them would snap before he answered. ‘I don’t want to be hated.’

‘I can’t,’ she said, releasing another flood of tears. ‘I want to. I’ve tried, but I can’t. And I hate you for it.’

He laughed then, no more than a rumble in his chest, and she wanted to hit him for being able to find humour where there was none—until he said, ‘You do not know what a relief that is. I don’t think I have ever heard more wondrous words in my life.’ He lifted her chin between his fingers and she resisted at first, hating that he was seeing her like this, tear-streaked and swollen-eyed. But his persuasive fingers had their way, and she blinked up at him, saw his dark eyes upon her, the dark features of his face so—tortured.

‘I could never live with myself if you hated me, Aisha, even though I know I deserve it, even though I have made such a mess of this. Can you ever, even in some tiny way, forgive me?’

The tears welled anew. She sniffed. He leant down and kissed first one eye, and then the other. ‘I do not enjoy knowing that I make you cry.’

She pressed her lips together, her skin tingling where his lips had pressed. He leant down and kissed the end of her nose. And, in spite of herself, she jagged up her chin so her nose butted up harder against his lips, wanting the contact, needing more.

His hands grew suddenly warmer around her, scooping down lower and less soothing, more appreciative; the air around them was suddenly super-charged and electric and his dark eyes spoke of more than torture. For in their dark depths she saw heat and desire and the promise of pleasure like she’d never known before.

‘Aisha…’

And she knew before his head dipped that he intended to kiss her. She knew it and did not a thing to prevent it. Because it was what she wanted, this kiss with this man in this time.

His arms tightened around her as he drew her close. ‘Aisha,’ he whispered in the second before their lips connected.

It was like coming home. It was like every time she’d been away from home and returned to the palace in Jemeya and felt its welcome warmth and familiarity wrap around her. It was just like that. Only one thousand times better.

For his kiss didn’t just deliver familiarity. It offered a new dimension. It promised pleasures unbound.

And as she feasted on his hot mouth, and fed from the magic dance of his lips and tongue, all she knew was that she wanted all of those pleasures and she wanted them now. She could all but taste them.

She groaned into his mouth, her hands clutching at his shirt, fisting in the fine cotton as his hands cupped her behind and pulled her close, pulled her hard against the long, hot heat of him. And this time, she knew, she would not be left waiting and wondering. This time she would discover the pleasures she had waited for all these years.

It would not be so bad, she told herself; she would not be giving up on her dream, merely recognising life had changed the parameters. It did not mean it could not still work eventually. And meanwhile…

Meanwhile she could not breathe. Someone had sucked the oxygen out of existence and all that was keeping her going was the heated sweep of his hands on her body, the molten lure of his mouth and the rigid promise of his erection. Those things fed into her own need and stoked the fire beneath her until she was red-hot and rabid with desire. Until she knew kissing was not enough.

‘Please,’ she begged. ‘Please!’

He lifted his hot tongue from her throat. ‘What do you want, my princess?’

And her hunger and desire coalesced into one indisputable fact. ‘I want you, Zoltan. I want to feel you inside me.’







CHAPTER ELEVEN

SHE felt him lift his head from hers and look up to the sky. She heard his roar. She felt his triumph in hers. Because she knew she was right.

He carried her back to the camp as he had done that first night, in front of her on his stallion, but this time she was not wrapped in a cloak and bound to him. This time she clung to him herself, looking up at all the harsh angles and dark shadows of his face, wondering how she had never thought them beautiful before.

For he was. Darkly, supremely beautiful.

When they arrived back at the camp, he slid out of the saddle and reached up for her, taking her in his arms as if she were weightless and looking at her as if she were the only woman in the world.

She liked that look as he swung her down. At that moment she wanted to be the only woman in the world for him for ever. But this moment and how it made her feel would do, even if there was no other. Because surely it couldn’t get better than this?

He carried her into the tent and pulled the flap closed, signalling they were not to be disturbed. She swallowed at that. Everyone outside would know what they were doing inside, yet instead of stultifying her somehow that only managed to heighten her excitement.

Then Zoltan was there in front of her again and there was no room to care about anyone else because there was only the two of them. He slid one hand behind her neck. ‘You are so beautiful,’ he said, and even though she knew he was being generous, that her kohl must be smudged and her eyes swollen from tears, the knowledge he could see past that fed into her very soul.

As did the assurance they were already married. He didn’t have to impress her now. He didn’t have to pretend. She was already his wife in name and he could take his time making her so in fact.

She was so grateful he hadn’t pushed her. Maybe she might have taken longer to get to this stage if they hadn’t already been married, but for now there was no reason to delay. This was the man she was wedded to. This was the man she was bound to.

And when she looked up at him, tall and broad and wanting her, it felt not such a bad place to be.

‘Are you still scared?’ he asked as he gathered her into his arms. She nodded, afraid to speak lest he hear the quake in her voice, before he said, ‘Then I will do my best to make it as pleasurable as possible. I owe you that, at least.’

His hot mouth went to work on her to smooth her concerns away as he laid her reverently on the bed. He made no move to undress her, and she wanted to cry with relief, for she wasn’t yet ready to bare everything to him. It felt so good, anyway. He made it feel so good.

He made her feel so good.

She liked the way he kissed, giving her all he had to give. Their mouths meshed, his tongue inviting hers into the dance. She liked the way his hands skimmed her body, curving over a hip or cupping a breast, making her gasp when his thumb flicked over a sensitive nipple.

She liked the way his body felt under her hands. Firm. Strong. Sculpted.

Except she was too hot and he was wearing too many clothes. Way too many clothes. She pulled his shirt from his trousers so she could slide her hands up the bare skin of his back, relishing the feel of skin against skin, only it was not nearly enough to satisfy her.

And all the while the need inside her built, the heat inside her escalated. She felt as if she was losing herself, drowning under a wave of sensations, but wanting more, driven to find more.

He gave her more.

His mouth dipped to her breast, his hot tongue laving at her nipple, and she gasped as heat met need in a rush that sent sensation spearing through her, a direct line from breast to her heated core.

She was way too hot, and if his hand hadn’t already been at her knee, smoothing her abaya up from her legs, she would have ripped it off herself. His hand scooped higher, deliciously higher, as his mouth wove magic at her breast and she wound her fingers through his hair hoping that he would pause, there, where her need was so great.

But he did not pause. She whimpered a little as he moved on and drew her gown higher over her belly. He lifted his mouth now, so that he could slip her gown higher, his fingers trailing sparks under her skin, or so it seemed. She unwound her arms and he eased the gown over her head and rocked back on his knees, looking down at her in just her underwear, drinking her in from her toes to her eyes, looking at her in a way that banished her fears that he might find fault with her now when she was so close, that put a fire under her blood. ‘You are beautiful, Princess,’ he said as he unbuttoned his shirt. ‘You are perfection.’

His voice was so thick and tight that it was like gravel against her senses. His dark eyes were almost black, and brimming with need.

She knew little of love-making apart from what she had read in books, but she knew that it must be taking too long because this need inside her burned so hot!

‘I want you,’ she said, wanting him to know that in case he was taking his time because he thought she might yet change her mind. He growled deep in his throat, tore the shirt from his shoulders and undid the buckle of his belt. She watched, transfixed, as his busy, clever hands worked the trousers undone, watched hungrily as he slid them over his hips and kicked them aside.

She gazed at his masculine beauty, at the perfection of his form, at the bulge in his underwear, before he joined her once again on the bed, scooping her back into his arms.

Skin brushed by the cooling air was now brushed with the smooth of his hand and with his heated lips. He kissed her lips, nose and eyes, he trailed kisses down her throat, took her hand and kissed his way up her arm, her wrist, the inside of her elbow and down the other.

He didn’t so much kiss her as worship her body, and when he dispensed with her bra she let it go with no protest. Why would she protest when her breasts wanted his mouth on them with no barrier between them?

His tongue took a wicked trail across her belly and it was almost too much, her body never more alive, never more on fire. And then his hand cupped her mound and her spine arched into the bed. ‘Please,’ she begged.

‘What do you want, Princess?’

‘I want you,’ she gasped. ‘Inside me.’

Laughter rumbled from him and into her as his mouth found her thigh and he proceeded to kiss his way down one leg.

Why was he taking so damned long? Her hands fisted in the covers as she was driven wild with desire, wild with need. She needed him inside her, and he was raining kisses on her instep.

‘Someone is impatient,’ he said as she kicked at him, urging him on.

‘Haven’t I waited long enough?’ she came back with, her chest heaving, pulling her leg away.

‘But if you have waited this long, surely a few more minutes won’t matter?’

‘I might die before then,’ she replied and threw her head back into the pillows as he kissed his way up her inner thigh. ‘Oh God.’

‘Do you like that?’

‘Mmm,’ she managed. He must have been listening because she felt his fingers trace the waistline of her lace panties, felt them sneak under and scoop them down, felt his hands gentle her legs apart.

Oh God.

Every cell in her body tensed and clamped shut. This was it!

It was, and yet it wasn’t, for in one shocked moment she realised his head was still between her thighs. ‘You can’t,’ she said, then he parted her and she felt the sweep of his tongue against her inner lips and she almost cried out with the utter pleasure of it—did cry out when she felt his tongue circle that tiny, concentrated nub of nerve endings.

Already she was lost. She was panting now, lost in a new world with no idea how to find her way out and with no wish to find her way out any time soon. Not until she found this magical place he was taking her.

She hated him for making her wait, for delivering such exquisite torture, hated him and loved him for making her feel so very much.

Just when she thought she could not take any more, she felt his fingers upon her, circling her very core, working in train with his busy lips and tongue. One finger pressed inside her and her muscles clamped down at the invasion. But it was hardly unwanted. A swish of his tongue and she sighed and relaxed, only to feel another push into her alongside it.

Suddenly it was too much. There was too much to enjoy. Too much pleasure. She felt that pleasure spiral upwards, felt her whole being reduced to sensation, and then with a final flick of his clever tongue and press of his fingers inside her she was sent catapulting into the sky.

He held her while she rocked back to earth. He pressed kisses to her belly and breasts and lips where she tasted herself on his mouth.

‘But you…’ she managed, feeling as limp as a rag doll.

‘Think you’re amazing.’

And some part of her that still registered compliments glowed. She had done nothing and he could still say that? She sensed him rise up, heard the swish of fabric over skin and opened her eyes to see him between her legs, his hand guiding his erection towards her. So large. So alive and wondrous.

‘You’re so beautiful,’ she whispered in awed reverence. ‘Do you think…?’

‘Oh,’ he said, leaning down to suck her into his kiss, ‘I know.’

She tasted his mouth on hers then, felt it tug her into his world, convincing her with the persuasive play of his tongue and losing her until with a start she realised he was there, butting and straining against her entrance. Even when she panicked, his hand was there below her to lift her and ease the angle.

But he was there, right there, and she would have panicked but he was also right there with her, taking her higher again with his kiss. Suddenly a pressure became a presence and, with a flash of pain that went as quickly as it had come, he was inside her.

She stilled then, stunned by what had happened, feeling his fullness deep within her body. He was inside her and, now the moment of pain had gone, she felt only that amazing sensation. But was that it? Was this how it was supposed to be?

He kissed her eyes. ‘Are you all right?’ She blinked up at him, seeing his concern in the tiny creases around his eyes, and she knew she loved him, just a little, even then. He shifted his elbows, a movement that shifted his body subtly so very far below and she gasped at the unexpected friction.

‘I’m good,’ she said. ‘You feel so good.’

He growled at that and raised his hips, and she felt the sliding loss of him even as muscles she’d never realised she possessed battled to hang on.

He thrust back into her, this time with greater force. Why had she never done this? she wondered as her head was driven back into the pillows. Why had she waited when the pleasure was so exquisite, so addictive?

Then he withdrew and thrust into her again and she knew why—because she had wanted to save herself for the one who was special, the one who could make her feel this good. Zoltan made her feel this good.

Zoltan was the one.

She had saved herself for the very best.

And with every thrust of his hips she knew that to be true; with every thrust of his hips she knew she would never find a higher place.

But she found it now, when the slide of him inside her turned incendiary, and she combusted in a shattering explosion that featured the sun, moon and stars.

It could have ended there, but she heard his roar, felt his shuddering climax, and it drove her still further through the galaxies until he launched her again into nothingness and the sky gave way to the glow of a tiny kernel of knowledge.

She loved him.

Something had shifted the sands beneath his feet. Something had shifted the foundations of his very world while he wasn’t looking.

Something?

Or someone?

For, while Zoltan’s body pulsed with the post-release hum as he lay back against the pillows, his breathing slowly steadying, his mind grappled with the impossible. She was perfect in every way. How could she be? Yet she had responded instinctively to his every move, naturally and sometimes even wantonly, despite being uneducated and unrehearsed, and her unskilled reactions had stoked the fire raging inside him, higher and higher, until he had even felt himself consumed.

When had that ever happened before?

How could she, a virgin before this night, do such a thing? He had expected to pleasure her, to make this coupling as easy as possible. Never had he expected that he would find paradise himself.

He turned to her, touched the fingers of one hand to the line of her cheek, wanting to put into words how he felt but unsure how to go about it, surprised when he felt moisture there. He sat up. ‘Did I hurt you?’

She shook her head, blinking away the tears. ‘I had no idea. I didn’t know it could be that good.’

‘Usually it’s not,’ he said, sliding one arm beneath her. Then, because some part of him realised that honesty could be couched in better terms, he went on. ‘It’s never been that good for me. Never before.’ She looked up at him, her dark eyes wide and a tiny frown between her brows, as if wondering whether to believe him or not. Suddenly she shuddered in his arms and her eyes and lips squeezed shut, a woman battling to keep control.

‘Aisha,’ he said, smoothing her brow with his free hand as tears insisted on squeezing past her closed lids, ‘I did hurt you. I’m sorry. I was trying to be gentle.’

She shook her head, tried to turn away, but he gathered her closer into the circle of his arms. ‘No. I was thinking about Mustafa and what he said he’d do to me. Zoltan, if you had not come I would still be there. If you had not saved me, it would be him in my bed. It would be him…’ She shook her head. ‘Oh God, it would be him in my bed.’

He tried to gentle her with his hands as his own heart grew weightier in his chest. ‘He cannot hurt you now.’

‘He would have.’ She sniffed back on the threat of more tears. ‘He had an old woman examine me,’ she said, her voice thready and thin. ‘He wouldn’t believe me until she had poked and prodded and confirmed what I had told him. Only then he believed. Only then he left me alone.’

Her voice cracked on the last word and this time she dissolved into tears. He pulled her in, cradled her head against his chest and let her cry, her tears ripping at his soul.

He did not deserve her thanks. She had been right all along—he was a barbarian. He—who knew Mustafa better than anyone—had paid no heed to what she must have suffered at his half-brother’s hands. He had seen her rescue as a way of evening the score between them. And once she had been in his hands he had asked her nothing. He had demanded everything.

Worst of all, he had not believed her.

He was no better than his half-brother and that knowledge tore at his gut. He dropped his head to hers, pressed his lips to her hair. ‘I am so sorry, Aisha, that I did not believe you. I was so wrong.’

He lifted her tear-streaked face to his, kissed her damp eyes and the tip of her nose. ‘Can you ever forgive me for the way I have treated you?’

She blinked up at him, her soft lips parted, looking so lost and vulnerable, so very kissable, that he felt the kick all the way down in his groin. She gave a tentative smile, touched a slim hand to his chest and down his side, her fingers curling deliciously into the flesh of his buttock. ‘Maybe,’ she said hesitantly, taking his hand, putting it to her breast, her eyelids fluttering closed as his hand cupped her breast, his thumb stroking her nipple.

‘Anything,’ he said as she set both her hands on him, exploring, tracing every detail, setting his skin alight, turning his voice to gravel. ‘Name it.’

‘Make me forget him. Make love to me again. I mean, when it is possible.’

He growled low in his throat and, still holding onto her, flipped onto his back so she straddled him, his eyes drinking in the sight of her rising up from him, his hands drinking in her satin-smooth skin.

‘Oh,’ she said, her eyes widening as she realised he was already primed beneath her, ‘I thought it would be too soon.’

‘No,’ he said as he encouraged her hips higher so he could position himself, loving the way she so naturally assisted with the movement of her lush body to find her centre. ‘With you, Aisha,’ he said, as he drew her down his long length, ‘anything is possible.’







CHAPTER TWELVE

FOR the first time in days she felt that things were finally going right and falling into place. They had woken in the tent to the sound of waves breaking on the shore. They had made slow, lazy love as the sun had risen over the horizon. They had held hands while travelling across the sands to the Blue Palace.

And now, sitting in the front row of the Blue Palace’s magnificent twelfth-century arched reception hall, grandly fitted out for the coronation of Al-Jirad’s new king, she felt not only happiness but immense pride as well.

For in front of her stood Zoltan, now only minutes from being crowned King of Al-Jirad. The building was full of assembled guests from countries near and far, and her father sat alongside, beaming widely, no doubt at the knowledge he would be keeping his crown and that the Jemeyan legacy and the pact between their two countries would live on.

As for Aisha? She was so full of the new wonders of love-making that she could not begin to describe how she felt: glowing. Buzzing. Electric, with a heightened awareness of all things of the flesh. For Zoltan had awakened in her the pleasures of the flesh in a way she had never dreamed possible. She smiled to herself, thinking of the latest way he’d pleasured her—asking her to don the gossamer-thin robe she’d been gifted, pleasuring her with his clever tongue and seeking lips before taking her again. Was there no end to his talents?

Not so far, apparently.

He had told her that with her all things were possible. Could it be true? Could they find love out of the madness of a forced marriage neither of them had wanted? Might Zoltan grow to love her as she so wished to be loved?

Last night he had made it seem possible.

Only one thing could temper her joy this day and it was that there was still no word from Marina. She tried to tell herself not to be surprised—it was Marina, after all, and she had never been one for protocol and obligations, especially when it involved anything remotely connected to duty. But still, after all that had happened, Aisha had so very much wanted to have the chance to talk to her sister again.

Around her the formalities dragged on longer than she expected, and she zoned out, listening with only half an ear. It was not entirely intentional, but there was only so much pomp and ceremony one could take in when one had other, much more carnal pleasures on their mind, and right now she had the memories of last night’s activities to savour as well as the upcoming night’s activities to anticipate.

And there was really no need to listen. It was all just a formality, after all. And it was all so long…

Until she heard the name of her island home mentioned, and the pact. She blinked into awareness and she realised why the ceremony was taking so long, because an extra segment had been added to the ceremony due to the unusual circumstances of the ascension, a series of declarations Zoltan was required to respond to.

‘And do you solemnly swear,’ the Grand Vizier said, ‘on the covenants of the Sacred Book of Al-Jirad that you have married a Jemeyan princess?’

She glanced from her father to Zoltan, not knowing she would be mentioned as part of this, and suddenly wishing she’d paid more attention, for neither of them looked surprised or perplexed.

‘I declare it to be true,’ Zoltan said.

‘And do you also solemnly swear, on the covenants of the Sacred Book of Al-Jirad, that you have impregnated with your seed the Jemeyan princess you have married so that Al-Jirad and Jemeya might both prosper into the future just as your family will prosper?’

‘I declare it to be true.’

‘Then you have fulfilled the covenants of the Sacred Book of Al-Jirad and I declare…’

But Aisha heard nothing more. For her blood had turned to ice and the thunder of it in her ears drowned out the proceedings while her mind focused on the words you have impregnated with your seed the Jemeyan princess…

He had been required to impregnate her before the ceremony take place, as part of his requirements to become king?

The blood in her veins grew even colder. Was that what their trip away to Belshazzah had really been about, even while he had told her it was merely to get to know each other better?

For he must have known he would need to sleep with her before the coronation. The vizier would have told him.

He must have known.

Yet he hadn’t told her. He’d let her think that it didn’t matter how long it took, so long as they were married and gave the impression of sleeping together.

He’d let her think that she could take her time to get to know him.

He’d let her think she had a choice.

But he had known!

All the time he had known. She thought back to their time at Belshazzah, and to the skilfull way he had given her space and then reeled her in again, like a fisherman playing a fish. Giving it line, letting it think it was free, only to reel it back before letting it run again. He’d done the same with her, letting her think she had space, letting her walk alone, letting her make choices. But she’d been on a line all along and he’d known that all he had to do was reel her in and impregnate her.

She shuddered at the very sound of the word. It sounded so cold, formal and clinical. It sounded a million miles from what she thought they had been doing that day.

And all the time he had let her believe that it had meant something.

What had he told her? It’s never been that good for me. She had wondered then whether he was telling her the truth, wanting in her heart to believe it but so scared to.

He had wanted her to believe it too. So she would become the biddable, complicit wife he needed.

And she had wanted so much to believe him. When would she learn?

She felt sickened, physically ill, and when she gasped in air to quell the sudden unwanted surge of her stomach her father frowned across at her and she did her best to send a reassuring smile back in his direction. It would not be the done thing for a Jemeyan princess to throw up at her own husband’s coronation.

Somehow she made it through to the end of the ceremony, avoiding eye-contact as she placed her arm on his, stiff and formal, as the royal party departed.

Somehow her legs managed to carry her all the way from the ceremony to the balcony of the palace.

Somehow she even managed to smile stiffly at the crowd gathered in the square spread out below to celebrate their first sight of the new King and Queen of Al-Jirad.

Their cheers didn’t come close to touching her. The only word she heard over and over in her mind was impregnate.

‘You seem tense, Aisha.’

‘Do I?’

She had suffered through the interminable state reception, putting up with inane small-talk and diplomatic and ultimately meaningless mutterings with as much grace as she could muster. But now, as she removed one of the heavy chandelier earrings from her lobe, she could enjoy a brief respite in their suite as they changed before a formal dinner.

Or she could have enjoyed it, that was, if Zoltan hadn’t also been there. She pulled the other earring loose and dropped it to the dressing table in a clatter, just wanting the heavy weight gone from her ear, and wishing that the heavy weight on her heart could be so easily discarded.

Across the room Zoltan stopped tugging at his tie. ‘It appears the stress of becoming queen is getting to you.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘So maybe you need to relax.’

‘And what did you have in mind?’ she said, the taste of bile bitter in her throat. ‘Perhaps a little impregnation to calm me down and turn me back into your oh-so-biddable wife?’

He blinked. Slowly. His jaw set. ‘Is that what you’re upset about, the wording of the ceremony?’ He shrugged. ‘It’s ancient. It is required by the texts.’

‘As, it seems, was the need to impregnate me before the coronation.’

‘Aisha,’ he said, coming closer, putting his hands to her shoulders, ‘don’t be like this.’

‘Don’t touch me!’ she said, brushing his hands away. ‘You knew, didn’t you? You knew before we went to Belshazzah that you had to get me to sleep with you.’

‘Princess,’ he said, holding out one hand to her. ‘Aisha, what is the point of this? It is already done. Did you not enjoy it?’

Her chest heaving with indignation at his inference that everything must be all right if the sex was any good, she demanded, ‘What would have happened if you had not impregnated me before the coronation? If your answer to that question in the ceremony had been no?’

His jaw ground together, his eyes glinted. ‘I would not have been crowned king.’

‘And you knew that all the time we were at Belshazzah.’

‘I knew.’

‘And not once did you bother to tell me.’

‘I tried. I was going to—’

‘I don’t believe you!’

‘It’s the truth! I was going to—’

‘No! You told me you were taking me there so we might get to know each other, because the palace was too big, too public. You never once told me it was so you could secure the throne by ensuring I slept with you in time for the coronation. Don’t you remember what you told me in the car on the way, that you didn’t need to go to so much trouble to get into my pants because you could so easily find a dark corner in the palace to perform the task?’

‘“Getting into your pants” are your words. They were never mine.’

‘Don’t get semantic, because playing with words won’t work in this case. It doesn’t matter which words you use. Because when it all comes down to it that’s what you needed, that’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? Getting into my pants—impregnating me with your seed—only that would ensure you the throne.’

‘I never lied to you,’ he said, ‘just because I didn’t tell you the intimate details of the pact.’

She scoffed, indignant at the way he could worm his way around the truth. ‘Not openly, perhaps. You didn’t tell me what you knew. Instead you let me think that sleeping with you was my choice, that I had some say. While all the time you knew the clock was already ticking.

‘Your lie was a lie all the same. It was one of omission.’

‘Princess. Aisha, listen.’

‘No! I am through with listening to you. Do you have any idea how betrayed I feel right now? How shattered that you could not entrust me with the details of my own future?’ She put her shaking head in her hands before she raised her head and flung her arms wide. ‘No. I am done with it, just as I am done with you and anything to do with you.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘I’m saying I have had enough of this farce of a marriage. I want out of it.’

‘You can’t just walk away from this marriage. You are bound to me just as I am bound to you.’

‘Why shouldn’t I walk away? You’re king now. You don’t need me any more. Don’t try to tell me that the Sacred Book of Al-Jirad, the font of all knowledge and power, would prevent a queen who has been lied to and manipulated from escaping the chains of her captives? I am sure the wisdom of the ages would be on her side. And, if not, I am sure the weight of modern justice would support her.’

‘Even though you have not yet finished your duty? You have yet to deliver the necessary heirs expected of this union.’

She tossed her head. ‘Who knows, maybe there is a little bastard prince already implanted in my womb.’

‘We are married. He would not be a bastard.’

‘You don’t think so?’ From somewhere she managed to dredge up a smile. ‘Though maybe you’re right. Maybe he won’t take after you. In any event, I am not staying here in this place a moment longer. I am going home to Jemeya.’

‘You forget something, Princess—you need to supply two heirs.’

She raised her chin. ‘So send me your sperm, Zoltan, and I will gladly save you any more pretence and any more of your lies and I will happily impregnate myself!’

He’d always known she was shallow. Zoltan crashed through the air as he strode down the passageway towards his suite, sick of a night spent making excuses, tired of explaining the new queen was unfortunately ‘indisposed’.

She wasn’t indisposed. What he’d really wanted to tell people was that she was a spoilt little princess who wanted everything all her own way—expected it—as if it was her God-given right. Well, he’d never wanted this marriage in the first place himself. He was better off without her. He would cope just fine. He tugged at the button at his collar, needing more oxygen than the suddenly tight collar allowed.

But—damn—maybe not Al-Jirad.

He would have to talk to Hamzah, find out how the queen’s sudden absence would change things, to see if there was a workable way around her absence. There was nothing he could recall in the Sacred Book of Al-Jirad, but Hamzah would know the legalities of it all. Although her father would no doubt talk her around eventually; he was as hard-nosed about doing one’s duty as anyone when it all came down to it. He had promised Zoltan tonight when they had exchanged a quiet word earlier on that he would soon talk sense into his precious daughter’s head.

Wall hangings fluttered as he passed like a dark storm cloud, creating turbulence in the formerly serene air.

And the thing that made him angrier than ever, the thing that made him steam and fume, was that for just one day, just a few short hours, he had actually believed that this marriage might work.

He’d actually believed they had something that could take this marriage beyond the realms of duty and into something entirely more pleasurable.

Fool!

He’d been blinded by sex, pure and simple. So blown away by the delights of her sweet, responsive body, he’d forgotten what he was dealing with: a skin-deep princess who wanted the entire fairy-tale, from the once-upon-a-time to the happy-ever-after. When was she going to realise this was real life, not the pages from some child’s picture book?

He paused as he came to the door of her suite, wondering if she’d already had her belongings removed and shipped. Nothing would surprise him.

He pushed open the door. It was silent inside and eerily dark with the closed curtains, only the light from the still-open door spilling in. There was no trace of her. He crossed the floor to her dressing room and tugged open the door. Nothing. She’d had them pack every single thing and wasted no time about it. They had taken every trace, until one might think she had never been here at all.

He ground his teeth together as he contemplated her mood when she had given the instructions to collect her belongings. Clearly she did not consider her return to Jemeya to be in any way temporary. Clearly she had no wish to be here. Maybe he should cut his losses and let her go. He would be well rid of her. He would have to ask Hamzah if that was an option that could be tolerated.

He was on his way out when his passing caused something to flutter, like loose papers riffling in the breeze, and he turned towards where the sound had come from. He pulled open a curtain, let light flood in and found them straight away. There were some loose papers on a desk tucked haphazardly under a blotter. He frowned, remembering a letter she’d been writing the night they’d been married when he’d come looking for her; remembering the way her fingers had shifted the pages as she’d looked down at them. The rushed packers had not done such a thorough job after all.

He pulled them out, intending to fling them in the nearest bin, when her neat handwriting caught his eye. Of course she would have neat handwriting and not some scrawl, he thought, finding yet another reason to resent her. She had probably been tutored in perfect script from an early age.

He didn’t intend to read any of it, but he caught the words ‘foolish’ and ‘naive’ and he thought she must be talking about him, compiling a list of his faults.

That would be right. She had sat here on her wedding night and made a list of his failings—and to her sister, no less. No wonder it was such a long letter.

So what did his little princess really think of him? This should be amusing.

But as he read it wasn’t amusement he felt. It was not him she was calling a fool. It was herself, for wishing she could choose a marriage partner, for ever thinking that she might one day marry a man for love, a good man who would love her for who she really was.

A ball formed in his gut, hard and heavy. He knew he shouldn’t read on, but he could not stop. And he felt sick, knowing he was not that man she had wished for, and knowing that she saw herself as flawed when life and circumstances had conspired against her, when he knew it wasn’t life she should be blaming. For he was the one at fault, he was the man who had shattered her dreams.

And he still wasn’t sure why he cared.

When had duty got tangled with desire? Maybe about the time he had realised she was who she had said she was—an innocent.

Or maybe about the time duty had tangled with need.

Aisha.

All she had wanted was a man to love her the way she should be loved. Those words had meant nothing to him before. Her hopes and wishes had been like so much water poured on sand, for they had been thrown together, strangers, and what did it matter what either of them wanted when neither of them had a choice?

But he knew her now, better than before, and seeing her thoughts written down so clearly, knowing how she’d been hurting all that time…

The ball in Zoltan’s gut grew heavier, and heavier still as he saw her call herself naive for saving herself for some mythical and ultimately non-existent male, and as she apologised to her sister for all the times she’d thought Marina had tossed her virginity away lightly, because at least she’d chosen who she’d gifted it to. For it had been hers to give, and she’d been the one to make that decision, and now Aisha applauded her, even envied her, for she would never experience that privilege.

But beyond that she was sorry, she wrote, that she had ever considered herself something special for the choice she had made. A choice that had clearly backfired spectacularly.

The ball in Zoltan’s gut grew spikes that tore at his vital organs.

She thought she wasn’t special? She was the most special of them all.

A woman so perfect and pure that he had felt honoured that he had been the one to receive her precious gift.

Yet clearly that wasn’t how she had felt. And, even though she had come willingly to him that night, ultimately she had had no choice. No wonder she felt so cheated and betrayed now. No wonder she had not hung around long enough for him to explain.

She had lost her most guarded possession to a barbarian who had apparently taken it out of duty and purely to satisfy the dusty requirement of some ancient covenants.

And now she was gone and all he was left with was that memory. It killed him to realise that he had never told her what that day had meant to him, had never put into words how wondrous that experience had been. He cursed himself that he had assumed she must have known how he felt. For surely she must have known?

Why the hell hadn’t he told her?

Why hadn’t he thought to warn her of the ancient declarations in the coronation ceremony before she could imagine how he felt about what they had done, that he had been merely impregnating her?

And he remembered her frosty demeanour, her shut-down expression. He had wounded her so deeply. It destroyed him to think he had hurt her and that she might still be hurting.

He replaced the pages on the desk. He should not have read as much as he had; in truth he should not have read anything, but he was not sorry that he had. For now he knew what he must do. He must go to Jemeya and seek Aisha out. He must explain; he had to tell her what he felt for her, he must seek her forgiveness. For he had to get her back.

He had to.

Still, he wasn’t sure why.

Only that he had to.

And from the mists of time he remembered those words his uncle, the King, had told him, the only positive lesson from his youth that had stuck. ‘Choose your battles, and choose them wisely.’

He would go to her today. Tell her that he was sorry. Ask her if she could trust him enough to give him one more chance. Because this battle was worth fighting. This battle was one he could not afford to lose.

He could not let Aisha go. He could not bear the thought of her not being here with him.

Behind him the door was pushed open. ‘Excellency,’ the vizier uttered with relief, ‘I have been looking for you everywhere. You must come quickly, there is news.’

For a heartbeat he hoped that Aisha had changed her mind and returned of her own accord.

‘What is it?’ he said.

‘It’s Mustafa,’ the vizier said. ‘He has taken Princess Marina hostage.’

Zoltan’s blood ran cold.

As much as he hated his half-brother, his first thoughts went to his wife.

Aisha.

How would she feel when she learned the news? How terrified she would be, knowing what kind of man was holding her beloved sister.

Aisha had already suffered enough at the hands of his half-brother. She had suffered more at his own clumsy and ham-fisted efforts to possess her. He could not bear her to suffer more.

He would not allow it.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

AISHA was sick with fear, sick with worry. Mustafa had Marina, had taken her hostage on her way to the coronation. Even though her father swore that she would be rescued and brought safely back to Jemeya to be reunited with her family, and despite the relief of learning that her two children were safe at home with their nanny, Aisha wondered when this nightmare would ever end.

The only positive thing that Aisha could see was that at least worrying about her sister took her mind off thinking about Zoltan.

Most of the time.

She picked up her childhood bear, from where it winked at her on its shelf, and hugged it, wandering to the window of her bedroom, the treasured bedroom she had yearned so desperately to return to. She looked out over the cliffs of her island home to the shoreline of Al-Jirad in the distance. For there lay another palace that stood encircled by sandy deserts ruled by a king she had once imagined she had felt something for.

Two days now she had been back in Jemeya, and she could not deny the truth any more, for each passing day piled a heavier weight on Aisha’s heart than the one that had gone before. The fact Zoltan hadn’t tried to stop her from leaving, the fact he had let her return to Jemeya in the first place—didn’t that say something about how little he actually valued her as his wife? Didn’t the fact he hadn’t come after her speak for itself? Surely she had been right to leave when she had, no matter what her father had tried to tell her?

Two days. A world ago, it seemed now. And her time with Zoltan could almost be some kind of dream. Imaginary. Unimportant.

Except then she remembered the touch of heated hands and the brush of a whiskered cheek against her breast, the thrust of him deep inside her, and she knew that so long as the memories remained in her mind there was no way she could ever easily forget him.

Damn him.

Damn herself!

For now she was here, back in her own room where she had always maintained she wanted to be, and after the places he had taken her it seemed a hollow victory indeed.

A spoilt princess?

Maybe Zoltan had been right all along. For, yes, she still felt betrayed and manipulated, but when things hadn’t gone her way she’d as good as stamped her feet and run away.

Fool.

She looked down at the bear in her arms. Maybe it was time she grew up. Maybe instead of sitting here locked away in her room, waiting for Zoltan to make a move, she should be the one to make an effort, to reach out with an olive branch. After all, they were married and bound together. They had slept together—made love together. And no matter what she had spat out in her anger to Zoltan, there was no way she did not want to feel his body between her thighs again.

Maybe, if that was to happen, it was time for her to reach out to him, and if he didn’t want her back, well, she wasn’t an inexperienced virgin with dreams of falling in love with the man of her dreams any more. She was a woman. She would cope with whatever happened.

But first she owed it to herself to try.

There was a commotion outside her room, raised voices and someone shouting her name, and then the door was flung open and her father burst through, the smile on his face a mile wide, and next to him, her beaming sister.

‘Marina!’ she cried, and flung herself into her open arms.

It was a noisy reunion, filled with laughter and tears of joy, and it was only when her father went off to order a feast that Aisha had the chance to draw Marina aside to talk. They curled their feet beneath them on a sofa overlooking the sea and held hands as they had done ever since they were children.

‘I was so afraid,’ Aisha confessed. ‘Did he hurt you? Mustafa, I mean. He must have been so angry that he had lost me.’

Her sister patted her hand and for a moment her eyes grew serious, the muscles in her face tight. ‘He was angry. And bitter. He delighted in telling me in how many ways he would have me.’ Her eyebrows raised. ‘And in great detail.’

Aisha shuddered, remembering her own ordeal, and her sister put a hand to her arm, squeezing it.

‘But don’t worry. I now know why he had to spell it out. Because, my dear sister, it seems the man is impotent.’

‘So why did he say those things? Why did he take you?’

She shrugged. ‘I think he knew there was nothing he could do to challenge the ascension but he still wanted to frustrate things. I’m sure he was hoping the coronation would be delayed. As it was, apparently the news didn’t make it to the palace in time.’

She patted the back of Aisha’s hand where the remnants of the henna tattoos were still just visible. ‘Which reminds me, you are a queen now, and a married woman! Congratulations. Zoltan is such a wonderful man. You must be so happy.’

She shook her head. ‘No. Please don’t,’ she said, pressing her lips together, tears once more springing to her eyes, but this time not from joy.

‘Why? What’s wrong?’

‘It’s off. I left him. I don’t know if he’ll want me back.’

‘What?’

She shrugged. ‘I left him.’

‘How could you do that? Didn’t he rescue you from Mustafa?’

Aisha could sit no longer. She jumped up and walked slowly to the window to where the sandy coastline of Al-Jirad appeared as a thick white line in the distance, all the while trying to make sense of all her actions, trying to remember why leaving him was so necessary. ‘That was only so he could become king. Everything he’s done, it was to become king. That’s all he wanted. He didn’t really want a wife. He told me that. And he didn’t want me.’ She spun around, clutching her hands together. ‘And, before you say anything, it’s been two days now since I left his palace and he hasn’t bothered to so much as contact me. So, you see, he doesn’t care.

‘I will contact him, though,’ she said, before scraping her bottom lip with her teeth. ‘I’ve decided to try to make it work, if he wants to try.’

Her sister’s eyes opened wide. ‘You have no idea, do you? Nobody told you.’

‘Told me what?’

‘That Zoltan couldn’t call you because he was too busy rescuing me.’

‘What?’

‘It’s true. How do you think I got away if not for Zoltan and his friends?’ She looked up at the ceiling and blew out a breath. ‘Bahir included, as it turns out. Seeing him again was a blast from the past, I can tell you.’

‘You know Bahir?’ she said, distracted.

It was her sister’s turn to shrug, as a strange bleakness filled her eyes. ‘It was a long time ago. I’m not sure he wants to remember it either.’ She blinked and smiled. ‘But that’s not the point right now.’ She uncurled her long legs from underneath her and padded to where her sister stood. Aisha was still shocked from the revelation that Zoltan had been busy rescuing her sister all the time she’d been thinking he had written her off; still trying to work out why he had done that when there was no risk to his reign. He hated Mustafa, it was true, but why would he risk everything to rescue her sister? Unless…

A tiny and no doubt futile glimmer of hope sparked into life. Unless he had done it somehow for her. But no; he didn’t want her.

‘The thing is, dear sister,’ Marina said, taking her hands in hers, ‘what are you going to do now?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, her heart racing, trying to assimilate and understand everything her sister had told her about Zoltan, everything that made no sense, except that it was Zoltan, and in a way it did. Who else had a grudge against Mustafa and felt he had to prove himself at every turn? Who else would delight in humiliating him further? ‘I was going to get in touch anyway.’

‘Well, maybe you’ll get your chance in a few minutes.’

Realisation skittered down her spine in a tingling rush. ‘He’s here?’

‘He said he wanted to freshen up before he saw you. He said he smells of horse.’

‘I like the way he smells,’ she mused out loud.

Her sister smiled. ‘Maybe you could start by telling him that.’

‘My father told me I’d find you here.’

They were in the library, all four of them, freshly showered and looking dangerously dark and sexy. And one of them looked darker and sexier than all the others as he perched on the edge of a desk. He watched her, with those impenetrable dark eyes, his jaw clamped shut, his expression closed.

One by one the other men peeled away, Bahir slapping him on the back, Kadar on the shoulder. Rashid uttered a quick, ‘Later,’ and with a bow of their heads in her direction they were gone.

He stood and bowed his own head. ‘Princess,’ he said. ‘Queen.’

She looked up at him, at this man she had once had and lost, at the dark planes and sharp angles of his face, and wondered how she could ever have thought he wasn’t the most handsome man on the planet. How had she missed such an obvious fact? She wished she could have flung herself into his arms, as she had done with Marina. But if he rejected her, if he pushed her away, she would die.

‘I came to thank you. For rescuing Marina.’

‘Your sister is well?’

She nodded. ‘Very well, and very grateful. We all are.’ She searched for something else to say, something to broach the veritable abyss that seemed to stretch between them. And then, because she needed to know if the tiny spark in her heart would be fanned into life or would quickly be extinguished, she went on. ‘Why did you do it and not leave it to someone else? Why did you risk yourself on such a rescue now that you are king?’

He dragged in a breath. ‘I should never have left Mustafa free to continue to make trouble, after what he had attempted with you. He is the worst kind of opportunist. He saw an opportunity when King Hamra’s entire family was wiped out and he kidnapped you to try to steal the crown.’

She frowned. ‘You don’t think he—?’ She stopped. It was too ugly a thought to entertain, too horrible, even for someone like him.

‘Do I think he was behind the crash from the start?’ He shook his head. ‘No. I wondered that once too, but no. Mustafa is a bully, he always has been. But even he would not be capable of murdering so many of his own family. The early reports from the crash investigators seem to support that it was a tragic accident. So, like I said, he saw the opportunity to seize the throne and he took it by kidnapping you.

‘And then when that went wrong he saw the chance to frustrate the coronation by taking your sister hostage. I promise he won’t try anything again, not where he is now, but how could I do nothing when I felt responsible for what had happened, for letting him go after what he had done to you?’

‘Oh.’ She looked at the floor as the tiny spark of hope fizzled out. ‘I see.’ He felt responsible. But he would. When would she ever learn? When would she stop her silly dreams and hopes getting in the way of reality? ‘Well, thank you.’

‘And, of course, there was the consideration that Marina is your sister.’

She warily lifted her head. ‘Because she is now sister-in-law to the King?’

‘More than that. I knew you would be upset. I know how much your sister means to you.’

She blinked up at him, touched beyond words, the beginnings of a tentative smile forming on her lips, the spike of tears behind her eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and then wondered why she’d said that when she’d been intending to thank him again. And then she realised it didn’t matter if he rejected her apology out of hand and never wanted to see her again—she owed him this apology. ‘I’m so sorry for causing you so much trouble.’

‘It was Mustafa—’

‘No—for being such a spoilt princess. I’m sorry for leaving you the way I did. My father tried to talk sense into me but I wouldn’t listen. I thought you didn’t care that I’d gone, but all that time you were out there finding my sister.’

She squeezed her eyes shut and put her hands over her face, feeling the dampness on her cheeks from the tears that would be contained no longer. ‘I’m such a fool.’

She felt his arms close around her, felt herself pulled against his chest, and the sheer joy of it brought forth a fresh burst of tears.

‘Aisha,’ he said, stroking her hair, pressing his lips to it.

She lifted her tear-streaked face, blinking away the moisture in her eyes, and he swept the hair from her face with his fingers. ‘You’re not still angry with me?’ she asked.

He shook his head, the corners of his mouth turned up the slightest fraction. ‘It’s me who should be asking that. I have treated you appallingly. I was so angry and so resentful with being forced into this position, that I took it out on you. And I understand why you were so hurt the night of the coronation. I’d betrayed your trust once again. And I was going to follow you and tell you that you were right that same night, even though I knew you wouldn’t believe me, and tell you that I cared for you.

‘And then came the news that Marina had been taken. Hamzah was against me going. But I thought, I hoped, that if I could help reunite you with your sister you might understand, just a little, how much you mean to me.’

Her heart swelled in her chest. ‘I still can’t believe you did that, that you risked everything.’

‘But none of it matters, does it?’ he said. ‘If you can’t have what you truly want.’

‘What do you truly want?’

He looked down at her with his dark, potent eyes. ‘I want you. I want all of you. I want you to be my queen. I want your body. I want your soul. I want you for ever.’

She gasped as he pressed his lips to her forehead before pulling back and she hungered for more of his kiss. ‘And I know I fall short of the kind of man you wanted to marry. I know this has all happened the wrong way around and that you have every right to hate me for ever. So I am offering you a choice.’

‘What choice?’

He dipped his mouth, kissed the tip of her nose, and she drank in his air and the very essence of him while her lips searched in vain for his.

‘You can walk away from our marriage and all that it entails, or you can stay and settle for my flaws and imperfections and, ultimately, my love.’

Her swelling heart sang. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said I’m giving you a choice.’

‘No, not that bit. The other bit.’

‘About walking away?’

‘No!’

He smiled and kissed her eyes, first one and then the other, but when she angled her face higher, to give him access to her hungry mouth, he withdrew. ‘The other choice is my love. You see, I have nothing to offer you, Aisha, that you cannot find in a million other more worthy men, nothing but the one thing only I can give you—my love, if you will accept it.’

‘You never told me. I never knew.’

‘I didn’t know it myself. Not really, not until you walked away and left my heart in pieces on the floor. I love you, Aisha. And I know I am so unworthy. I know I am the last person who deserves it. But will you come back and be my wife? Will you let me love you? Will you find it in your heart to love me one day, even just a little?’

‘Oh, Zoltan, yes—a thousand times yes. I love you so much. And now…’

‘Now?’

‘Now will you kiss me at last?’

He laughed, a low, delicious rumble that vibrated through her all the way to her bones. ‘Only a kiss, Aisha, my queen?’

‘Don’t tell me—you are giving me another choice already?’

His hands scooped down her back to cup her behind, bringing her into even closer contact with the evidence of his desire. ‘Only if you want it.’

She smiled up at him, her blood fizzing in anticipation, dizzy with love. ‘Oh, I want it, Zoltan. I want it all.’

As his head dipped and his lips brushed against hers with that first delicious contact, she heard him say, ‘Then you shall have it.’

And she knew, in her heart, mind and soul, that she already did.
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CHAPTER ONE

WHO was she?

Dark red hair hung down her back, and as she shifted, the color changed like tongues of fire. Her tall, slender body was encased in a shimmering silvery grey gown that clung to her like moonlight on a dark night.

Rakin Whitcomb Abdellah had arrived at the giant white gazebo in the garden in front of the house where the guests were gathered in time to see the bride and groom link hands in front of the celebrant. It had surprised him that it had taken the usually responsible Eli only a matter of weeks to set aside the caution of a lifetime and to fall head over heels in love with his bride. But what had astonished Rakin more was the fact that Eli was marrying a Kincaid at all—since, less than a month ago, Kara’s own sister had jilted Eli. Yet, once his gaze settled on the wedding group, it was the maid of honor with her glorious hair and eye-catching beauty who captured Rakin’s attention as she moved forward to take the bouquet of red roses from the bride.

This could only be Laurel Kincaid, the woman who’d jilted his best friend Eli less than a month before their wedding day.

The woman who Eli had suggested could be the solution to all Rakin’s problems.

A child, no more than three or four years old, strutted forward bearing a fat cushion. Rakin squinted and made out the two rings perched on top. Laurel stepped forward and held out a hand to guide him, but he tugged away, clearly reluctant to stand beside two flower girls. Instead he barreled his way between Eli and his bride Kara Kincaid, eliciting both chuckles and sighs as he stole hearts.

The maid of honor was scanning the guests.

Above the bouquet of red roses, her eyes were green. The brightest emerald Rakin had ever seen. Unexpectedly, her gaze landed on him. Time stopped. The murmurs around him, the sound of Kara saying her vows, the heady fragrance of the Southern blooms all faded from Rakin’s consciousness. There was only… her.

Then she glanced away.

And the tension that had gripped him slowly eased.

Eli had warned him that his ex-fiancée was a beauty, yet Rakin hadn’t been prepared for his body’s reaction to her as their eyes had locked. Lust. Becoming romantically entangled with her was not an option. For starters, she was a Charleston Kincaid—not some nymphet with pleasure on her mind. And, if he took Eli’s advice, the proposal he intended to put to her had everything to do with business, and nothing to do with pleasure.

Despite the gorgeous green-eyed, auburn-haired wrapping, Laurel Kincaid had Do Not Touch written all over her.

Yet even so, Rakin could scarcely wait for the ceremony to end, for the moment when he congratulated the newlyweds—and Eli introduced him to the maid of honor. Then he would decide whether she would fit in with his plans.

The rich scent of jasmine and gardenia announced that summer had arrived in the South.

Her sister’s wedding was being held at the Kincaid family home, a two-and-a-half story elaborately embellished federal mansion where Laurel had grown up. The imposing facade flanked by decorative balconies, each with a pagoda roof, had always been home to Laurel and her siblings.

But at the moment she was less concerned with the details of the wedding venue than the identity of one tall dark and handsome stranger. Laurel had a pretty good idea of the identities of all the guests at her sister’s wedding; after all, Kara had originally run all the guests’ names past her when this was supposed to have been her own wedding.

And the stranger with the dark, exotic good looks hadn’t been on it.

So where did Kara know him from? And why had her sister never mentioned him before?

If she didn’t quit shooting surreptitious glances at the man her sisters would have her married off to him in an instant. And she wasn’t interested in him; she simply wanted to know who he was.

Laurel averted her gaze and watched as Eli took Kara’s hands in his, the gold of their newly donned wedding rings glinting in the late afternoon sun. Unexpectedly her throat tightened.

Oh, no. She wasn’t going to cry!

She’d never been the type to gush tears at weddings.?… She always smiled and said the right thing at the right time. So why was she suddenly feeling like this? This wedding was a joyous occasion, not a time to shed tears.

And heaven knew what interpretation people would put on it if she did start to cry. She scanned the enormous number of guests all dressed up and smiling. Laurel could think of at least one or two who would put the worst possible slant on it. Then the damage would be done, and rumors would be rife around the city that she was heartbroken about Kara marrying Eli—after she had broken off her own engagement to him.

Laurel was utterly delighted for them both. She was relieved she wasn’t marrying Eli.

But no one would believe that if she started to weep.

Get a grip.

Her eyes fell onto her mother.

Now there was reason to cry. Elizabeth Kincaid was a legendary Southern beauty. Everyone said she’d have been crowned Miss South Carolina, if she’d ever entered—but soft-spoken, eternally elegant Elizabeth had too much class to enter beauty pageants. Instead, after her family had fallen on hard times, she’d married Reginald Kincaid and become one of the most accomplished hostesses in Charleston and brought cachet to the nouveau riche Kincaid name.

She was smiling as she watched Kara and Eli tie the knot.

Yet the mother of the bride almost hadn’t made it to the wedding. She’d been arrested for killing her husband. The police had believed they’d had enough evidence to make a case. In the past months, in the very darkest moments, Laurel had worried that her mother might actually be convicted of her father’s murder.

But her mother had been cleared.

And now suspicion for her father’s death rested on the brooding half brother Laurel and her siblings had learned about at her father’s funeral. Laurel would never forget that day—or the shock that her father had been living a secret double life for decades.

Now Jack Sinclair sat beside his mother, Angela Sinclair. Her father’s mistress—and life-long love.

On Angela’s other side sat her other son. The Sinclairs had been invited here today because Elizabeth Kincaid believed in always doing the Right Thing—even when it cost her dearly. The contrast between the half brothers was stark. Alan had none of Jack’s dark moodiness. Blond and light, he was like the sun bursting through his half brother’s dark thunder cloud.

Laurel decided she was becoming fanciful.

“You may kiss the bride,” the celebrant was saying.

Eli bent forward, a head taller than his bride, and Laurel found herself looking away to give the couple a moment of privacy. Of course, she looked straight into a pair of dark eyes.

The generously proportioned bedrooms that Laurel, Kara and Lily had once occupied on the second floor of the historic federal mansion had been transformed into an impromptu bridal dressing-room wing for the wedding day. Pausing just inside the doorway of Kara’s childhood room, Laurel took in the leftover feminine paraphernalia scattered around the room.

Open shoe boxes spilled tissue paper over the carpet. A posy abandoned by one of the flower girls lay on the bed. The fine lace veil that Kara had worn for the ceremony was already carefully draped over a chair back. On the dresser, between cut-glass perfume bottles, were four sparkling tulip glasses, and a bottle of champagne chilled in an ice bucket beside the dresser. A good way to calm the bride’s nerves while she freshened up, Laurel decided.

Amidst the mayhem, Kara stood in front of a cheval mirror examining the hem of her wedding dress critically. “I haven’t torn a hole in the hem, have I, Laurel?”

Moving forward, Laurel squinted at the delicately scalloped edge that Kara was holding up. “Not that I can see.”

“Thank heavens.” Relief filled her younger sister’s voice as she let the beautiful white fabric drop. “I thought I might have put a heel through it when I came back down the aisle.”

“Relax. It’s all fine.” Laurel scanned her sister’s face. Kara’s skin glowed, needing no added artifice. The shimmer of eye shadow accentuated her green eyes, but her lips had lost the gloss they’d worn before the ceremony. Laurel’s mouth quirked up. “You make a beautiful bride, Mrs. Houghton—even without touching up the gloss that your groom kissed off.”

It was true. Kara’s radiance had given her the kind of beauty that came from inner happiness. Taking care not to crush the delicate wedding dress, Laurel gave her sister a tentative hug. But Kara had no such scruples and flung her arms around Laurel.

“Thank you, oh, thank you, for jilting Eli!”

Laurel looked into eyes almost the same green as her own, eyes they’d inherited from their mother. “Believe me, if I’d married your groom it would have been the biggest mistake of both our lives.”

It had been one thing to drift into an engagement with Eli, but once the time to plan the wedding had arrived, Laurel had been distressed to discover her heart wasn’t in it.

Instead of daydreaming about wedded bliss, she’d found herself dwelling on how static her life had become.

How predictable.

How boring.

And what it would take to get a life. To her discomfort, writing out lists of wedding guests who’d accepted their invitations to the big day had not even featured.

That was when Laurel had created the How to Get a Life List.

Jilt Eli. Item No. 1 on the List, as she’d started thinking of it, had looked so stark, so cruel when she’d stared at the two words topping the otherwise blank piece of paper, that she hadn’t known if she was capable of breaking off her engagement to Eli.

His feelings would be hurt. Her family would be devastated. But writing it down had brought such a sense of catharsis that Laurel had known she’d had no other choice.

She and Eli were simply not meant to be.

To spare his feelings, she’d told him she couldn’t marry him until the upheaval in her life—her father’s murder, the shocking discovery of his other family and the anguish of her mother’s arrest—had settled down. But the overwhelming relief in Eli’s eyes brought home the knowledge that she wasn’t the only one who wanted out.

Almost a month had passed since she’d jilted Eli. Today her ex-fiancé was celebrating the happiness he’d found—with her sister. Eli had gotten himself a life.

However, until putting on Item No. 2—red-lipstick—this morning during the final preparations, she had done nothing more about tackling the rest of the List. Breaking the strictures of a lifetime was proving to be daunting. Despite the List which she carried in her purse as a constant prod to action.

That had to change, she had to start living. Really living.

Like that electric moment during the ceremony when she’d met a pair of dark eyes and she’d been jolted by a surge of energy. That had been living.

Extricating herself from her sister’s arms, Laurel lifted the bottle of champagne from the ice bucket and filled two of the flutes, then passed one to Kara.

She raised her glass in a toast. “Be happy.”

“Oh, I am. Today is the happiest day of my life.”

Her sister sparkled like a fairytale princess.

Laurel couldn’t stop a stab of envy. She took a quick gulp of champagne before setting it down.

“Eli and I had always been such good friends, and I think we both hoped that would be enough—I know I did. But it wasn’t. We lacked that special connection that you two have.” They hadn’t even shared the kind of physical attraction that had blasted through her after one lingering look from a stranger.

“It’s love. Real love. He’s my soul mate. I’m incredibly fortunate.” Kara had gone all dreamy-eyed. Then her gaze sharpened. “How funny that you’re the one Eli spent the most time with while we were growing up—”

“That’s because we were the same age—in the same year at school and invited to the same social functions,” Laurel pointed out.

“—But you’ve never met his other close friend.”

“Rakin Abdellah?” Laurel had heard plenty about the grandson of a Middle-Eastern prince with whom Eli had become close friends at Harvard. “Such a pity he didn’t make it to the wedding.”

“He’s here!” Kara put her glass down beside Laurel’s, then slid onto the stool in front of the dresser. She picked up a wide-toothed comb. “Eli introduced us when he came up to congratulate us after the ceremony.”

Laurel hesitated in the act of taking the comb from her sister. Was it possible…?

“Where was I?”

“It must’ve been when Flynn swatted the flower girls with the ring cushion and you went after him before he caused more chaos.”

Waving the comb in the air, Laurel spread her hands. “How typical! I always miss the man. Every time Eli caught up with him when Rakin visited on business, I had something else going on. Maybe we’re just never destined to meet.” But she couldn’t stop wondering whether the tall, lean man responsible for that shock of awareness during the ceremony could possibly be Eli’s best friend.

“What was he wearing?” she asked Kara urgently.

“Who?”

“Rakin!” Laurel shook her head at her sister. “The man you were telling me about.”

“I don’t know—the only man whose clothes I’m focused on today is Eli.”

Laurel laughed at her sister’s goofy expression. Dismissing the hunk, she started to smooth Kara’s hair where the veil had been fastened earlier. “Speaking of Eli, you’d better re-apply your lipstick,” she told her sister.

Kara slanted her a wicked look via the mirror. “What’s the point? It will only get kissed off again.” Then her gaze narrowed. “Laurel, you’re wearing red lipstick!”

Laurel shot her younger sister an indulgent look. “If you’ve only just noticed it can’t be such a big deal.”

“You’ve decided to go ahead with your plan to stop playing it safe!” Kara had stilled. “I know you told me you were going to spread your wings and work on being a bit more uninhibited, but I hadn’t seen any more signs of it since I warned you to take care—and not to go too crazy.”

“Can you see me, Miss Responsibility, going crazy?” asked Laurel with a light laugh.

“Okay, I shouldn’t have told you to be careful—I’ve been wishing I never said anything. You should have some fun. What about getting Eli to introduce you to Rakin?”

“Don’t you dare!” To stop her too observant sister from interfering, Laurel said, “Did you notice how protective Cutter’s been of Mom today?”

“I think everyone did. He didn’t leave her side.”

“I think Cutter will be good for her—he seems to genuinely love her.” Laurel patted the final wayward strands in place and stood back to admire Kara’s hair. To make sure it held, she added the lightest spritz of hair spray. “And he risked a storm of scandal by coming forward to tell the police that Mom had spent the night of Dad’s murder with him. That’s what got her out on bail.”

“I offered to plan a small wedding for Mom—elegant and discreet. But Mom was dead against it. She doesn’t think they can get married until a decent time of mourning Dad has passed—”

“That’s ridiculous.” Just the idea that her mother was letting what people thought rule her life caused Laurel to see red. “Mom must do what makes her happy.”

“I agree Mom deserves a little happiness after discovering the sordid details of Dad’s secret life, and if marrying Cutter gives her that, I’ll be his biggest fan.” Kara swiveled around on the stool and examined Laurel. “And I didn’t notice your lip color because I was too busy getting married.” She clearly wasn’t about to let Laurel off the hook. “But now I’ve noticed. I’m interested—I want to know what you’re planning to do next.”

Laurel could feel herself coloring. She wasn’t even sure what she was going to do next herself. Confessing to the existence of the List, and worse, to imagining living out some mind-boggling fantasies—even to her sister—was way too much to bear.

“It’s hardly world changing,” she said off-handedly, thinking about her frivolous desire to eat ice cream in bed.

But that still left more.?…

Item No. 5, Gamble all night.

Item No. 6, Travel to exotic lands.

Okay, maybe they were a little world changing.?…

Tilting her head to one side, Kara said, “Hmm, you’ve never worn red lipstick—you always say it’s too obvious—so that’s already a pretty big change.”

Red lips clashed with her auburn hair. It was trashy. And trashy was a sin. Leaning past Kara to avoid her sister’s gaze, Laurel pretended to inspect her lips in the dresser mirror. There were no smudges—nor likely to be, unless she found someone to kiss.

Which brought her back to How to Get a Life.

Item No. 3 on the list was Flirt with a stranger. Her cheeks grew hot. Unlike most Southern women Laurel was a rookie in the art of flirting. Since entering her teens, she’d only had to look at a male to have him cross the room to meet her. Sometimes she’d hated the kind of attention her features brought. To deal with it, she’d cultivated a polite manner with no hint of flirtatiousness. The facade had served her equally well in her dealings as public relations director of the Kincaid Group. So why on earth was she adding an item like Flirt with a stranger?

Maybe she should’ve made that Kiss a stranger. The renegade thought startled her.

“You’re blushing. Is it a man? Is that the reason for the red lips?” Kara’s voice broke into Laurel’s musings. “Is that the reason you won’t let me ask Eli to introduce you to Rakin?”

“No man,” Laurel denied, wishing that her complexion didn’t color quite so dramatically. “The red lips are for me alone.”

For one mad moment she was tempted to tell Kara all about the List. Then she cringed and the impulse passed.

Telling Kara would be insane. And Kara would start fretting again about Laurel exposing herself to danger—and the last thing Laurel wanted was to cause her sister to worry on her wedding day.

She drained the last of the champagne, then set her glass back down on the dresser. She caught another glimpse of her lips in the mirror above the dresser.

What would it be like to kiss the gorgeous dark-haired man from the church?

The shocking visual of crushed red lips sent a frisson of heat coursing through her.

Laurel came to her senses. What if he turned out to be Eli’s friend? How trashy would that be? She’d always been the good eldest sister… the one to do as she was told. To study hard for excellent grades. To obey her curfew. She’d always set an example for her sisters to follow. No mini skirts. No ear studs and torn jeans. No shameless behavior with boys. No wild flings.

No trashy makeup…

She turned away from the mirror, intending to say something light and funny to her sister.

Only to find Kara had risen to her feet and was still watching her.

“I have to admit red suits you, Laurel. Makes you look like a movie star. Glamorous. Sexy. You always wear beiges and creams. I take back all my cautions, you should break out more often.”

Laurel’s heart lightened as she followed her sister to the door. “Careful! I might take that as permission to do something reckless.”

Kara halted in the doorway, looked over her shoulder and smiled. “Why not? Start today. No time like the present.”

Now? Tonight? Laurel’s hands turned cold and clammy as Kara vanished out of sight with a whisper of French fabric.

It was one thing to talk about loosening up a little; it was another thing altogether to actually do it and let go. The sense of being poised on the edge of a precipice swept Laurel.

Should she take that first step into the unknown and walk on the wild side? Or should she stay in her safe world and risk never feeling quite satisfied?

The answer came quickly, so quickly it took her aback. She was tired of missing out. She wanted to feel more of that pulsing energy that she’d experienced earlier. That flutter of rebellion brought a surge of illicit pleasure.

Laurel drew a deep breath and felt her lungs fill, and resolve spread through her. Kara was right—there was no time like the present. She headed for the door.

Tonight, she’d flirt with a stranger.







CHAPTER TWO

IN the elegant, embellished salon downstairs, a twelve-piece jazz ensemble was playing blues, a smoky, elegant sound. Perfect for what had to be one of the high-society weddings of the year.

Laurel hummed and did a little dance step in Kara’s wake and almost skipped into Alan Sinclair, who’d materialized in front of them, holding two glasses brimming with pale, bubbling gold wine. By some miracle he managed to keep the glasses upright, while Laurel apologized effusively.

“Major catastrophe averted,” he joked.

All three of them laughed.

“These were intended for you, beautiful ladies.” Alan held out the brimming glasses, his hazel eyes alight with good humor.

“Only a sip for me. I’m going to need my wits about me—I need to make sure I get all the guests’ names right,” said Kara with a gracious smile.

Laurel took the remaining glass. “Thank you.”

“I didn’t get a chance earlier to give you my very best wishes,” Alan told Kara. “Eli is a lucky man.”

“Why, thank you, Alan.” Kara beamed at him. “I certainly hope you meet the woman of your dreams soon—maybe even tonight.”

Alan laughed. “I can live in hope. But maybe we should wait a while—give you time for a honeymoon—before handing you another wedding to plan.”

“I’d be thrilled to do another wedding. And, for once, that’s not the businesswoman in me talking. I’m so happy, I’m ready to marry everyone off.”

“He’s a nice man,” Laurel observed as they walked away, holding their glasses.

“Thoughtful, too,” Kara agreed. “He’ll make some lucky woman a good husband.”

They’d reached the bridal table by now, and Eli leapt up to welcome his bride, his eyes warm and devoted as he seated her.

Feeling a bit like a third wheel, Laurel slipped into the vacant seat beside her mother and set her glass down on the white damask linen sprinkled with pink and crimson rose petals. A waiter appeared to fill it up.

“Where’s Cutter?” Laurel asked her mother, aware that she was sitting in his seat. The whole world had paired up—even her mother.

Everyone except her.

A wave of loneliness swept her; then she shook it off. All the more reason to follow the List and find a stranger to flirt with—and where better than a wedding?

“He spotted Harold Parsons and Mr. Larrimore and went over to greet them.” Elizabeth fluttered a hand in the direction of the bar. Following where her mother indicated, Laurel could see the white-haired lawyer talking to the head of Larrimore Industries, which had recently begun doing business with The Kincaid Group, making up a little of the losses TKG had suffered when several customers defected to Carolina Shipping. Why, only this week her brother Matthew, TKG’s director of new business, had heard rumblings that Jack Sinclair was trying to outbid them on an important shipping contract through backdoor channels.

Speak of the devil.

Jack Sinclair had pulled out a chair to seat himself at a table right on the edge of the dance floor. How boldly arrogant. He was behaving like he owned the Kincaid mansion. Laurel supposed inheriting forty-five percent of the stock in The Kincaid Group was responsible for some of that arrogance. She hadn’t managed to get a handle on Jack yet. Dark, unsmiling and perpetually brooding, he made her a little uneasy. He’d certainly caused TKG enough headaches in the past few months to last a lifetime.

Then Laurel caught a sight of the smooth blond hair of his mother, Angela, seated beyond him. Something his mother said caused a ferocious scowl to mar Jack’s features. Laurel shivered at the sight of his displeasure.

Why had her father’s firstborn son bothered to come to the wedding, if he intended to sit there and glare? Was he only here today to fool the paparazzi into thinking he was an accepted part of the Kincaid family? Or were her siblings correct? Did Jack fear that by staying away he’d heighten the suspicion already surrounding him? Laurel didn’t want to consider the possibility that her father had been shot in the head by his firstborn son.?… It was too horrible.

She refused to allow Jack’s presence to ruin the celebratory mood tonight. The pall that had hung over the family for months had finally lifted. Laurel intended to enjoy the occasion… and make sure her mom did, too.

Laurel caught Elizabeth’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I can’t tell you how glad I am not only that you’re here at the wedding but that you’ve been cleared of all those ridiculous charges. It’s the best wedding gift Kara and Eli could ever have received.”

“Today hasn’t been easy,” her mother confessed. “All the speculation. I’m sure there are people here this evening who still believe I killed your father. And everyone is so curious about Cutter—it’s difficult for him, too.”

Yet, in the way that was so typical of Southern society matriarchs, none of her mother’s discomfort showed. Elizabeth’s face was serene, her short, auburn hair with the elegant grey highlights was immaculate, the strain of the past four turbulent months carefully masked. Only the reserve in her green eyes hinted at the anguish she’d been through.

“You deserve some happiness.” Laurel echoed Kara’s words from earlier. Letting go of her mother’s hand she reached for the glass Alan had given her. “And if Cutter makes you happy you shouldn’t let what others think spoil that. Let’s drink to happier tomorrows.”

Elizabeth took a tiny sip, and then set her own glass down. “I do wish the police would hurry up and finalize the investigation. Not knowing who killed your father…” Her voice trailed away.

Her brothers RJ and Matt had some strong opinions about who might have killed her father. But now wasn’t the right time to share them with her mother.

“I’ll call Detective McDonough tomorrow to arrange a meeting for later in the week to find out if there has been any progress,” promised Laurel. She shot the brooding interloper at the edge of the dance floor a surreptitious look. With luck, the police might finally have gathered enough evidence to toss Jack Sinclair in jail where her brothers said he belonged.

If her brothers were right, then Jack had been extremely devious—he’d made sure he had an airtight alibi, with several of his own employees vouching he’d been working late the night her father had died. Laurel didn’t want to believe her half brother was capable of that kind of treachery. But as RJ had pointed out, Jack was a very wealthy man—made even richer by the forty-five percent stake he inherited in The Kincaid Group on her father’s death. That kind of money could buy any alibi—particularly when the people supplying it already depended on him to earn their living. Laurel made a mental note to get an update from Nikki Thomas, the corporate security specialist the family had hired to investigate Jack Sinclair’s efforts to sabotage The Kincaid Group. Laurel couldn’t bear to see her mother so down, and Nikki might also have some thoughts about how to speed up the investigation—even though Laurel had once or twice suspected Nikki to be a little more emotionally invested in the ruthless man she was investigating than was wise.

Immersed in her thoughts, the touch on her arm startled her, and her head jerked around.

Eli stood there, wearing a broad grin. “Laurel, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Glancing at the dark figure beside her former fiancé, Laurel found herself confronted by the handsome man she’d exchanged that sizzling eye-meet with during the wedding ceremony.

“Laurel, this is Rakin Whitcomb Abdellah.” Eli presented him with a flourish. “Rakin, meet Laurel Kincaid, my brand new sister-in-law.”

Honest to goodness, she was going to kill Kara!

Already she could feel a flush stealing up her throat.

“I’ve heard so much about you.” Rakin held out his hand.

“Funny, that’s exactly what I was about to say.” Laurel set down her glass and took his hand. Her lashes swept down as she became conscious of the strength of the fingers against hers. “I’m surprised we’ve never encountered each other before.”

“In’shallah.” Letting go of her fingers, he spread his own hands wide. “What more can I say? The time was not right.”

Her gaze lifted and sharpened. “You believe in fate?”

“But of course. Everything happens for a reason. Today is the right time for us to meet.”

Charmed, she started to smile. It looked like Eli’s friend might be the perfect candidate for a flirtation with a stranger. “It is?”

“Yes.” His black-velvet gaze was intent… and Laurel felt the primal power of the man.

To break the spell, she switched her attention to Eli and murmured, “You should be worried we might trade secrets—between us we probably know everything about you.”

Eli chuckled. “I’m terrified.”

“You’re anything but terrified.” Laurel glanced at Rakin, and found his dark eyes were bright with laughter

The band swung into the first bars of the first dance.

“Now there’s something I am terrified about messing up. That’s the bridal waltz,” said Eli. “Let me go claim my bride.”

Laurel couldn’t help laughing as he hurried back to her sister. Conscious of Rakin’s very male presence at her side as Eli led Kara out onto the floor, Laurel fell silent and concentrated on watching the dance—not an easy task with Rakin still looming over her.

A spotlight landed on the newlyweds. The guests sighed as they moved into the dance in perfect time, Kara’s white dress fanning out to fill the ring the spotlight had created. They glided to the melody, and a few beats later, Laurel’s sister Lily and her husband, Daniel, joined in, RJ and Brooke were next on the floor.

Laurel could see Alan smiling as he sat beside his mother at the table on the edge of the dance floor. Jack had disappeared. Laurel wished he could’ve practiced the same civility as the Kincaid family—at Elizabeth’s request—were taking great care to show Angela and her sons tonight.

“Would you like to dance?”

Rakin’s deep tone caused her to forget all about Jack’s rudeness.

Silently she gave him her hand. The warm strength of his fingers closing around hers caused the return of that renegade fantasy of crushed, kissed lips, and Laurel abruptly lowered her eyelashes before he might read any of her dizzy imaginings. “Why, thank you, I’d like that.”

He led her onto the dance floor and took her into his arms. The sudden intimacy came as a shock. The music swirled around them.

To break the seductive mood, Laurel said, “You met Eli at Harvard?”

“Yes, we shared some classes and sometimes went hiking together—we both like the outdoors.”

“Yes. You were on the rowing team together, too, weren’t you? I seem to remember hearing Eli talk about pre-dawn practices on the river.”

He smiled. “Strange interest for someone from a desert country, hmm?”

“A little.” She examined him. “Tell me about Diyafa.”

“Ah, Eli has told you about my country?”

“Just the name. Diyafa.” It rolled off her tongue. “It sounds so deliciously exotic.”

“It is. The desert nights are warm and dry and the heavens above possess the brightest stars I have ever seen.”

The whisper of his voice stoked her imagination. “How magical. I hate to confess this—but I’ve never been out of the United States.”

“Never?”

She shook her head. “Never. I always intended to travel.”

Item No. 6 on the List involved traveling to some far-flung exotic destination. She’d had a fleeting vision of herself standing in the center of St. Mark’s Square in Venice or in front of the Sphinx in Egypt. Somewhere as different from Charleston as she could get.

She pulled a face. “Now I just have to turn that dream into reality. I even got myself a passport.” Which she’d been carrying around in her purse, together with the List—and the letter from her father she’d received on that emotionally charged day when her father’s will was read.

“Diyafa is a good place to visit.”

Did he think she was trying to coax an invitation from him? Discomfort flooded her. “Oh, I couldn’t take advantage of our acquaintance.”

“Why not?”

Her lashes fluttered down. “We hardly know one another.”

“I’m sure we can remedy that.” He sounded amused.

Laurel’s lashes lifted. Heavens, was she actually flirting with the man?

Then she examined her reaction.

So what?

Flirt with a stranger. It was on her list, and she was unlikely to ever encounter Rakin again. He might be Eli’s other best friend, but before today she’d only ever heard about him. It would be at least another ten years before they met again; after all he was a busy man. Worth the risk?

Or was she going to chicken out? No. The time to act had arrived. Pursing her mouth into a moue, she gave what she hoped looked like a mysterious smile. “Maybe I will visit… one day.”

An arrested expression settled in his eyes.

“You can let me know when you do.” There was an intimate note in his voice.

He was flirting too!

Rakin was clearly a master at the art of flirtation. For once she was tempted to let herself go. To revel in the full power of her womanhood. This was a man she was facing, a real man with a wealth of experience with women.

“To be honest I’m more likely to visit Las Vegas—” she began with a teasing laugh.

“You like to gamble?”

Had his voice dropped? Laurel’s heart beat a little faster. “I’ve never gambled seriously in my life. Certainly not in a casino.”

Her mother didn’t approve of gambling. A roguish uncle, the black sheep of the Winthrop family, had lost a fortune at poker, contributing to the dire straits the family found itself in before her mother’s marriage into the Kincaid fortune. Gambling was seriously discouraged among the Kincaid children. No doubt that was why Gamble all night had made it onto the List…?.

“We’ll have to change that—raise the stakes.”

Yes, he was definitely flirting. If the intimate note in his voice hadn’t made it clear, the gleam in his eyes confirmed it. Laurel gave herself up to the heady rush. “I wouldn’t want to become addicted.”

“That can only happen if the stakes are higher than you can afford.”

“I’ll remember that.” She peeked at him through her lashes. “If I ever find myself in Vegas.”

The song came to an end. She was hot and thirsty, yet Laurel found she didn’t want the exchange to end. It was exhilarating. Fun. Yet risky. More than she’d ever banked on when she’d scrawled Flirt with a stranger on her list. The weight of Rakin’s hand resting on her waist, the touch of his fingers against hers, the way his body had brushed against hers to the rhythm of the music was stealing over her senses.

“It’s warm in here,” she said, finally letting go of his hand and fanning her face. “I need a drink.”

“There’s a cool breeze outside,” Rakin responded readily, his hand sliding from where it rested at her waist to beneath her elbow. As they skirted the dance floor he picked up two brimming tulip glasses from a passing waiter with his free hand, before leading her to the open doors.

Laurel hesitated on the threshold. Outside, the balcony appeared to be deserted.

Her heart leapt as his hand touched the sensitive skin under her elbow. Rakin’s voice was deep and smooth as he said, “Come. It will be quiet and cool.”

And she couldn’t help wondering if she’d let herself in for more than she could handle as she stepped out into the Southern night.

There was a slight breeze and the balmy night air was redolent with the sweet scent of magnolia and jasmine.

Rakin led Laurel to the shadows at the end of balcony where the sultry throb of the jazz band was fainter. Under the glow cast by a wall sconce, he handed one of the long-stemmed glasses to Laurel, then leant back against the wide balustrade. She tipped the glass up to take a slow sip, and her gaze tangled with his over the rim.

Something—lust?—locked fast in the base of his stomach.

With her tall, slender figure wrapped in a column of moonlight silk, her magnolia skin, sparkling eyes and the crowning glory of her dark red hair, Laurel Kincaid was a very beautiful woman. Any man would be aroused by having the full wattage of her attention switched on to him. And, to his chagrin, Rakin discovered he was no exception.

But he was interested in far more than the surge of attraction between them. Holding her gaze, he drank from his glass, savoring the dry bubbles against his tongue. Despite the millions he’d added to the Al-Abdellah fortune, his grandfather was threatening to toss him out of the family business if he didn’t marry soon. So far, Rakin had resisted—love was not on his agenda. But the battle of wills being fought between himself and Prince Ahmeer Al-Abdellah had now erupted into open war. Marriage to the right woman might be the lesser of two evils. Eli’s not-so-joking suggestion that Laurel might be the perfect bride to get Rakin’s grandfather off his back was worth serious consideration.

And love would not be a factor…

One look at Laurel and his wily grandfather would ask no further questions. What man in his right mind would pass up the chance to wed such a stunning creature? Her connection to the Charleston Kincaids only served to make the deal even sweeter. But first Rakin would have to sell the idea to Laurel—she was a Kincaid, there was no earthly reason for her to agree to help him out.

Except business…

“So you’d like to gamble in Vegas?” he asked, swirling the gold liquid in his flute.

“Maybe.”

He could hear the smile in her voice. Was she teasing him? He couldn’t read her expression. “You’ve really never been?”

“Only once—as a young child. But I don’t remember it, so it doesn’t count.”

“Such a lack is easy enough to remedy—but you shouldn’t go alone.”

“I only discovered recently that I wanted to go at all. A few months ago I could’ve invited Lily or Kara along with me. But it’s too late for that—they’re both married now. You may not have heard, Lily and Daniel decided to solemnize their union in a very private service just a couple of days ago—Lily didn’t want to overshadow Kara’s wedding. They intend to have a bigger elaborate family affair in October after the baby is born.”

She spoke in a matter-of-fact voice, yet Rakin thought he detected a hint of loneliness in her voice. He was no stranger to loneliness. An only child, he envied Laurel the bond she shared with her sisters and brothers. The closeness among the Kincaids was evident in every look, every laugh.

The closest he’d come to that kind of relationship was the friendship he shared with Eli—but neither of them talked much about family… or emotions. Sport, money and business were their main lines of communication. “Marriage won’t change the fact that they will always be your sisters.”

Laurel moved away from the light, to the end of the balcony. She raised her glass and sipped while she stared out into the night. At last she spoke, “I know that. But now they have priorities of their own. Both of them have husbands… and Lily is going to be a mother. The sisterhood will never be the same again.” Her voice held an echo of sadness. Then he caught the glint of startling white in the shadows as she turned her head and smiled. “Enough of that. I have plenty of friends with whom I can visit Vegas.”

Rakin didn’t doubt that for a moment. She was vivacious and breathtakingly beautiful. She’d have friends buzzing around her like bees at a honey pot.

“How did you come to be friends with Eli?” he asked.

It had puzzled him when Eli had first spoken about Laurel Kincaid back at Harvard. Initially, Rakin had thought the two must share more than friendship. With his upbringing in the traditional society of Diyafa followed by all-boys schooling, envisaging a close friendship between a man and a woman had been foreign. But Eli had made it clear he and Laurel were nothing more than friends—very close friends. When the news had come that they were engaged, Rakin had not been surprised. At some point any friendship between a man and woman would have to cross into the sexual realm. Women and men were not created to be simply friends.

Laurel’s jilting of Eli, and Eli’s ready acceptance of it—and his wry joke that Rakin should marry her—had astonished Rakin. So, too, had the fact that Eli’s heart had not even been the slightest bit battered after Laurel’s desertion.

“Growing up, we were the same age—it seemed natural that we hung out together. Now, years later, with both of us still single and such good friends, we were invited everywhere together. I guess we were linked in everyone else’s minds as a couple long before the idea ever occurred to either of us.” She shrugged, and light glimmered on the pale slope of shoulders left bare by her silver-gray dress. “The next step was marriage. But clearly we’re better at being friends than lovers. There was no spark.”

And that would explain Eli’s philosophical acceptance of the breakup. Rakin put his glass down and took a step closer to Laurel; then he murmured, “You wanted spark?”

“Doesn’t every woman?”

Something leapt between them. Before Rakin could consider his actions, he lifted a hand and brushed a strand of the dark fire from her cheek. Her dewy skin was softer than any he’d ever touched—and it left him hungry to stroke again. Abruptly, he dropped his hand before he could give into the moment’s madness. “Everyone seeks that elusive flame—few are lucky enough to find it.”

“You mean love?”

“I don’t believe in love—I’m talking about what you called spark. A tangible force that connects two people in perfect harmony only a few times in a lifetime.”

She tipped her head back and drained the last of her champagne. The elegant column of her neck gleamed in the lamplight. “Spark sounds… interesting. I used to think I wanted love more than anything else in the world.”

“You don’t think so anymore?”

“Nope.” She giggled. “That should be ‘No,’ clearly and politely enunciated, of course.”

Rakin found himself grinning at that absurdity. The revelation that she wasn’t looking for some romantic notion of love eased his conscience. Business… and maybe some sparks… might be enough to persuade her to go along with his plan.

“Pardon my giggling.” Laurel moved back into the pool of light beneath the wall sconce. “There hasn’t been much to laugh about lately so this feels very good.”

“It must be the joy of a wedding.”

She raised her empty glass. “I suspect it may have something to do with the champagne, too.”

The forthright observation startled Rakin. Had he at last found a woman capable of distinguishing between realism and romance? Quite possibly. She was, after all, a Kincaid, a businesswoman. It was starting to look like he’d struck twenty-four-karat gold. “Can I get you another?”

“Not yet. I’ve had enough. I think I might be a little tipsy. I’m trying to remember how many glasses of champagne I’ve had. Three maybe.” She laughed again. “That’s a first.”

Straightening from where he leant, Rakin took the glass from her and set it down on the balustrade behind them. “You’ve never been tipsy?”

She shook her head and her hair swirled about her face. “Never! My mother would be mortified, she would not approve.”

At the mention of her mother, Rakin said, “I was sorry to hear about your mother’s arrest—it must have been a difficult time for the whole family.”

“It hasn’t been easy.” All humor drained from her face and Rakin found himself missing the pleasure of it. “The police are still no closer to finding a suspect. But thankfully Mom has been cleared.” Laurel shivered, and he knew it wasn’t with cold. “I keep replaying that last day through my mind. I was at the offices until late in the afternoon. I even made Dad a cup of coffee before I left. He glanced up when I set it down, I joked that it was hot and strong just as he liked it. He laughed—Dad didn’t often laugh—and thanked me, then he went back to the documents he was reading. That’s the last image I have of him. Daddy didn’t even see me wave goodbye as I exited his office.”

She broke off, and Rakin knew she was fighting back tears.

“But I keep thinking I should’ve have had some kind premonition—noticed something,” she said huskily. “I saw nothing out of the ordinary. Several of the staff were still there when I left—Brooke, RJ’s assistant at the time, was the last to leave.”

The memory was clearly upsetting Laurel. Rakin could make out the gooseflesh rippling across the fine, smooth skin of her arms.

Wrapping her arms around herself, she walked back to the end of the balustrade. “I can’t believe I never noticed anything.”

“You weren’t expecting anything to happen.”

She fell silent. Finally she turned her head and a band of moonlight fell across her face giving her skin the sheen of silvered silk. “Out of all of us, Brooke blames herself most. In her statement to the police she mentioned while she was finishing up the filing backlog, Mom brought dinner to Dad that night. The police arrested Mom—she was the last person to see him alive and, until recently, she had no alibi. What makes Brooke feel even worse is the fact that she didn’t even think to mention that earlier in the afternoon it was pouring rain and she had her arms full of blueprints when she ran for the office to avoid being drenched. A man in a hat and raincoat held the door open for her. No one has any idea who he was. Security didn’t record his entry—they thought he was with Brooke. And, of course, she has no idea who he could’ve been. Detective McDonough thinks it’s possible he hid in the building until after everyone—including Mom—left.”

“And there’s still no clue about who it was?”

Laurel shook her head, causing her hair to ripple over her shoulders. “Video security footage from an adjacent lot puts Jack Sinclair’s vintage Aston Martin in the parking lot from late afternoon until around the time my father was shot—but he swears he was at his own office. Yet he never reported his car missing—or stolen.”

The odd note in her voice made Rakin probe further, “But you think Sinclair might have murdered your father?”

“I keep hoping not. Dad obviously loved Angela—he wanted to marry her, but his parents wouldn’t countenance it. Jack’s clearly bitter about the situation. Fact is, he may be the firstborn son, but he’s not a legitimate Kincaid. Dad tried to make it up to him—and to Angela. Yet despite the inheritance and power Dad gave him, he’s behaving like he has a major grudge against the family—which makes it hard to view Jack in any kind of positive way.”

“And you like to see the best in people?”

“I try.” The eyes that met his held the kind of honesty he’d given up hoping to find. “But I don’t always get it right. Let’s talk about something else—I promised myself I wouldn’t let Jack Sinclair ruin tonight. It’s a celebration.”

“I want to talk about you.” With a sense of satisfaction, Rakin watched her do a double take. “Eli said you possess the kindest heart of anyone he knows.”

It had crossed Rakin’s mind in the past few minutes to throw himself at her mercy and ask her to help him out of a tight spot with his grandfather, but it went against the grain. Rakin never asked for favors. His pride would not allow it. All his decisions were based on considerations of mutual benefit—and hard profit.

She wrinkled her nose at him. “That makes me sound boring.”

“Kindness isn’t boring.”

“Well, it’s not very exciting either.”

Rakin’s eyebrows jerked up at that. “You want to be considered exciting?”

“I want a life.” It burst from her. She looked taken aback at her own ferocity. “Goodness, that sounded much more melodramatic than I intended.”

Maybe Laurel Kincaid didn’t express her own wants often enough, mused Rakin. Taking two steps toward her, he asked carefully, “How do you intend to achieve the life you want?”

Her gaze shifted out to the night. For a long moment he thought she wasn’t going to answer.

Then she turned her head, and her eyes glistened in the dappled shadows. “I’m going to do all the things I’ve never done. Things no one would expect of Laurel Kincaid, director of public relations of TKG, friend of the Library, patron of the Art Gallery—first person to join a committee for the next good cause.”

Rakin couldn’t suppress a smile at the self-deprecatory comment. “Like gamble in Vegas?”

“Exactly like gambling in Vegas.” She lifted her chin a touch defensively. “It may not be meaningful, but it will be one brick broken out of the boundaries that are imprisoning me.”

What was it about this woman that caused his heart to lighten and amusement to fill him? Leading him to feel as if he’d shed the burden accumulated over years?

Then it came to him. Under that ladylike exterior, Laurel Kincaid was a rebel. A real, genteel Southern rebel. Rakin had a feeling that she was about to throw off the constraints of a lifetime. The fates help them all. “You want to experience risk and adventure?”

“Oh, yes!”

Staring into her sparkling eyes, Rakin discovered he wanted to get to know this intriguing woman better.

Much better.

He desired her. More importantly, he liked her. It would be so easy to explain his predicament to her—he suspected she would listen. He could already visualize her head tilting to one side, her eyes fixed on his as he told her about his grandfather’s threats to disenfranchise him from the company he’d worked so hard to expand. His predicament would arouse her sympathy—how could it not, given the parallels to Jack Sinclair’s efforts to destroy The Kincaid Group?

Would her kind heart allow her to agree to a marriage of convenience?

Rakin suspected she just might even consider it. Eli had been right: Laurel would make him the perfect wife.

But he needed time to persuade her. Before he could check the impulse he found himself saying, “So come away with me to Vegas.”







CHAPTER THREE

“COME away with you to Las Vegas? Are you serious?”

Astonishment caused Laurel’s mouth to drop open. So much for the certainty that her instilled equilibrium was unshakeable. Rakin’s invitation had floored her. And, what’s more, the rogue knew he’d surprised her—his eyes were twinkling.

“Absolutely serious.” He’d closed the gap between them, and his broad shoulders blocked her view of the house. “You could have try your luck at the slot machines.”

“I intend to do more than try my luck at the machines, “she informed him. “My plan is to gamble all night—in the casino.”

“That’s a serious rebellion.” His eyes crinkled as his grin broadened. “And I’m sure I can accommodate such a plan.”

“Are you laughing at me?” she asked suspiciously, flicking her hair back over her shoulder.

“Why should I laugh at you?”

Because he considered her too staid, too much of a Goody Two-shoes to take him up on his offer? She took in his stance. His weight was perfectly balanced on both feet. In the shadows, his white shirtfront was a startling contrast to his dark, hawkish features. The rash urge to surprise him rose before she could check it. Why shouldn’t she take him up on his invitation to go gamble in Vegas?

Laurel drew a deep breath and said in a rush, “My mother was a Winthrop.”

She paused expectantly.

When Rakin didn’t react, she said, “I forget. To people not from the South, the name is meaningless. But in South Carolina the Winthrops have always been a force to be reckoned with.” She gave him a quick smile. “Sounds terribly snobbish, I know. But in Charleston they’re an old, well-established family who fell on hard times. A result of bad business decisions—although the decline had started way back. My Winthrop great-great uncle was infamous for his ability to gamble huge sums on property and poker—he lost at both.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

She shrugged. “It got worse. By the 1970s the family fortune had been exhausted, but the Winthrops were still determined to hang on to a lifestyle they could no longer afford. That meant a new injection of cash to maintain their social standing—cash that came from the Kincaid shipping and—ironically—real estate profits.” Laurel gave him a wry smile. “The Kincaids must’ve been better at gambling on property—or, at least, more astute. As luck would have it, at the same time that the Winthrop family fortune was in decline, my Kincaid grandfather was trying to scale the old money bastions of Charleston, which—despite his rapidly growing nouveau riche wealth—had proved impenetrable up till that point. So he pressured my father into marrying my mother.”

He stepped closer. “You sound cynical.”

“Cynicism is not a usual characteristic of mine, believe it or not.” Laurel shifted back until she could feel the hard balustrade against her hip through the delicate fabric of her dress. “But I don’t think the way the older Winthrops or Kincaids behaved was particularly admirable—they brokered a marriage between my parents for their own gain.”

“It is how things used to be done in powerful families.” Rakin shrugged. “But your parents would have to bear part of the responsibility for agreeing to the arrangement.”

“My mother fell in love with Reginald Kincaid.” Laurel gave him sad smile. “He was handsome, witty—what woman can resist a man with a sense of humor?—and he had the means to restore the family fortune. A veritable knight in shining armor. She never stood a chance.” She let out a shuddering breath. “Why am I telling you this? We’re here to celebrate Kara’s wedding, not cry over the past.”

“Don’t let your parents’ choices in the past color your future,” he said softly. “Come to Vegas—I’ll take you gambling if that’s what you want. Or we could just enjoy ourselves for a weekend.”

Two… maybe three… days. What harm could come from a few days of pure pleasure? There was something quite wildly wicked in doing a deed that had always been frowned upon in her family—her great uncle had a lot to answer for.

“You make it sound very tempting.”

“But?”

So he’d detected her hesitation. “I don’t know.?…”

“You are getting cold feet.”

He was one hundred percent correct. Despite the warmth of the balmy evening, she was most definitely getting cold feet. She drew in a deep breath, conscious of the pungent scent of jasmine on the night air. The sweet familiarity of the fragrance made the conversation she was having with Rakin seem even more surreal. “I shouldn’t even be considering such a crazy invitation.”

“Of course you should. It’s what you want to do.”

Right again.

Could he see inside her head?

Instantly all the reasons why she shouldn’t go rolled through her mind. Who would follow up with Detective McDonough? With Nikki Thomas? Who would look after her mother? Her sisters? For a moment she considered that her mother had Cutter now, her sisters were both married. It would be liberating to break free of everything for a couple of days.

Enjoy herself. Have some fun. Abandon the responsibilities that were weighing her down.

Get a life.

Was it already too late? Had she forgotten how to live? Laurel glanced up at the man who was offering her the biggest temptation of her life. His lips were still curved into a smile, the lower one full and passionate. Her gaze lingered there. Kiss a stranger. So much riskier than flirting. But oh so tempting…

She looked quickly away.

The sound of light footsteps on the balcony freed her from making a decision. Susannah, Matt’s fiancée, was bearing down on them. Giving Rakin a curious glance, she said, “Laurel, your presence is required. Kara’s about to throw her bouquet.”

Laurel’s shoulders sagged with relief. Tossing Rakin a small smile, she said, “I must go—duty summons.”

“I’ll be waiting for you.”

He didn’t need to say that he would expect an answer; that was implicit in his intent regard. Her smile turned sultry. Flirtatious, even. She was finally getting the hang of it. “I’ll hold you to that.”

A swarm of women had taken to the dance floor. Young and old—it appeared that every unmarried woman in Charleston wanted to catch the bouquet tonight.

Laurel’s heart sank as she took in the spectacle. She came to a dead halt. “There are already enough desperate wannabe brides here, you don’t need me to make up numbers.”

“Kara specifically said she wanted you here,” Susannah said sotto voce, shepherding Laurel forward.

As they reached the outskirts of the dance floor, Elizabeth joined them. “Hurry, Laurel. Kara’s been waiting for you.”

Laurel glanced from Susannah to her mother, and her tipsiness evaporated. “Do I detect a conspiracy?”

“Oh, no.” Though both Susannah and her mother denied it, their eyes were stretched too wide.

Reluctantly, Laurel let her mother drag her into the center of the group.

Out of the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of a tall, dark man in a beautifully tailored tuxedo. Rakin. Her head jerked about. He was standing beside her brother Matt—and she spotted RJ, and Daniel, Lily’s husband, too. As she watched Alan Sinclair joined them. All of them were grinning. But it was Rakin’s dark gaze that brought tremors of excitement to Laurel’s stomach.

I’ll be waiting. The memory of his whispered words caused the excitement to rise another notch.

What answer was she going to give him?

“Laurel!”

At the sound of her mother’s voice, her head whipped around guiltily.

“You need to go forward more—to the front. Kara is about to throw her bouquet.”

Laurel balked. But the crowd around her had no such inhibitions. As Eli gallantly held out an arm to help Kara step elegantly onto the band’s stage, Laurel was jostled forward.

From her vantage point on the stage, Kara scanned the crowd. Her gaze found Laurel, and her eyes lit up. Then she turned around.

Oh, no.

As Kara tossed the bouquet of red roses backward over her head, Laurel quickly ducked. Then she spun around to see who the lucky recipient had been of the bouquet obviously intended for her.

Elizabeth stood behind her clutching an armful of roses and wearing a bewildered expression.

“Well, congratulations, Mom, it looks like you’re set to be the next bride.” Taking pity on her mortified mother, Laurel placed a hand under her elbow and led her from the floor.

“Laurel, what are people going to think? Your father has only been dead for four months. Now I’m standing on a dance floor, a wedding bouquet in my arms. This is catastrophic.”

Her mother needed a Get a Life list of her own, Laurel decided. She’d spent far too many years of doing the Right Thing. “Mom, stop worrying about what other people think. It’s your life.?… Live it. Let Kara arrange your wedding, invite your real friends to dance at it—and make Cutter a happy man. Marry him. Be happy.”

“Be happy?” Elizabeth repeated. The lines around her mouth lessened and her eyes brightened. “You’re so right, darling. I will be happy. Thank you.”

Laurel swallowed the lump in her throat. Was it really that easy?

Then Lily was there, too. “Great catch, Mom!”

“Oh, go on.” Elizabeth’s cheeks wore flags of scarlet. Yet she looked more vibrant than she had in years.

Kara arrived in a rustle of fine bridal fabric. She frowned at Laurel, who smiled back angelically.

“It was a mistake.” Elizabeth shrugged apologetically to her middle daughter. “I know you intended for Laurel to catch it.”

Laurel’s smile broadened at the confirmation of the conspiracy she’d already suspected. Triumph at the success of her covert rebellion overtook her.

“Laurel needs a groom before she can have a wedding, so throwing her the bouquet was probably a little premature,” Lily pointed out to Laurel’s increasing amusement. But her relief was short-lived as Lily started scanning the men crowded around the dance floor. “Let me see. There must be someone we can introduce Laurel to. One of RJ’s friends—or maybe Daniel knows someone suitable.”

Again, her family was organizing her life.

“Hey—”

Kara overrode the objection Laurel was about to make. “Eli already introduced her to Rakin.”

Laurel shifted uncomfortably as both her mother and Lily focused on her. “Rakin?”

“He’s standing there—at the edge of the dance floor with RJ and Matt right now,” offered Kara.

“Don’t point.” Laurel could have happily wrung her interfering sisters’ necks as all eyes swung in his direction. With a touch of desperation, she begged, “And please don’t stare.”

“Why?” Lily was the first to turn back. “Are you interested in him?”

She flushed. “Not exactly. But nor do I want you causing the poor man any embarrassment. He’s too nice for that.”

“Nice? He’s gorgeous!” Kara didn’t mince words.

“Hey, that’s the guy you were talking to so cozily on the terrace,” Susannah chipped in.

“Ooh, you were on the terrace with him?” This time Brooke hounded her. “You’ve been holding out on us.”

“I’ve only just met him!”

“But it sounds like you’ve gotten close pretty quickly.” Lily raised an eyebrow.

Under the force of her family’s combined interrogation, Laurel gave in. “Okay, he’s invited me to go to Vegas.”

“To Vegas?” It was a chorus.

“Hush, not so loud!”

“You’re going, right?” That was Kara again.

“I don’t know.?…”

“But you must.”

“Or are you too busy at work?” asked Lily.

“Laurel can’t use work as an excuse,” piped Kara. “I know for a fact that her honeymoon was booked for the two weeks after her wedding, and I know she left those weeks open—even after the wedding was called off. There’s nothing that can’t be cleared from her calendar.”

“I needed a break. It’s been a busy few months.” Laurel avoided Lily’s keen eyes. She’d planned to take some time after the wedding to assess what she wanted from life. Now it looked like she was going to spend some of that time with Rakin. A dart of anticipation shafted through her. It would be fun. But what about her mother? “I promised Mom I would call Detective McDonough and arrange a meeting with him later in the wee—”

“I can do that, darling,” her mother said quickly. “Don’t let that stop you.”

“No, I’ll do it,” said Brooke.

Laurel exchanged a long look with her future sister-in-law and saw the plea in her eyes. If it made Brooke feel like she was helping, that would be worth it. “That’s a good idea, Brooke. Nikki Thomas might be able to help—you may want to give her a call, too.”

Susannah put a hand on Laurel’s arm and bowed her head close to say softly, “I know you’ve been carrying a lot of the stress of the past few months, more than we probably realize. I remember it was you who called to let Matt know Elizabeth had been taken into custody.”

“All of us have been under strain,” Laurel responded in a low voice, so that her mother didn’t hear. “I know that Matt has been incredibly worried about—generating new business to stanch the losses Jack Sinclair caused.”

Susannah shrugged. “There are rumors of fresh defections all the time. But they can only be dealt with one at a time. Nothing you can do right now. You’ve done your bit. I know that like RJ, you’ve kept in close touch with the police and kept us all informed of developments. You need a break.”

Then her mother was beside her. “I heard the end of that—and I agree with Susannah. Take some time off. It’s your life.?… Live it.” Elizabeth directed a private smile to Laurel. “You deserve some fun.”

“Ah, Mom.” In gratitude of her mother’s unexpected understanding, Laurel flung her arms around the older woman. Coming from the always correct Elizabeth, the words meant a great deal. “Thank you!”

At the back of her mind had been the thought that her mother would need her. With her other daughters now married, Laurel was the obvious choice to cosset her after her traumatic arrest for Reginald’s murder. But her sisters—and Susannah and Brooke—had relieved her of the responsibility. The final—and most weighty—mental block had been removed. There was no reason for Laurel to decline Rakin’s invitation.

“Now you have no excuse,” Kara said with satisfaction—and Laurel didn’t even try to stop the laughter that overflowed as her sister’s words echoed her own thoughts.

Instead she said, “I should be mad at you. But how can I be? It’s your wedding day—and you’re matchmaking as many of us as you can.”

Kara looked mystified at that. “What do you mean?”

“You can take all the credit—since you talked Eli into introducing Rakin to me.”

But Kara was shaking her head. “Honestly, it wasn’t me.”

Her sister’s reply left Laurel lost for words.

Laurel came toward him, her step light and buoyant, causing the silver-gray fabric of her dress to swirl around her long legs. Her lips were curved up and her face alight with what Rakin could only describe as happiness. It gave her an inner glow, and accentuated her beauty… and his heart missed a beat.

“Excuse me.” Without a backward look to the group he’d been conversing with about the state of the shipping industry, he went to meet her. “Would you like to dance?”

She nodded.

A hand clapped his shoulder; then Matt’s voice broke in. “Rakin, we’ll catch up again, I’d like to find out more about some of those Diyafan market players.”

For once, money and business were not at the forefront of Rakin’s mind. He said something to Matt that must have satisfied the other man, but he didn’t take his eyes off Laurel.

He sensed he was walking a thin line.

Pleasure was threatening to overwhelm business. It would do him well to take care and not to confuse his priorities. Then he came to his senses. He was Rakin Whitcomb Abdellah. He controlled a billion-dollar business empire. His grandfather ruled Diyafa. He’d never been the kind of man to let his heart rule his head. Never.

Laurel Kincaid was business. He would not forget that.

“Let’s dance,” he said gruffly, and swept the most beautiful woman he’d ever met into his arms.

The rhythm of the jazz was rich and deep, smoldering with the passions of the South.

Laurel’s body brushed against his, and involuntarily Rakin’s arms tightened. She was so soft and lush and incredibly feminine. A man could forget his resolve.

She stiffened, and he instantly eased his hold.

Business, he reminded himself.

“What’s Flynn doing on the dance floor?”

She’d come to a standstill, and Rakin followed her gaze. He might’ve been considering letting pleasure overwhelm him, but Laurel clearly had her feet firmly on the ground. The ring bearer from the wedding ceremony was weaving his way determinedly through the dancing guests. It hadn’t been his close hold that had caused her to stiffen, Rakin realized with relief. It was the child. Wearing a pair of sky-blue summer pajamas with his dark hair slicked down, Rakin suspected the kid was supposed to be tucked up in bed.

“Hey!” Laurel slipped out of his arms in a whisper of silver satin, and caught the youngster’s hand.

The boy’s face lit up. “Aunt Laurel, you didn’t catch the flowers Aunt Kara threw at you.”

“You were watching?”

“When’s Aunt Kara going to cut the cake? She said I could have some.”

“This handsome rapscallion is Matt’s son, my nephew, Flynn.” Laurel told Rakin. Then she turned her attention back to the little boy. “I don’t think they’ll be cutting the cake for a while. Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

He nodded, his blue eyes round with innocence. “Pamela told me a bedtime story.”

“Mom’s housekeeper,” Laurel explained to Rakin. To Flynn, she said, “You should be asleep.”

“I was excited… and I want some cake.”

“So you escaped.” Laurel grinned at him conspiratorially. “I tell you what, you can have one dance with us, then I’ll take you back to bed. I promise I’ll save you a ginormous piece of cake and give it to you in the morning. Deal?”

Flynn looked uncertain.

“Take it,” Rakin advised. “You won’t get a better offer tonight.”

He held out a hand at a height Flynn could reach. Flynn’s eyes lit up as he recognized the game. “High five,” he crowed and slapped Rakin’s hand.

“Deal,” said Rakin.

Rakin watched with amusement as Flynn started to gyrate his limbs alongside them. He had the lack of inhibitions of the very young and threw his heart into every move. But, by the time the melody had faded, he looked exhausted.

A short, silver-haired woman hurried up to claim him.

“He gave me the slip,” she told Laurel, after passing a lightning-swift glance over Rakin. “I’ll put him back to bed.”

As Flynn gave them a wave over his shoulder, the music struck up again. Rakin moved forward and gathered Laurel back into his arms. She didn’t protest.

“Pamela, I take it?”

Laurel nodded. “Sorry, I should’ve introduced you, but I imagined she wanted to get Flynn off to bed before Susannah starts to worry about him.”

The rapid once-over the housekeeper had given him had told Rakin that she was clearly an established part of the Kincaid family. It wasn’t only Flynn and Susannah she was looking out for—there’d been a warning in that glance: Be honorable, or have me to deal with. Rakin smiled to himself. Pamela had nothing to fear.?…

Against his shoulder, Laurel murmured, “It’s wonderful to see Flynn looking so much better, even though he’s still thin.”

Spinning her deftly around to avoid colliding with a couple who had come to a standstill in the midst of dancers, Rakin said, “He’s been ill?”

“Very. For the past two months Matt and Susannah have had to be careful about allowing him out—to limit his exposure to germs. But he’s had the green flag—he’s well on his way to full recovery. Tonight is the biggest crowd he’s been in since he got ill.”

“No wonder he’s excited. He’s a great kid.”

“I think so.” Laurel laughed up at him. “We all do.”

Her green eyes sparkled like precious gems. Emeralds. A sultan’s prize. Rakin dismissed the fanciful notion. “Your nephew was right—you didn’t catch the bridal bouquet.”

He’d been amused how she’d lithely leapt out of the way of the bunch of flowers the bride had tossed at her. If he had any doubt about the veracity of her claim earlier that she wasn’t looking for love, he certainly believed it now. She couldn’t have chosen a more public place to make her lack of interest in romantic commitment clear. Laurel might as well have taken out an ad in the society pages to proclaim she wasn’t interested in marriage.

“No, I didn’t catch it.”

Despite her polite smile, and the carefully enunciated “No,” the dangerous glint he detected in her eyes told another story. The laugh started low in his belly. He did his best to contain it—to no avail. Her glint turned to a glare. Biting back his mirth, before they became the focus of attention of those other than her two sisters-in-law, who were trying to look as though they were not following their dance, he said, “I thought every maid of honor dreamed of being the next bride.”

“Not me. I want—”

“Excitement… adventure.”

That wrested a reluctant laugh from her. “You whipped the words right out of my mouth.”

Rakin forgot all about her watching relatives. His gaze dropped down to her lips.

Why hadn’t he noticed how perfectly they were shaped? The flowing curve of the top lip was a work of art, while the plump bottom one promised pure sin.

Instantly the mood changed, vibrating with suppressed tension. Her annoyance, his teasing, their laughter, all vanished. Rakin was no longer conscious of anyone in the room—except the woman in his arms.

Her lips parted, and she drew a quick breath.

“I’ll do it,” she told him in a rush. “I’ll come with you to Vegas.”

He hadn’t expected a reply so soon.

He’d been summoning his powers of persuasion. Now there was no need. Tension Rakin hadn’t even known existed eased. Had he really believed she would refuse? The way his muscles relaxed suggested he hadn’t been as certain of Laurel as he would’ve liked.

His gaze lifted—and clashed with eyes alive with excitement.

“This is only the start of the adventure,” he promised her.

Triumph filled him. Laurel Kincaid was going to make the perfect trophy wife.?…







CHAPTER FOUR

LAUREL’S expression grew increasingly bemused as the limousine that had collected them from McCarran International Airport cruised along Las Vegas’s famous Strip.

“There’s no where else in the world like Vegas,” Rakin told Laurel, watching as she tried to assimilate the staggering visual impact of the city.

“It’s like a Hollywood set.” She twisted around to look out of a small window. “I don’t remember any of this from back when I was here as a child.”

“Then I shall have to show you everything.”

“I can’t wait.” Even under the tawdry neon lights of the limousine interior her eyes shone with excitement.

By the time the white limousine nosed into the forecourt of the luxury hotel he’d booked for them, Rakin half-regretted not reserving a suite in one of the more over-the-top resorts.

“There are more outrageous hotels.” Rakin stood at the door as she emerged from the limousine. “But I thought you might appreciate somewhere more peaceful when a retreat from the madness becomes necessary.”

Laurel clambered out to stand beside him. Dressed in a pair of white linen trousers and a taupe shell top she looked cool and comfortable. Pulling her sunglasses down from where they rested on the top of her head to shade her eyes, she said, “I can’t imagine that ‘peace’ is a word one often associates with Vegas.”

“Believe it or not, there are peaceful places to be found not far from here.”

“Like where?”

“Eli and I came here a couple of times during vacations while we were at Harvard. The desert is vast and undisturbed. Beautiful. Sometimes we’d hike through Red Rock Canyon.”

There was a long pause as she examined him.

“You were homesick,” she said after a moment, a peculiar note in her voice. “You missed Diyafa… and your family.”

Rakin didn’t reply. But he was relieved he couldn’t see her expression behind the dark, opaque veil of the sunglasses. He suspected it would be too kind for comfort. Pity was the very last thing he wanted from this woman he was determined to marry.

He certainly wasn’t going to explain the complicated relationship he shared with his family. The overwhelming expectations of his grandfather that had started when he was barely out the cradle and set him forever at odds with his cousins. His father’s fits of anger, which had caused his mother to weep inconsolably. His own growing resentment against his father that had increased after he’d been sent to boarding school in England. And the lingering guilt for abandoning his mother to deal with his father which had not been eased by the bravely stoic letters written in her perfect, flowing handwriting.

By his thirteenth birthday his parents had been dead—and by the time he and Eli had first hiked Red Rock Canyon they’d been buried for a decade.

So Laurel was wrong. The pilgrimages he and Eli had made to Vegas had nothing to do with missing Diyafa—or his family.

No need for her to know there were no nostalgic, happy memories for him to hanker after—or at least, not until he successfully talked her into marrying him to nullify Prince Ahmeer’s latest round of threats. For now, he’d promised his Southern rebel fun and adventure—and he intended to ensure she experienced plenty of both.

Cupping her elbow, he ushered her in the porter’s wake into the quiet, discreet luxury of the hotel lobby. A hostess rushed forward and offered them each a glass of champagne. Before Rakin could refuse, Laurel shook her head.

She flashed him a rueful glance. “I want a clear head—I’m not missing a moment of this.”

Her humor caused his mood to lighten. “I like you tipsy,” he said softly.

A flush swept along her cheekbones. “It’s not gentlemanly of you to remind me.”

Coming from his lady-turned-rebel, the statement caused him to chuckle. “I thought you were tired of social constraints?”

“Not so tired that I’ll get tipsy again any time soon.”

They’d reached the reservations desk. Laurel leaned forward to answer a question from the reservations clerk and Rakin was instantly all too aware of the taut, lean lines of her body. Her bare arms rested on the polished counter and she spread her hands drawing his attention to the rings that decorated her graceful fingers.

Her ring finger was bare. His gaze lingered on the band of pale skin that evidenced her broken engagement to Eli.

A light, summery scent floated to him. Rakin inhaled deeply. Could one get tipsy on perfume? he wondered, then shook off the absurd notion.

This was about business.

Not about Laurel’s perfume. Not about the pleasure that her company brought. Hard to believe he’d only met her yesterday. It had been tough to convince her to come away today. Once she’d accepted his invitation, she’d immediately tried to buy time. She’d suggested the following weekend. Rakin couldn’t risk her changing her mind. He’d pushed until she’d capitulated. He’d won. She’d agreed to two days. He had two days in which to convince her to marry him—and secure his position in Gifts of Gold, the company of which he’d been appointed CEO.

Two days…

He feared it wouldn’t be enough. He’d have to tempt her to play longer.

Once they’d completed the brief check-in formalities for the penthouse suite he’d reserved, Rakin wasted no time setting his plan of attack into action. Bending his head, he murmured, “I thought we might go exploring.”

Laurel had taken her sunglasses off, and without the shielding screen her green eyes sparkled up at him. “Sounds great—I can’t wait.”

Some of her joyous enthusiasm appeared to be rubbing off on him because Rakin couldn’t stop himself from smiling back at her. “Then there’s no time to waste.”

Laurel very soon discovered that Las Vegas did indeed have spectacular sights.

In fact, her mind was quite boggled by the end of the first hour. The interior of the Luxor hotel was concealed in an immense black glass pyramid guarded by a giant crouching sphinx. But inside, instead of the treasures of ancient Egypt, Laurel was amazed to find the reconstructed bow of the giant Titanic complete with a lifeboat. As she and Rakin wandered through the installations, Laurel was moved by the stories of the last hours of the crew and passengers on the ship’s tragic maiden voyage.

The Liberace Museum, by contrast, with its collection of resplendent, unashamed kitsch, made her giggle. The glittering mirror-tiled piano and the rhinestone-covered grand were wonderfully over the top. On catching sight of Rakin’s appalled expression as he inspected the famed red, white and blue hot-pants suit, a mischievous impulse overtook her.

She eyed the black jeans and dazzling white T-shirt he wore, then leaned close to whisper, “I think your wardrobe should include one of those outfits.”

“It would cause quite a stir in Diyafa if I ever wore such a garment. A national disaster, in fact. There are still some conservative elements who would never recover from the sight of Prince Ahmeer Al-Abdellah’s grandson sporting hot pants.” Across the narrow space separating them, their eyes met, and for one charged moment a connection pulsed between them.?… Then it passed and hilarity broke.

“Enough of museums,” said Rakin, reaching for her hand when they’d sufficiently regained their composure. “I think we need a little more action.”

A shock of surprise rushed through her as his hand closed around hers. The clasp was warm and firm. Rakin showed no sign that the gesture had affected him to the same extent—he was striding purposefully forward, seemingly unaware that they were holding hands like a pair of lovers.

She was making too much of it.

Rakin was treating her with the kind of warm friendship she craved. So why spoil it by imagining intimacies that didn’t exist? She should take the gesture at face value and go with the flow. No need to overanalyze the camaraderie that was developing between them. That, too, was part of breaking free.

Easier said than done.

Laurel couldn’t dampen her awareness of their linked hands, and she finally slid her hand out of his and came to a stop when a familiar skyline materialized ahead.

“New York?” The Statue of Liberty and the Empire State Building were interspersed with other landmark buildings. This was his idea of more action? But she had to admit the replica skyscrapers were impressive. “Oh, wow, there’s the Brooklyn Bridge.”

“The buildings are about a third of actual life size,” Rakin informed her. “But it’s not the sight of the buildings that will give you the adrenaline rush I promised.”

“New York–New York? A rollercoaster?” she gasped moments later.

“Why not?” He shot her a taunting look. “Scared?”

Even if she had been, his all-too-male I-dare-you expression would have forced her to bite her lip. She’d told him that she craved adventure, so there was no way she was going to back down now.

She stuck up her chin. “Of course not. I love rides.”

Love was a slight exaggeration. She hadn’t been on a ride in years. A quick calculation left Laurel astonished by exactly how long it had been since she’d last experienced such a ride. Where had the years gone? And, more to the point, where had her sense of fun gone? When had she let herself become so staid… so boring? When had she forgotten that there was a world out there beyond the confines of her family and the demands of public relations for The Kincaid Group?

“At least I did love them once upon a time,” she added a little more dubiously, hoping that her youthful infatuation with roller coasters would return by the time they reached the start.

“The track twists between the skyscrapers—” Rakin jerked a thumb in the direction of the buildings “—rising to two hundred feet between the buildings.”

“Thanks! That’s very comforting to know.”

“It reaches speeds of over sixty-five miles per hour—and there’s a place where the train drops a hundred and forty-four feet.”

The last snippet of information gave her pause. “Are you deliberately trying to frighten me?”

“I’d never do such a thing.” But the twitch of his lips gave him away.

Humor rushed through her like champagne bubbles rising. “Of course you wouldn’t.”

“Any adventure needs a good case of butterflies to start it off—dread heightens anticipation.”

That sealed it. “You are trying to scare me—wicked man!”

She advanced on him, brandishing her purse.

Rakin grabbed her wrists before she could take a swing at him, his shoulders shaking with mirth. “Are you having fun?”

She stilled. Lowering her purse, she glanced quickly around. How quickly she’d forgotten to behave with the dignity that befitted the eldest Kincaid daughter. Embarrassment swept over her; then she banished it. Who amongst the hordes knew her? And who would even care? Freedom followed in a dizzying burst.

With wonder she said, “Yes, I’m having a fantastic time.”

She skipped into line beside Rakin.

“The trains look like yellow New York taxicabs—complete with hoods and headlights.” She thought they looked delightful, and not at all frightening.

“We’re in luck, we’re going to get front seats,” said Rakin, as an attendant ushered them forward.

Once seated in the front row with the restraints securely fastened, Laurel’s enthusiasm waned at the unobstructed view of the red track ahead. Luck? Maybe not. As the train started forward her heart rose into her throat. “Rakin, what recklessness possessed me to do this?”

“You’re going to love it.” Rakin’s eyes gleamed with humor.

But Laurel was no longer so sure. Ahead of them the track climbed to the height of Everest. The train chugged up, and with each foot they progressed the butterflies that Rakin had stirred up broke free of their chrysalis in Laurel’s stomach and started to flutter madly.

They crested the top of the rise.

Laurel caught a glimpse of the Las Vegas skyline laid out in front of them. In the distance, hills undulated in a long curve.

The train gathered momentum.

“Oh, my heavens!”

Rakin’s hand closed around hers. Before she could catch her breath, they were hurtling down. Then they were rising.?… The next plunge downward left Laurel’s stomach somewhere in the sky above them. Air left her lungs in a silent scream. She could hear Rakin laughing beside her.

Ahead, high above, she glimpsed a complete loop of red track.

“Noooo…” she moaned.

She gripped Rakin’s hand until her fingers hurt.

The train swooped into the upward curve of the loop. Tension, tight and terrifying, clawed at her body. Laurel could hear screams behind her. For a disconcerting instant the world turned over, hovered, blue sky flashing below them in a spinning blur; then everything righted itself. They sped down into a series of tight heart-hammering curves that pressed her thigh up against Rakin’s.

A wild euphoria exploded inside her.

The Statue of Liberty flashed past, and Laurel found herself laughing. Moments later the train shot into womb-like darkness.

Rakin murmured something beside her, but the sound of her heart hammering in her head drowned it out. Her hand was still gripping his, and Laurel realized her nails must be digging into his palm. Hot, awkward embarrassment flooded her.

“Sorry,” she muttered, letting go.

“It didn’t worry me.”

“I appreciated the loan,” she said lightly, and Rakin chuckled in response.

Gradually her eyes adjusted until she was able to make out lights and shapes of an underground station. Noise surrounded her—the attendant’s cheery greeting as he freed her from the safety restraint, the clatter of trains on the track.

When they emerged from the front seats Laurel’s legs felt like Jell-O. But sheer exhilaration propelled her forward.

“You were right, I loved it!”

Laurel didn’t care that she sounded breathless as she spun around to grin giddily at Rakin through the cloud of hair that had whipped around her face during the thrill ride. Right now she felt high on joy—prepared to take on the world. Anything he wanted to throw at her, she was game for. The surge of strength—the feeling that she could do whatever she wanted—was supremely empowering. Getting a life…

Yet Rakin wasn’t even breathing hard. And, what’s more, not even one dark hair had strayed out of place. A wicked urge to see him look a little rumpled stole through her.

“Again,” she challenged. “I want to do it again.”

It was evening, and the observation deck on the fiftieth floor of Paris Las Vegas’s Eiffel Tower was deserted.

Rakin felt Laurel go still beneath the hand he’d placed across her back to usher her from the glass elevator.

“How beautiful,” she breathed, and gestured to the warm, dusky light that turned the observation deck to burnished bronze. “It’s like being in a capsule of gold.”

He watched indulgently as she picked her way along the observation deck, her high heels tapping against the steel, to take in the dramatic view of the city stretching to the purpling mountains in the distance.

Laurel came to a stop and the fiery glow of the sinking rays lit the hair piled on top of her head, throwing the elegant black strapless dress she wore into sharp relief. Against the backdrop of the sunset she looked like a goddess waiting to be summoned back from earth.

“It has been the most extraordinary day,” she said breaking the spell that held him entranced. “Recklessness drove me to accept your invitation.”

His gaze fixed on her, he said, “Recklessness?”

“I gave in to the temptation to break the Winthrop ban on gambling.” She spread her arms wide to embrace the view. “But I didn’t expect this. I’ve no idea how you’ll intend to keep the action—and the surprises—rolling tomorrow.”

“Don’t worry, there’s plenty more to see,” Rakin told her, and closed the gap between them. “Dolphins. Sharks. Lions. We haven’t even started on the animal encounters.”

The sideways glance she gave him held a very human glint of mischief. “Or we could try the thrill rides at the Stratosphere Tower.”

Rakin groaned. “I’ve created a monster. Three rides on New York-New York, not to mention braving the Speed roller coaster at NASCAR Cafe this afternoon—and you still crave more?”

“I never realized what I was missing out on—I should’ve put Ride a roller coaster on my list.”

“You made a list of things to do in Vegas?” Had he left anything out?

But before he could ask, Laurel colored and averted her gaze. A gust of wind blew a tendril of hair that had escaped across her cheek, and she brushed it back. “It’s not exactly about Vegas.”

“But you have a list?” he pressed.

Laurel gave a small nod.

Her reticence intrigued him. “So what’s on it?”

“I can’t remember,” she mumbled and her flush turned a deep shade of crimson.

Laurel Kincaid was a terrible liar.

“Now you’ve woken my curiosity.”

She muttered something. Then she pointed. “Look, isn’t that pretty?”

Rakin allowed himself to be distracted. Far below, the Strip was starting to light up as Las Vegas prepared for the coming night like a showgirl dressing for an after-dark performance.

“Oh, and look there!”

Rakin’s followed her finger. Three rings of fountains had leapt out from the lake in front of the Bellagio, the high plumes illuminated by bright light.

A glance at Laurel revealed that she was transfixed.

“We’ll see the fountains from closer up during dinner.” He’d booked a table at Picasso specifically so Laurel could enjoy the display.

“From up here it gives another perspective. This tower looks like every picture I’ve seen of the real Eiffel Tower. It’s amazing.”

Rakin hadn’t moved his attention from her face. Her changing expressions revealed every emotion she experienced. Wonder. Excitement.

For one wild moment he considered what her features would look like taut with desire, her dark-red hair spread loose across his pillow.?…

He shut his eyes to block out the tantalizing vision.

“So have you ever visited Paris or Venice? I’d love to visit both.”

To his relief her voice interrupted his torrid imaginings. “Not Venice,” he said, his voice hoarser than normal. “But I’ve been to Paris often—my mother loved Paris. She attended the école Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts on the Left Bank across from the Louvre.”

“She’s an artist?”

Rakin nodded. “She was—she died.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to reopen—”

The remorse on Laurel’s face made him say quickly, “Don’t worry. Talking about her doesn’t upset me. She’s been gone a long time. Most people avoid mentioning her—it makes them uncomfortable.” It ran contrary to his own need to talk about his mother, to remember her as she’d been. Talented. Mercurial. Loving. “My father died, too.”

“You must miss them both.”

The memories of his father were much more ambivalent. But there was no need for Laurel to discover the undercurrents that lurked beneath the mask he carefully preserved. So he focused on the facts. “My parents met in Paris.”

“How romantic.”

It was the conclusion he’d expected—no, led—her to draw. His mother had also thought it romantic. His father had called it fate. Neither romance nor fate had been enough in the end.

The night they’d met, Laurel had asked him whether he believed in fate.?…

It was Rakin’s turn to turn away. The sunset blazed along the skyline.

“It was spring time.” The words forced themselves past the tightness in his throat.

“Even more romantic.”

Without looking at Laurel, he continued to weave the tale that had become a legend of tabloid lies. “My parents returned to Diyafa for a lavish wedding, and I was born less than a year later.” That had been the end of the romance and the beginning of his mother’s harsh reality. As his father had the male heir he wanted, the sheik no longer needed to woo his wife. Duty, rather than desire, had kept his parents together until their deaths.

Rakin found he had a startlingly intense need to see Laurel’s face. Forcing a smile, he swiveled on his heel. Her eyes held a soft, dreamy look. “I’d love to visit Paris in the spring.”

“And walk along the Seine.” Rakin knew all the clichés.

“How wonderful to fall in love in a city that celebrates lovers.”

“That too.” His parents’ story had great spin, Rakin decided savagely. The lie still lived.

She tipped her head to one side and the last rays of the sun glinted off the diamond earrings that dangled against her neck. “And I’d like to visit Diyafa, too.”

It was the cue he needed.

But instead of telling her about his grandfather’s plan to oust him, Rakin glanced at his watch. “Our table booking is not far off. I’ll tell you more about the country of my birth over dinner—and afterwards we’ll do what everyone does in Vegas—gamble.”

As he’d anticipated, the dreaminess evaporated, then she said, “The higher the stakes, the better. Don’t forget I have every intention of gambling the night away.”

The stakes were rising for him, too. So why had he not taken the opportunity that she’d offered? Why hadn’t he told her what he needed? A wife to neutralize his grandfather’s threats? A part of him recognized that he was being drawn into the fantasy he’d created for a woman he found himself liking more and more with every hour that passed.

A whole day had already passed. Too soon they would be leaving Vegas and the opportunity to negotiate her cooperation would be forever lost. He could no longer delay.

It was time to return to reality.

And get himself a wife.

Picasso at the Bellagio was one of Rakin’s favorite restaurants.

“Bellagio is a village on the shores of Lake Como,” Rakin told Laurel after their plates from the main course had been cleared away, and dessert menus left for them to leisurely peruse. He’d secured a table overlooking a balcony and the lake beyond so that Laurel would have a good view of the fountains dancing to the music.

“George Clooney has a villa at Lake Como, doesn’t he?” Laurel’s smile had an impish quality as she turned from the fountains back to him. “I’d better add that to the exotic places I want to visit.”

“You’re that keen to meet Clooney?” Rakin wasn’t sure whether to laugh or be annoyed by her mischievous interest in the movie star—especially since before his grandfather’s latest threats he’d been as eager as Clooney to avoid marriage and babies. And despite conceding to marriage, babies were forever off the agenda—not that his grandfather needed to know that.

She gave him an artless glance. “Isn’t every woman?”

This time he did laugh. “You’re a tease!”

The artlessness evaporated. Only to be replaced with a sincerity that he found infinitely more disturbing. “Not really,” she confided, leaning forward and lowering her voice. “Only with you. I’ve never flirted in my life—yet with you it’s easy.”

Her candor was disarming. And the husky note in her voice thrummed through him, playing all his nerve endings to devastating effect. He didn’t dare allow his eyes to stray lower in case her action had caused the provocative neckline to reveal even more tantalizing glimpses of skin. Instead, Rakin unfolded his napkin, placed it on his lap and said lightly, “I thought all Southern women were born flirts.”

“Not me.” She glanced down at the dessert menu in front of her.

He could’ve argued that she was learning fast. Yet Rakin suspected that she had little idea of the effect she was having on him. He was more interested in her than he’d been in any woman for a long, long time. At first, his interest had been piqued by Eli’s comment that she’d make the perfect wife for the predicament he found himself in. Then he’d found himself really liking her. And now—

Well, now, his interest was growing in leaps and bounds.

Impossibly long lashes fluttered up as she glanced up from the menu. “I’ve been attempting to flirt with you because… I feel safe.”

The naked honesty of her statement shook him. All attempts at maintaining the lighthearted banter deserted him.

“Aren’t you going to order dessert?”

To his surprise, Rakin realized he’d set his menu down on the table. But he couldn’t stop thinking about what Laurel had said.

“You find it easy to flirt with me?”

“It must be because you’re Eli’s friend.” This time the smile she gave him was sweet rather than flirtatious. “I know you’re trustworthy.”

The brief flash of annoyance he felt surprised him. “Because Eli said so?”

“Well, he never actually said I could trust you. But he wouldn’t be friends with you if he didn’t trust you implicitly—Eli’s not the kind of man to waste time on liars and frauds.”

“So you accept Eli’s endorsement—rather than your own instincts?”

Laurel hesitated.

“No, don’t think too much.” Placing his elbows on the edge of the table, he steepled his hands and gazed at her over the top. “I want an instinctual response—not one vetted for kindness.”

“I do trust you.”

The expression in her eyes told him she’d astonished herself. Keeping his attention fixed on her, he demanded, “Why?”

“I don’t know.” She said it slowly, her gaze flickering away, then back to him as though drawn by some power she could not resist.

“It surprises you.” He made it a statement.

“Yes.” Again, she hesitated. Then she said in a rush. “I’ve never made friends easily—my family has always been enough.”

“And Eli.”

“And Eli,” she agreed. “But that was different.”

The sharp blade of envy that pierced Rakin was unexpected, and he thrust it away before the feeling could fester and turn to poisonous jealousy. “In what way?”

“We were the same age. He lived nearby while we were growing up.”

“You were being kind.”

“Maybe. At first. But the friendship was between equals—I got every bit as much out of it as Eli did. Remember, I didn’t have other close friends.”

He nodded his head. “I can understand that.”

“I suppose the reason I trust you is because I feel comfortable with you. I can’t remember the last time I laughed so much.”

Pulling a face, he said, “I must be a clown.”

“No! You are anything but a clown.”

He’d been joking, trying to make her smile again. But her rapid rise to his defense made him realize that Laurel was concerned she might have offended him. Too kind for her own good. She could have no idea that his emotions had been forged in a crucible guaranteed to produce solid steel. If she had, no doubt she would not be nearly as comfortable in his company.

Nor would she be contemplating visiting Diyafa. Her comment about adding Lake Como to the places she wanted to visit probably meant her list included the destinations to which she wanted to travel. Las Vegas might only have been the start of it. He’d work on convincing her that Diyafa should be next on her list.

“It is true,” she was saying earnestly before he could question her about what other places were on her list. “I can’t remember when last I felt as lighthearted and carefree as I have today.”

“I will take that as a compliment.”

Under the weight of his gaze, he watched the faint wash of color warm her cheeks.

Laurel dropped her gaze to the menu. “You know, I’ve no idea what to choose.”

Rakin’s mouth curved into a smile. “I’m going to have ice cream.”

“Ice cream?”

“Something cool in this weather. But you can’t go wrong with anything on the menu.”

“My meal was fabulous.”

“Every dish on the menu is inspired by places where Picasso lived in Spain and the South of France.”

His comment prompted Laurel to gaze at a Picasso painting on the nearest wall. “What did your mother paint?”

“She created huge abstract canvases. Mostly inspired by the desert landscape.” His father had hated them. The sheikh had wanted his wife to paint realistic portrayals of the Diyafan Desert. His mother had preferred broad sweeps of color that invited the viewer to put their own interpretation on the landscape.

“Do you paint, too?”

Rakin shook his head. “I studied business—although I will confess that I majored in classical studies in my undergraduate degree so I’m not a complete philistine.” A smile tugged at his mouth.

“Philistine?” She smiled back at him. “I never thought that for a moment. Why classical studies?”

The curve of her lips promised him untold delights. Rakin forced himself to glance up. “You can’t grow up in a place like Diyafa and not be aware of ancient history—but I also loved the old legends. Greek, Roman, Egyptian—Diyafa has some wonderful legends, too.”

“Which is your favorite legend?”

There was only one answer he could give. “In present company, I’d have to say the story of Daphne and Apollo.”

Laurel wrinkled her nose at him. “Why? Didn’t she get turned into a tree?”

“A laurel tree.”

Her eyes brightened with laughter. “You’re making that up.”

Rakin shook his head. “Apollo used the leaves to weave himself a wreath—and that’s how a laurel wreath became a symbol of victory.”

“Not much of a victory since the woman he loved had been turned into a tree.”

“And even hollower, when you consider that she felt nothing for him—she was fleeing his pursuit.”

“Poor Apollo.” She glanced at him through her lashes.

Heat blasted through him. And Rakin resisted the impulse to tell him that if she was any more skilled a flirt, every man in the world would be in mortal danger.

“Have you decided what you want to order?” he asked instead.

“Chocolate—rich chocolate. I’ll go with the restaurant’s recommendation. And then I want to gamble.”

Rakin couldn’t help grinning at her reckless, single-minded determination.

“I haven’t forgotten—we’ll gamble all night long.”

The hush that hung over the casino was broken from time to time by the clatter of chips and the muted exchange of voices as bets were placed. Silent waitresses glided past with trays of complimentary drinks. By invitation only, this was the domain of the rich, the famous… and the dedicated gamblers. And Laurel was growing to dread the sound of the chips being raked across the green baize.

Around the roulette table where she and Rakin had settled, several stacks of chips were growing to skyscraper heights. But, along with the thin man sitting opposite them and nursing a whisky with increasingly desperate eyes as his pile dwindled, Laurel was losing.

And her stomach had started to churn with disquiet. She’d lost at least five thousand dollars of Rakin’s money in the first ten minutes, and a fair bit of her own after she’d absolutely refused to accept more chips from him. What damage would a whole night’s gambling do to Rakin’s fortune—and her own? “I’m starting to think Grandfather was right,” she told Rakin in a low aside.

“Your Winthrop grandfather?”

Laurel nodded. “He considered gambling a curse.”

“One you hoped to break tonight?”

“Hmm.” She considered that. Had she believed that by winning on the tables she’d be proving that she could break the old taboo? Had she wanted to overturn—even by a small win—the curse of impoverishment that gambling, along with bad investments, had caused the Winthrops to suffer in the past? She wasn’t sure. “I don’t think my reasons were quite so inspired. I was probably more determined to try something that my family disapproved of—totally the wrong reason to do anything.”

Rakin chuckled, attracting a glare from the gambler losing across the table.

Leaning closer to him, she whispered, “But I’ve already lost far more than I intended of the chips you gave me—and what I added.” Laurel gestured to what remained of the stack beside her. “I’m seeing no evidence of any return.”

“Spoken like a cool-headed businesswoman.”

She slid him a searching glance. “I appear to share that trait with you, too—you haven’t even placed one bet yet.”

“I don’t gamble.”

“For religious reasons?”

“It’s bad business. I don’t like the odds—I prefer to put down money when I am confident of a healthy return.”

“Now who’s the cool-headed businessman?”

They exchanged smiles.

The croupier called for bets. Laurel hesitated, then shook her head.

Rakin touched her arm. “We’re disturbing the players. Time for us to move on, I think.”

At Rakin’s whisper, Laurel slid off the stool she’d been perched on, and picked up her purse with some relief. “So much for my grand plan to gamble all night.”

“You may discover your second wind after you’ve had a breather.”

“I doubt it.” She flicked him a wan smile. “What I have discovered is how fast one can lose money on the tables. I never understood how easy it is.” And it had given her some sympathy for the black-sheep Winthrop.

Once out of the stilted silence of the exclusive casino, the bustling, busy vibe of Vegas was back with vengeance. Slot machines chimed all around them, their colorful displays flashing brightly. The sick sensation in Laurel’s stomach started to subside.

They found an alcove in the lounge, and Laurel sank onto a plush seat. Rakin gave an order to a cocktail waitress, then joined her on the wide cushion.

“I think my grandfather would’ve approved of you.”

“The same grandfather who brokered your mother’s marriage to your father?”

Laurel nodded. “The very same.”

“And why do you think he would have approved of me?”

“According to my mother, he did his very best to repair the Winthrop family fortune in any way he could before he hit on the idea of the marriage to a Kincaid. It was an absolute rule in my grandfather’s house that none of his children were allowed to gamble. Mom said that he was furious when his eldest brother lost Captain’s Watch after betting on the horses.”

“Captain’s Watch?”

“The Winthrop family beach house.” It had been in the family since the eighteen hundreds. “Grandfather Winthrop paid Dad a visit shortly after Mom and Dad were married—and Dad agreed to do his best to buy it back. I believe it wasn’t easy, and it cost him a small fortune. But it was worth every cent.” Laurel could visualize the view from the wide windows of the beach house out to the sea. When her father’s will was read, Laurel discovered that her father had known exactly how much she loved the beach house: he’d left it to her in his will. “We spent endless summer vacations there. It’s one of my favorite places.”

“Then you must share it with me one day.”

Before Laurel could respond, the waitress returned with a glass of champagne and a frosted cola on a silver tray.

Laurel eyed the glass, then slid Rakin an amused glance. “You’re not intending to get me tipsy, are you?”

Rakin looked a little uncomfortable, and she instantly regretted teasing him.

“No, no,” he denied as he signed for the drinks. “I wanted to remind you that despite your losses on the roulette table, today is all about fun—it’s meant to be a time for new experiences. I wouldn’t deliberately set out to get you drunk.”

Laurel touched his arm.

“Sorry, that was a joke. It was in very bad taste. Of course I don’t believe you’re trying to get me tipsy. Why would you?”

Laurel’s perception was chillingly acute, Rakin decided. He’d hoped a couple of glasses of champagne would make her more malleable.

She leaned forward, and the movement caused light to shimmer across the bare skin above the strapless black gown. It took willpower not to let his eyes linger on the smooth flesh, the kind of willpower he’d been practicing all night.

“Thank you so much for taking the time to come with me to Vegas,” she was saying, and he was conscious of the feather-light caress of her fingers against his jacket. “I am having fun.”

Ignoring the urge to stroke that pearlescent skin, Rakin reminded himself fiercely that this wasn’t a date—it was a business meeting. And it was past time he put his proposal to her. “Las Vegas has met your expectations?”

She lifted her hand, and took a small sip of the bubbling wine, then set the glass down. She smiled warmly at him. “It’s been much better! And that makes me appreciate your company all the more. I do realize you’re a busy man—and you’re getting nothing out of this.”

He hesitated.

The pause stretched too long, and her smile froze.

“Actually there is something I want to ask of you,” he murmured.

Wariness dulled the sparkle in her emerald eyes. “You want something from me.”

Rakin hesitated, searching for the right words.

“Is it sex?”

He blinked. Sex? Had he betrayed himself moments ago?

“Is that why you invited me to Vegas? Was that all that today was about?” she accused scooting away along the seat. “Softening me up to get me into bed?”

He couldn’t deny that he’d been purposely softening her up. Hell, he’d wanted her to be receptive. But not for… sex.

“I thought you were different.”

Laurel was already on her feet, gathering up her purse. In a moment she was going to walk away and leave him sitting here like a fool. And the opportunity would be gone.

“Not sex,” he said quickly.

But she didn’t halt.

“Laurel… don’t go!” He reached forward and caught her hand. Her fingers were stiff with outrage. Before she could yank her fingers free and storm away, he said, “Sex is not what I’m after. Sit down. Listen to my proposition—it has advantages for your family.”

Her fingers stopped wriggling. “A business proposition?”

“Yes.” Rakin knew it was now or never. “I want you to marry me.”

“What?”

Laurel couldn’t believe she’d heard Rakin right.

Shocked, she sank back onto the padded cushions in the recesses of the alcove and stared at the stark figure in the formal suit, his shirt pristine white and collar crisp and crease-free. A beautifully knotted narrow tie completed the picture.

He didn’t look insane.

He looked dark, intense… and utterly gorgeous. Her heart skipped a beat. Scanning his face she took in the taut cheekbones, the lack of humor in his eyes. There were no signs of the fun companion who’d entertained her all day long.

“You’re serious.”

“Completely.” Challenge glinted in that enigmatic gaze as he let her fingers go.

Giving a light, incredulous laugh, she spread her hands. “I can’t marry a man I hardly know.”

He tilted his head back against the high, padded back of the booth, and the gaze that locked with hers held raw intensity. “Laurel, there’s nothing to fear. I am a businessman—utterly respectable and a little boring.”

She didn’t fear him. But to take a risk and marry a man she barely knew… the grandson of a Middle Eastern prince? Laurel wasn’t so sure about the wisdom. “You’re not boring,” she said at last.

The warmth that seeped into the dark eyes caused a funny stir deep in her chest.

“Does that mean you will agree to marry me?” he asked softly.

Tipping her head to one side, Laurel tried to ignore the way her heart had rolled over and considered him. “You don’t even mention love.”

“So you want love? A proposal wrapped up in sweet words? Should I kneel on one knee before you?”

She shook her head slowly. “If I still dreamed of that kind of love I would’ve snatched the bouquet that Kara tossed at me.”

Rakin gave her a slow, appreciative smile. “You’re a realist. We haven’t known each other long at all… and although I would like to think we’ve discovered much in common, I wouldn’t insult your intelligence by talking of love so soon.”

“Thank you—I think.”

She was still trying to make sense of his bombshell proposal. He’d said that her family would benefit from the proposition. But what was in it for him? Her mind leapt from one scenario to the next. But none of them made any sense.

“You’ve asked me to marry you, but I still have no idea why.”

The smile still lurked in his eyes. “You’re a very beautiful woman, you must know that.”

She could sense that he was prevaricating, even as she countered, “Beauty doesn’t guarantee that a marriage will succeed—you only need to look at my mother’s marriage to know that. You implied you were putting a business proposition to me—I didn’t expect a marriage proposal.”

“My marriage proposal is a business proposition.”

Laurel started to laugh.

He sat forward, and his knee pressed against hers. “Believe me, it’s not as crazy as it sounds. My grandfather has been threatening to change his will and disinherit me for years for not forming an alliance with the various women he has picked out for me—each time I have ignored his threats, because he is an irascible old man with plenty of life still left in him. He will cheat death for a while yet. But recently the threats have intensified. He no longer merely threatens to disinherit me on his death—now he has vowed he will force the board to vote me out as CEO. And, not satisfied with that, he will also transfer the controlling stocks he holds in the Abdellah business empire to my cousin. All this will be done if I am not married by my thirty-sixth birthday. It is no longer a matter of waiting until he dies to find out whether he has made good on his threats—he intends to disenfranchise me within the next year.”

Rakin’s face was a study in frustration.

“I have no intention of being robbed of the company. I have spent many hours of my life working to expand the Gifts of Gold division until it has become a first-class supplier of soft furnishings and luxury linens.”

She knew from listening to Eli rave about his friend that every word Rakin spoke was true. He’d built up a network of clients across the finest hotel chains and resorts in the world, including Eli’s.

“So I need a wife.”

At that, Laurel couldn’t help being conscious of the solid weight of his leg resting against hers. Even through his trousers and the sheer stockings that she wore, she could feel the warmth of his flesh. But she didn’t shift away. “Will your grandfather really go through with such a pointless threat? Surely it would harm the family as much as you?”

“It’s not pointless to him. He’s a proud man—and he’s accustomed to having things his way. Right now he doesn’t care about profits. He wants me to marry, and this is the way he intends to bend me to his will.”

“Who will run the company if he wrests control from you?”

“Ah, my grandfather already has that sorted out. The cousin to whom he is transferring the controlling stocks on my thirty-sixth birthday will be ushered in as the new CEO of Gifts of Gold. None of the board would dare act against my grandfather’s orders.”

“This cousin is married?”

“He is engaged—to a woman my grandfather handpicked for him.” Rakin’s lip curled up.

Understanding dawned. “You and your cousin don’t see eye to eye?”

The sharp incline of his head confirmed her suspicion. “Zafar hates me. He would destroy me if he could, and I would die before I allowed Zafar to take this from me… so I will be married first.”

“Wouldn’t it be more advantageous for you also to marry a woman your grandfather had chosen for you?”

Rakin’s eyebrows drew together, giving him a formidable air. “That would give him too much power over me.” The frown relaxed. “Besides, even if he scoured the whole earth, my grandfather could find no better candidate than you.”

Laurel could feel her cheeks heating. “That is shameless flattery!”

“Not at all. You are beautiful and presentable. You are well connected… and incredibly gracious.” Leaning farther forward he captured one of her hands. “And, to make sure you are equally happy, I will also make sure that our marriage will lead to benefits for The Kincaid Group.”

Laurel jerked upright at his touch. “What kind of benefits?”

He had her.

Rakin was certain of it. She was going to agree to marry him—exactly as he’d hoped. He let her hand go and sat back. Not far away he could hear the chiming of a slot machine announcing a winner, the whoops of celebration that followed.

He focused on the woman beside him, the woman he was determined to have as his wife. “There are many exporters and importers in Diyafa—they rely on shipping containers to transport their products around the world. I will see to it that they are introduced to your family’s business. I will do everything I can to expand the profile of The Kincaid Group within my circle.”

“You wouldn’t expect me to give up my role in the company?”

Laurel was even starting to speak as though their marriage was a fait accompli. Satisfaction spread through Rakin. “Our marriage would be temporary—such a drastic sacrifice would not be required.”

“How temporary?”

Rakin shrugged, impatient with her insistence. “Once we are married, my grandfather will sign the stocks over to me, I will have control of the company… and you will be free to leave—to return to Charleston, and your family, for good.”

She shifted to the edge of the seat, and the rogue tendril of hair fell forward. She brushed it back impatiently, and the pendant lights illuminating the alcove turned her diamond drop earrings to a cascade of sparkles. “But you would expect me to live in Diyafa, right?”

He nodded and crossed one leg over the other, keeping his pose deliberately casual, taking care not to spook her. A few minutes more… that was all it was going to take. “Otherwise my grandfather would not accept that our marriage was legitimate—and I cannot afford him to doubt the veracity of our union. But there would be compensations for living in Diyafa for part of the year. I travel a lot—and I’d expect you to be by my side. I make regular business trips to the United States, so you would see plenty of your family. You could continue doing public relations work for your family’s business. I would never stop you. The technology in Diyafa is groundbreaking; you could work there with everything at your fingertips. I travel to many countries, too. Think about it, you would be able to work through that list of yours.”

“What do you know about my List?” Laurel was staring at him, green eyes wide with shock.

He tried to keep the smugness out of his smile. It hadn’t taken him long to fathom what was on her list. “It’s obvious that you have a list of places you want to travel to. I know Vegas is on there for certain, you mentioned adding Lake Como—and you may even have considered Diyafa.”

Rakin got the feeling she was debating something.

He certainly couldn’t afford for her to have second thoughts now.

“Laurel, I will take you everywhere you wish to travel. We would visit the Taj Mahal, I would take you to the Tower of London. You could sip French champagne beside the Seine in the spring time. You will never regret the adventures you will experience.”

The doubt vanished and her expression filled with yearning. “That’s not fair. You’re chipping away at my weakest point.”

Of course, he knew that. For someone who had confessed to never having traveled much and always wanted to, he was offering the dream of a lifetime.

“It’s not a weakness to have a dream.”

There was an expression in her eyes that he did not recognize. “You’re offering to fulfill my dream?”

He didn’t need her romanticizing him. He was, after all, not the love of her life that his mother had thought his father to be. He wanted no misunderstandings. He was, after all, only a man. “It’s not one-sided. Don’t forget that I will get what I need, too.”

“So this will be a win-win deal?”

She understood! He couldn’t have chosen better if he’d spent the whole year searching for the perfect wife.

“Exactly,” he purred. The dazzling smile Rakin directed at her was filled with triumph. “Why not accept my proposition?”

Proposition.

The word dragged Laurel back to what Rakin was offering: a business deal… not the dream of a lifetime.

Restlessness flooded her, and she leapt to her feet. “I think I’ve found my second wind. Let’s see if I can break that Winthrop curse.”

Rakin rose more slowly and blocked her escape. “You want to gamble more? Now?”

She shot him a look that could never be described as flirtatious. He was the cause of this… this turbulence that was turning her inside out. “You’re asking me to take the gamble of a lifetime by marrying you—what difference is a few minutes going to make?”

He raised his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“Take all the time you need.” The look he gave her was full of masculine confusion as he stepped away so that she could pass. “But it’s hardly for a lifetime. It’s not a permanent arrangement.”

But Laurel didn’t move past him. “I want a sign.”

“A sign?” The confusion evaporated, leaving frustration clouding his eyes. “What kind of sign?”

“That marrying you is the right thing to do.”

“And what would you consider a good sign?”

Laurel thought about it for a moment. “Winning back the money I lost on the roulette tables—losing it was very bad luck.”

“But your family never wins.” Rakin looked fit to burst.

A wave of amusement swept Laurel along as she headed for the gambling area. Now perhaps he felt as off-balance as she did. Over her shoulder, she tossed, “I’m going to stick to the slot machines this time. So chances are if I do win it would be an excellent omen.”

Rakin made a peculiar sound.

Laurel turned, in time to see him produce a coin from his pocket.

“Heads or tails?” he demanded.

The absurdity of it struck her as she came to a stop. “You’re asking me to make what might be one of the biggest decisions of my life on the flip of a coin?”

“You’re about to risk it on a machine that pays pittances on pairs of cherries. I prefer these odds,” he said grimly.

“I prefer the cherries.”

He didn’t even smile.

“You’ve got no intention of saying ‘yes’ to my proposal, have you?”

Laurel didn’t answer at once. To be honest, she was confused —Rakin had turned her world upside down with his proposal. It was far more disorientating than the roller coasters they’d shared earlier. Or the flashing lights and loud chimes of the nearby slot machines.

Part of her wanted to leap in and say yes.

No doubt about it, marriage to Rakin would be an adventure. A chance to experience things she wouldn’t otherwise. It certainly made good business sense. The Kincaid Group couldn’t afford to turn away opportunities for new business—particularly not with Jack Sinclair still causing all kinds of mayhem.

But the more cautious side of her, the old carefully and conservatively raised Laurel Kincaid, warned that she didn’t know Rakin terribly well, that this was an extremely risky proposition, one she should avoid at all costs.

All reason evaporated when he strode up to her and put his hands on her shoulders. “I should’ve asked you to marry me back on the balcony last night—I’m starting to think you might have been more likely to say yes back during the wedding.”

His touch against her bare skin was… disturbing. Laurel struggled to think. At last she shook her head slowly. “You were a stranger then, I know you so much better now.”

She realized it was true.

In the cocoon formed by his arms, for her benefit as much as his, she ticked off on her fingers what she’d learned. “One, you’re fun to be with—I’ve never laughed so much in my life as I did today. Two, you’re kind—you held my hand when you thought I might be scared that first time on the roller coaster. Three, you love the world around us—I discovered that at the top of the Eiffel Tower. Four, you’re good with children—”

“You can’t possibly know that!”

His hands dropped away from her shoulders, and her flesh felt cool where, an instant before, his fingers had rested.

“I do,” she insisted. “You patiently humored Flynn at the wedding.”

“Then marry me!”

His eyes drilled down into hers.

“Only if I win.”

She swung away. From her purse she extracted a roll of coins. Tearing the wrapper with the casino logo from the coins, she fed them into the first slot machine she came to and hit the play button.

The patterns spun crazily.

When they came to rest, nothing lined up.

Not even a pair of cherries.

The same thing happened on the next play.

Laurel’s heart felt hollow. It was ridiculous to feel so flat, like a loser, simply because she couldn’t even hit the cherries.

Get a life.?…

She hadn’t felt this flatness earlier. She and Rakin had connected; they’d enjoyed each other’s company. The day had been filled with joy. Her intuition told her they’d make a great temporary team—The Kincaid Group would benefit and so would Gifts of Gold.

It wouldn’t be crazy to marry him—she liked him.

And the man didn’t even gamble.

She stared at the rows lined with pictures and numbers. What was she doing? Rakin was right: she didn’t need some arbitrary sign. This was a solid business decision. It made perfect, logical sense to accept his proposal.

She didn’t need to prove that she could win.

Laurel knew she was going to say yes.

She hit the play button for the last time, and turned to give him the answer he was waiting for.

The cacophony of bells and electronic chimes rising in a hysterical crescendo caused her to whip around to stare at the slot machine.

In disbelief she read the flashing letters instructing her to call an attendant.

“The lights are flashing,” she said, as numbness invaded her. “I’ve won.”

Rakin was laughing.

“I’ve won,” she said again.

But Rakin wasn’t looking at the crazy, psychedelic fireworks above the slot machine. He was coming toward her his arms outstretched. “Looks like you’ve broken the Winthrop curse. You’ve hit the jackpot.”

Her eyes lifted to the amount in white lights at the top: $22,222. It wasn’t a fortune, but it more than covered her earlier losses. And it was definitely a jackpot. “Two must be my lucky number.”

Then she was being swept off her feet into Rakin’s arms. He spun her around as colors flashed crazily around her. By the time he set her down, the numbness was starting to recede as feeling returned… and with it, euphoria.

She grinned up at him. “I feel…” How best to describe it? “…lucky.”

“We’ll be lucky together.” Rakin’s gaze blazed into hers. “We will be married tomorrow.”







CHAPTER FIVE

TODAY was her wedding day.

Laurel freed herself from the sheet that had twisted around her limbs while she slept. In one lithe movement, she swung her legs out of the bed and sat up. Hooking a finger under the narrow strap of her cream silk nightie that had slithered off her shoulder, she righted it.

On the bedside table the rose that Rakin had organized to be delivered with the check for her winnings rested in a glass of water.

Laurel’s gaze fell onto the crumpled letter with the card tucked beneath that she’d placed on the nightstand beside the rose last night. The two documents that were dominating her life: her father’s letter—and her Get a Life List.

She reached for the List first.

No. 1 Jilt Eli.

Laurel shut her eyes. No need to feel guilty, Eli was much happier married to Kara.

No. 2 Wear red lipstick. Check.

No. 3 Flirt with a stranger. Check. She’d done that with vengeance… and look where it had gotten her. Now she was marrying him. Even though she hadn’t even kissed him yet.?…

Laurel was smiling when she read the next item.

No. 4 Eat ice cream in bed. An absolute taboo in the Kincaid household. And last night when Rakin had ordered ice cream for dessert, she’d immediately thought of her list… and the visions that had flashed through her head had been dangerously X-rated. All too easy to imagine herself doing plenty of things she shouldn’t even be considering with the dark stranger to whom she was growing curiously addicted.

Well, she certainly wouldn’t be eating ice cream in bed with Rakin any time soon.?…

No. 5 Gamble all night.

Laurel read the entry again. Last night she’d proved—forever—that she had no need to gamble all night. It gave her a curious sense of peace. She was a winner in her own right.

No. 6 Travel to far-flung places.

Check. She would be going with Rakin to Diyafa. There would be more journeys beyond that. The passport she carried with her was about to be put to plenty of use.

Her face broke into a smile as she glanced down the remaining items.

She was well on track… even though the tasks grew tougher toward the end.

Laurel placed the list back on the nightstand. By contrast, the much-folded paper that her father’s letter was written on had the texture of tissue paper between her fingertips. Laurel unfolded it, her eyes immediately drawn to the salutation and the first line.

My dearest Laurel,

If you are reading this, I am no longer with you.

Even though she knew the contents by heart, the words still had the power to clog her throat with emotion.

Her father had been gone for nearly five months, yet it was still hard to accept that she would never see him again. She read the letter through to the end, then set it down with a profound wish that they’d never discovered that her father possessed feet of clay. Discovering her father’s secret life with Angela while he was still married to her mother had turned her belief in their happy marriage on its head. Had everything she believed about her parent’s love simply been a lie?

Rakin might not be offering her love… but at least he was offering her honesty.

The benefits would be very real.

What he was offering would tick off the boxes of the shopping list of wants she’d scrawled before jilting Eli.

By marrying Rakin, she’d be actively fulfilling more of her dreams. At the same time, she’d also be able to source leads for new business to refer to her brother, Matt. That way she’d also be working actively on No. 9 on the List: Help save TKG. Rakin would be getting something he wanted—needed—out of the deal, too.

She had nothing to lose.

At the marriage license bureau it took only minutes of standing in the queue before Laurel found herself signing the application in the space beside the bold slash of Rakin’s signature. She stared at the word printed in bold type below her signature: BRIDE.

Bride? For one wild second panic surged through her. A month ago she’d been engaged to her best friend. Someone she knew. Someone she was fond of. Someone she understood. She’d certainly never had any intention of marrying a man she’d only just met—and a sheikh at that.

Then her nerves steadied.

She liked Rakin. She trusted him. He needed a bride; the Kincaid Group needed more business. And he was going to help her become the woman she’d always wanted—secretly—to be.

Her pulse slowed down as the panic subsided. Behind the counter, the clerk handed Rakin a duplicate form.

“Cheapest place to get married is the Office of Civil Marriages. It’s on Third Street, on the right-hand side, only a short walk away.”

“We’ll do a bit of research—but thank you for your help.” Rakin flashed her an easy smile.

“Some of the hotels on the strip are mighty expensive.” The clerk gave Rakin a once-over. Then she gave a wistful sigh. “But maybe that won’t matter.” The look she cast Laurel held a glint of envy. “Have a wonderful wedding… and good luck.”

Laurel smiled back. “Thank you.”

They exited through smoked glass doors.

Laurel caught sight of the signboards for lawyers and paused. It started her thoughts down a path not easily stopped. What would her family make of her impulsive wedding? Before she’d told Eli she couldn’t marry him, she’d spent months talking to her family’s attorneys negotiating a prenuptial agreement that the lawyers were confident protected both her and The Kincaid Group. Eli’s lawyers had worked equally hard to ensure that the prenup was fair to him, too.

If her father were alive, he’d be having a stroke at the thought of any of his daughters marrying a man the family hadn’t inspected, without a prenup, exposing The Kincaid Group to all manner of risks. No prenuptial agreement was a sin worse than unprotected sex—and that was calamity enough—in her father’s opinion.

So she slid Rakin a sideways glance. What did she really know about him—beside the fact that he was Eli’s friend? And she liked him. A lot. He could be a gold-digger—a gigolo—for all she knew. Quickly, she checked her thoughts. Told herself she was being ridiculous.

Rakin Abdellah was clearly a very rich man. Even the clerk had noticed the patina of wealth that glossed him, separating him from the average romantic swain who turned up in the marriage license bureau.

But the lessons of a lifetime caused her to say, “We should’ve signed a prenup. My family will kill me when they find out.?…” Her voice trailed away as Rakin took her elbow. “Where are we going?”

“To see if we can find a lawyer. I don’t want you having any sense of guilt, or any reservations about this.”

“I must sound like the biggest party pooper ever.”

“Never.” He was smiling down at her, and it eased the butterflies fluttering around in her stomach. “How could I think that? I admire you for being so clear-sighted—for thinking about protecting your family—and their livelihood.”

In some childish, hidden corner of her heart, Laurel wished that he’d dismissed the caution she’d voiced, and swept her up in his arms, then charged into the Little Red House of Love to rush through their temporary vows.

At least, that way, she wouldn’t be held accountable for what happened next.?… That way she could blame him for whatever the outcome was.

And maybe the disturbing little niggle of doubt that had taken hold would’ve evaporated in a puff of smoke.?…

They caught the lawyer closing up his offices.

The slight, dark-suited man started to object, but one glance at Rakin’s determined face convinced him to welcome them instead. A raised hand stayed the last-remaining paralegal who was about to slip out a side door.

With the recent negotiations with Eli so fresh in her mind, it didn’t take Laurel long to explain what she needed. Rakin took even less time to get his requirements across. It reinforced what Laurel was starting to realize—under the handsome, charming facade lurked a tough negotiator.

A tiger, rather than a pussycat. With a tiger’s feral instincts. Something she would do well to remember.

“You need to be aware that a prenuptial agreement entered so near in time to a wedding date can be held to be void for duress,” the lawyer told them once they were seated around a conference table with plush, padded chairs in the privacy of his offices.

It was hardly the time for Laurel to confess that Rakin had proposed a temporary marriage—a mad adventure for her with some fringe benefits for her family’s business thrown in—and a sane solution to Rakin’s problems.

Laurel got the feeling that if the lawyer knew about the reasons for their marriage he’d consider them both a little mad—and advise them they were headed for trouble.

“Do you want to wait?” Rakin’s murmur, loud enough for her ears only, broke into her speculative thoughts. She turned her head and looked into eyes that mesmerized her.

“Wait?” She raised her eyebrows.

“Take some more time to think it through.” He gave her a tender smile that probably convinced the lawyer seated across the polished conference table that this was a love match.

Laurel almost grinned back. The misgivings that had settled over her began to lift. In their place, recklessness danced a wild waltz through her. She’d made her decision—she was ready for the adventure of a lifetime.

She was done being careful.

“No need to wait.” Who was this stranger who had taken up possession inside her skin? With a defiant toss of her head, she spoke directly to the lawyer, “No one’s forcing me to do anything I don’t want.”

“Laurel wants to make sure we both understand exactly where we stand—especially given that we both have family businesses to consider,” said Rakin.

“Very wise.” The lawyer pulled his yellow legal pad closer and uncapped his pen. “It may not seem like a very romantic thing to do, but it certainly shows you both agree on many basic things—very important for building the foundations of a lasting marriage.”

When the lawyer suggested that each of them might want their own counsel, Laurel waved his concerns away. She’d been through all that once already with Eli. She knew what would be said, the cautions, the ifs and the buts that she’d considered so carefully the last time round. She knew the pitfalls, what safeguards were required.

It didn’t take him long to make a note of what those concerns were. Or for the paralegal to reduce the terms to a draft both she and Rakin perused. Once the agreement was executed and the lawyer had arranged where to send the bill, the meeting was over.

“I wish you the long and happy marriage I am sure you will enjoy.”

Laurel decided to leave their adviser with his illusions. Clearly, he’d concluded this was a love match. A meeting of true minds. And who was she to disabuse him of that romantic notion?

Entering the hotel suite a short while later, Laurel kicked off her shoes and sank into the welcoming comfort of a plush L-shaped sofa with a breathy laugh. “Well, I’m glad that’s done.”

“Soon you will be Mrs. Abdellah.”

Rakin extracted a bottle of champagne from the depths of the bar fridge.

“I’ll help myself to a cola in a little while,” Laurel said quickly. “Otherwise you might railroad me into more propositions.”

He gave her a wry smile. “You’re never going to let me live that down.”

“Never is a long time.” Lazily, she stretched her arms above her head. “I should take a shower.”

“Relax for a few moments, there’s still plenty of time to get dressed.”

Dressed? Laurel gulped as her thoughts homed in on one overwhelmingly feminine worry. A dress. A wedding dress. She didn’t have a dress. What was she to wear? With dismay she thought about the strapless black dress she’d worn to the casino last night. Black wouldn’t do for a wedding. Even if it wasn’t a marriage for love—there should still be some element of romance about the occasion.

“I don’t have anything remotely suitable for a wedding,” she confessed as Rakin closed the door of the bar fridge.

“Have no fear.” He gave her a smug smile. “It’s all been taken care of.”

“All been taken care of?” Laurel echoed.

At his look at satisfaction, it fell into place.?… Rakin had already bought her a wedding dress.

He’d clearly thought of everything—Kara would’ve been impressed.

The doubt devils returned. What if the gown didn’t fit? Or, worse, what if she hated the design he’d chosen? How was she supposed to tell him that when he’d clearly been thinking of her?

If only Kara were here to help…

An image of the dress Kara had picked out for the-wedding-that-had-never-happened flashed into her mind. The perfect dress. An elegant fitted white lace bodice with a full skirt. She’d had more fittings than she’d wanted to get the fit just right.

But Kara wasn’t here.

Besides the last dress Kara had picked out had suited the old Laurel. Perfectly. The Laurel who did exactly as everyone expected. Not the woman with an unquenchable thirst for adventure that she’d become.

Rakin had called her a rebel.

Suddenly she found herself looking forward to seeing what Rakin had chosen. Laurel found her lips creeping up into a smile as he settled on the sofa beside her. “You’ve bought me a wedding dress, haven’t you?”

“Not quite.”

Before Laurel could question what that meant his cell phone buzzed. Rakin reached for it. After a brief exchange, he killed the call. “Macy and her assistant have arrived.”

“Macy?”

“She’s a shopping consultant who came highly recommended, and she’s picked out a few dresses you might like. But you’ll need to make the final choice.”

Laurel suppressed the ridiculous thrill of pleasure that gave her. He’d left the final decision down to her. For too many years she’d allowed other people to make decisions for her.

Rakin wasn’t doing that.

A buzz signaling the arrival of the private elevator sounded, and seconds later the doors slid open. Macy turned out to be a tall, angular brunette with sharp eyes, and she was followed by a shorter woman who Laurel assumed must be her assistant. A bellhop brought up the rear, wheeling in a cart of boxes emblazoned with designer names.

“The wedding is tonight, right?” Macy radiated efficiency.

“Um… maybe,” said Laurel thinking about how long all the details for her wedding to Eli had taken to arrange. “But I’m not sure everything can be done in such a short time.”

“No maybe about it,” Rakin corrected. “Our wedding will definitely take place tonight—I will make sure of that.” His wicked grin caused Laurel’s heart unexpectedly to contract.

“Then we don’t have any time to waste.” Macy’s clipped words broke the spell. “Katie, let’s get those dresses out of the boxes.” The assistant sprang to action and a swathe of fabric emerged in a shower of falling petals.

Laurel’s breath caught. “Oh, my!”

“There are some things I need to take of.” Rakin crossed the floor to tip the bellhop for his help, then made his way back to Laurel. “If you’ll excuse me.”

As he came closer Laurel found that her pulse had started to race. There was a glint in Rakin’s dark eyes. Her heart slammed in her chest.

He was going to kiss her.

But when the kiss came, his lips brushed her cheek instead of her mouth. A perfunctory, too brief caress.

Then he was gone, the door to the suite’s elevator sliding shut behind him.

Laurel slowly let out a breath.

“By the time he comes back you will look like the woman of his dreams,” Macy said from behind her.

The woman of his dreams.

Being the woman of his dreams wasn’t what this marriage was about. But Laurel didn’t have the heart to smash the other woman’s illusions. Laurel responded absently to the bellhop’s goodbye when he and the cart departed, and then only she, Macy and Katie remained in the spacious suite.

But there was no question of any awkward silence as Macy conjured dresses out of their boxes along with accessories. The personal shopper’s enthusiasm was contagious. Laurel glimpsed slips of lacy lingerie, gloves, stockings… and shoes with high, delicate heels.

But her gaze kept coming back to the dress Macy had unpacked first.

The fabric appeared to have been created from white rose petals. The design of the dress itself was deceptively simple, no flounces, no bows. It relied on the beauty of the fabric and the stark simplicity of the cut.

“Would you like to try it?” Macy was sizing her up with an air of an expert. “Your fiancé is a good judge of size—it should fit perfectly.”

Laurel tossed caution aside. “I’d love to.”

The dress slid over her head in a whisper of fine cloth. When Laurel opened her eyes she gasped… and blinked.

This was no conservative Southern lady that stared back at her from the mirrored cupboard doors. She looked sexy. So sexy. Yet still tasteful.

Laurel examined herself in the mirror.

“We’ll leave your hair loose at the back, but these bits can be swept up.” Macy was there, matching her actions to her words. “And perhaps a small spray of flowers here.”

Laurel thought her eyes looked huge in her face. And her cheekbones were thrown into prominence.

“Katie’s a magician with makeup. But not too much—you don’t need it. A touch of eye-shadow and some mascara on those incredible lashes—this will not take long.”

Laurel waited as the front strands of her hair were drawn up and pinned back.

“A ribbon, I think.” Deft fingers wove the silk through her auburn hair. “Your complexion is so creamy.”

By the time her hair had been arranged and her makeup applied in soft shades, Laurel felt like a siren. And when she finally heard Rakin’s voice outside the bedroom door, her heart jumped into her throat. She swung around… and gasped.

Her groom stood framed in the doorway.

He was wearing a tuxedo that made him appear dark and formidable. And, in sharp contrast to his masculinity, a white rose was pinned to his lapel.

And, he was inspecting her with equal interest.

Laurel didn’t even notice Macy and Katie file past him. All she was aware of was the touch of Rakin’s eyes. On the V of skin between her breasts. On her mouth. Before his gaze swept up to meet hers. There was heat… and something more.

Suddenly it hurt to breathe.

This was crazy!

She shouldn’t be feeling like this. Trembling. Like a teen on her first date.

She was a grown woman getting married to a man who’d turned her legs to water just by looking at her. This was supposed to be a business arrangement that would benefit both of them. It was a temporary fix. It certainly wasn’t about this… this shaky, trembling sensation that she couldn’t even name.

Whatever it was, it had made it hard to breathe. To hide what she was feeling, Laurel gave him her most charming smile.

He smiled back. She couldn’t help noticing that he had a beautiful mouth. The upper lip had been formed by a master hand; the bottom lip was full, promising passion—

Get a grip.

Laurel searched for something appropriate to say. “You’ve changed already,” she said finally. He’d showered, too. The smooth line of his jaw told her he’d shaved.

“You look exquisite.” His voice was deep.

“Thank you.” Laurel felt a blast of pleasure. All her life she’d been told she was beautiful: She’d been told in tones laden with envy, and she’d been told factually as if it were to be expected that Elizabeth Kincaid’s eldest daughter should follow in her mother’s footsteps. Yet never had she derived so much pleasure from hearing the words. Under the heat of his gaze, Rakin made her feel more like a woman than she’d ever felt in her life.

He was taking something from his pocket. “I brought you a gift.”

“A gift?”

“A keepsake—to remember our wedding by.”

He opened a slim, black velvet box to reveal the gold chain looped inside. As he hooked his index finger under the chain to extract it from the box, blue fire flashed in the light. A diamond pendant swung from the end of the chain, but Laurel lost sight of it as Rakin moved behind her. A moment later she felt the pendant drop into the valley between her breasts and then Rakin’s fingertips brushed her nape, as he closed the clasp. A sensation of delicious delight thrilled through her.

Standing behind her, thankfully, Rakin wouldn’t have noticed the electric surge of awareness. When his hands closed on her shoulders, Laurel stilled. But he was intent on steering her toward the mirror.

She breathed again.

“Do you like it?”

“It” was a flawless single diamond suspended in a simple gold setting to show off the glorious stone that nestled against her skin.

“I can’t accept this!”

“Why not?”

“It’s too…” Laurel groped around for the right word. Finally she settled on, “It’s too much.”

“You don’t like it.”

“No!” she sputtered. “I mean—of course I like it—it’s beautiful.”

“Then stop pouting and say a pretty thank you.”

“I don’t pout.” Feeling awkward and horridly ungracious, she gathered her composure. “Thank you, it’s truly lovely.” A discomforting thought struck Laurel. “I didn’t buy you a gift.”

“I never expected one.”

In the mirror, the reflection showed a sophisticated woman in a petal-strewn white dress with a dark, smiling man behind her. Her gaze homed in on where his hands still rested on her naked shoulders, the long fingers dark against her much paler skin. Laurel shivered. There was something so carnally sensual about the contrast of male and female, yin and yang, that it caused her latent awareness of him as an attractive man to rocket.

Her gaze lifted to his. In the mirror, their eyes met. After the beat of a charged second, Rakin let his hands fall from her shoulders. Laurel’s breath hissed out.

“We should leave now,” he said.

“Yes, of course.” Laurel was only too grateful to bolt for the door—for, despite its size, the suite had become unexpectedly oppressive.

When next they returned to the hotel, they would be married.







CHAPTER SIX

“THE Venetian?”

Laurel flung her head back to read the name spelled in vertically arranged letters down the outside of the hotel’s facade.

Her groom gave her a very white smile. “We’re going to have photographs taken—we’ll want something to remember the occasion by.”

She’d been wondering which of the popular chapels Rakin had chosen for their wedding. Now Laurel flicked through the possibilities in her head. The Chapel of Bells or the Little White Chapel. Or even a wedding out at Red Rock Canyon—but then they’d hardly be coming to the Venetian for photos. Now she couldn’t help thinking what others in the resort would make of the white petal-dress that pronounced romance—and bride.

Then she shrugged her self-consciousness aside. This was Las Vegas after all. Couples got married all the time. Most likely, no one would cast them a second glance.

That smile still played around Rakin’s mouth. “You said you wanted to one day visit Venice.”

Laurel smiled back.

But that turned to a gasp of awe as they entered the Venetian’s lobby with its high, vaulted ceilings and ornate gold-framed painted frescoes that stretched across the vast space. “Oh, wow.”

“A ride on a gondola perhaps? Would that be enough of an adventure?”

“A gondola?” A gurgle of laughter rose in her throat. “Yes, please! I can think of nothing more romantic to do on my wedding day.” And Rakin had promised there’d be photos to remember the occasion by. Kara would be impressed!

“Good.”

Laurel was even more astonished when they reached the waiting gondola. White and gold, it floated in a canal surrounded by buildings that looked like they’d been transported from Venice to be set along the cobblestone walkways beside the canal. Looking up she could see balconies with pillars and arches and intricate wrought iron, all capturing the detail of a far-away place.

A woman stepped forward offering a bouquet of white roses with sprigs of orange blossom.

“That’s a bridal bouquet,” said Laurel. Then she got it. “For the photographs?”

Rakin introduced her to Laurel as the hotel’s wedding planner. The next surprise turned out not to be a photographer as she’d half expected, but a distinguished-looking wedding celebrant in a dark suit with a flowing robe over the top.

Laurel gasped as it all suddenly made sense. This wasn’t just about wedding photos…

“We’re getting married here?”

Everything was happening so fast.

The celebrant was already shaking Rakin’s hand. Then Rakin placed his hand beneath Laurel’s elbow and steered her to the waiting gondola. White petals drifted over them, filling the air with fragrance. As they landed on the pathway, Laurel trod carefully over them, loath to spoil such beauty.

Once they were seated the gondolier pushed off behind them, and the gondola glided along the glass-like water of the Grand Canal.

The space in the gondola was surprisingly intimate. In front of them was the celebrant, his robes giving him a majestic appearance. The limited space forced Rakin’s thigh up against hers; and the taut pressure of the hard muscle caused a wave of warmth to spread through Laurel.

The celebrant began to speak. Laurel turned her head to find Rakin watching her with hooded eyes. Her heart thumped.

Excitement churned in her stomach.

When the celebrant started to recite the wedding vows, Laurel discovered that her voice shook a little as she repeated the words in the intimacy of the gondola. She was marrying Rakin Abdellah. Not for love… but for much more sound reasons.

When he took her fingers between his, she felt a little shock at his touch. Up until now this had been so businesslike, but his touch changed that… bringing a flare of heat.

The glint of gold gave her some warning as he slowly slid the plain, unadorned band onto her fourth finger. Her eyes leapt to his in surprise. She started to apologize for not getting him a ring, but the intense focus in his eyes silenced her. Her heartbeat quickened.

“You are now man and wife.”

Man and wife.

Laurel swallowed, the daze of disbelief and disconcertment growing more acute.

A month ago she’d been contemplating marrying Eli; now she was married to a man she hadn’t met until only a few days ago. A man who had promised her adventure and business opportunities—not love—and in exchange she would pretend to be the wife he needed to nullify his grandfather’s threats. A man who had taken over her life… her thoughts… in a way she’d never anticipated.

Behind them the gondolier broke into song. The soulful strains of “O Sole Mio” wound their way around Laurel’s heart and tugged tight. Her fingers convulsed beneath Rakin’s. For an instant she wished this had been a real romance—the wedding of her heart.

But it wasn’t.

It was a convenient arrangement—for both of them. Yet Laurel knew there was more than that to what was passing between them. Rakin had promised her experiences she’d never had… and he was delivering on that. Her world had shifted. And somewhere in the change, she hoped to find herself. Someone who didn’t live to please others, someone who took joy in her own life: the Laurel Kincaid she’d never allowed herself to be.

“It is customary for the bridal couple to kiss beneath the bridges.” The celebrant offered them an indulgent smile.

Before Laurel could graciously tell him that a kiss wasn’t necessary, the gondola swept into the shadows under the bridge and Rakin’s head swooped.

His mouth closed over hers and the bottom dropped out of her world.

Rakin’s lips were firm—very male—brooking no resistance. She tensed under the unexpected arousal that spread through her like wildfire, and kept her lips firmly pressed together, telling herself Rakin was only doing this to indulge the celebrant. Yet he made no attempt to press further for a more intimate connection. Instead, after a pause, he brushed a row of flirty kisses along the seal of her lips.

With a final kiss on the side of her mouth, he whispered, “That dimple has been driving me crazy.”

And then the bridge was behind them, and they were out in the light.

Laurel couldn’t respond with a light laugh; instead she bit back a moan of feminine frustration as he lifted his head and put inches between them. But his eyes still held hers, radiating purpose. It took Laurel only a heartbeat of time to realize that his kiss had nothing to do with the watching celebrant, and everything to do with her.

He’d wanted to kiss her.

Flutters of apprehension stirred within her. Once again, her perceptions of their relationship had shifted.

Rakin bent his head toward hers. “Now the adventure starts for real.”

A frisson of excitement feathered down Laurel’s spine. Not for the first time she realized that Rakin was a devastatingly attractive man.

To catch her breath, and gain time, she tipped her head back and closed her eyes. Yet still she left her fingers tangled with his, reluctant to break the remaining link between them. The rich serenade of the Neapolitan love song swirled around her, causing a flood of long-banked emotions to overflow.

This was supposed to have been a lark, mixed up with a bit of business. So how had it become the most romantic experience of her life? When she opened her eyes again, she found herself staring blindly at the stars overhead.

“They’re not real,” volunteered the celebrant. “If you watch carefully the sky keeps changing.”

Of course they weren’t real! Nothing about this crazy, wild ride with Rakin was real. It was an adventure. A fantasy. Her fantasy.

Yet in another way it was the most real thing that had ever happened to her. She was taking risks. Risks she would never have contemplated before she’d taken a leap into the unknown, out from the safe world of being one of the Charleston Kincaids, to do things that Laurel Kincaid was never expected to do.

Like marrying a sheikh she barely knew.

“The next bridge is coming up,” the celebrant’s warning broke into her thoughts.

Instantly every nerve ending sprang to alert. Laurel’s heart was racing even before she met Rakin’s gleaming dark eyes.

As the gondola glided into the shimmering shadows beneath the bridge, Laurel braced herself. Yet no amount of bracing could prepare her for the kiss that finally came. It knocked the breath out of her soul.

This time, Rakin took his time.

And this time the kiss was different.

Laurel gasped as Rakin tasted her, his tongue sweeping over her parted lips into the moistness beyond. Her senses leapt, and she found herself responding with wild ardor, kissing him back, linking her fingers around his neck.

Laurel forgot about the celebrant—forgot about the gondolier punting behind them—and gave herself up to the passion. Hot and fiery, it ignited and burned along her veins until her heartbeat thundered in her head. And all the time “O Sole Mio” washed over them. She’d been transported to another universe, an exotic world light years away from anything she’d ever known.

Nothing was ever going to be the same again.

Laurel had said very little since they’d alighted from the wedding gondola after exchanging vows.

Rakin was starting to wonder what was keeping her so preoccupied. When they’d returned to their penthouse suite a feast was waiting. But Laurel had only picked at bits of smoked salmon and some melon; she hadn’t touched the sparkling wine Rakin had poured for her.

Now she blocked the open doorway leading out to the balcony that overlooked the acres of hotel gardens.

“You’re very quiet,” he said at last, coming up from behind her and placing a hand on her bare arm. “Don’t you want something more to eat?”

She drew a deep breath, then said in a rush, “You promised this marriage wouldn’t be about sex.”

He did a double take. Had Laurel thought his concern for her was a come-on? “It isn’t.”

“Then why…” She cocked her head and dropped her eyes to rest pointedly where his hand lingered on her forearm “…that?”

His gaze followed hers. Ah.

“I like touching—I’m a very demonstrative man.”

“Always?”

“Not always,” he admitted.

“Then when?”

When he liked someone. When he was attracted to someone. And both applied to Laurel.

He made a sound that was half sigh, half laugh. “Busted. It seems that some sex might be involved after all.”

But Laurel didn’t laugh along with him. Instead, her gaze lifted to his face. “Frankly, I’ve never known what the fuss is about.”

She said it with innocent artlessness that was an affront to his prowess. Rakin was utterly certain he could change her mind. Arousal leapt through him at the very notion of teaching Laurel about the adventures of love. Huskily he said, “I could show you exactly what the fuss is about.”

That evoked a startled look. The flush spread along her throat, down over the décolleté that her exquisite white wedding dress left exposed. She tried to laugh—it came out a strangled croak. “No, thanks.”

But her eyes dropped to his bottom lip, lingered for a long moment, then leapt back to meet his before scuttling away. And in his trousers his erection grew rigid. Laurel was curious. And, forget killing the cat, her curiosity was going to be the death of him.

“Okay. No sex, only marriage,” he promised, and wondered how the hell he was going to keep such a stupid vow.

Her tongue moistened her lower lip. “I wasn’t even thinking about sex.”

Who was she kidding? She’d brought the damn subject up! Lowering his gaze to her lush, red mouth, he said softly, “Of course you were. You’re a very beautiful woman. You must fend off propositions all the time.”

“I try to head them off before they happen,” Laurel said with blunt honesty.

That brought his gaze back to her face and he searched to read what she was telling him. “You freeze them out?”

“Freeze sounds so… cold. I try to be a little kinder.”

He gazed at her for a very long moment. The green eyes were more vulnerable than he’d ever seen them. They’d turned the soft, delicate shade of spring leaves dampened by rain. Rakin got the impression he was seeing a side of Laurel that few people ever did.

“What are you thinking?”

He shook his head, doubting Laurel would be comfortable with his observation. “Eli was right.”

“About what?” she asked suspiciously.

“You really are a very nice woman.”

Her lips curved up. “The feeling is mutual. I think you’re a very nice man. So if it’s not for sex, then why kiss me like that in the gondola?”

Rakin placed a hand on the doorframe on either side of her. “I could say to seal the terms of our agreement.”

“It’s a business agreement—it didn’t need a kiss to conclude it, and it definitely didn’t need two kisses.”

He restrained himself from pointing out she hadn’t rebuffed either kiss.

“I’m not going to lie,” he settled for saying instead. “I would very much enjoy making love to you. It would be an intensely sensual and pleasurable experience for both of us. Another adventure—more for you to discover, I have no doubt about that. But if you wish sex to play no part in our arrangement, I will respect that.”

But it would not be easy.

When she didn’t respond, he grew more serious. “What are you waiting for? Do you believe there’s someone out there in the world just for you? Someone who you won’t want to freeze out?”

“Honestly? Love’s been more than a little elusive. I’m not sure I really know what it is—even though I know there is a great deal more to it than sweet words. Kara and Eli have proved that to me.” She shrugged. “Frankly, I’d settle for a marriage with the promise of adventure rather than love.”

Relief filled Rakin, and the tension twisting his gut that all that talk about love and babies always brought drained out of him. “Adventure I can give you.”

“Ah, but what’s the catch? Are we still talking about sex?”

“No catch.” Laurel raised her eyebrows so sharply that Rakin gave her an amused smile. “Not that kind, anyway. Not sex. At least, not if you don’t want it, too.” His smile became taunting. “Are you sure you want to close the door to the opportunity to explore something wonderful that might exist between you and me?”

Then he steeled himself for her rejection.

But instead of rejection, her eyes filled with curiosity. Her gaze touched his face, dropped lower, then came back. “Exploring anything between us? I just don’t know.?…”

And her indecision left him in a worse, far more frustrating place than outright rejection.

“I’m going to take a shower,” he said, his voice rough with frustration.

Talking about sex had made it hard to even think about sleep.

Laurel had showered in the luxurious bathroom off her room. She should’ve changed into the nightie that Kara, in her role as sister and wedding planner, had once upon a time chosen for Laurel’s honeymoon. What on earth had possessed her to pack it? It seemed wrong to wear it now—because it had been picked out for her honeymoon with Eli.

And tonight was her wedding night… with Rakin.

So the sexy garment lay abandoned on the bed, and Laurel didn’t feel like crawling into a comfortable T-shirt. She was far too wired.

Which was why she was sitting on the stool in front of the dresser in a one of the HERS monogrammed terry robes that the hotel supplied, thinking about her provocative brand-new husband. Because of him, the idea of a marriage in name only was proving to be a little disappointing.

Why not turn the relationship between herself and Rakin into a journey of exploration, too?

Laurel stretched sinuously. In the mirror above the dresser she caught sight of her neckline, which gaped open, revealing the rising curve of her breast. When she looked up, she caught sight of her eyes sparkling with interest and excitement.

Rakin promised to be an accomplished lover. Why shouldn’t she take advantage of his suggestion?

Rakin came out the master bathroom toweling his hair, his body still damp from the shower he’d taken. He flung the wet towel onto the king bed.

He heard a gasp, and glanced up.

Laurel stood in the doorway to the master suite, her eyes wide at the sight of his nude body.

No point trying to cover up—it was far too late.

“What are you doing here?” he asked instead.

Her eyes gave her away. And instantly he was aroused.

He moved toward her. “You came for this.”

She didn’t protest as he took her into his arms. He kissed her, and her lips parted.

He paused, aware that once he started, he wouldn’t stop. “Are you certain?”

Her nod was a quick, jerky movement. Rakin smoothed his hands along the front of her bathrobe, then slid them underneath. He caressed her arms, but the terry cloth hindered him. He pushed it back. It fell from her shoulders, then to the floor.

She, too, was now naked.

Rakin drew her down to the wide space of the bed, and came down beside her. He caressed her with long slow strokes, and she relaxed with a soft sigh. His thigh brushed hers apart, and he placed his mouth over hers.

This time the kiss was ravenous.

Rakin was breathing hard by the time it came to an end, and Laurel’s eyes were wild.

Reaching out a hand, he stroked her belly; then he reached down farther… and touched her. A keening sound broke from her throat. Rakin stilled.

Laurel didn’t move. Her eyes were closed and her teeth had bitten into the soft bottom lip that he’d kissed so thoroughly. She appeared to be waiting.

Gently Rakin stroked again. Her spine arched, and her harsh gasp broke the silence simmering between them. Her eyes popped open.

“Sorry.”

Rakin took in the flood of pink on her cheeks.

“Relax,” he urged. “Don’t apologize.”

“That moan…” Laurel looked uncomfortable. “It wasn’t ladylike.” She rolled over and buried her face in the pillow. “And describing it sounds much worse. Forget I said… whatever it was.”

Rakin leaned forward and took her hands in his and gave a gentle tug. When she finally lifted her head, he said, “Listen to me. I don’t need you to be the perfect lady. I want you to be yourself.”

She gave him gentle smile. “Then there’s one thing you need to understand: I am a perfect lady—I don’t think I could be an imperfect lady.”

He adored her sense of humor, the way she could laugh at herself… at the world… with him.

“Oh, I understand that.”

“It’s—” She broke off and her eyes slid away from his. She gave a breathless laugh. “I’m embarrassed.”

He knew that too. And it was holding her back. Rakin threaded his fingers through her hair and tipped her head so that he could look down into her eyes. “Why?”

“Everything feels so much… more.”

“More?”

“Stronger. More intense.” She laughed again. “Do I sound crazy or do you have this effect on all women?”

Rakin didn’t want to talk about other woman.

His bride was the only woman who interested him—and what she’d just revealed had pleased him. Maybe she wasn’t holding back at all; maybe she was progressing in leaps and bounds.

Euphoria drowned him. “Then I’ll have to prove there’s still more to come,” he growled throatily.

Her eyes glazed over in shock. “More? Is that possible?”

Laurel was a grown woman, but clearly she’d never encountered the right man to unleash her passion. Triumph swept him. He intended to change that. Lessons in seduction. She’d prove to be an eager student. He couldn’t wait.

With a slow, deliberate smile he said, “I think there’s more about adventure for me to share with you. But first I want a promise.”

“A… promise?”

He nodded. “I want you to let yourself go. No restraint. No holding back.”

Wariness shadowed her eyes. “What are you planning to do?”

The way she looked at him caused Rakin to give a crack of laughter. “Nothing too wild. All I want you to do is enjoy yourself.”

“Enjoy myself? You mean…” She spread her hands helplessly. “What exactly do you mean?”

Rakin took pity on her and he lay back on the bed, propping himself up on one elbow. “Let yourself go a little.?… Don’t stress or feel awkward. Most of all I want you to forget all about being a Kincaid. You’re you. Focus on being the woman you want to be. Above all, trust that every bit of pleasure you experience, I get to live it, too.”

Laurel’s eyes brightened. “I can do that.”

“Now roll over—so that I can pleasure you.”

She must be intoxicated, Laurel decided as she drew a deep, steadying breath. But this time not tipsy from the effects of too much wedding champagne as she’d been at Kara’s wedding. Or even from the French champagne that Rakin had poured into slim crystal goblets when they’d walked into the suite. This time it was the impact of Rakin’s closeness.

He filled her senses.

The rich warm gold of his skin, the way the light caught the high blades of his cheekbones, the dark velvet eyes that could be so forceful and compelling one moment, so kind and compassionate the next. And when his hand touched hers… sensations she’d never felt before prickled through her.

His lips whispered across the soft silk of her throat. Laurel arched her neck and he rewarded her with a row of kisses until his lips reached the hollow at the base of her throat. The lick of his tongue against the tender skin caused her to arch farther, her back coming off the bed.

The sound that broke from her suddenly dry throat was raw and without restraint—and definitely not what could be expected from a Southern lady—especially not a Kincaid. Laurel was trapped in the mindless web of pleasure where nothing existed.

Except Rakin.

And the shattering pleasure she was experiencing.

Twisting her head, she closed her eyes more tightly, her fingers twisting through his hair. Rakin covered her skin again with open-mouthed kisses that inflamed her further.

Her breath caught in the back of her throat as his lips closed over the tip of one sensitive breast. The sensation that forked through her was incredible. Hot. White. Spears of pleasure pierced her. Between her fingers his hair had the texture of rough, raw silk. When he broke off the caress, a sigh of denial shook her.

“Slow down,” he murmured, before giving the other breast the same treatment, trailing a row of fresh kisses over the skin he’d uncovered.

How was she supposed to slow down when he was driving her mad?

Her hands dropped from his head and dug into the counterpane, and her back arched off the bed. She fought to keep her breathing even. Not to let it escape in the great gasping pants that instinctively seemed to want to happen.

Rakin, too, seemed to lose the race. His heart was pounding against her breasts, as he moved over her. Her legs parted, and she welcomed him, her arms closing around his back, reveling in the smooth satin of his skin against her palms.

It didn’t take much more, before he came apart in her embrace.

Rakin rested his arms on the balustrade. The blackness of night enfolded him, while overhead the star-studded sky twinkled. In the master bedroom he’d silently sneaked from, Laurel slept.

He was restless.

The earth-shattering pleasure he had just experienced was not what he’d expected from his bride of convenience.

Foreboding rolled in the pit of his stomach as he stared out into the darkness.

Rakin was not accustomed to the unexpected. Despite what he’d told Laurel about letting go, every facet of his life was meticulously plotted, with careful consideration given to the outcome of each action he undertook. Being swept along by the force of the unknown was not part of his plan. It was Laurel who should be experiencing the thrall of adventure… not he.

He’d thought himself immune from the excitement of novelty. World-weary. Cynical. Not the kind of man to lose his head over a woman—not even one as beautiful as Laurel. After all, he didn’t believe in love. He’d been immunized against that lethal condition from a very young age. Not that it stopped him from appreciating—or enjoying—women.

What he didn’t do was go crazy over them or fall in love—that way led downhill to destruction.

And, even though he wouldn’t call it going crazy, he was thinking way too much about his new bride.

The softness of her skin, the curve of her cheek… the sweet taste of her mouth. And that was before he got to the passion of—

Rakin censored his wayward thoughts. He didn’t want her to stir again, not until morning.

For the rest of the night, he would let his bride sleep.

While he reminded himself why he’d married her. For business only.







CHAPTER SEVEN

LAST night had been a mistake.

While Rakin had been courteous at breakfast this morning and unfailingly polite during the journey to the airport, Laurel detected a distance between them that she hadn’t encountered before.

She wasn’t imagining it.

Since they’d boarded the Learjet, she’d made a couple of light attempts to engage him in conversation, but he’d remained aloof and eventually he’d settled down on the sofa opposite and picked up the business section of the newspaper.

Her humorous, patient companion of the past few days had vanished without a trace.

And Laurel wanted to know why.

Pretending to be engrossed in a magazine, she flicked through stories about the latest celebrity scandals. But her brain couldn’t stop buzzing. Had Rakin wanted a marriage in name only? Had he felt pressured to provide a sexual adventure for her benefit last night? Or was the passion they’d shared last night what he wanted? The notion was far too awkward to broach.

The lack of a clear answer left her feeling terribly unsure.

“Would you like a glass of champagne, madam?”

The attendant’s voice jerked her out of her reverie. “No thanks.” Champagne was the last thing she needed. And with Rakin in this mood she couldn’t even joke with him about trying to get her tipsy.?…

“Maybe orange juice?” suggested Rakin, looking up from his papers to her immense surprise.

“That would be nice.” Laurel smiled her thanks as the attendant poured the juice and set the glass down on the coffee table.

“Don’t hesitate to call for anything you need,” the attendant offered before disappearing through a set of heavy curtains.

The touch of Rakin’s eyes was distracting, especially with the silence that hung over them now that they were alone. Laurel swallowed. “Okay, so I know you have a grandfather who is a tyrant and a cousin. Tell me about the rest of your family.”

“There’s not much to tell. I’m an only child. My parents died in an airplane crash when I was twelve. My mother was American, my father was the eldest of two sons and four daughters all born and raised as part of the extended royal family in Diyafa. My grandfather is the youngest brother of the ruling prince.” A glint appeared in his eyes as Laurel reacted in surprise. “But never fear, I am far enough removed from the throne for the internecine politics not to rule my life.”

It was starkly delivered. The barest of information. Some of which he’d already told her. Heavens, she’d gleaned more color about him from what she’d heard from Eli over the years. Rakin had been enrolled in an English boarding school, where he’d remained in the traumatic aftermath of his parents’ sudden death. Once his schooling was finished, his grandfather had sent him to university at Harvard—which had brought him in touch with Eli… and ultimately into her life.

Yet the bare recital of facts gave her little insight into the people she was about to meet, and no glimpse into the man behind the suddenly guarded facade.

“Tell me more,” she insisted before he could retreat again. “I’ll be meeting your grandparents. I want to make a good impression.”

“You will meet them at a formal reception where it will be difficult to engage in intimate conversation, so it won’t matter if you don’t know all about my family. Try not to worry about making a good impression—just be yourself. They’re going to love you.”

Just being herself was easier said than done.

Laurel was starting to realize that she’d spent much of her life trying to be the person she thought other people wanted her to be. For her father she’d been the talented pianist, and later, the PR expert that The Kincaid Group needed. Her mother had brought out the responsible eldest daughter. With her sisters she’d been the role model. Only her childhood friendship with Eli had been free of all the posturing. Yet even that had changed once all their friends had started pairing up… and suddenly Laurel had again found herself playing to the expectations of others—that she and Eli should make a match of it.

It was curiously liberating to realize that with Rakin she could simply be herself.

He’d been completely honest about what he wanted from her: a wife who his grandfather would accept so that Rakin could gain control of the family business and stop it from being signed over to his cousin. Yet he was making it clear that he had no wish for her to pretend to be anyone other than the woman he’d promised to induct into a world of adventure.

She could still be herself.

And, the best thing about their deal, was that she’d had more adventure in the past few days than her somewhat staid, buttoned-up life had afforded her in the last three decades.

Raising his glass, he said, “Here’s to new friends and new destinations.”

It sounded hopeful as well as adventurous, and Laurel felt her enthusiasm rising. “I’ll drink to that.”

Their glasses filled with juice clinked together, and their eyes met over the rims in silent intimacy. The impact of it was profound. Laurel forced herself to glance away, not to reveal her sudden burst of confusion.

As the Learjet started its descent, Laurel caught her first glimpse of Rashad, the capital city of Diyafa from the air.

The city was built on a hilly outcrop and all around stretched an endless sea of sand as far as the eye could see. Shades of ochre and soft pinks with blocks of red clay dominated the city. Domed roofs and towering minarets gave the city a spicy exoticism. Yet interspersed between the traditional domes, Laurel could also see tall, modern structures of towering glass thrusting into the sky. A mix of ancient and modern.

Excitement surged. She swung around to Rakin, only to find he wasn’t looking out the window but at her. The divide between them appeared to have been bridged. There was an expression in his midnight-black eyes that caused all her reservations about what had happened last night to evaporate, and her face broke into a wide smile.

“It looks like something from Aladdin—or rather, Aladdin meets the twenty-first century. I can’t wait to see everything!”

The formal reception that Rakin had warned her about was held at a palace in the center of Rashad that resembled something out of Arabian Nights.

Laurel had never seen anything like it.

The floors in the immense reception room were made of colored marble arranged in intricate patterns. Gilded paneling carved by a master hand decked the walls, lit by sconces that cast a glow over the crowd. Around the edges of the immense room, large ancient urns added to the grandeur while lush arrangements of flowers gave the room extra bursts of color and a heady scent. The sheer luxury of the palace’s interior took her breath away.

Its owner, Rakin’s grandfather, was equally imposing.

Facing the man with his flowing robes and fierce visage, Laurel found herself unusually tongue-tied. Their meeting was brief, and Laurel felt as though the old man’s sharp eyes were staring into her heart.

It was a far-from-comfortable experience.

Tula, Rakin’s grandmother, was more approachable. Her wrinkled face bore the evidence of a lifetime spent smiling. And the hug she gave Laurel was as warm as her husband’s greeting was suspicious.

“You have known my grandson long?” Prince Ahmeer Al-Abdellah demanded.

“Long enough for her to know she wanted to marry me,” Rakin answered for her.

Determined not to be put on the defensive, Laurel smiled at Tula. “Your home is magnificent.”

Tula nodded. “We have spent many happy years here.”

“We should circulate among the guests. I have promised Laurel that I will introduce her to many people so that she can make friends,” Rakin said, stretching the truth, “I will bring her to visit again when you are alone, perhaps tomorrow?”

“Rakin, I wish to talk to your bride!” scolded Tula. “You have made us wait for so many years. Now that you are finally married, you cannot drag your wife away from us so soon.”

Laurel shot Rakin an I-told-you-so glance, which he ignored.

“Rakin tells me that your family is of some importance in America.” Prince Ahmeer went straight to the heart of the matter.

Laurel nodded. “My mother’s family has lived in Charleston for centuries.”

Prince Ahmeer nodded in approval. “Your family has roots—like we have in Diyafa.”

“Yes.”

Before long, he was asking shrewd questions about the business interests of The Kincaid Group. His knowledge of container shipping was extensive, and Laurel was challenged to answer his questions. Within minutes, he was smiling and nodding, looking much more at ease.

Finally he clapped his hand on Rakin’s shoulder, “I was concerned when you called to let me know you were married. But it appears that you have chosen well. I am satisfied. You may visit us tomorrow alone.”

As the sheikh and his sheikha strolled away, Rakin murmured to Laurel, “My grandfather is not easily satisfied—you have worked a miracle.” His mouth curved up. “But then I never doubted for a minute that you would.”

And then there were the guests.?…

Men wore a mix of European-tailored suits, a sprinkling of tuxedos and dishdashas with white headdresses embellished with beautifully knotted cords. Most of the women wore Western fashions—only a handful in traditional dress. The women were beautiful, dressed in the finest designs that made Laurel feel almost dowdy. She’d played it safe in a black halter-neck gown, adorned only with the diamond pendant Rakin had given her to celebrate their wedding. She felt as wide-eyed as a child in this lavish gathering.

Half an hour later, Laurel found herself alone for the first time. She’d been fed delectable morsels of Diyafan food. And she’d been introduced to dozens of people—and her face hurt from smiling.

Rakin had been swept away by two men to meet a third whom he’d invited here tonight. He’d promised to return in minutes, and Laurel had urged him to go, assuring him she would be fine without him.

“You are Rakin’s new wife.”

She turned at the statement. A tall, dark-haired man clad in traditional robes was standing behind her. He stepped forward and smiled. “I am sheikh ibn-Ahmeer.”

Laurel found herself smiling back.

“Yes, I am Rakin’s wife.”

“I had not heard about you before I was invited to welcome you—how did you meet Rakin?”

She should have foreseen this. She and Rakin had not agreed on the fiction that they would spread. Telling this man that they’d met for the first time, less than a week ago, would not do. Desperately she cast her gaze around the room searching for inspiration—or Rakin’s return.

Rakin was no longer with the trio of men; instead he was talking to his grandfather, and it looked like the conversation had grown stormy. His grandfather was frowning, and Rakin’s body language told her that he, too, was tense. That worried Laurel. She was getting the sense that he and his grandfather did not have an easy relationship… and that did not augur well for Rakin’s plan to stop his grandfather from ousting him.

“So how did you meet?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t answer your question.”

Laurel focused on him.

He was only a little shorter than Rakin with dark, liquid eyes that had a way of connecting to make her feel like the only woman in the room. After the way Rakin had ignored her and caused her to be a little hesitant, to be listened to, to feel interesting was a balm for wounds she hadn’t even known she nursed.

She stuck as close as she could to the truth. “We have a friend in common.” Let him believe that Eli had introduced them.

“So you have known Rakin for a while then?”

Help! How was she supposed to answer that? And, more to the point, what had Rakin led his grandparents to believe? Laurel did not want to contradict his version of their romance, but nor did she want to tell an outright lie, so she compromised by avoiding his question.

“It was at my sister’s wedding that we finally realized we were fated to be together.”

He gave her a searching glance. “Rakin is a fortunate man.”

The expression on his face warned her that “fortunate” hadn’t been his first response. Did this man suspect that her and Rakin’s marriage was a sham?

Or was she being paranoid?

“Rakin and I have something special.”

That was certainly true. No man had ever made her laugh, shown her what her life was lacking, in the same way as Rakin had. He appeared to accept her statement and their conversation became more general as she recounted her impressions of Diyafa.

Within minutes, they had discovered common ground. Her new friend had a sizeable property portfolio, and with her family’s interests in developing the old container yards down on the battery, Laurel found herself telling him about the plans for the new development. A development that was currently stalled due to Jack Sinclair’s interference which had resulted in a loss of investors.

“The returns will be good,” she said enthusiastically. “The whole area is coming to life, being regenerated.”

“You do know about the business.”

She gave him a questioning look. “But of course. I’m the director of public relations for the company.”

“Forgive me, I assumed it was a puppet position when you first told me what you do, a role without any real meaning.”

For a moment she felt affronted; then it passed. “At least you are honest. No, I worked hard to get where I am today.”

A flicker passed over his face, and Laurel wished she hadn’t been so sharp in her retort. Then she shoved her regret aside. Wasn’t this exactly what she was trying to get over? It was time to be her own woman, not to worry about what everyone else thought of her.

“Then I must certainly apologize for my rude assumption. You must be thinking I am a chauvinist.”

It had crossed her mind, and Laurel held off politely denying his charge—as she might have in the past. Instead she said, “If you are interested in learning more about the project I can put you in touch with my brother, Matthew—there is money to be made.”

“Yes, please do have him contact me.” He fell silent for a moment as he studied her. “I think Rakin has chosen very well. You are going to be an asset to the Al-Abdellah family.”

Where did he fit in to the family? But before she could ask, Laurel sensed Rakin’s dark presence behind her.

When he spoke, his harsh tone jarred. “I see you have met my cousin.”

“Your cousin?” She glanced between the two men with some confusion. “But I thought your surname was Ahmeer—not Abdellah.”

“Zafar ibn Ahmeer is the name I go by within the family—in honor of my grandfather. But I am also Zafar Al-Abdellah.”

This was the man who Rakin’s grandfather had threatened to give control of the family business to if Rakin did not produce a wife? Zafar had been civil, pleasant even. He’d made her laugh—he was nothing like the ogre Laurel had expected. She cast her mind rapidly back over their discussion to check if she might have been indiscreet. Then she stiffened her spine.

Why was she worrying? There was no earthly reason why she shouldn’t promote The Kincaid Group to anyone she met in Diyafa. Hadn’t Rakin assured her that by marrying him she would gain access to his business contacts? And didn’t she want to help her family protect TKG from any harm Jack Sinclair might do by gaining as many new clients as possible? Zafar’s business interests dovetailed with that of The Kincaid Group. If he wanted to invest, his money would be welcome.

An aide appeared behind Zafar and murmured something to him in Arabic.

“I will ask that you excuse me, I have something to which I must attend.” He dug into the voluminous dishdasha he wore. “Here are my contact details.” He handed Laurel a card. “We will have plenty of time to talk again later, I am sure.”

With an unsmiling nod in Rakin’s direction, he followed the aide.

Rakin glared after his cousin, and it gave his features a harshness Laurel had not seen before.

Since their arrival in Diyafa, Rakin had changed.

At first Laurel had not been able put her finger on exactly how he’d changed; she’d only known that the difference was marked.

He was distant. He was aloof.

And it was not merely the tension between them as a result of the night they’d shared together in Vegas. This was different. It was complex. He’d lost that lightness of spirit that had captivated her, made her laugh, and assumed a mantle of authority and become increasingly remote.

Now, having met his autocratic grandfather, Laurel was starting to fathom what was happening.

Diyafa was his birthright. He was part of the ruling royal family. With his return, Rakin’s persona had changed. He’d become more than a man; he’d become a sheikh.

The sight of his cousin staring into Laurel’s eyes had goaded Rakin into returning to his bride’s side. He’d cut his grandfather’s complaints short, and hastened over to see what mischief Zafar was wreaking.

“What were you two talking about?” Rakin growled into Laurel’s ear as he watched his cousin depart in a hurry. “Why did he give you his card to contact him?”

His wife’s chin came up in a gesture he was starting to know too well.

“We were talking about real estate.”

“That is all? Then why did he rush off as I arrived?”

“He didn’t rush off, he was called away. You’re seeing a conspiracy where there is none.”

Her exasperation only made the knot that had started to form in his stomach pull tighter. “I have plenty of reason. You do not know Zafar like I do.”

Her expression changed instantly. “He has done you harm?”

Rakin hesitated. Almost reluctantly, he said, “He has always been my foe.”

He could see his response had surprised her. “Always?”

Wishing he’d kept silent, Rakin said with even greater reluctance, “From childhood we have been in conflict.”

“You look like you are near in age.”

“I am three months older.” But he’d been sent away to England—while Zafar, his grandfather’s favorite, had stayed.

“How sad! I would’ve have expected you to be friends.”

“We were never encouraged to be friends.” The brusque statement was not intended to illuminate the tensions that had existed between him and his cousin. Rakin waved a dismissive hand. “Talking about Zafar is of no interest. I came to find you because I want you to meet Ben Al-Sahr. He imports large quantities of cotton from the United States. Presently he ships mostly from other areas, but if the Kincaids can introduce him to a supplier in Charleston, that could change.”

“Thank you, Rakin. I would certainly like to meet him—and I’m sure Matt would love to connect with him, too. I’ll have to let him know to expect a call.” She placed her fingers on his arm, and the smile she gave him was brilliant.

“Matt? It’s Laurel.” Across the world, her brother sounded half asleep. “What time is it? Did I wake you?”

“It’s okay.” His voice sharpened. “Laurel? Is something the matter?”

“No, no. Nothing’s the matter.” She crossed her fingers. “I got married.”

She shut her eyes… and waited.

The eruption she’d anticipated wasn’t long in coming. “You got married? When? To whom?”

“To Rakin. In Vegas.” Before he could interrupt she added in a rush, “But we’re in Diyafa now. Rakin wanted to introduce me to his family.”

There was a long silence. Laurel found herself staring out of the window, over the planted garden outside the palace windows. The rosebushes were in bloom. Red. Yellow. Orange. All the fiery colors of a desert sunset.

“Does Mom know?” Matt spoke at last.

The pointed question caused a stab of guilt. “It happened so suddenly. You’re the first to know.”

“Oh.” Matt fell silent.

“I’ll call Mom next,” she said quickly as the pause again expanded beyond what was comfortable. “Then I’ll call Kara and Lily—and RJ.”

“Kara and Eli have gone away for a few days.”

“Oh.” It highlighted how out of touch she was. It felt as if more than a few days had elapsed. Why should it surprise her? After all, more than the view out the window had changed—her whole life had changed.

“Why?”

This was the question she’d been dreading. Somewhere outside she could hear children laughing. “Because he’s an attractive man?” she suggested tentatively. “Because—”

“Not why did you get married—why are you telling me first and not Mom or RJ?”

Relief filled her. At least the answer to that was easy. “Because Rakin introduced me to a business associate of his. He’s a cotton importer and Rakin has convinced him he’d be better off buying in Charleston and using TKG for shipping. I wanted to warn you that he’d be calling soon.”

“You get married and that’s what you call to tell me? That your new husband may have sourced us new business?”

Matt sounded mad.

But why?

And why did men have to make it so difficult to understand them? She’d thought Matt would be thrilled—both at the news of her marriage and at the idea of the contacts she was making for TKG.

Finally Laurel settled for, “Yes.”

“Since when did business become the most important thing in your life, Laurel?”

“What do you mean?” Bewilderment flooded her, quickly followed by a tide of sisterly annoyance. “For months all we’ve talked about is what’s going to happen to The Kincaid Group. And sure, the position is a lot easier since Susannah’s grandfather came on board with Larrimore Industries, but we’re not out of the woods yet, Matt. The last thing I heard at the wedding before I left for Vegas with Rakin was that Jack Sinclair was causing trouble again—and that you were worried. I might not be there, but I can still do my best to help.”

“Laurel, calm down.”

“No, listen—”

“Calm down! No one is doubting that you do everything for this family—it’s the reason everyone was so keen for you to take a break. You’ve been carrying a lot of stress—”

“So has everyone else!”

“I’m not arguing, but one of the things I realized when Flynn became ill, when I reconnected with Susannah is that there is more to life than business.” His voice softened. “You’ve gotten married, so you’ve discovered that, too. The news of your marriage to a man you’ve fallen for is way more important than a new business contact.”

Laurel couldn’t come up with a single argument against what Matt was saying. Every word he spoke twisted deep in her chest. Her baby brother had become a romantic.

But what Matt didn’t understand was that she and Rakin hadn’t married for the same reasons as he and Susannah.

“Okay, I take your point,” she said slowly. “But before I call Mom, RJ and Lily, you need to know that you might also get a call from Zafar ibn Ahmeer Al-Abdellah. He’s interested in investing in the battery development. Look after him, he’s Rakin’s cousin.”

“Family always comes first.”

Laurel was still smiling when she set the phone down, Matt’s words ringing in her ears.







CHAPTER EIGHT

THE rest of the week passed in a haze of engagements.

Rakin kept his word. He’d introduced Laurel to a host of his business contacts. In return, she made sure that the fiction of their loving marriage was firmly in place whenever his family or the extended network of relations—was present.

There had been no repeat of that steamy night in Las Vegas.

And Laurel wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed about it. Despite her inner tension about her increasing awareness of him, her respect and even affection for Rakin was growing in leaps and bounds. Yet there was still a part of him that she couldn’t reach, a part that was closed away and tightly controlled.

They had been watching the sunset from one of the many balconies of the palace, when she took the plunge and asked Rakin, “Will we get a chance to see the desert any time soon?”

It was something she’d been hoping he would show her. In part, because the presence of the vast Diyafan Desert surrounded them in Rashad, but also because she had the strong sense that Rakin had been defined by the harsh beauty of the world beyond the city. It was part of his psyche. By understanding his relationship to the ancient desert, she hoped to learn more about what made him tick.

Understanding Rakin had become increasingly important to her. Laurel was beginning to realize that he would forever be more than a stranger who had introduced to her to a world beyond her imaginings. Yet she could not yet put a name to the complex emotions he roused. There was liking… and laughter… and desire.

And something more.

Something that hovered maddeningly out of reach, defying her need to capture it… contain it… name it. It was something that had crept into her soul by small degrees until it was part of her.

“We could go any time you want.” Rakin rose from the carved olive wood chair where he’d been seated and, moving past her, he leaned against the stone balustrade, his back to the sunset. From this angle he formed a dark silhouette against the flaming sky. “You are eager to visit the desert?”

“Absolutely!” She nodded enthusiastically.

“Then we will go tomorrow.”

“But only if it suits,” she said quickly. “Only if your grandfather—”

The interruption was immediate. “I have done everything my grandfather could expect of me—and more.” There was pent-up frustration in his voice.

He’d even married her for his grandfather.

Rakin might not have said that, but the truth of it lay between them, a silent divide.

She glanced away before he glimpsed her thoughts.

The palace gardens were cloaked in falling darkness. Only the distinctive outlines of palms stood out against the pale gold of the desert sky. The first star had appeared, and a longing to explore the world that lay beyond the city walls once more overtook Laurel.

“It will be my pleasure to show you our desert. I didn’t offer to play tour guide back at your sister’s wedding out of politeness.” Humor filled his voice, and it warmed Laurel as he drew her gaze back to his dark shape. “I wish to see it through your eyes—it will be a fresh glimpse. My own personal retreat is near Dahab, a settlement in the heart of the desert,” he added. “We will go there.”

“Another adventure!”

He inclined his head. “Of course. And I promise you it will be far more authentic than a black-glass pyramid fronted by a crouching sphinx.”

She gave him an amused look. “You didn’t find that exotic?”

Rakin shifted, and the sinking sun caught the movement as his mouth tugged into a smile. “Exotic maybe. Authentic, no.”

Gratitude for the experiences that he had already offered flooded her. Laurel found herself on her feet, in front of him. And, before she could consider her actions, she was saying, “Thank you.”

An eyebrow raised. “For what?”

“For giving me the opportunity to break free.”

“If it was important enough, you would’ve done it anyway.”

Laurel was shaking her head. “I’m not so sure I would ever have found the courage.”

“Because your family needs you?”

She looked down and didn’t answer.

Rakin could understand the pull of duty. It had dominated much of his life. “What about what you need?” he asked quietly, above her bowed head.

Her shoulders hunched up. “My needs…?”

“Yes. You have needs, too.”

The words reverberated through his head, assuming a double-edged meaning Rakin had not intended. A wild, sensual glimpse of needs very different from those he’d been alluding to taunted him. The memory of her face alight with excitement after the roller coaster ride flashed through his mind. The wild sounds she’d made when they made love…

She’d been animated in a way he’d never seen her. Alive. Held in a thrall that turned her beauty into something far more primal and caused want to leap through him.

“My needs are not important.” She spoke with a finality that told him she considered the topic closed.

Letting out the breath he’d unconsciously been holding, Rakin placed a hand beneath her chin and tilted her head up. Her eyes were turbulent with emotion. He forced himself to ignore the want that flared, and concentrate on the yearning in her eyes. “Your needs are very important. It’s time you start to put yourself first.”

Her gaze clung to his. “What do you mean?”

“I think you know.” The evening sun had turned her hair to a nimbus of auburn flame, and she looked breathtakingly lovely. But Rakin couldn’t allow himself to be sidetracked. “Eli said kindness is one of your best traits, but it may also be one of your greatest shortcomings, too.”

“That’s contradictory.”

Despite the dismissive words, all her attention remained fixed on him.

“No, it’s not. You’ve always done what everyone else wanted—even when it wasn’t best for you.” He heard her breath catch. “You haven’t been very kind to yourself.”

“It would be selfish to think of my own needs at a time my family should come first.”

“Only you can decide whether it would be selfish— because only you know what you really want. Staying in Charleston, going through the motions of a life that isn’t what you dream of would’ve been condemning you to a half life.” His fingers still rested against her chin, and her lips parted. He ached to capture the softness of that sweet mouth. He thrust his desire down. Relentlessly he pressed on. “You need to be true to yourself.”

There was a pause. Finally she said in a low voice, “You’re saying that by doing what’s best for my family I’ve been dishonest.”

“I think that all your life you’ve done what you think others want—rather than what you truly desire.”

“I love my family—I love my job,” she protested.

“I’m sure you do. I’m not saying that you don’t,” he said gently, his fingers straying along her jawline in a caress. He wondered if she’d realized yet that she’d allowed that love to become a trap that was draining her of her vitality and life force. “But what you’ve proved to me is that you feel a need to escape from everyone’s perception of who Laurel Kincaid is. That can only be because you have a different vision of the real Laurel Kincaid. Don’t forget it’s your vision that matters.” Rakin knew she was still defined in terms of the Kincaid name. He bit back the urge to tell her she was an Abdellah now. His wife. And that he placed no constraints on whomever she chose to be. “Your vision. Not your mother’s. Not Eli’s. Not mine. Only yours.”

This time he watched her throat bob as she swallowed.

But what she said next startled him. “And you, Rakin? Are you loyal to the vision of what you most want?”

The helicopter descended to the desert below.

Rakin had wasted no time in putting the plan for them to visit Dahab into action. Through the bubble windows the gold expanse of the sand rose up to meet them. What from the air had appeared as a barren stretch of nothing, now rearranged itself into a myriad of colors. Rocky outcrops with bent tamarind trees nestling at the base. Ahead, stone battlements clawed their way up against the outcrop.

Laurel spoke into the microphone built into the headphones that had muffled the noise of their journey. “This is your retreat? Good heavens, it looks like a fortress.”

“It was originally a fort.”

The helicopter cleared the high walls surrounding the edifice and dropped onto a helipad. Minutes later, the pilot came around and opened the door, and Laurel clambered out, keeping her head down until she’d cleared the slowing rotor blades.

Outside, the desert heat was dry and dusty.

She gazed about with interest.

Closer to the house—fort, she amended—water cascaded over rocks into pools adorned with lush plantings.

“It looks like an oasis.”

“It is an oasis. Come.” Rakin placed his hand under her elbow. “It will be cooler inside.”

“What’s that?” Laurel pointed to a building jutting out in the distance.

“That’s the stable block.”

“Stables?” Laurel came to a standstill. The face that tilted up to him was radiant. “There are horses? Or are the stables empty?”

“There are horses. Not many—the royal stud is located closer to Rashad. But I like to ride when I am home so there are always horses.”

“Can we ride?”

Rakin nodded.

Joy exploded in her eyes. “Tomorrow?” At his nod, she said, “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve ridden a horse?”

That startled him. “You can ride?”

“All Winthrops can ride—we were taken for our first lesson before we were five.” Her beatific smile told him she’d clearly loved every moment.

“Then why stop?”

“So much else to do. My brothers carried on—they still play polo. But, as the eldest daughter, mother insisted I learn to play tennis and do ballet and piano so that my sisters would follow in my ballet slippers.” She grinned, but Rakin detected a forced gaiety. “And Winthrops fish and shoot and hunt, too, so there was little time left for the demands of horse-riding lessons.”

“You shoot and hunt?”

“I don’t hunt myself, but I’m a crack shot.”

Rakin knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. Yet he couldn’t help it. Laurel was so intensely feminine and ladylike he didn’t expect the more physical side of her. Then he remembered what she was like in bed. More tiger than lady. Instantly desire stirred.

He overrode it.

“We will take the horses out tomorrow.”

“I can’t wait.”

“Now, let me show you my home.”

The ride surpassed everything Laurel had expected.

They rode out of the dark stable yard while it was still cool. It was the only way to escape the relentless heat of the day, Rakin told her, his stirrup chinking against hers as they rode abreast.

The mare she was riding, a gray with small pricked ears and the delicate dish face so characteristic of an Arabian horse, had an easy gait. By contrast, Rakin was mounted on Pasha, a strong stallion with a high-held tail and long mane.

For a while they rode in utter silence, the clip of the horses’ hooves muffled by the desert sand. Laurel shifted in the saddle and inhaled the dry, already hot air. To the east, the first bright slivers of dawn had cracked the jet-black sky. All around them the desert was coming to life.

To Laurel’s right a dark outcrop had taken shape, and now the first rays of the sun struck the rockface.

“What is that?”

“Jabal Al Tair. The mountain of the birds,” Rakin translated. “We will make our way up as far as we can and watch the sun rise from a higher vantage point.”

The stony path climbed steeply until they came to a place where the rise leveled out between two imposing rock faces.

Rakin dismounted first, then came to hold her mare’s head as Laurel swung her leg over the back of the saddle and slid down to the ground. Handing the reins to Rakin, she watched as he tethered the two horses. Then she followed him along a winding, narrow path between the cliffs.

Once through the fissure, the path opened up into a broad rock platform.

“Oh, wow!”

They stood on the edge of the world.

In front of them the gold desert sands stretched to meet the rising sun.

“Dahab means gold. You can see where the name comes from.”

“Yes.” Laurel didn’t even want to breathe to break the awe of the moment.

“Look,” Rakin pointed.

She followed his arm. A hawk circled in wide swoops. “He’s hunting.”

“Yes,” Rakin agreed, his eyes narrowed as he watched the bird swoop down to the desert below. “See that blur of movement? That’s a hare he’s after.”

The hawk rose, a silhouette against the rosy sky, the hare clutched between hooked talons. Ascending to the sheer walls above them, the big bird disappeared from sight.

Gesturing to the vista spread out in front of them, Laurel said, “It looks so empty, yet it’s an entire ecosystem. It just took the sun coming up to reveal it.” She shot Rakin a look that caused him to want to pull her into his arms and seal her smiling mouth with his. “Apollo driving his fiery chariot into the sky to meet the new day,” she murmured.

Before he could turn thought to action, one of the horses whickered behind them. Laurel started to laugh. “You want to be up there, too?”

“It would be hard, hot work galloping that course every day,” replied Rakin, leashing the rush of raw desire that she’d evoked. “Only an Arabian could keep up.”

“Apollo himself would have to be pretty fit.” Laurel let her gaze drift down Rakin’s lean length. “A horseman with years of skill.”

Rakin grew still.

“I want you,” he said roughly. “Now.”

“Now?” Laurel could feel herself flushing. “Here?”

“Yes.”

The bald statement caused her to blink. Twice.

His cheekbones jutted out in hard angles from his rigid face.

“But it’s morning.” She heard herself, and shuddered. She sounded like a naive virgin. Both of them knew she was not that.

“It makes you shy to make love in the daylight?” he asked, and touched her. One finger trailed down her cheek. “Still? Despite what we shared that night in Las Vegas?”

Her heart contracted at his mention of love.

This marriage had never been about love… yet Laurel was starting to think increasingly about love. It wasn’t something she had ever discovered. Her lashes sank hiding her eyes from his all-too-perceptive gaze. What she shared with Rakin had a depth and intensity beyond what she’d felt for men in the past.

This was different.

Could it be love?

She started as his hands closed on her shoulders.

“Laurel…?”

The husky sound of his voice caused her look up. Taut tension radiated from him. A rush of desire bolted through her veins. She knew he was going to kiss her… and she did nothing to stop him. Instead, she waited… and welcomed the surge of heat as his mouth opened over hers.

His tongue sank in. Hungry. Possessive. Laurel’s hands came up to grasp his forearms and she held on tight, her response desperate with pent-up passion. At least she hoped it was passion. Not—

Or was this… hunger… this desperation… this powerful emotion possibly… love?

Fear of the answer finally made her break away.

Rakin’s chest rose and fell as he sucked in a rasping breath—but he let her go.

After a beat he said, “So? You’re certain you don’t want to risk making love in the daylight?”

There was humor… and a dark passion that tempted her at the same time that it terrified her. “It’s the idea of…” She swallowed, then carefully imitated the wording he had used “…of making love outside—where anyone might see us. What happened in Vegas was under the cover of darkness.” Mostly.

He scanned their surroundings. “Who will see us? We are far above the desert. There is no one near.” And he came closer.

So much for her thirst for adventure, her craving to break free.

“I know, I sound ridiculous. I can’t explain it.” She backed toward where the horses were tethered. And she damned all her inhibitions.

There was a glint in his eyes, as he murmured, “So my rebel is not such a rebel after all.”

Laurel wished she had the gumption to pick up the gauntlet he had thrown down. “I’m not ready for such an adventure.”







CHAPTER NINE

THEY were almost home when a boy came running toward them.

Rakin checked the stallion, and brought him to a halt beside the boy.

“Give me your hand.” Leaning forward, he grabbed the boy’s hand and scooped him up onto the stallion in front of him.

The horse started to stride out, neck arched and head held high.

“I am riding Pasha.” The child’s back was rigid with pride. “He’s much better than Halva.”

Rakin laughed out loud. “Don’t let Halva hear that—her feelings will be hurt, and she might buck you off.”

“Pah.” It was a sound of disgust. “Halva is too old to buck.”

Rakin shot Laurel a conspiratorial look. “Halva is kind with the sweetest nature in the horse kingdom. Nothing wrong with nice. And don’t forget I learned to ride on Halva’s mother.”

They turned into the stable yard. An elderly man with a sun-beaten face came out of the nearest stable.

As Rakin reined the stallion to a halt, the boy muttered something and slid off the horse. By the time the stable manager had hobbled up, the boy had disappeared.

“That boy, he is a nuisance.” But there was pride in the old man’s eyes.

“Your grandson will be a fine rider one day—like his grandfather.”

The pride grew brighter. “He does well at school. He learns more than his father or his grandfather ever did. English. Computers. All the villagers say we are blessed.”

Rakin waved his thanks off. “It was time.”

The more she learned of Rakin, the more complex he became. The news that he was responsible for educating the youngsters. His gentleness with the boy and his grandfather made Laurel forget the reserve that had distanced him from her. Instead, she found herself melting inside at his connection with the pair. The discovery of this softer side of her husband moved her more than she would’ve expected. Rakin’s gentleness… his social conscience were more facets to admire about a man who was starting to occupy an awful amount of her life.

He would make a wonderful father one day… and a perfect husband.

One day…

When she was long gone. Looking away from the man who’d taken over so much of her life, Laurel reined the gray in and swung her leg over the back of the saddle to dismount. She slid to the ground, then walked to the horse’s head, taking care not to glance in Rakin’s direction.

Their marriage had not been forged for love or family. It was purely a temporary proposition. She was nothing more than a temporary wife.

And, despite the heat of the day, that reminder caused a chill to settle around Laurel’s heart.

It was the final day of their getaway. Tomorrow they would be leaving as Rakin had a board meeting in the capital.

They’d retreated to Rakin’s library after sharing a late dinner as they’d done each night. The past four days had been a time that Laurel knew she would treasure even after their marriage was over.

Today Rakin had taken her deeper into the desert to explore its magic. They’d explored towering rock formations where wadis—water paths that brought life to the desert—hid. He’d taken her to visit villages with markets that had delighted Laurel with their character.

She should’ve been exhausted.

Yet she was too wired to sit. Her mind was still whirring, stimulated by the color and excitement of the day. Instead of joining Rakin on the wide, overstuffed daybed, where heavily embroidered cushions added an exotic touch to the huge room, she made for the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves.

Every subject under the sun was covered.

Politics. History. Books about Diyafa; about deserts; about ancient cultures. In addition to the leather-covered books and coffee-table hard covers, there was a large selection of well-read paperback fiction. Modern literary novels and a selection of popular crime fiction. The collection revealed the breadth and scope of Rakin’s interest.

“There’s a large number of travel books both ancient and modern,” Rakin said from the couch.

“I can see.”

“Their journeys were fascinating—they were men driven by more than action, by a vision of what they wanted from life.”

She was on her own odyssey, Laurel realized. And it was far from over. Blindly she stared at the shelf in front of her. Then her gaze fell on a shelf of smaller tomes. Poetry, she saw. One was a volume titled simply Pleasures in faded gold lettering on the burgundy leather spine.

Laurel drew it from the shelf, the calf binding soft against her fingers. As she opened it, the yellowed pages with a flower-printed border were revealed.

A verse caught her eye.


My love! Sun of my Dark Heart, brighten my Day,
Bring life to stone-dry Desert, warm me with your Fire;
As surely as Dawn follows the Star-scattered Night
And floods the Perfumed Garden of my Desire.



Love poetry. Oft read from the way the pages fell open.

Read by Rakin?

“What are you looking at?”

It was as if her thoughts had conjured up his voice.

“A collection of poetry.”

She flipped the page over, and her eyes fell on an illustration. It caused her to gasp. A pair of lovers, entwined on a bed under a tree. The woman lush and voluptuous, her lover dark and powerful. Laurel stared down at the undoubted beauty of the naked flesh that the artist had painted.

Normally she would’ve felt awkward to be faced with such material. The man’s head was flung back, a look of unrestrained passion on his face, while the woman looked utterly satisfied.

Heat balled in her stomach.

What would she give to see that look on Rakin’s face?

She shut the book and slid it back into the empty space; then she crossed to where Rakin sat and dropped down on the wide sofa arm.

“Thank you for a wonderful day,” her voice sounded hoarse. She couldn’t look at him yet, in case she gave herself away.

His finger touched the tip of her chin, with a gentle pressure to turn her head. She resisted. His fingertip moved to touch her lip.

Then he said softly, “You must be tired—ready to go to bed?”

Was that a question in his voice? A suggestion? The heat in her stomach blazed through her veins. Her gaze dropped down to connect with his. And a spark leapt between them.

“Come here,” he groaned.

Laurel couldn’t have said who moved first, but she was in his lap, his mouth replacing his fingertip on her lips, and they were kissing fiercely. The fevered heat was soaring. Raging. Within a minute her control had shredded.

Their clothes came off in a hurry, and there was little time for preliminaries before Rakin pulled her astride him.

It was fast and furious.

With every pleasure-increasing stroke, she watched him. Every flicker of his eyes. The way his throat tightened as he swallowed and the moment his eyelids closed as a moan broke from deep in his throat.

There was something sinfully wonderful about having this much power over a man—especially one as strong and unyielding as Rakin. So far he’d called all the shots in this game of chess between them. Back in Las Vegas, he’d reduced her body to quivers, played it like a virtuoso until she’d learned hidden secrets about her psyche that she’d never imagined lurked behind her conventional ladylike exterior.

He’d unleashed passions she’d never suspected existed, awoken desires that she’d never considered would come to play across her mind every time he walked into a room.

But now it was her chance to turn the tables.

Rakin was every bit as hungry for her as she was for him.

When it came, the explosion of pleasure was sudden and satisfying.

And afterward Laurel dropped her head onto his chest, and the pounding of his heart told her that his composure was as stripped as hers.

He’d seriously miscalculated.

Rakin had left Laurel asleep, sprawled across the enormous bed in his bedchamber, and he’d come outside to the pool for a swim to calm the turbulence in his head.

Who was the fool who’d said business and pleasure didn’t mix? Then broken the rule he’d created? Not once, but twice. Worse, Rakin suspected that it would soon be broken a third—even fourth—time and beyond.

He swam a length, then back, searching for the tranquility, the clear head, that cutting through the water had always brought.

But this time it didn’t.

He stopped at the far end, grasped the rail and tipped his head back. The pool was lit up by the golden coin of the full moon.

Not even the beauty could capture him. Emotions churned inside him, too hard to separate—or even identify.

The click of the latch on the wooden gate set in the wall surrounding the pool, followed by the sound of a footfall caused him to turn his head and squint through the darkness toward the arch.

He caught a glimpse of something in the shadows; then the moonlight moved on white silk.

His wife.

At the edge of the pool Laurel stopped. She’d woken to find Rakin gone—and she’d come looking. She’d suspected she’d find him here in the pool garden behind the high walls. She made out his dark shape swimming toward her, his arms cutting through the water with quiet strokes.

He rose in the shallows, and the moonlight rippled across his wet shoulders. “Join me for a swim?”

“Oh, I intend to.”

Laurel dropped her white silk robe. Beneath, she wore nothing. She stepped into the water.

Conscious of his eyes caressing her, she came down the steps, head high, shoulders back, proud of her nudity. The water was silken against her knees. Another step brought it swirling around her thighs and her fingers trailed over the calm surface. By the time she reached the bottom, Rakin was waiting for her. He rose from the dark pool, his hair slicked back, water streaming over his body. Her breath caught.

He was magnificent.

Pagan. Masculine. And too darn sexy for words.

Moonlight fell on his face, bringing his angled cheekbones into sharp relief, casting light on the fullness of his bottom lip. Her gaze dropped down… farther… skimming his broad shoulders, resting on the amulet that hung on his chest and back up to his mouth.

Desire twisted her in stomach.

She wanted him.

Again.

It should’ve shocked her. But it didn’t. This feminine hunger for her mate was the most natural thing she’d ever experienced. Under the veil of the hot desert night, she’d shed her inhibitions. She reached out, stroked the side of his face. His chest rose in a groan, then fell as air rushed out. Her hand swept down… running along his jawline… and came finally to rest against the water-slickened skin at the side of his neck.

Against her fingertips, his pulse reverberated.

So he felt it too… this powerful hunger. Too strong to control.

Lifting her hand away, she reached out with one finger, touched the center of his lip as he had done to her hours earlier.

His lips rounded, and he sucked.

Laurel’s nipples hardened, and a sweet pain contracted in her stomach with the erotic play. The liquid heat of arousal filled her.

“Yes,” she murmured.

When he released her finger, she trailed it across his lower lip, leaving traces of moisture. Then, unable to resist, she stood on tiptoe and placed her mouth on that same spot.

His mouth became passionate, his tongue sinking past her lips, ravishing her. Promising her that what she’d started would be good.

The want twisting inside her leapt higher.

She shifted restlessly… and brushed against him. With a sense of shock she discovered he was naked… and already aroused. Her heart turned over at the discovery and her pulse started to hammer. His breathing had quickened, filling the silence of the night where only the soothing sound of the water trickling over rocks broke the dark spell.

“What do you want?” he whispered.

You. But she said nothing, only brushed herself up against him, in a language older than time. Her body telling him more clearly than words.

Embracing her, he dragged her through the water to him. Corded muscled met her feminine softness. A sigh whispered in the night…. It sounded as though it came from a long way off, not from her. The stroke of his hands down her back caused shudders to sweep her in torrents. When his strong, male hands closed over her buttocks, his fingers flexing into the rounded mounds… it was ecstasy.

Laurel arched against him, panting against his mouth, all too conscious of the rigidity of his erection. One rock-like thigh drove between her legs, forcing her stance to widen, giving him space to maneuver closer still.

She flung back her head, surrendering herself to the pleasure of his hands… his touch… gazing up into his face, that dark mask silvered by moonlight.

For a beat of time he looked like a stranger. His face taut with desire. No sign of the good-humored man she’d come to… like.

His hands speared through the tangle of her hair. He drew them through, fingers sensually combing the long strands. Her eyes closed. Was this how mermaids of old had felt? This primal passion for their all too human lovers? Caught up in the mood of the moment, Laurel leaned into him, inciting him… not caring that she was driving herself—him—crazy.

The shackles had been shaken off.

This last week, for the first time in her life, she’d been free. Free of restraints, free of all the expectations that came with the Kincaid name. It had taken action on her part to step from the existence that had been so familiar into the fear of the unknown. But the reward was infinite. She’d become someone… more.

Someone she no longer recognized.

The old Laurel would never have undressed and entered the pool, naked, with such abandon. Would never have pursued her wants… her needs… so blatantly. So wantonly. Even a few days ago it would’ve been too much.

Yet in her heart she knew what drove her tonight was more profound than raw passion. Their time together—this adventure—could not last.

It would come to an end too soon.

An emotion to which she had not yet put a name overwhelmed her. It was more than liking… more than friendship… or even respect… much more than all the other things she’d been telling herself she and Rakin shared.

She dared not use the word love…

Get a Life.

Under the water, the smooth friction of his leg against the sensitive skin of her inner thigh caused her to gasp. Her eyes shot open. The pressure increased, rubbing against her. Then his fingers were touching her, peeling back the petals to find the sensitive bud that bloomed within.

Heat roared in her head. She fought the shivers that threatened to break, to bring the escalating excitement to completion. She wanted to stretch this time… to savor it… to never let it end.

His blunt length replaced his fingers. The pressure increased. Then he was sliding into her with slow strokes. Laurel gripped his shoulders and squeezed her eyes shut, giving herself up to sensation.

It rolled over her, in hot, endless waves.

A final thrust and she felt the quivering tension take hold of Rakin. He froze. A harsh, rasping sound broke from his throat as his control shredded. It was what Laurel had been waiting for.

She let the tide sweep over her, allowed the shivers of satisfaction to take her. But she had a blinding insight that this was far from the end. This was only the beginning.

The power of the emotion that had been confounding her had to be love.

Joy bubbled up.

She was in love with her temporary husband.

Laurel shifted restlessly against him in the water, and Rakin tightened his embrace. The blood still thundered in his ears.

“Cold?” he asked, nuzzling her neck.

She shook her head.

But he lifted her up into his arms and headed up the steps to a lounger, where his towel waited. Once he was seated with Laurel on his lap, he drew the towel around her. Using a corner, he patted her face dry. She closed her eyes and didn’t resist.

She hadn’t said a word since that shattering experience in the pool.

To his surprise, Rakin discovered he wanted—needed—for her to say something.

Placing a finger beneath her chin, he raised her face. Her eyes remained stubbornly shut.

“Laurel?”

Finally her eyes opened. But these were not the sparkling gems he’d grown accustomed to; there were only shadows in the jeweled depths.

“What is it?” he asked. “What is the matter?”

“What could possibly be the matter?” Her lips curved into a smile. “I’ve just experienced possibly the best orgasm of my life.”

“Good,” he purred, and relaxed a little, relieved he’d been reading a problem where none existed. “It was pretty damn fantastic.”

“Yes.”

She was still smiling, but he couldn’t shake off his concern that she was troubled. “Are you sure you’re all right?” A nasty thought struck him. “I didn’t hurt you?”

He’d been so hungry for her—and he’d been sure she’d been ready for him, despite the barrier of the water.

“Of course you didn’t!” The smile had vanished, and she gave a little sigh. “I’m just tired.”

Instantly he was contrite. “It was a long day… yesterday. I will take you back to bed.”

“No, wait.” Her words stayed him. “It’s so beautiful here tonight. The moon—” she gestured “—the water. Let’s stay a little while.”

Rakin realized what must be troubling her. “It’s our last night. We go back to Rashad tomorrow.” It filled him with regret, too. The board meeting he’d been pushing for, for so long, now didn’t necessarily seem so important. Giving in to the kind of impulse he seldom acted on, he said, “We could stay longer, if you wish.”

She shook her head. “No, you’d miss your meeting—and your family is expecting you for dinner. We must go back.”

“We will return here soon. Have no fear.”

Yet even as his mouth swooped to claim hers, Rakin realized that in the shadows of her eyes there was something akin to fear.







CHAPTER TEN

LAUREL had imagined that it would be a small, intimate dinner. But at least twenty places were set on the long table in a reception room with rich hand-painted friezes on the ceiling. Platters spread with kofta, parcels of rice and nuts wrapped in vine leaves, and mechwya—grilled vegetables dusted with paprika and ginger and speared on iron skewers—as well as an array of morsels with which Laurel was still unfamiliar had arrived on the large table. The dinner guests were beginning to gather around, with the exception of the men of the family, who were currently closeted in the royal salon discussing the future of Gifts of Gold.

Laurel’s nerves were frayed with waiting to learn the outcome.

Had marrying her gotten Rakin the control of the Gifts of Gold as he’d wished? Would Prince Ahmeer permit Rakin to remain as CEO and pass the controlling stocks to him as promised? Or would the prince renege by giving Zafar control of the company—or even changing his will and making Zafar heir to those all-important stocks? Laurel didn’t want to even contemplate what that would do to Rakin.

Her gaze kept straying anxiously to the huge double doors leading into the dining hall.

When the doors finally opened and a phalanx of men entered, her eyes went straight to Rakin. He carried himself with such authority it was easy to distinguish him from the crowd, but no sign of what had transpired showed in his inscrutable expression. Laurel knew she should not have been surprised.

Then his gaze found hers, and his expression softened.

He broke away from the others and came toward her. Conscious that they were not alone, she offered him a tentative smile. He settled down beside her.

Leaning toward her, her murmured in her ear, “Success. I am now the major stockholder in Gifts of Gold—the contract has just been signed. Now all that remains is for the shares to be physically transferred, which should happen in the next two days.”

She couldn’t restrain her joy. “That’s wonderful.”

He came closer. “Thank you.”

This close he smelled of peppermint and aftershave, fresh and heady.

Then the significance of what he was telling her hit. Rakin no longer had any need to remain married. Had his grandfather only changed his will, he could’ve changed it back at any time. But a contract for the transfer of stocks provided far more certainty—no doubt that was why Rakin had pushed for a resolution.

It meant they could part ways sooner.

No need to wait. A couple of days and the transfer would be registered. Divorce proceedings would begin soon.

The joy that had filled her only moments earlier drained away, leaving her with an acute sense of loss.

It was a task to eat the beautifully prepared meal. Roast lamb accompanied by root vegetables fragrant with cumin and coriander. No doubt the tastes and textures were exotic and delicious—but it might as well have been straw. Laurel found herself wishing she and Rakin were still at Dahab, eating simple dishes out on one of the balconies overlooking the desert.

She loved her husband; she was not ready for this divorce.

Glancing at Rakin, she took in the dark business suit he wore with a tie; his only concession to traditional dress was the headdress he wore. He caught her staring and gave her a warm smile that lit up his face.

Caught by that warmth, she began furiously to hope.

Surely Rakin felt it too? They had so much in common. They liked each other, they laughed together—and she knew that he desired her. It was more than many couples had going for them. There was no reason to get divorced—instead of a temporary proposition their marriage could become real.

She touched his arm. “Rakin—”

An aide appeared on his other side. Murmuring an apology, Rakin turned his attention to the aide who said something in Arabic. Rakin’s reply was brief. Pushing back his chair, he said to Laurel, “I won’t be long.”

A hand touched her shoulder. Laurel pasted on a smile and readied herself for the next round of civilities. She turned, and found Rakin’s grandmother beside her.

“You have eaten enough?” Tula slid into Rakin’s chair and rearranged her black flowing robe around her.

Laurel bowed her head. “Thank you. Everything was delicious.”

The sheikha gave her a bright smile. “That is good. You must look after yourself—we anxiously await your news.”

Blinking at Tula, Laurel said, “News?”

The older woman leaned across and patted her stomach. “Of a baby.”

“A baby?”

Laurel knew she must sound ridiculously like a parrot. Yet she couldn’t help herself. It was strange to be holding such an intimate discussion with Rakin’s grandmother—especially given that she and Rakin had barely had time to get to know each other, much less plan a baby. Yet she couldn’t help remembering that she and Rakin had not practiced much caution… a baby was not out of the question.

A shiver slid down her spine.

Unaware of the unease spreading through Laurel, the sheikha made a sweeping gesture.. “You and my grandson will have beautiful babies.”

How to respond to that?

Laurel laughed awkwardly.

“It is important for you to get pregnant.”

Of course. This was about succession rather than beautiful babies. Feeling the heat rising in her cheeks at the deception she was about to weave, Laurel said, “We’re taking a little time to get to know each other first.”

The older woman shrugged. “You are married. Becoming acquainted with each other will come with time—you will have many years to do so. I, too, was once a new bride. I’d never met his grandfather before the ceremony. My husband always says he fell in love with me the day I delivered my first baby—Rakin’s father.” Tula beamed at the memory. “Rakin is very wealthy and now he has the responsibility of running Gifts of Gold. He will need a son to follow in his footsteps.”

Staring at Rakin’s grandmother in shock, Laurel knew there was no way she could expect the sheikha to understand that the marriage between her and Rakin was not about progeny.

Unless, of course, she could convince Rakin to make this marriage permanent.

Once again hoped surged. Rakin would want children, and why should she not be the woman to bear them? She loved him, they were married.?…

Laurel was starting to feel a whole lot better about persuading Rakin that it made no sense to get a divorce.

If only he loved her…

That would make it all perfect.

She could be patient. And there was the chance that perhaps he was already falling in love with her. The warmth in his eyes when he’d walked into the great reception room was a good start.

“It is not good to wait—you are not getting any younger,” Tula was saying. “If you leave it too long you may become unable to bear children.”

That was a reminder Laurel did not care to dwell on, and it could ruin everything if, as she expected, Rakin wanted children.

In some secret compartment of her brain she’d been unconsciously clocking the march of time. It was one of the reasons why, when a procession of her school friends had trooped down the aisle, she’d been so eager to settle down with Eli. But it wasn’t the reason she’d married Rakin.

A stab of regret pierced her.

The irony. Since her discovery that she loved him, she could envisage having children with no one but Rakin. He was the man she wanted to share her life with. He was the man she loved. He was the man she wanted to father her child—her children. He was the man she wanted beside her to watch them grow up.

She wanted more than a temporary arrangement driven by business and pleasure.

Even adventure was no longer enough. It tasted like ashes in her mouth. She wanted so much more.

“This subject is too difficult for you to address with your new groom? You are… shy?” The sheikha looked satisfied with what she clearly viewed as Laurel’s modesty. “Then I will speak to Rakin’s grandfather and he must tell Rakin he must do his duty.”

“No!” Laurel couldn’t bear the idea that the one area of their life where they shared intimacy might become riddled with conflict, or wrecked by expectations outlined by his grandparents. “That will not be necessary. I’ve taken note of your concerns and will discuss them with Rakin.”

“My grandson has chosen well.” The other woman’s face was wreathed in smiles. “You are a sensible woman who understands what is important—your cooperation does not go unnoticed. You have brought great happiness to our family.”

Little did Rakin’s grandmother know that it had nothing to do with being sensible or cooperative and everything to do with her own eternal happiness.

“Rakin, your grandmother cornered me last night.”

“Hmm?” They’d made love last night in their boudoir, after the interminable evening finally drew to a close. Freshly showered, with the sun already rising for a new day, Rakin was ready to make love to his wife again, already eagerly admiring her scantily clad form.

He paused beside the bed where she lay and stroked her hip with meandering fingers, admiring the feminine curve, while trying to recall whether he’d already kissed the spot. What did it matter? He’d kiss it again before the sun was high to be certain—he’d intended to leave no part of her uncherished.

“Rakin? Did you hear what I said?”

“My grandmother wanted to talk to you.” He lifted his head and gave Laurel a slow, satisfied smile, already planning out how every bliss-filled minute of the next hour would be spent. He tugged the damp towel off and threw it onto the ground, leaving him naked. Then he sank down onto the bed, and reached for his wife. “Was she trying to persuade you to help organize her French film festival? It is her passion.”

Laurel’s eyes held a strange expression. Then she moved and the illusion vanished, forcing Rakin to decide he’d imagined it. “No, no—nothing like that. She only thought I should know that it was important for me to get pregnant as soon as possible. Apparently you are in dire need of an heir.”

Had she expected him to laugh? If she had, she’d miscalculated. Rakin rolled away from Laurel and sat up, raking his fingers through his hair before pulling the covers over his nudity.

A moment’s silence followed in which he could hear his heart thudding in his chest. From behind him Laurel said tentatively, “Rakin?”

He turned his head.

“Is something wrong?” She’d come up on her knees in the bed. Her hair lay in long flags down her shoulders. Desire stirred. He suppressed it ruthlessly.

“I’ve never wanted children.”

“You haven’t?”

He shook his head.

“Then that’s the one thing on which we differ. I’ve always known that one day I would have children. A family.” She spread her hands. “Your grandmother spoke the truth—I am getting older. From her perspective, if we’re going to have children we can’t afford to delay too long. The sands of time will soon start to run out.”

She offered him a pensive smile.

Her intransigence caused him to say more harshly than he intended, “I don’t want a child—I never wanted a wife either. But I was given no choice. The charade of a temporary wife was my best solution.”

A deep emotion flickered in her eyes; it was gone too fast for him to identify it.

Already she was turning away, reaching for the white silk peignoir at the foot of the bed and donning it. Rakin felt a piercing stab of regret. He let it pass. He’d never deceived her. Theirs had always been a marriage of convenience—and a temporary one at that. Laurel knew that. He’d never promised more than fun and adventure—and the added bonus of exposure to his business network There was no need to feel as though he’d let her down in some inexplicable way.

“Ours was never a union intended to produce children.” He made his position clear with repetition.

Her shoulders straightened. “I know that.”

She tossed her head and the dark auburn hair rippled like tongues of flame in the golden morning light.

But he couldn’t let it go. There was a deep need to assuage the roar of guilt. “I promised you the adventure of a lifetime—not family bliss.”

Her head twisted. “I’m well aware of that, and you’ve delivered on your promise. I’m not arguing that you didn’t satisfy my need for every kind of adventure.”

Surely, she couldn’t mean what he thought she was implying?

Her gaze dropped down to where he’d drawn the sheet over his nakedness. Arousal blasted him. Heat rose in his face. “I am not a gigolo.”

Her gaze touched the flat planes of his stomach, drifted over his bare chest, lingered on his lips. Finally she met his gaze and gave him a slow smile. “You could be. My own personal love slave. I rather like the idea.”

“I was talking of other adventures,” he bit out.

“Like bathing in the pool under the starlight?” There was a gleam in her eyes that he did not like. “Or sex in Las Vegas?”

He didn’t like the bald way she referred to what had been a shattering experience simply as sex.

“Like bringing you to Diyafa, opening my home to you, showing you the desert, the ways of my forefathers,” he bit out. “Like exploring places where few people have trodden. Like venturing forth on the horses… and bargaining with Bedouin. Adventures that few will ever experience.”

He’d shared his soul with her.

“Ah, those adventures.”

“Yes!” But he couldn’t stop imagining the more erotic visions her wicked words had evoked. Rakin fought to keep his head cool and his voice level. “And I kept my part of the bargain about setting up business opportunities for The Kincaid Group. Already Ben Al-Sahr has been in touch with your brother Matt to find a cotton supplier in Charleston.”

“Yes, I told Matt about that.”

“Your brother has been in touch?”

She shook her head. “I called him. We’ve spoken several times.”

“I knew you’d let your family know of our wedding. You did not tell me you were discussing business with your brother.”

She gave a light laugh. “As you have made clear, this is very much a marriage of convenience only. We are hardly joined at the hip, Rakin.”

She was smiling, but Rakin suspected underneath there lurked something else. Hurt?

“You are upset.”

She tossed her head. “Why should I be upset because you choose not to have children? It’s your decision, not mine.”

That made him certain. She was most definitely upset. When a woman said things like that it left the matter in no doubt.

She had been such a fool!

Rakin had warned her from the start that theirs was nothing more than a temporary marriage of convenience. She’d known that. It had never been about love. It had never even been about sex—that had been an adventure he’d provided in addition to the rest.

Today Rakin had gotten what he wanted out of the deal—he still controlled the board of Gifts of Gold and soon his grandfather’s majority stockholding would be signed into his name. He no longer needed her.

Scratch that. He’d never needed her.

He no longer needed a wife.

Any wife.

As far as her husband was concerned, the need for their temporary marriage was over. Yet, with her discovery that she loved him, from her point of view, their marriage had only just begun.

“You’re heartless.” The words burst from her before she could stop them. Instantly a sense of release swept her. It was true—he was heartless.

The skin had drawn tight across his cheeks.

“Not heartless—simply a realist.”

Simply? Nothing about this relationship was simple anymore. Laurel couldn’t believe she’d ever convinced herself that marriage to this man could be a lighthearted adventure. Fun. A carefree romp to break free from the drudgery that her life had become and help her complete her Get a Life List. It had all turned complicated—and come back to bite her in the ass. “I don’t want to live my life in your reality.”

He shrugged. “You don’t need to. That’s the advantage of our temporary marriage.”

His attitude brought home how little he cared. About their marriage. About her. Rakin had what he wanted, and now he expected her to walk away from their marriage unscathed. Unchanged.

But she couldn’t—because for her everything had changed.

The aftershock of the pain was devastating.

She loved Rakin.

He didn’t love her. She had to face that, accept it and move on. This marriage was over. He’d just made it heart-wrenchingly clear he didn’t even want to be married to her. Laurel couldn’t fool herself that he was ever going to love her in the way she wanted—needed—to be loved.

“So what happens now? You clap three times, and our marriage is formally dissolved?”

“Do not be sarcastic,” he said coldly. “It does not become you.”

She drew herself away. “I need some fresh air—it’s gotten a little claustrophobic in here.”

He rolled away from her on the bed and closed his eyes. “I’m weary—I didn’t get much sleep last night. We will finalize the matter later.”

As the bedroom door closed softly behind his wife, Rakin’s eyes opened.

There was no point storming after Laurel and bringing her back to heel with harsh words. He stared blindly ahead. It was better to let her cool down first—they could talk later.

Rakin had witnessed too many such confrontations between his parents as a young boy that had ended with shouting and slammed doors. He was proud that he had not allowed this confrontation to escalate in a similar manner. It had taken all his willpower not to tell her that she was being ridiculous. Their marriage would not be ended by a few claps.

If it was to happen it would be ended properly. Formally. Legally. Civilly.

They would remain business associates—even friends.

He didn’t want to lose her friendship because of an outburst. And there was no reason for their liaison to end… even if their marriage did. The passion they shared was magnificent. He wasn’t risking losing that. His preference was for their relationship to continue as it was… with no mention of children.

He would give her time to realize that what he spoke was nothing less than the truth.

Laurel was a mature woman. She would come round.

By the time lunch time came, she would have calmed down. Then he could comfort her—if that was what she really wanted. Or they could make love.

Right now he needed some rest. Shutting his eyes against the bright sunlight, Rakin drifted off to sleep satisfied that he had handled the problem in the best way possible.

Laurel let herself out a side door and stepped out into a walled garden she hadn’t seen before.

It was an orchard. Even before she caught sight of the bright globes of fruit, the fragrance of orange blossom on the warm desert air confirmed it. The sweet scent evoked visions of her wedding to Rakin.

Their first kiss under the bridge in the gondola, the moment when her growing awareness of him as a man had crystallized into passion.

A passion that had culminated into the pain she felt now.

Well, she’d certainly made up for her reticence in the past. She’d had the fling of a lifetime. And now it was over.

It was time to come back down to earth and pick up the pieces of her life. Her real life. Not this romantic fantasy that she’d been playing out with Rakin. Laurel clenched her fists and moved into the dappled sunshine between the trees. Deep in her heart, under her anger at herself—at Rakin for disappointing her—pain splintered into sharp, piercing shards.

She ached. With disappointment. With loss. With loneliness at the idea of facing the future without Rakin.

The knowledge was growing that her escapade—her walk on the wild side—was over.

If there was one thing that had solidified in the past hour, it was the knowledge that Rakin did not love her, would never love her. But she’d fallen in love with him.

Big mistake.

His proposition had never contemplated that—nor had she ever expected to fall head-over-heels in love with a charming stranger. He’d made her laugh. He’d encouraged her to experience the adventure she’d craved and launch herself headfirst from her safe existence.

She’d taken risks and been rewarded by joy. But now she was also living through more pain than she’d experienced in her life.

If this was what love was like, she wasn’t going to endure it.

One thing last night had proved to her was that she wasn’t the genteel Southern lady who could be trapped in a loveless relationship—even if she loved her husband. Uncurling her fists, Laurel reached for a spray of blossoms from the closest tree. Once she’d plucked it, she bent her head and inhaled scent of the crushed sprig. She’d been Rakin’s bride, but she would no longer be his wife.

A pang shook her as she remembered laughing with him in the Liberace Museum in Vegas. That moment when she’d clutched his hand on the roller coaster and her stomach had fallen away when the train had dropped into a void. Just as her father had appeared so handsome and witty to her mother, Rakin had appealed to everything she’d thought she needed with his sense of humor, his readiness to lead her to the adventure she craved.

But it was a mirage.

It could never be real—because he didn’t love her.

Her pride would not let her stay. Beg for whatever he could offer. She had to leave. Today. She would go back to the life she knew, the life with her family and The Kincaid Group.

A life that was safe…

Laurel dismissed that fleeting rebellious thought that she was running away. There was nothing for her to stay for. Rakin had made that abundantly clear.

She would walk away with her head held high.

By the time Rakin came down for the midday meal Laurel was gone.

“She told me it was a family emergency,” his grandmother explained as Rakin stood glaring at his grandparents in the great anteroom in the palace. “You were still sleeping. I organized one of the royal drivers to take your wife to the airport. She was sure everything would be sorted out in a couple of days.”

Sorted out in a couple of days? She’d been buying him time, so the transfer of his grandfather’s stock into his name would go through and not be canceled.

Hands on hips, he fumed inwardly. “You didn’t consider checking with me?”

“Family emergencies are women’s work—not for you and your grandfather to trouble your heads about.” His grandmother stared at him with bewildered eyes.

He wouldn’t have wanted Laurel to face an emergency alone—if there truly had been one.

“Is something the matter, Rakin?” This time his grandmother’s tone was laden with hesitation. “Is there something wrong other than a family emergency? Laurel appeared so happy last night.”

Rakin let out his breath in an impatient sigh. “What could possibly be the matter?”

He swung around on his heel. His bride had been happy—until his meddling grandmother had started talking about heirs. Now she’d interfered again—and helped Laurel escape.

Maybe he was jumping to conclusions. Perhaps there was indeed a family emergency. The first step was to make sure that there was no family crisis, that she had indeed fled.

And that meant a call to Eli.

Which brought an unwelcome thought. She’d walked away without a backward glance from her engagement to Eli because she didn’t love him. Rakin had been so certain he never wanted marriage… a wife. But now that his wife had run from him, making it clear that she felt nothing for him, he was surprised to discover he wanted her back.

There was no other woman he wanted more than his wife.







CHAPTER ELEVEN

SUNDAY afternoon Charleston welcomed Laurel back with warm, scented arms.

At the Kincaid mansion on Montagu Street, Pamela, the family housekeeper, opened the front door and greeted her with an enormous hug.

Instantly Laurel felt the pent-up tears pricking at the back of her eyes.

“Now, now my child. Why the tears?” Pamela drew her in and shut the door behind them.

“I’ve missed you all,” Laurel said truthfully.

Halting at the foot of the white-carpeted, marble stairs that curved upward, Pamela told her, “Miss Elizabeth is upstairs. That nice detective just left.”

“Detective McDonough?”

Pamela nodded. “That’s the one.”

“Has any progress been made with Dad’s murder?” Laurel couldn’t stop a flare of guilt. In the past two weeks she’d barely thought of her father’s murderer.

“You’ll need to ask your mother that.” Pamela still hadn’t started up the stairs. “What I can tell you is that we’ve made a start on packing up your father’s clothes.”

Her poor mother. Laurel exchanged a long look with the housekeeper. “How is she handling it?”

“Much better than I expected. How about I go and make a pot of coffee and let you see for yourself?”

Upstairs, Elizabeth was kneeling on the floor beside a pile of clothes and carefully placing a folded cable-knit sweater in a box. She stilled as Laurel came in. “Laurel! What are you doing here?”

“I’ve come home.”

Elizabeth glanced past her to the doorway. “Where’s Rakin?”

“I came alone. He’s still in Diyafa.”

“I’m surprised he let his new bride go off alone so soon.”

Laurel sought for a way to break the news. Nothing could blunt the truth. Finally, she said baldly, “I’ve left him, Mom.”

“Oh, my dear!”

Elizabeth was instantly on her feet. She folded Laurel into an embrace filled with warmth and the familiar scent of lavender.

Laurel closed her eyes, drawing comfort from her mother’s arms. She felt like a little girl who’d rushed into the house to find her mother after roughhousing with RJ had led to scraped knees. In those days her aches had been fixed with a bandage and a mother’s make-it-better kiss.

This time it was her heart that ached—and that couldn’t be fixed so easily.

“Do you want to talk, my dear?”

The sympathy nearly undid her. Opening her eyes, she inhaled deeply and stared over her mother’s shoulder. Did she want to talk? It came to her that there was probably no one who would understand what she was going through better than her mother.

After all, like Laurel’s marriage to Rakin, her mother’s marriage to her father had originally been brokered for business. Until Reginald had swept Elizabeth off her feet. Laurel shuddered. And, in a case of history repeating itself, she too had fallen for her convenient groom.

The major difference was that Reginald had convinced her mother he loved her. While Rakin made no such promises of devotion. In fact, he’d made it brutally clear that he didn’t want a wife… or a child.

“There’s not a great deal to say,” she told her mother. Laurel sank down on the edge of the bed. “Come sit next to me and tell me what you’ve been doing while I’ve been gone.”

“That lovely Nikki Thomas has been to visit me—and she’s been talking to the police, too.” Elizabeth gave a gentle sigh as she settled down on the bed beside Laurel. “In fact, the detective just left. His suspicion is firmly on Jack Sinclair. As you know, the only problem is that Sinclair has an alibi—his office staff say he was working late that night.”

Laurel laced her fingers through her mom’s. “But surely that doesn’t count? I mean, he could’ve bribed them to say that.” Laurel couldn’t believe the police were no further with the matter than when she’d left for Las Vegas. Her mother had been right; it hadn’t been necessary to stay. “And then there’s also the small matter of his car parked in the lot near the TKG offices.”

“But he denies parking his car there, too.”

“How very strange.” Laurel paused. “He must be lying. What does Nikki think?”

“She says she still wants to do more research—but she’s determined to find the culprit.”

Laurel had been too. She thought about the final item on the List. No. 10: Find Dad’s Murderer. The toughest task of all. And she’d made no headway on that. Laurel brushed her hair off her face with her free hand. Nikki would probably do a far better job solving the case than she ever could—so long as Nikki didn’t let her heart rule her head.

“If the police aren’t getting anywhere, maybe Nikki’s going to be the best person to crack Jack’s alibi.” She gave Elizabeth’s hand a squeeze. “The sooner he is arrested, the sooner you’ll be able to get your life back together.” And once Jack Sinclair was arrested, any chance that he’d be elected President of TKG at the June meeting would be scuttled for once and for all. Laurel knew that not only her mother, but she—and her siblings—would all breathe a sigh of relief.

Her mother interrupted her thoughts. “I’m getting my life together now. I’ve asked Kara to help get my marriage to Cutter planned. We’ll probably be married in a month or two.”

“Oh, Mom, that’s such good news.” Sadness touched Laurel. She certainly hoped that her mother would have better luck with marriage than she’d had. Just thinking about her marriage—the problems—was enough to make Laurel feel like sobbing her eyes out on her mother’s shoulder.

As dusk fell, Laurel stayed on at the Kincaid Mansion to attend the weekly family gathering. Even though they were very surprised to see her, her family’s support was immediate. Matt was there with Susannah—Flynn had wandered off to discover whether Pamela had any treats in store for him. RJ and Brooke were coming later.

Secure in the bosom of her family, amidst their concern, their love warmed her.

Lily and Daniel had eyes only for each other.

Kara was utterly radiant, so beautiful, and exchanging secret looks with Eli, the two of them clearly in their own world. Laurel envied them the intimacy. That was the kind of marriage she wanted—and it was not the kind of experience Rakin would ever provide.

But one thing stood out as they were finishing the meal that Pamela had prepared for the family—the relationship between herself and Eli had changed. He was her brother-in-law now… no longer her best friend. The ability to talk to him with the old ease had gone forever.

And besides, how could she talk to him about Rakin? It would be unfair. Rakin was his other best friend.

Yet Eli looked wretched, and she soon discovered why.

“Rakin called me,” he told her from his position across the table from her.

“Rakin called you?” Laurel stared at him. “When?” Why?

“He seemed to think we had some kind of family emergency. He wanted to make sure everyone was all right.”

She glanced away, her face warming, and a twinge of guilt twisted her heart. “I didn’t think he’d care,” she muttered. “I suppose that means his heart isn’t a block of ice.”

“Rakin has a heart,” Eli told her.

“You think?” Her mouth twisted as she glanced at him. “I’m not so sure.”

It didn’t need Eli’s slanted look to know that she was being unfair. Despite her bitterness, Laurel knew he had a heart. After all, she’d seen glimpses of his kindness to children and the elderly. What Rakin didn’t have was space in his heart for her. And that would never change.

“This is my fault.”

Laurel waved a dismissive hand. “Nonsense. Don’t blame yourself for introducing us, Eli. We would’ve met sooner or later.”

“You don’t understand.”

Laurel’s heart dropped like a stone at the haunted darkness in his eyes. “What don’t I understand?”

Eli looked around. Everyone else was engaged in conversation. He lowered his voice. “I suggested to Rakin that he marry you.”

“You suggested?” Laurel fixed her gaze on the new brother-in-law who had been such a close friend for most of her life and who she had until not long ago thought she knew better than any other man on earth. “When?”

“After you jilted me.”

“Why would you do such a thing? Why?” It was a cry from the heart.

Along the table Lily stopped talking to Brooke and turned her head. Laurel quickly flashed her sister a reassuring smile. After a moment Lily smiled back, and when Brooke spoke to her she turned away resume their conversation.

Laurel exhaled in relief. That had been a close call. The last thing she wanted was her sister’s concern.

Shifting uncomfortably, Eli murmured, “Rakin had a problem. I told him you might be the solution.”

“Just like that?” How typical. How very male. “And he agreed?”

Eli gave an awkward chuckle. “What man wouldn’t? I told him you were beautiful and smart and he couldn’t go wrong.”

Like a horse trader showing off her good points. Laurel spoke softly through gritted teeth. “Thanks, Eli!”

He looked as guilty as sin at the unfamiliar edge to her voice. “You’re furious—in all the years I’ve known you I’ve never seen you furious, do you know that?”

What on earth was she supposed to say to that? Laurel didn’t even try answering.

As the seconds stretched into an uncomfortable silence, Eli said hesitantly, “I could try to fix it.”

“How?” she demanded.

“If I called him—”

“No!” She shook her head. “Absolutely not. I don’t want you trying to help.”

“I’m sorry. I’ve hurt you. I never thought…” Eli shook his head and let his voice trail away.

Laurel gave a most unladylike growl of frustration.

“That’s the problem. Men just don’t think about the problems they cause!”

Lily had turned her head again. A frown creased her forehead. Clearly she’d sensed dischord. To allay her sister’s suspicions, Laurel gave her sister the sweetest smile she could summon, and Lily’s frown cleared.

“I can’t be pregnant.”

It was Monday morning, and the day was already to starting to deteriorate.

The doctor glanced up from the results in front of her. “You have not engaged in any sexual activity?” Concern glinted behind her spectacles.

“I got married—and yes, we did make love.” Despite Laurel’s embarrassment, the doctor looked relieved. “But I never meant to get pregnant—we took precautions. Except once,” Laurel added, remembering the night in the pool.

“They are not always failsafe.”

The urge to laugh hysterically rose. “I know that. Mother had that talk with me when I was fifteen and went on my first date with my best friend at the time’s brother. What I meant is this cannot be happening to me. I’m a grown-up. I’m sensible.” Even Rakin’s grandmother had thought so. “I’m certainly not the kind of woman who gets pregnant by accident.”

The doctor grimaced. “Accidental pregnancies happen—even to sensible, grown-up businesswomen. Treat it as a blessing. Because I have even more sensible grown-up patients who would love to become pregnant by accident.”

Those words struck home.

A lump formed in Laurel’s throat.

She was not going to cry. Absolutely not. Instead, she said, “I always planned to have a family. One day. Of course, I planned to have a father for my children too—a traditional family.”

The doctor looked confused. “I thought you said you got married.”

Laurel shifted in her seat in front of the desk. “Yes, in Vegas. But it’s already over. I served my husband with separation papers this morning.” Ignoring the other woman’s startled expression, Laurel thought about her mother betrayed and left loveless. About her father murdered in the prime of his life. “But we don’t always get quite what we thought we wanted in life, do we?”

At least her father had left her the beach house. She still had that. Suddenly Laurel had an overwhelming need to be surrounded by the solace of the huge house.

As always, Captain’s Watch, the great old house on the beach, stood unchanged.

Built in the late eighteen hundreds when the great families of the area had discovered the beach, it had stood for more than a century watching the ebb and flow of the tides.

Opening the heavy weathered wooden shutters to let in the May sun, Laurel felt a surge of renewed pleasure as she looked out onto the strip of beach where she had spent so many hours first as a child, and later as a teen with her dates and friends. Her hand rested on her stomach.

“You’ll have that too, my sweetie, I promise.”

The great house and the acreage around it were hers. Her father had known how much she loved it here. Leaving the window, she made for the large hand-hewn timber table where the family had eaten countless meals and played board games on rainy days. In the center of the bleached wood lay the List—and the letter from her father.

Laurel knew she no longer needed the Get a Life list. She had a life. A life with a job, a family, and soon a baby, too. But she couldn’t bring herself to throw the List away. Laurel poured the last bit of sparkling mineral water into her glass, and took a sip. The List had changed her life—or rather, it had caused her to re-evaluate what she wanted from life. She had grown, undertaken experiences—the word adventures reminded her too painfully of Rakin—and found a deeper understanding of who she was. She would never regret that.

Her gaze fell onto the empty water bottle.

Then she picked up the List. She read through it one last time. Only item No. 10, Find My father’s murderer, remained incomplete.

And No. 4. But the idea of eating ice cream in bed seemed suddenly childish.

For now.

Maybe Nikki Thomas would have better luck than she in getting leads that would result in Jack Sinclair’s arrest. She folded the card on which she’d scrawled the List in half, then in half again. Her left hand reached for the water bottle and closed around the smooth, cool glass. Laurel pressed the folded card into the narrow mouth of the bottle. It dropped into the belly with a plop. She let out a sigh.

The List had done its job.

Drawing out the letter that had been opened, read and refolded so many times that it had the soft texture of crumpled tissue paper, she unfolded it and took in the words that her father had written.


My dearest Laurel,

If you are reading this, I am no longer with you.

But Captain’s Watch is forever yours. For days your excitement before we arrived each summer at Captain’s Watch would vibrate around the family, infecting everyone. You once told your mother that was because, even though the beach house never changed, no day was ever the same, that time spent at Captain’s Watch was a summer-long adventure.

In the beach house there is a photo of you celebrating one such adventure. You are kneeling beside a sandcastle decorated with shells. I remember you persevering all day long after the other children had given up and moved on to other games. You stayed out there until, as the day was drawing to a close, I came to find you.

The sandcastle was finished and you were gazing at it with a look of such contentment on your face that I knew the time had been well spent. The following morning, you rushed out as soon as you awoke only to find that the tide had washed it away. You never cried. Instead you started building again, but this time you moved above the tide line.

I leave you Captain’s Watch in the hope that it will bring you many more adventures through the course of your life. I know that your kind heart will open the doors to all the family who may want to join you at the beach each summer.

Happy family vacations always.

With my love,

Dad



Through the blur of tears, Laurel traced the flourish of her father’s signature across the page with her fingertip.

The discovery that he had another family, other children, had been devastating to all of them—particularly to her mother.

But Rakin wasn’t like her father in that way. He didn’t already have another woman… or another child. To the contrary he’d told her he’d never wanted any children—or a wife.

Nothing changed the fact that he didn’t love her.

But he needed to know that they’d created a child together. For the first time Laurel felt an inkling of empathy with Angela Sinclair. Angela had done the right thing. Laurel knew Jack’s mother had tried to contact Reginald once, many years ago, to tell him she was pregnant—and failed in her quest.

The tears that had blurred Laurel’s vision spilled over and tickled her cheeks as they trailed down. Holding the letter in her hand, she cupped her still-flat belly. Unlike Reginald, Rakin would have every chance to be part of her baby’s early life.

Laurel could not even begin to think of how painful it must’ve been for her father to discover a decade later that Angela had borne him a son. A son who had grown into a bitter, brooding man, hating their father enough to one day kill him.

If only Jack could’ve known that his father had loved him enough to leave him forty-five percent in The Kincaid Group, Reginald’s life work.

Perhaps if Jack had known that, it might have been enough to turn his hatred to hope.

But they would never know….

With gentle fingers Laurel folded the letter from her father and then placed it back into her purse. When she was finished, she reached for her cell phone.

After marshaling her thoughts, preparing what she was going to say to Rakin when he answered, she was almost disappointed when it diverted to his voice mail message. After a moment’s hesitation, she killed the line.

She couldn’t leave a message. This was something she needed to tell him herself.

In an hour she would call again—and if she couldn’t reach him, then she’d just have to book a flight and go back to Diyafa.

Rakin needed to know they were going to have a baby.







CHAPTER TWELVE

THE sea sucked at her toes.

Laurel watched as the swirl of water disappeared when the tide sucked out again. The bottle with the Get a Life List bobbed on the surface about twenty yards out.

She knew she was procrastinating. Ever since putting the phone down earlier, butterflies had fluttered in her stomach. She’d been finding excuses not to call Rakin again. Coward!

This time she would leave a message for him to call her back. And if he didn’t call back, she wouldn’t leave it there, she would call again.

And again.

Until he knew.

Distracted by her thoughts, she didn’t see the next wavelet until it washed over her feet. She yelped. The high tide was about to turn—and she didn’t want to get the jeans she wore wet. Another wave came rushing in.

She backed up in a hurry—right into a hard body.

An apology ready on her lips, Laurel spun around.

Then froze when she saw who stood there.

Rakin.

“I called you just over an hour ago,” she said, disbelief filling her. Had she conjured him up like a genie?

“I saw I’d missed a call from you—it must’ve come through not long after I landed. But I figured I’d show up instead of calling back.”

“What are you doing here?”

His face darkened. “You can ask me that? After you arranged a legal separation?”

He must have flown from Diyafa the instant the papers were served. Her heart soared—that could only be good. Then crashed. Rakin didn’t love her. There was nothing to hope for. He probably wanted to sign the paperwork off as quickly as possible. “There doesn’t seem to be any point—”

“How can you renege on our marriage?”

The set of his face was frighteningly remote. A chill swept her. He looked more distant than he’d ever been. What would it take to reach him? Certainly not the news of her pregnancy.

“Rakin—”

“Nothing has changed. You knew the ground rules.”

“It was temporary… that has not changed.” But hope flared within her.

A dark eyebrow shot up. “Did I ever agree to end our marriage? Did you bother to ask before you took off while I was sleeping?”

Rakin was annoyed because she hadn’t asked? The flicker of hope went out.

She loved him, and she couldn’t carry on pretending that this was nothing more than a convenient arrangement.

She wanted more.

Much more.

“You don’t need me anymore,” she said. “You’ve gotten what you married me for—your inheritance. You even got it early.”

Rakin gazed down into the pale face of the woman before him.

A shaft of afternoon sun fell across her skin, suffusing the fine creamy texture with a golden glow. Yet her eyes were dark and wary. A gust of breeze from the sea fingered strands of her dark red hair, spreading them across her cheek. Rakin reached forward to stroke the recalcitrant strands off her face, but she ducked away from his touch.

He dropped his hand to his side.

“You ran away.” He had not expected the numbing emptiness that followed Laurel’s departure. Suddenly the threats of disenfranchisement that his grandfather had been holding over his head for years hadn’t seemed so important.

“I didn’t run. I walked. One step at a time.”

“You told my grandmother that you had a family emergency.”

“A lie—I didn’t want to tell her the truth: that I could no longer stay. Nor did I want to cost you your future by telling her the truth.”

A cold fist gripped his heart. He wasn’t reaching her. He was going to lose her.?…

Where was his warm, loving, sexy wife? Terror filled him. Was this how his mother had felt about his father? Was it this fear of life without him that had driven her to stay with a spouse who didn’t love her?

Unrequited love was Rakin’s idea of hell. He’d sworn never to repeat his mother’s mistakes.

But living without Laurel would be infinitely worse.?…

He tried a business bribe. “You’re going to have to come back to Diyafa. Ben Al-Sahr has a brother with another proposition for you.”

Laurel shook her head. “No, I’m not. Matt can handle it. I’m going to stay here.”

The terror doubled. She’d never refused an opportunity to benefit The Kincaid Group. She wasn’t coming back to Diyafa. Ever.

The hollowness of the future faced him.

Unbidden, the legend of the laurel came back to him. Daphne had fled from Apollo, and when the sun god had caught up with her, embraced her, she’d turned into an inanimate laurel tree rather than stay with him.

It gave Rakin a terrible sense of déjà vu.

He had no taste for the hollow victory that lay in a laurel wreath. The time had come to throw everything into it… re-negotiate with whatever it took to get her back.

Drawing a deep breath, he played his ace. “We can try for a baby if that’s what you want.”

The shock in her eyes was unfeigned. “A baby? Of all the things in the world, why suggest that now?”

Her further withdrawal caused him confusion—panic even. He’d been so certain she wanted a child. Shaking his head to clear it, he said, “That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

Laurel didn’t respond.

His panic and confusion grew. The reason she’d left was because he’d told her he’d never planned to have children, wasn’t it? He’d been deeply shaken to find her gone. Devastated. But he would never tell her that. Exposing his heart in such a way was a risk he would never take.

Nevertheless he murmured huskily, “I’d like to father your child.”

Instead of opening her arms to him, Laurel wrapped them across her chest and stared at him with accusing eyes. “This is a temporary marriage—based on sex and business. That’s what you said. Remember?”

“I said many foolish things.” He reached forward and stroked her arm, the satin skin soft beneath his touch. How he longed to touch the other, even softer places he’d discovered. “Men do that when they are afraid.”

“What were you afraid of?”

Rakin dropped his hand.

Dear Allah… what did she want? Blood? His blood?

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want.” She glanced away. Sunlight slanted off the sea, and Rakin caught the reflection of silvery tears in her eyes.

“Please don’t cry.” Reaching clumsily for her, he hesitated, then stuck his hands into the pockets of his jeans instead.

“I’m not crying.” But tears spilled onto her cheeks as she turned back to face him, refuting her words. “At least, not really. Not sad tears. If you know what I mean.”

No, she’d lost him. Rakin wondered whether he’d ever understand her. “Then why are you crying?”

She blinked, her eyelashes fluttering. “I’m relieved—thankful. I thought you didn’t want children.”

He’d never had much to do with children, and it was true he’d never wanted any of his own.

“Aren’t you going to ask why I called you?”

Rakin wanted to hold her close, not worry about questions to which he didn’t know the answers. But she was holding her breath, waiting for his reply. He sensed his response was important to her. “What were you calling to tell me?”

“That I’m pregnant.”

“Pregnant?” Rakin felt the blood drain from his face.

She nodded, her eyes wide and expectant. What did she expect him to say? That he was thrilled?

Of course she did. Hadn’t he just told her he’d like to give her a child? Hadn’t she just told him of her fear that he didn’t want children? Rakin closed his eyes, and tipped his head back. Trapped. In a noose of his own making. He swallowed and found his throat was thick. Now came the moment of truth.

“Rakin, are you all right?”

“I’m sorry.” He opened his eyes. “It’s a shock.”

Her expression changed, became drawn. “You’re not pleased. You didn’t mean that about having a baby, did you? Not really.”

She turned away from him, her shoulders slumping as she walked away with the tired gait of an old woman.

The pain of it made him call out, “Laurel, wait.”

She froze, her shoulders drawn tight.

Coming up fast behind her, Rakin slid his arms around her, linking his hands below her breasts, over her belly where his child lay. Gently, ever so gently, he tugged her around to face him.

“Laurel…” The words dried up.

He stared at her. Frustrated. Hurting. Exposed.

Her shoulders sagged.

How could he say what she wanted to hear when the sentiments were nothing but lies? He wasn’t pleased about the baby. Not now. Not before they’d sorted their own relationship out. He didn’t want her choosing to stay married to him because of the baby.

He wanted her to stay because—

Because he loved her.

This was like a terrible echo from the past. His mother had adored his father, but all his father had wanted had been an heir. History was repeating itself. Except this time, in a reversal of roles, he was the one who loved—and Laurel was the party who wanted a child. He loved her. It was unwelcome. It hurt like hell. He didn’t need this.

All he could think was that, like his mother, he was not loved.

Pain tightened his chest.

He tore his gaze from her face. Rakin didn’t even notice the wave that splashed around his feet, soaking his expensive sneakers as he stared blindly out to sea. The sunlight danced across the water glittering like diamonds. This must be how the sun god had felt pursuing Daphne after Cupid had wreaked his havoc. Unrequited love. His worst nightmare had come true.

Of course, in one of life’s great ironies, his grandparents were going to be delighted.

Laurel was pregnant. He would have an heir. A successor for the business empire he was amassing would be assured.

Yet there was no joy. No stunning delight. Only endless dread.

He would be married to a woman who did not love him. Tied forever to Laurel with the strong, silken bonds of a child. Inescapable. He might has well have been imprisoned in the shape of a tree.

He couldn’t let her go either.

Yet he knew he would never have the happiness he’d glimpsed too briefly in Dahab, the days and nights of pure joy. There would be duty and unfulfilled desire… and that would have to be enough.

He was trapped.

In’shallah. This was to be his fate.

Laurel didn’t know what was wrong.

She only knew that Rakin had retreated. He’d been brooding ever since they’d come in from the beach half an hour ago. He’d given the interior of the beach house a cursory glance before heading for the comfortable leather chair her father had always occupied in front of the glass doors that looked over the beach.

At first she’d given him time to adjust to the revelation of her pregnancy. From her vantage point on the couch, where she was pretending to page through magazines, she kept sending him little sideways glances, but his mood had not relented.

He was thinking too much. It could not be good.

She’d known he would not be pleased about the baby given the sentiments he’d expressed back in Diyafa. But after he’d offered to give her a baby, she’d felt a lift of hope.

But his reaction had confounded her.

Was he hurting?

Laurel had had enough. She was hurting, too.

“Do you intend never to talk to me again?”

“What?” He gave her a blank look.

“Do you realize that’s the first thing you’ve said to me since we came inside the house?”

“No.” He shook himself and blinked rapidly. “I apologize, I have been rude.”

“This isn’t about good manners.” She’d had enough of social expectations to last her a lifetime. It was ingrained in her family’s genes. “This is about the fact that it hurts me when you wall yourself up behind that mask of self-control.”

He stared at her.

This wasn’t working. Laurel sighed. Perhaps she could shock him enough to drop that polite, urbane mask. “I’m going to need a pair of handcuffs.”

“Handcuffs?”

“Yes. Handcuffs!” Her pent-up frustration was showing. “Sex seems to be the only way I can get you to lose your cool.”

A flush darkened Rakin’s cheeks. “There is no need for handcuffs to do that.”

His murmur had caused her pulse to start to pound. “What do you mean?”

“It’s not sex. It’s you who makes me lose control.”

The words were so soft she only just made them out. Her heart started to hammer. His honesty was more than she could ever have hoped for. Laurel went to sit beside him on the arm of the great chair. “Show me,” she invited.

But the kiss was not raw with passion. Instead he brushed her lips gently with his.

Tender. What did this mean?

Finally he lifted his head and looked down at her. “I am terrified,” he admitted softly.

It was true. There was fear in the depths of his onyx eyes.

“Why?” Then it came to her. This was about the baby. “You’re worried for the baby? I know I’m an older mom, but lots of women wait until their thirties to have families now. I’ll get the best medical care money can buy. It will be fine.”

“No. Not that—my fears are much more selfish.”

“What is it?” Now he was frightening her. “Tell me,” she insisted when she’d had enough of empty, polite silences.

“Despite what I led you to believe, my parents’ marriage was far from perfect. It wasn’t the romance of a lifetime.”

“Is that all?” Relief flooded her and she shifted closer to him. “Well, it turns out that my parents’ marriage must’ve been far from perfect, too. But we’re not our parents, Rakin. We don’t need to repeat their mistakes.”

His eyes locked with hers.

“My father never loved my mother,” he said flatly.

Pain shot through her. He was telling her that he could never love her. He’d told her it was over between them. She’d already accepted that, so why was she letting the wound tear open again? Laurel squared her shoulders. “Even though my mother claims my father loved both her and Angela, I’m finding it very hard to reconcile my father’s behavior in having a second family with any kind of meaningful love for my mother—it’s certainly not the kind of love I want.”

“But if he made your mother happy—”

“Exactly! And he was a great father. To all of us. And I can never forget that.” With that off her chest, Laurel felt a lot easier. Now she had to come to an understanding with Rakin. One they could both live with. “After the divorce we can work at our relationship—and make sure the baby is well adjusted. We certainly don’t need to keep each other miserable in an empty shell of a marriage. And we will both love the baby.”

Rakin’s gaze drilled into her. Then he said, “It wasn’t only my mother that my father didn’t love. He had high expectations of me. He was proud of me. But he never loved me.”

Her heart melted. “Oh, Rakin—”

“What if I can never love this child?”

The terror was back in his eyes. Her heart ached. This was what he was afraid of?

“I’ve seen your patience with Flynn—”

“That’s different.” He waved her reassurance away.

Laurel persisted. “I saw you pull that boy onto Pasha—the way you gave him what he most dreamed of.”

“Who wouldn’t?”

“A person who didn’t like children.” Laurel wanted to throw her arms around him, hold the little boy in him close. “Believe me, if this is your fear, I assure you it is groundless.”

He shot her a veiled look. “It is not my only fear.”

“So what else do you fear?”

He shook his head.

“Rakin!” Laurel let a little of her exasperation through. “How can I help when you won’t even let me know what you’re thinking? Let go!”

“Letting go is the hardest thing you could ever ask of me.” He drew a deep breath. “All my life I have been raised to be proud. To be restrained. To behave like a member of the royal family. To honor the Abdellah name.”

Laurel couldn’t help making the connection.

“Some men shouldn’t be fathers. Yours may have been one of them.” The uncertainty in Rakin’s eyes caused her heart to contract. “Your treatment of Flynn at the wedding, of the boy who you put up on your horse is different from how your father would’ve responded. You are not your father.”

Rakin shook his head. Laurel watched him rise to his feet and walk across the room to stare out the windows overlooking the sea. She sensed he was facing the most important challenge of his life.

And he was terrified.

“I love you.”

The sound of the words was as soft as the whisper of a gull’s wing on the wind. Yet it roared like a tornado through Rakin’s brain. He wheeled around in disbelief.

“What?”

Despite the summery sunshine that streamed in through the windows, she stood with her arms folded protectively around herself, clearly steeling herself for his rejection.

Then she said it again. “I. Love. You.” More slowly for sure, but still the same world-changing words. He hadn’t misheard.

Rakin took a step forward. Then stopped.

Did she mean them?

Or was this obligation speaking… for the sake of their child? He despised himself for the moment of doubt as soon as he saw the sheen of emotion in her eyes. Relief buckled his knees; then strength and confidence flowed back through him.

She meant it.

Laurel loved him.

And this beautiful woman was so much braver than he. She’d risked all, baring her heart, risking his rejection.

He swallowed. Then demanded, “Say it again.”

The green eyes he adored sparkled at him. “I love you.”

Rakin didn’t wait for a silence to follow. He gathered the strength that her words had given him and, taking a quick breath, he shut his eyes and forced out a whisper. “I love you, too.”

Then, needing to see her reaction, he opened his eyes. Moisture glimmered back at him.

“I’m not going to cry,” she said determinedly.

“No, you’re too happy to cry.”

That wrung a laugh from her.

“I want to get married again,” he said.

Joy blazed in her face. “Yes.”

For a moment Rakin couldn’t absorb it. “You agree?”

She launched herself into his arms. “Of course I agree.”

“So where are we going to be married?” she asked a little worriedly her head resting against his shoulder. “I’d love to be married here with my family present. But it would be a little odd because we’re already married. And wouldn’t your grandparents expect us to be married in Diyafa?”

“I don’t care where we get married—or who attends. The only person I want there is you.” Rakin kissed the top of her soft, sweet scented hair.

“Like when we got married in Las Vegas.”

Leaning back so that he could see her face, he said, “Except this time will be different. This time when we exchange vows I will know you love me. You will know I love you. That is what this marriage is about—celebrating our love for each other.”

The wrinkle on Laurel’s brow cleared. “We don’t need anyone else there. As far as the world is concerned we’re married already. This time is for us alone.”

Rakin nodded.

“I feel free. I don’t need to worry about what people think.” Laurel mouth curved upward. “I loved the romance of our Vegas wedding.”

“Then we will be married on the Grand Canal.”

“We’re going back to Las Vegas?”

Rakin gave her a smug smile. “I thought you might enjoy the real thing this time—a wedding in Venice.”

She threw herself into his arms. “Oh, Rakin.” Then she sniffed and laughed. “We’re going to come back here every summer.”

“Whatever you want.” Rakin grinned, ready to agree to anything.

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.” His grin widened.

“You don’t look very serious.”

“I’m happy.”

That got him another—more passionate—kiss. And for a few moments there was silence. When it was over, she said, “I want our child, our children—”

Rakin’s eyes blazed. “Good. I’m glad we’re in agreement. I do not want only one child.”

“Yes!” Laurel knew what was bothering him. He had been an only child. “I want our child to have siblings. And every summer we’ll come back here to the beach house. My brothers and sisters and their wives and husbands and children will be welcome, too.” As her father had known they would be when he had left her Captain’s Watch.

“That will keep you close to your family. But it’s not like you’ll be separate from them forever. We can jet over to visit them any time you like. And you’ll still have your public relations work.”

At that she flung her arms back around his neck. She’d half-expected him to demand that she give her work up. Relief filled her that it was a battle she didn’t have to fight. “I love what I do.”

“I know that.”

“And as my wife you will have even more opportunities to gain connections. You may, in time, want to talk to your siblings about outsourcing the PR. That way you could set up your own consultancy, still work for The Kincaid Group, but you’d be able to source other clients as well.”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

“I know,” he said smugly. “I’m simply full of good ideas.”

Laurel wrinkled her nose at him and laughed.

“I love it when you laugh. You hold nothing back. And you become more beautiful than ever.”

“How can I help it? You make me happy.”

Relief filled him. He was not his father. His wife would not become a miserable shadow of herself. She loved him… and he loved her.

Their children, too, would be loved.







EPILOGUE

THE doorbell sounded.

Elizabeth Kincaid glanced around at the family who’d already gathered in the salon for pre-dinner drinks. “That should be Laurel and Rakin.”

“I’ll let them in.” Pamela disappeared to open the front door.

When Laurel appeared in the doorway to the salon with her lean, dark husband behind her, Elizabeth immediately saw that her eldest daughter was not the sad character who had visited only a few days ago—she glowed. Rakin’s arm was settled possessively around her waist, his lean length complementing her fiery beauty.

After they’d all exchanged hugs and greetings, Laurel announced from the circle of her husband’s arms. “We’ve got news for you all.”

Silence fell over the room.

“We’re expecting a baby!”

Excitement erupted. Kara squealed. Lily, blossoming from her own pregnancy, was the first to leap to her feet and give Laurel a hug. Susannah wiped away the tears of joy that had sprung to her eyes.

And Brooke rushed to give Laurel a kiss. “RJ and I aren’t having a baby just yet. But this is almost as exciting as being pregnant myself.”

Laurel hugged her sister-in-law. “Don’t take too long—it will be fun for our children to have cousins the same age.”

Elizabeth swallowed as Brooke gazed across at RJ. “I don’t think it will be long.”

Everyone started talking at once.

His arm around Kara, Eli edged them both forward to stand beside Laurel. Then he said, “I take it this means I’m forgiven?”

Laurel took his hand in hers, and Elizabeth’s heart swelled at the sight of the gratitude on her eldest daughter’s face. “If it hadn’t been for you, Rakin would probably never have proposed, so I owe you a thank-you from the bottom of my heart.”

Kara retorted, “There’s a certain déjà vu feeling about this. I seem to remember my gratitude to you for jilting Eli.”

Her middle daughter’s forthrightness made Elizabeth gasp. But everyone else laughed. Soon Elizabeth was laughing, too. It brightened her face and she caught a tender look from Cutter.

He was her rock. She had a second chance at happiness and love. The future was already brighter than it had been for a long time. If only the questions surrounding Reginald’s death could be settled, everything would be perfect.

She spared a thought for Angela Sinclair. It couldn’t be easy knowing that the police had your son under suspicion for his father’s murder. Elizabeth looked around the room at her sons. RJ was shaking hands with Rakin. Matt had pulled Flynn onto his knee and was stroking his son’s dark hair while he talked to Lily and her fiancé Daniel.

She had her family. They were safe and happy. It was Angela’s world that was about to turn upside down—

Pamela’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Ten minutes until dinner will be served. Flynn, come wash your hands.”

Crossing to the bookshelves, Elizabeth drew out a fat leather-bound family album. Baby pictures. It seemed appropriate given Laurel’s news and Lily’s pregnancy. One day, not too far away by the sounds of it, Brooke and Matt would join them, too.

Then she crossed to sit on the elegantly carved sofa beside Cutter. Placing the album on her knees, she gave Cutter a secret little smile. Then she said, “Before Pamela serves dinner, gather around—I want to show you all how beautiful Kincaid babies are.”

No one needed second urging, and within minutes she was surrounded by the family she loved.
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CHAPTER ONE

PRINCE MAX leaned out over the edge of the wrought-iron rail on the balcony. A light rain was falling but he hardly noticed. He was at least the equivalent of five floors up. The castle garden below looked farther away than that. A strange, shivering impulse inside made him wonder what would happen if he jumped.

Too late now. A few weeks ago he could have jumped. He could have ended his worthless life with a flourish. No one would have cared.

But now he had a new life—new responsibilities. People were beginning to expect things of him. What the hell made them think he could possibly deliver?

Actually, this might be a better time to jump. Maybe he would find out he could fly. It looked so simple. All he had to do was spread his wings. He knew what it felt like to fly. He’d been flying ancient crates from past wars for years now. Flying planes was the one thing he knew he was good at. But taking that leap on his own would be different.

No, he wasn’t going to jump. He wasn’t going to mock his fate by trying to fly without a plane. Self-destruction wasn’t really his style. But he did have a peacock feather he’d picked up in the castle gardens. He held it out.

“Fly and be free,” he muttered to it. And then he let it go. It began its long, meandering flight toward the ground and he leaned out even farther, watching it go. It flashed back colors, blue and green and gold. As it neared the ground, it started to spin crazily. He laughed. “Go, baby,” he murmured to it. “Do your thing.”

The feather hit the ground and his laughter faded away. Now it was caught, just like he was. A short flight to nowhere.

“Hey,” a candy-coated feminine voice said to him. “Don’t lean out so far. You’ll fall.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. Was he ready for this? Did he need it?

“You okay, mister?” she said.

He turned slowly, wondering if she realized who he was. Probably not. He was dressed for hiking, not for the ball. But he thought he’d seen her before, passed her in the halls. He recognized the look. And he knew the drill. Either he gave her a simple friendly nod and went on his way, or he smiled at her suggestively and things went on from there. His choice. He could tell she was ready. Eager even. A part of him groaned.

But he couldn’t give in to that. What the hell? He was young. Life was there to be lived. And who knew how much longer he’d be free to follow where his urges led him?

“I’m fine,” he said, and he smiled.

“You’re wet,” she countered flirtatiously.

He shook his head like a sheepdog. Water flew everywhere. She gave a little shriek and then she laughed.

“You’d better come on to my place and get dry,” she offered.

“Your place?” he repeated questioningly.

“Sure. My room is on this floor. I’m only a few doors away. You need to dry off. You wouldn’t want to catch a cold, would you?”

His gaze made an exploratory journey down the length of her, from her spiked, fire-engine-red hair, down to her full lips, lingering on her hourglass figure. His look was insolent. He knew it. And he also knew she was the type of woman who liked that sort of thing.

“Sure, why not?” he said. Anything was better than joining the other royals at this ridiculous ball the queen had cooked up. A few hours with this willing playmate might be just the thing to help him get rid of this feeling of doom that was hanging over him. “You’re like an angel of mercy, aren’t you? Always on the lookout for someone in trouble.”

Her smile had a wicked sparkle to it. “Not really,” she said. “I’m kind of picky about who I help.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And I made the grade?”

Her eyes widened appreciatively. “Oh, yeah. You’ll do.”

He pretended to bow. “I’m honored.”

She giggled and led the way.

Queen Pellea swept into the royal office and glared at Kayla Mandrake. “So where is he?” she demanded.

Kayla jumped up from her desk, shaking her head. That sinking feeling she’d been fighting since she’d found out who the new prince actually was had come back with a vengeance. “I haven’t seen him at all,” she said. “I thought he was supposed to be here…?.”

Pellea grabbed the back of a chair, her knuckles white. “Of course he was. He was given complete instructions. And he blew them off, as usual. Everyone is waiting in the ballroom.”

“Shall I make an announcement over the speaker system?”

Pellea looked pained. “Oh, Kayla, you’ve been in Paris all this time and you don’t know how things have been. This guy is driving me crazy.”

Kayla held back a grin. That was Max. He drove everyone crazy.

“He’ll settle down,” she told the queen without really believing it herself. “Once he understands the way we do things.”

“The more he understands, the more he flouts the rules. You’re going to have to go out and track him down.”

Pellea made a sound of angry impatience and tossed her head in frustration. She was wearing a spectacular gown—deep blue silk threaded with gold, strapless, form-fitting, with a skirt cut to move sinuously as she danced… or walked. Kayla felt frumpy in her simple skirt and sweater.

“And I hope you’re prepared to kill him when you find him,” Pellea said dramatically.

“Your Majesty,” Kayla began, beginning to give in to a touch of anxiety. She was trying to think of a new excuse for him on the fly—but something that wouldn’t get her fired. The queen did have her emotional moments.

“Don’t.” Pellea held up a hand like a crossing guard. “I don’t want to hear any tales of woe. I don’t want to hear explanations and confessions. All I want is Prince Maximillian here where I can punish him.” She shivered with what looked like anticipation. “Or his head on a platter. That would do.” Her dark eyes flashed. “Do you understand?”

Kayla nodded. Despite everything, she was working hard to suppress a grin. She didn’t dare let it show. Pellea was so angry.

The trouble was, she knew very well that the Max she had known was sure to make Pellea even angrier as time went by. There was nothing she could do to avoid it.

“Yes, Your Majesty. I’ll do my best.”

“Just find him!”

Queen Pellea swept out like the storm she could sometimes resemble. Kayla took a deep breath and steadied herself. What now? How was she supposed to find a rebel prince who obviously didn’t want to be found?

It was always this way with Max. Rules were made for other people, not for him. He was easily the most infuriating—and the most charming—man she’d ever known. Just the thought that she would see him again any moment gave her a thrill that was electric. But it also gave her a dull, pounding headache. How was she going to work this? Heaven only knew.

She started by making a few phone calls. There were guards everywhere and security officers working the monitors at special locations. If he was in the castle, someone must have seen him. And some had. She got a lead here and there, and finally, an actual sighting from a hall guard who’d seen him disappear into the apartment of a local girl who was well-known for partying.

“Of course,” Kayla muttered acidly. “I should have known.”

She started off toward the place like a rocket, but deep in her heart, she dreaded the whole confrontation ahead of her. What was she going to do once she got to the door? Barge in on a seduction? She shuddered as she punched in the floor designation on the elevator panel.

“Darn you, Max,” she whispered. “Do you always have to make life so hard?”

She thought about the last time she’d seen him, almost two years ago, his thick, bronzed hair disheveled, his eyes bleary with pain. Emotional pain. They’d both been in agony that night, both mourning over the same tragedy. The next thing she’d known, he was gone.

The elevator doors slid open silently and she stepped off, heart beating, head aching. It was only a few steps to the doorway. She stood in front of it, wishing she were anywhere else. Her phone buzzed and she pulled it open. It was Pellea, of course.

“Yes?”

“Have you found him yet?”

She sighed. “I’ve got his location. I’m about to go in and see…?.”

“Watch him,” Pellea warned. “If there’s a balcony, he’ll jump.”

Kayla gasped. “You don’t think he’s suicidal, do you?”

“Oh, heavens no. He defies death for the fun of it. I swear he’s got to be an adrenaline freak.”

Kayla considered that seriously. “You know…” she began.

But Pellea wasn’t waiting to hear other views.

“Last week, we had a gathering of the new princes at the ski chalet, a meeting for them to get to know each other better. We’d barely begun cocktails when Max and the chalet manager’s two beautiful daughters took off on snowmobiles, racing off into the mountains as though it were nothing more than a free snow day. And they didn’t come back.”

“Oh.”

“No excuses the next day, of course. He thinks his smile covers all bases.”

“I see,” she said for lack of anything cogent to add. She felt a little lost with the queen battering her with complaints like this. A part of her wanted to defend him, but how did you defend behavior like this?

“Last night it was dinner with the Italian ambassador. We’re about to sign an important treaty with them. He didn’t show. And what was the excuse? He’d stopped in at a pub and got involved in judging a karaoke contest and lost track of time.”

“Oh, Max,” Kayla said in soft despair.

“So I say, watch the balcony. He’ll tie a rope to the edge and pretend he’s Tarzan. Don’t let him get away.”

“I won’t.” She only wished her determination was as stout as it sounded.

Pellea sighed. Maybe her tone hadn’t been convincing. “Give me your exact location. I sent a couple of security officers up to help you. I’ll key in directions for them.”

That startled her. “Help me do what?” she asked after giving the queen her location.

“Make sure he doesn’t escape. We’ll tie him up and drag him in if we have to.”

“We will?” She knew Max and she was pretty sure that wasn’t going to be done easily. This whole thing was beginning to resemble a nightmare. She stared at the door to the target apartment. Max was supposedly in there. They’d told her he’d gone in with a woman. Did the phrase love nest come to mind? This wasn’t the way she’d imagined their reunion might pan out.

“Now I want you to be forceful,” Pellea encouraged. “You must take him by surprise.”

Kayla gasped in horror as a picture of what that might mean spun through her head. “You mean… burst in on him without warning?”

“If you have to. Whatever you do, you’ve got to stop him from disappearing again. Call me when it’s over.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. Of course.” She hung up just as two security guards stepped off the elevator and marched over to join her.

“Sgt. Marander, ma’am, at your service,” the one who seemed to be in charge announced. “Here’s the master key. We’re here to back you up. We’ll be right behind you.”

She chewed on her lower lip. “Can I knock first?” she asked, rather forlorn.

His stare was steely cold. “I’m afraid not. Her Majesty specifically recommended a surprise attack. She’s afraid he’ll…”

“Escape by jumping off the balcony. Yes, she told me as much.”

He glanced at her and frowned. He probably heard the reluctance in her voice and didn’t approve. “Sorry, miss. Instructions from the queen are not to be taken lightly.”

She took a deep breath. “All right,” she said, straightening her shoulders and heading for the door. “Here I go.”

She closed her eyes and turned the key in the door, letting it swing open. “Max?” she asked breathlessly, not daring to look. “Are you in there?”

There was an ominous moment of startled silence and then a deep voice cried, “Kayla! What are you doing here?”

She forced herself to squint through one slightly opened eye. And there he was, standing before her, completely clothed. Very civilized. Not scary at all. She gasped in relief.

“Oh, Max,” she said, half laughing. And as he threw his arms around her, she sighed and went limp in his embrace. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”

He hugged her, kissed each cheek, dropped a quick one on her lips and, finally, leaned back to take a look.

“Hey, gorgeous, it’s been almost two years, hasn’t it?”

She nodded, her head swimming. He was still the most beautiful man she’d ever seen, still hard and handsome, still looking like a playful rascal and a bit of a rogue. His thick rust-colored hair seemed to have a constant breeze blowing through it, his mischievous blue eyes were framed by eyelashes so thick it was almost criminal, and his mouth looked so deliciously sensual, it ought to be censored. That was Max, just as she remembered him. Lord, how she’d missed him!

“So what are you doing here?” he asked, looking completely bemused.

“I came to… to sort of arrest you. In a way.” She made a face. What a farce.

“Arrest me?” At last he focused on the security guards behind her. He frowned. “What did I do now?”

“Oh, Max,” she sighed. “Why can’t you be good?”

“Kayla, my sweet,” he said grinning at her, “you know that’s not in my nature.”

But he was genuinely happy to see her. Taking her in was like a good shot of whiskey. One look and he was transported two years back in time, back to those sidewalk cafés with the red umbrellas along the Mediterranean coast, back to the balmy breezes and sunlight filtering through the palms, back to hearing suggestive songs played by small combos while they’d sat sipping chichis, the local drink that tasted a bit like a Mai Tai and packed a punch like an angry kangaroo. The things they’d done, the things that had happened, the choices made, the regrets—it all still churned inside him. He couldn’t let it go.

But he also couldn’t regret knowing Kayla. She’d always been a joy. It was fantastic seeing her again.

“This is Kayla,” he said casually to the redhead who was standing behind him, looking terrified. It appeared she wasn’t used to having castle security barge in through her locked door. “Her husband was my best buddy in the old days when we flew sorties out of Trialta together.”

“Oh,” the redhead said weakly. Her teeth seemed to be chattering. “Nice to meet you, I’m sure.”

“Yes,” Kayla responded and tried to smile at the girl.

Max saw the confusion in her eyes and realized she was still digesting the situation she’d burst in on. It was pretty obvious she thought she’d found him having a “moment” here. That was hardly the case, though the redhead seemed to have thought it might turn into one, too.

But he hadn’t been able to conjure up any interest. He’d been polite. He’d chatted. He’d accepted one small drink and the redhead had worked hard at creating a seductive scene. But he’d found himself looking out at the stars in the inky sky and listening to the strains of the orchestra from below in the ballroom, and all desire for that sort of satisfaction had melted away.

But before he found a way to explain all that, the two guards stepped forward and began to slip metal restraints on his wrists.

He looked down, startled. “What the hell is this?”

“Sir,” Sgt. Marander said in an unfortunately pompous tone, “consider yourself in the custody of castle security.”

Max blinked. He couldn’t accept this. Handcuffs? They had to be kidding. He quickly saw two or three ways out of the situation. He could easily handle the guards and…

But then he looked up and met Kayla’s worried gaze. Her pretty face, her dark, clouded eyes and her long, silky blond hair all created in flesh a picture that had haunted him for two years. Adrenaline still sizzled inside him for a few seconds, then began to drain away.

He wasn’t going to run from Kayla. Now that he’d found her again, he didn’t want to lose her until they’d had a chance to talk. If he could mine her memories and join them with his, maybe he could slay some of the demons that kept him awake at night. Maybe.

“Please, Max,” she was saying, reaching out and putting a hand on his arm. “It’s really important to Queen Pellea that you make an appearance at the ball.”

He smiled down into her anxious gaze. “There is nothing I’m looking forward to more,” he lied smoothly. “Now that you’re here, I’ll have someone to dance with.”

She jerked back, pulling her hand away. “Oh, no. Not me. You’re supposed to be meeting eligible ladies of rank. That’s not me.”

He stared at her. “Kayla, what’s the deal? Do you work for the royal family, or what?”

She nodded. “Yes. I’ve known the queen since we were kids together and my sister’s husband is in the guard. Pellea offered me a job and I jumped at it.” She shrugged, palms up. “I love it here.”

He frowned, not sure what to make of that. When they’d been in Trialta, he’d assumed she was as much of a vagabond as he was. Now to know she had royal ties…

But what was he thinking? He was the one who was supposed to be a prince.

Still, he didn’t like being corralled this way. He could tolerate going to the ball if they let him come on his own terms. This way was just too much. Kayla or no Kayla, he was back to wanting to get the hell out of here. But his hesitation had meant he was locked up.

“Hey, I’ll come with you willingly,” he noted. “But could we get rid of these handcuffs?”

She hesitated, looking down at them. Then she gazed up into his eyes.

He smiled. She sighed.

“Sure,” she said, wondering if she were risking everything but hardly caring. She looked at the security agents. “Let him go.”

The sergeant glared at her. “But, Miss…”

“I’ll take the responsibility,” she said. “If he bolts, I’ll tell the queen it was my fault.”

The man shrugged and used the key, but he didn’t look happy about it.

Max smiled and flexed his wrists and looked toward the balcony in the redhead’s room. He could make it in two bounds and be jumping for freedom in seconds. Everything in him was ready to go. Why the hell should he stick around when he knew he was going to hate the results?







CHAPTER TWO

KAYLA could read Max’s mind. She knew him too well. She saw the glance as a way out and she moved in smoothly, taking his hand in hers, lacing their fingers together. If he was going to run for it, he was going to have to drag her with him.

“You’re all mine now,” she told him archly. “I’m calling the shots.”

“Is that right?” he said, looking skeptical, but amused. “I thought I was the one who was supposed to be royal all of a sudden.” He raised one quizzical eyebrow. “You’ve heard, haven’t you? Now they’ve got me pegged as one of the lost princes. Can you believe it?”

She shook her head, smiling at him. “I’m finding it hard. When I realized it was you …” She shrugged and closed her eyes as she relived those moments, and when she spoke again, her voice was shaky. “Max, I thought you were dead.”

He looked at her for a moment, then managed a crooked smile. “Which time?” he asked softly.

Her phone buzzed. She knew it was the queen. Pressing her lips together, she shook her head.

“We’ll have to talk later.” She reached for her phone but she didn’t let go of his hand. She’d learned a lesson or two over the years, and one of them was to look both ways before stepping off the curb.

“Yes, Your Majesty. We’re on our way.”

Ten minutes later they were in Pellea’s public parlor while she flitted about and generally let Max know he was on thin ice with her. Kayla watched, but hardly listened. She knew the queen was crazy about him and was just trying to convince him to behave.

At the same time, she herself was a bit impatient with all this. She felt as though every nerve ending was vibrating right now. There were so many things to take care of, so much to consider. Max was back and she had to figure out how to fit him into her life again. She had a thousand questions for him. There was so much she wanted to know, so much they’d missed. So much they needed to discuss.

For instance, had he come close to marrying anyone in the last two years? Was there someone out there? She was hoping there was, but the signs weren’t good. If he had someone serious in his life, she could move on without any lingering doubts. Couldn’t she?

The funny thing was, she couldn’t imagine him married. He didn’t have a married way about him. His beautiful eyes had a look that said he was always searching for something and not very satisfied with what he’d found. You had a sense that there was something missing in his life, but he wasn’t sure what it was and he knew he hadn’t seen it yet. Just seeing that in him scared her.

But the queen seemed to have no forbearance left for all that. She knew what she wanted from Max and she wanted it now.

“The first thing we’re going to do is get you into some decent clothes,” she said, rummaging through her closet.

“What? You don’t like my style?” He said it in a tone that might have seemed insolent if he hadn’t paired his words with a look of pure innocence that caught Pellea by surprise, making her laugh.

“Now I see what the problem is,” she told him, shaking her head. “You just don’t know any better. You need to learn a thing or two about being a prince, don’t you?”

“If you insist.” His mouth twisted but he bent forward in a sweeping bow. “Anything for you, my beautiful queen.”

Despite everything, Pellea colored slightly, then glanced Kayla’s way. “You’ve got to admit, the boy’s a charmer,” she said out of the side of her mouth. “I think he’s a diamond in the rough, too. We’ll see what we can make of him.” She smirked. “Heat and pressure. That’s how you get perfect diamonds. Are you game?”

He didn’t answer but she’d already turned away and was hunting through a closet again, muttering about sizes and ruffled shirts.

He looked at Kayla and shrugged, as though to say, “They’ve got me this time,” and she smiled at him, her heart full of affection for all he’d meant to her in the past. She wasn’t sure what the future would bring. But things were never dull when Max was around.

Her smile faded as she remembered that there was something more lasting than memories between them, something more precious than life itself. And that was when she decided it was time for her to go.

“Your Majesty, if you don’t need of me here …”

Pellea poked her head back out of the closet. “Go ahead, Kayla,” she said. “I know you’ve got work to do. I won’t keep you.”

“Thank you,” Kayla said, then she turned and gave Max a stern look. “You will be good, won’t you?”

“At what?” he teased with a lopsided smile.

She glared at him. “The guard is outside so don’t think you can get away with anything,” she murmured to him out of Pellea’s hearing.

He gave her a “Who? Me?” look. She shook her head and started for the door. “Have a lovely time at the ball,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll be the star.”

And she was out the door before he had a chance to say or do anything else.

She hurried back to the office, hoping to get some work done that she’d neglected while she was off chasing princes. It had been a hectic week. Pellea had sent her to represent the DeAngelis royal family at a financial conference in Paris. She’d hated leaving for a whole week, but the fact that the queen had that much faith in her had been wonderful. She’d worked herself to the bone trying to live up to expectations and she was exhausted.

And while she was gone, the search for the last of the lost princes of Ambria had struck gold. First Mykal Marten, whom she’d met before she left for the continent, had been confirmed as the fourth prince. And then the news had come that the fifth and last prince had been discovered. When she saw the name—Max Arragen—in a newspaper account, she hadn’t thought much of it, but then she saw a picture. It was blurry and taken from a distance, but the jaunty set of the shoulders had made her think of Max—her Max. She’d gasped and begun to wonder.

It wasn’t until she’d returned home to Ambria a day ago that she’d seen a good picture and realized that Prince Max really was the man she’d known in Trialta as Max Arragen two years before. And that sent her into a virtual tailspin.

She’d only known him for about six months, but the time they’d spent together had been crazy and intense. He was her husband’s best friend, and they’d both been working as contract pilots, flying reconnaissance missions against the tyrannical regime of the North African nation of Trialta on the Mediterranean. They’d lived like young people involved in war often do, working hard during the day, partying at night like there was no tomorrow. They were fighting for the rebels and thought they were invincible.

She couldn’t believe he was back in her life again—at least in a peripheral way. He always managed to inject excitement and surprise into everything, like no one else she’d ever known. She remembered times in Trialta where it had seemed she and Eddie were in the lead vehicle in a continuous car chase—and Max was at the wheel.

And then came the day when Eddie didn’t return from a mission. The wreckage of his plane was found, and all the parties stopped. Kayla had clung to Max at the time and they’d mourned together, hardly believing that the Eddie they both loved so much could be gone forever. No one else could have understood how deep their grief was.

But that was then. Things had changed, for both of them. Surely he’d had some life-changing experiences since she last knew him. And she’d had a beautiful, wonderful child.

What would it be like to be friends with Max now? She was a little bit afraid to find out. She wasn’t the wide-eyed innocent she’d been two years before. She had some secrets of her own. And how would she keep them from him, now that he was going to be living right here in the castle?

She buried her worries in work, staying an hour longer than normal. And then, once she’d put away her papers and shut off her computer, she gave in to temptation and made her way down to the ballroom instead of going straight to her room.

She took a back entrance and climbed the stairs to a seldom-used interior balcony that overlooked the entire floor area. The orchestra was playing a waltz and the couples swept across the floor, around and around, the women like flowers in their beautiful dresses, the men resplendent in gold-edged uniforms of white or blue or crimson. Despite everything, it took her breath away and made her heart beat faster. A scene like this would make anyone want to be noble, especially if they’d been raised on fairy tales.

She watched for a few minutes longer, caught up in the magic. How wonderful to be royal and to live as though you were the star of it all. Just being here in the castle made her feel as though she were blessed. But it also made her feel a new and more intense responsibility to her country and her people. She wondered if Max would start to feel a little of that soon.

She could pick out most of the princes. So handsome, every one of them—so tall and strong. They looked like men who were confident in themselves and ready to take on the world. She could hardly believe Max was about to take his place alongside of them.

There was Prince Mykal, sitting on the sidelines, still recovering from a horrendous motorcycle accident from a few months before. Prince David, one of her favorites, was dancing with beautiful Ayme, who had recently become his bride. Prince Joe, still looking like a California surfer with his sun-streaked hair, was laughing with Kelly, his own new bride. And newly crowned King Monte had Pellea in his arms and was leading her around the floor with such obvious passion, you’d think the honeymoon was starting that night. That made her laugh softly to herself.

She searched the crowd. Where was Max? Her gaze lingered a moment on Princess Kim. She was glad to see her looking happy after all that she’d been through on the enemy side of the island with the Granvilli partisans. It was good to have her safe and sound, back in the castle where she belonged. But where was Max?

At first worried, she began to get angry. If he had slipped away again …!

And then she saw him.

Max was standing with a group of men she didn’t recognize. As she watched, the men moved away and a beautiful dark-haired woman was brought up to be presented to him. Kayla felt a tug on her heartstrings, but she tried desperately to suppress it. She couldn’t be jealous. There was no sense behind it. She had to keep it down. Max was not hers and never had been. Never would be, especially now that he was a prince. There was no justification for any jealousy. She couldn’t let it happen.

She watched as they danced. He moved so well, as if he were floating on air. He was talking to his partner and she was blossoming in his arms. He could have been born for this—and of course, he really was!

The dance was over. She could breathe again. And now, she really had to go. But she watched for just one minute more, and suddenly his head was tilted up. He was looking right at her. And as she watched, he lifted a glass of champagne and smiled at her, giving her a toast. Her breath caught in her throat and she gasped. He gave her a nod, and then a lascivious wink. Her face felt hot as she pulled back, away from where anyone could see her. She was laughing, though. That wink was guaranteed to keep her warm that night. Trust Max!

But as she turned and left the balcony, her amusement evaporated. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t be watching Max from afar and reacting every time he noticed her. Nothing good could come of this. Much better that she should stay as far away from him as she could get. If he really wasn’t attached, it would be his duty to find a bride as soon as possible. Watching him fall in love would be tough to take. And if he ever found out …

No, keeping in touch with Max was much too dangerous. She had to find a way to avoid it.

She hadn’t eaten since breakfast and she was starving. Glancing at her watch, she knew it was too late to pick up Teddy before he went to sleep. Her heart ached as she thought about that. She missed him. Her baby was only a little over a year old and she missed him when she had late days like this. Sighing, she knew she had to speak to Pellea about it. She really didn’t want to be away from her child this long. At the same time, she was so lucky to have this job …

She stopped in at the all-night café and got a salad to eat once she got home.

Then she headed for her sister Caroline’s room, just two doors down from hers.

“Hi,” she called softly, opening the door with her own key. “How are they?”

“Sleeping like lambs,” Caroline said, rising from the couch where she’d been reading and coming to give her sister a hug.

Just two years apart, they looked enough alike that there was always someone who asked if they were twins. Caroline wore her blond hair short, pixie-style, and had a more sleepy, languid look about her, but otherwise, they were practically replicas and had always been especially close.

They stood together looking down at where the two little boys, one dark-haired like his father, the other as blond as his mother, lay side by side, sound asleep.

Caroline’s husband, Rik, was a rising star in the Ambrian royal guard. Right now he was on a mission on the Granvilli side of the island and would be gone for a few days. Luckily, whether Rik was home or not, Caroline loved having Teddy in to play with her own boy.

“Why don’t you leave him here for the night?” she suggested. “He’s used to sleeping here after the last week when you were in Paris. And it was so hard to put them down tonight, I hate to wake them up and have to start all over again.”

“Are you sure?” Kayla felt guilty, but she was so tired, it sounded like a good thing to do.

“Absolutely. You’re only two doors down. I can get you over here fast if I need you. Just come on over first thing in the morning and it will all be good.”

She stayed for half an hour, sharing her salad with her sister while they talked, watching her baby while he slept.

And then she was back in the corridor, on her way home and looking down toward the public area, wondering how the ball was going. It was interesting to live this way, with everything happening so close at hand. The castle lifestyle was growing on her. She had been new to it a year before when she’d come to work here, but she was used to it now and it seemed a comfortable way of life. She compared it to living on a huge cruise ship.

She opened her own door and went in, yawning and kicking off her shoes as she did. A tap on a switch turned on a soft light in the kitchen, which did enough to light the path to her bedroom. She made her way slowly through the apartment, casting off clothes as she went, first her jacket, then her skirt, then her sweater.

She was thinking about crashing straight onto her bed and closing her eyes and not opening them again until morning. Heavenly peace. No dreams, please. Just wonderful sleep. Her eyes began to droop in anticipation.

But it was not to be. Two steps short of her destination, just as she was reaching back to unhook her bra, a dark hulk rose from her overstuffed chair in the corner.

“You know,” the hulk said ruefully, “I’d love to let you go on with this, but I have a feeling you’d hate me in the morning. Just a hunch.”

She screamed, grabbing her sweater back again and pressing it to her chest. At the same time, Max jumped forward and took her by the shoulders.

“No, don’t scream,” he said urgently. “I get into so much trouble when women scream.”

She glared up at him, quickly pushing him away, startled and exasperated all at once. She could smell alcohol on his breath, but that was hardly surprising. Still, she was wary enough to be careful.

Handsome men, liquor and a moonlit night—the recipe for disaster.

“Then don’t jump out at them from dark corners, maybe,” she suggested sharply.

He shrugged as though anxious to make up for scaring her. “Okay, okay. It’s a deal.”

“Oh, Max.” She glared at him as she tried to keep covered in all the most delicate areas. “Why did you let me get this far before you said anything?”

His eyebrows rose. “Are you kidding me?”

“Oh!” She shook her head, but she was calming down. “Look that way,” she insisted, pointing to the wall. “And don’t turn around until I tell you to.”

He turned obediently and she began to search her drawer for fresh clothes to wear. “What are you doing here?” she demanded at the same time.

“I wanted to see you. We need some time to talk. Old times and all that.”

She pulled on a comfortable top.

“Maybe call first next time,” she suggested grumpily as she dug for something to pull over her legs. “How did you get in here anyway?”

He chuckled. “Princes pretty much rule around this castle. You tell people you’re a prince and they want to do things for you. The housekeeper couldn’t wait to do me a favor.”

“That’s a problem.” She sighed. “Okay, you can turn around.”

He turned and looked at her and he was knocked out. Here he’d just come from a royal ball filled with beautiful women who’d all spent half the day in the beauty shop and were dressed to kill and no one he’d seen there turned him on the way Kayla did wearing a simple sweatshirt and black leggings, with her hair looking like a tornado had just come through.

“I think I love you,” he said, taking in all her rumpled glory and smiling. “I know I’ve missed you like crazy. It’s so good to see you again.”

She gazed into his warm blue eyes and melted. She knew he was kidding, that this was his way of joking about emotions instead of dealing with them. But she also knew he was recognizing the ties between them and ready to embrace them, just like it used to be.

Still, she had to wonder if he remembered that last night as clearly as she did. He had done nothing to indicate it. As far as she was concerned, she hoped he had a touch of amnesia. That night had been a crazy rush of pain and grief and anguish and they hadn’t handled it very well. Best to forget it. If they could.

She gave herself a moment to really look at him. Pellea had found him a striking uniform to wear to the ball, but he’d taken off the jacket and pulled open the shirt, displaying some gorgeous skin and manly chest hair. Now he looked less than formal. She shook her head at the sight, but despite everything, she enjoyed seeing him. She always did.

“How did you get away from Pellea?”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t easy. The woman was watching me like a hawk.”

She sighed and sank into a chair, gesturing for him to sit on the couch across from her. “She’ll probably be calling me any minute to organize a search party.”

He moved her discarded jacket and dropped down onto the arm of the couch, then leaned toward her. “You won’t give me up, will you?” he said with a puppy-dog look.

“Are you kidding?” she told him crossly. “Of course I will. I’m not risking my job so that you can play hooky.”

He laughed. “Good point.” Then he frowned. “What is your job exactly?”

“I’m the queen’s personal assistant. I do whatever she needs to get done but doesn’t have time to do herself.”

It was a good job and she was proud of it. As a single mother without anyone to count on but herself, she was lucky to have it. If she ever lost it, for any reason, she would be in real trouble. There weren’t many good jobs for women in Ambria right now and the queen was a wonderful woman to work for. With a two-year-old of her own, Pellea understood the problems Kayla had to face and was ready to give her a lot of leeway.

“Ah,” Max said, “impressive. Quite another level from the job you had in Trialta.”

She smiled, thinking of it. “Selling T-shirts to tourists from a kiosk on the beach. Yes, I didn’t get much chance to show my skills and talents at that one.”

But it hadn’t mattered then. Her days were spent waiting for Eddie to come back from a flight, and her nights were filled with wine, music and friends. For a few months, life had been carefree and exciting. But you had to pay for everything, one way or another, and she’d been paying the price ever since.

Max was staring at her as though he could see what she was thinking. “And yet, here you are, barely two years later, assistant to the queen.”

She gave him a look. “I do have a university education, you know.”

He appeared surprised. “No, I didn’t know. When did you get that?”

She smiled. “Long before I first met you.”

“No kidding.” He frowned, thinking that over. “That’s more than I’ve got. And they think they want me to be a prince.”

Her smile wavered a bit. It was true. From what she knew of his background, he might have a bit of trouble. He’d never been shy about it. While sipping drinks in the sidewalk cafés of Trialta, he’d regaled them with tales of his childhood living on the streets, always making it sound hilarious rather than tragic. But she’d often thought the raw tattered ghost of deprivation lingered in the shadows of his eyes.

He’d had a rough childhood. Any breaks he ever got he’d worked hard to achieve. That was very different from what most royals experienced. The newspaper accounts had filled in some of the parts of his background she hadn’t known before, but she didn’t know how accurate they were.

“From what I’ve read in the newspapers and magazines, they seem to think that you were spirited off on the night of the rebellion,” she said to him musingly. “When the Granvilli family attacked and burned the castle—when your parents, the king and queen were killed, and all the DeAngelis royal children went into hiding.”

She shuddered just thinking of it. Those poor kids!

“Do you know how you escaped? Do you have any idea who it was who saved you by carrying you off that night?”

His shrug was careless, as if he didn’t know and didn’t really care. “Whoever they were, they didn’t take very good care of me. By the time I was seven or eight, I was fending for myself on the streets. Before that, there were various strangers—at one point I think I was staying with a pickpocket who tried to teach me his tricks. But as far as I know, nobody was around for long at anytime. There’s no one I can claim.”

It broke her heart to think of a child being abandoned like that. She knew from his stories during their Trialta days that he’d been taken in by a fisherman for a while, but the man was cruel and he eventually ran away. It wasn’t until his late teens when he was given a corner to sleep in and a job cleaning the chapel that he met a wonderful older man—a pastor—and his kindly wife, who made it their business to see that he was clothed and had a safe place to stay.

The pastor had a hobby of flying ancient aircraft—planes from twentieth century wars. Pretty soon he was teaching Max the ropes, introducing him to aviation, and after that life was much brighter. Max joined the Ambrian Air Force as soon as he was old enough. And that was pretty much all she knew.

“And no one ever guessed you were one of the lost princes,” she murmured, looking at him wonderingly.

He laughed shortly. “Did you guess?”

She spread her hands out. “No.”

“Neither did I. That shows you how long the odds were.”

“Yes.” She sighed. “How horrible for you to be treated like that as such a young child. I’m glad the Granvillis are paying the price for their treason now.”

He stirred restlessly. “That’s life. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose.”

“And sometimes they pull the chair out from under you, just when you think they’ve given you a throne to sit on.”

He grinned at her appreciatively. “A cautionary tale, Kayla? Reminding me not to count on anything?”

She nodded. She couldn’t help it. She’d always been a cautious one. Her only times of going crazy had involved marrying a flyer and then letting grief make her lose all control when he died. “Count no chicks before they hatch.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Wisdom as well as beauty.”

“Nice of you to notice.” She rose, feeling a little too nervous to sit for long. “Would you like a drink? Iced tea? A cup of coffee?”

“A beer?” he suggested, following her to the little kitchenette.

“I think I have one.” And she did, ice cold and ready to drink. She pulled it out of the refrigerator and popped the top for him.

He took a long sip, sighed with satisfaction and leaned against the counter, looking at her. “So what have you been doing all this time?” he asked her. “You didn’t come straight here from Trialta did you?”

“No. I’ve been here for less than a year.”

“And what were you doing before that?”

She hesitated. Her heart was thumping in her chest. It was time to come clean. She had to tell him. He would find out soon enough anyway. And if he thought she were trying to keep it from him, he might think …

She shivered.

“I … uh … I had a baby.” She forced herself to look him in the eye and not waver. “A little boy. I call him Teddy.”

“Teddy?” He blinked at her.

“Yes. He’s at my sister’s right now, down the hall. Maybe you can meet him tomorrow.”

And she stared into his eyes, searching for doubt, searching for memories, searching for anything that would tell her he’d guessed the truth.







CHAPTER THREE

MAX’s reaction came a beat too late. Kayla knew he’d had a quick second to think before he let his natural instincts take over. What was he thinking in that flash of time? What was he feeling? His crystal-blue eyes didn’t show a thing. But that tiny hesitation did.

“Teddy,” he said, sounding pretty normal. “You named him after Eddie, huh? Great.”

He licked his upper lip quickly, then smiled and reached out to give her a one-armed hug. “Kayla, I’m so glad you have a piece of Eddie to hold on to. That is very cool.”

He was looking right into her eyes now, seeming completely sincere. “I can hardly wait to meet him.”

Glancing down, she realized, to her horror, that her fingers were trembling. Quickly, she shoved them under the hem of her sweatshirt.

“How about you?” she said, a little breathless. “I guess you’re not married.”

“Married!” His laugh was short and humorless. “You know me better than that.”

“If Pellea has her way, you soon will be.”

His deep, painful groan made her smile.

“Did you meet anyone interesting at the ball?”

“That wasn’t all the ball was about, was it?” His groan was louder this time. “Oh, lord, do you think she’s going to have more of them?”

“Of course. You have to marry someone. The others are all paired up already. Pellea wants to get you settled as well.”

His sigh was heartfelt as he leaned wearily across the little counter. “Why don’t you marry me? Then we can forget all about this nonsense and just be happy.”

She looked away. The very suggestion sent something skittering through her like sparks from fireworks and she took a quick, gasping little breath, trying to suppress the feeling.

Marrying Max—what a concept. Luckily, that would never happen, not even for the sake of convenience. There was no way Max could ever take care of her and her baby. It wouldn’t work. She’d been out in the world with him and she probably knew him better than she knew any other man, other than her husband. Max was born to be a bachelor.

Even Eddie had said so. “Max will never get married,” he’d told her when she tried to have a go at a little matchmaking at one point. “He’s like those animals that die in captivity. They can’t be tamed. They can’t even be gentled. Leave Max alone. He’ll just break their hearts. And yours, too.’”

Eddie was right, as usual. Max was not a man to hang your heart on. She shook her head and got up the nerve to meet his gaze again. “Sorry, Max. You’re going to have to walk that lonesome valley on your own.”

His mouth twisted with a bit of pretended chagrin, but he wasn’t really thinking about what she’d said. His gaze was skimming over her face, searching in her eyes, looking for something in the set of her lips. She wasn’t sure what he expected to see, but it was disturbing, and she turned away, heading back to the living room.

She could feel him watching her, as though his gaze were burning a brand into her back. She forced herself not to look, and finally he came after her and sank onto the couch.

“Come and sit down by me,” he said.

His voice was low and there was a new element in it … something different, something mysterious. She felt wary and her pulse stuttered and then began to move a bit faster. There was a sense of being a bit off-kilter. Somehow, the room seemed warmer. A new tension quivered in the air. Every time her eyes met his, the tension seemed thicker, more insistent, like a drumbeat beginning to make itself heard across a rain-forest jungle.

She took a deep breath and held it for a moment, trying to calm herself. They were just friends, but she worried that he might be edging toward something more. She couldn’t let that happen. Not again.

“Come on,” he coaxed. He wasn’t smiling but his gaze was warm. Almost smoldering.

She shook her head and dropped back into the chair. “No. I think I’ll stay here.”

“What’s the matter?” he asked her.

She licked her dry lips. “I think we need to keep a demilitarized zone between us,” she said, trying to sound casual and friendly at the same time.

His eyebrows shot up. “What are you talking about?”

She took a deep breath. How to begin?

“I’m serious, Max. I don’t think we ought to be close. You’re moving into a whole different sphere of life. I don’t belong there. Let’s not start anything that will have to be …” She shrugged, not sure she wanted to put it into words.

His bright gaze clouded and he appeared bewildered by what she’d said. “But you seem a part of this castle stuff and I’m just a beginner,” he pointed out. “What are you talking about with this ‘different sphere’ business?”

She wondered for just a moment if he were really that naive about the class structure in their society. Ambria had always been a remote, self-absorbed little kingdom. Islands tended to breed peculiarities in animals and people if they were cut off from the mainstream for too long. Now that the monarchy had taken back control, after a twenty-five-year exile, and some of the old customs and rituals were being revived.

Royalty was royalty. It was special. That was all part of establishing authority and building back the old foundations. They were meant to be set apart from the common Ambrian. That was just the way it had to be.

“I’m an employee,” she told him cheerfully. “You’re a prince. Never the twain shall meet.”

He made a face as though he thought that was complete tripe, but he would accept her judgment for the moment.

“We can still be friends, can’t we? We can still talk.”

“Sure.”

He frowned. “I’m counting on you for that, you know.”

That was just the problem. “Max …”

He took in a deep breath. “Here’s the deal, Kayla. I don’t know what I’m doing here.” His gaze was hard now, insistent, and yet at the same time, completely vulnerable. “I don’t know if I can stand too much of this prince stuff. It’s not me.”

“Oh.” A flash close to pain went through her. He thought he couldn’t do this. And yet, how could she be surprised? This was exactly what she would have expected if anyone had asked her. But that didn’t mean she could let him go down this road without a struggle. He had to see how important it was.

“I’m willing to give it a go. For now. But I’m not feeling too confident. Most of my life has been lived on the other side of the divide. I don’t know if I can adapt.”

“Of course you can.” She wished she could find the words she needed to get through to him. “Max, you were meant to be a prince from the beginning. Don’t you see? The part where you lived on the streets was the mistake.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” He winced, then went on softly, his eyes looking dark and luminous, his voice barely hiding the years of uncertainty he’d lived through.

“Sometimes I think I never got a family because I didn’t deserve one. I was a misfit. A pretty bad misfit. And maybe I didn’t ever get that kind of family love because …” He looked up and met her gaze. “Because I’m just unlovable.”

She gasped. He wasn’t joking. His expression was serious, questioning. Now she had to stop herself from going to him, from sliding down beside him and pushing away his pain with her arms. And at the same time, everything in her wanted to do it.

“Max! How can you say that? Women adore you!”

He stared at her for a moment, then gave a half laugh, half grunt. “That’s not love, Kayla. That’s something else.”

Her head went back in surprise. Who would have believed Max would be the one to see the difference so clearly? But still, he seemed to be utterly blind to his own strengths. He was always so carefree and debonair. She’d never known he had this insecurity at his core. She had to make him see how wrong it was.

“Oh, come on. What did we used to call you? Mr. Casanova. A new girl on your arm every night.”

His sigh was full of regrets. “You see, that’s just it.” He took a long drink from his beer and stared into space. “Lots of new girls. No true love.”

It was hard to believe that a man this appealing, this attractive, thought he couldn’t find his soul mate. She looked at him, so handsome, so adorable. Her fingers ached to run through that thick auburn hair. It took all her will to stay where she was.

“Haven’t you ever been in love?” she asked him.

“Not really.” He squinted at her, thinking it over. “I don’t think so. Not like you and Eddie.” His smile was crooked. “I used to watch you two together and I think I hated you almost as much as I loved you.”

“Oh, Max …”

“You know what I mean. It was pure jealousy. You two were so good together, so … so devoted.” His voice broke on the word and she had to close her eyes and bite her lip to keep from going to him.

Devoted. Yes, that was exactly the way it had been. When she’d found Eddie, she couldn’t believe her luck. They’d met in an elevator in their apartment building in Paris. As they traveled up the floors, people got off, but the two of them remained, until they were alone and looking at each other tentatively across the empty car. Their eyes met. Love at first sight. And when they finally got to her floor, he admitted his had been four stops before. How could she not invite him in for a cup of coffee? Two months later, they were married.

When he’d died, she had thought life was over. She moved in a dark, menacing fog, blindly searching for some way out of the pain, not really believing it was possible. For days, she was obsessed, thinking of ways to join him. And then she realized she had someone else to think about.

“Do you remember …?” Max’s voice choked.

She stiffened. Here it came. She had to keep a cool front. Still, she had to tell the truth, at least as far as it was safe.

“I remember too much,” she said softly.

“Me, too.” He finished off his beer and looked at her. “I think about Eddie every day.”

She nodded, closing her eyes. “Me, too.”

She wasn’t going to cry. She had to hold it back. For a moment, she let herself recall the way it had been being married to Eddie. Sunshine every day. Champagne for breakfast. Walks on the beach and dancing barefoot to a reggae tune. Driving with the top down. Love in the afternoon. Eddie was the best. The very best.

But she couldn’t let herself think about him too much. That was a temptation that could sap her life away.

“Remember that day we went sailing in the bay,” he said, “and your straw hat flew off and Eddie and I jumped into the water and raced for it?”

She nodded, trying to smile. “We had a picnic on that little island and we ate all those cherries.”

“And then spent an hour rolling in the sand, moaning, with the worst stomachaches imaginable.”

She managed a half grin. “I thought we were going to die.”

He laughed. “I wanted to die.”

His words seemed to echo in the room. Eddie was the one who had died, not long after that sunny day.

She closed her eyes again. They had to stop this. No good could come of it. They were laying treacherous emotional land mines all around. If they didn’t stop, something was going to explode.

She wanted to stop. She tried. But somehow she couldn’t keep the words from coming.

“I remember when you and Eddie would fly off into those big thunder clouds,” she said softly, staring into the past, “like two falcons challenging the sky. It was so scary, but so magnificent. It made me shiver every time. I could hardly breathe. You were angels flying into the danger zone. And every time you came back victorious, another strike for the good guys, another strike for justice in the world.” She turned to look at him, emotion almost choking her. “I was so proud of you both.”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he shook his head and looked away, and she knew his voice was probably too rough to use right now.

She should stop. She should push this all away into the past. But she couldn’t. It was as though she had to get this out in the open in order to let it go. She tried not to say anything more, but the words came anyway.

“Everyone was proud of you. You were heroes. The best. The brightest stars.”

She swallowed hard, then reached out across the coffee table and took his hand.

“And then, on that dark, rainy day in November, you took off together, as usual, but you … you came back alone.”

She blinked, wondering why there were no tears in her eyes. She usually had tears by now when she went over this in her own head. Why wasn’t she crying?

“I stood there and watched your plane fly in, and I knew in my heart what it meant. But I didn’t want to accept it. I kept thinking, no, he’ll be coming. He’s just had engine trouble or took a wrong turn or …” Her voice choked and she took a deep, shuddering breath. “I kept staring into the horizon, looking for that black spot to appear against the sky.”

Her words seemed to echo against the walls as they both sat quietly, waiting for the pain to fade.

“Eddie was the best guy I ever knew,” he said at last, his voice rough as a rocky beach. “It should have been me.”

“No …” She held his hand as tightly as she could, with both her own.

“He was true and honest and brave. Not like me.”

“No,” she said fiercely. “Don’t ever say that.”

His face was twisted with pain. “Kayla, Kayla, it should have been me.”

She was next to him on the couch now, and she wasn’t sure how she got there. But she had to be with him, as close as she could get. She had to remind him of his own worth, his own value. She couldn’t let him feel this way.

She took his beautiful face between her hands and stared right into his eyes. “Eddie was a wonderful man. But so are you. You’re just as good and precious and worthy.”

He looked at her and winced, as though the light was too bright in that direction.

“I would trade it all to have him back again,” he muttered.

She shook her head. “I don’t think you can make bargains like that. I don’t think you can trade yourself. What happens, happens. We have to use it to make ourselves into better people.”

“Yeah.” He tried to twist away from her, then gave it up. “But it shouldn’t have been Eddie. Not Eddie.”

Her fingers dug into his hair and he looked down into her eyes. He was going to kiss her. She knew it and she knew she should stop him. She tried. But as his arms slowly wrapped around her and he pulled her body close, she could only sigh and raise her mouth to find his.

The moment was electric. They’d come together as though it were inevitable, as though they were pulled by a force they weren’t strong enough to fight. Everything in Kayla cried out with need for Max. In this primal moment, he was hers and she was ready to surrender again. Just like before. She clung to him, clung and arched into his embrace, waiting for the touch of his tongue.

His face came closer. She could feel his warm breath on her lips. Closing her eyes, she sighed and offered her face to him.

And that was when the door to the apartment flew open and Pellea came storming into the room like a Valkyrie.

The two of them stared at her, mouths hanging open in shock, still tangled in each others arms. She glared back, her hands on her hips as the door slammed shut behind her.

“What the heck is going on here?” she demanded.

Max frowned, not letting Kayla go. “Doesn’t anyone ever knock in this place?” he quizzed right back at her.

“You’re a fine one to talk,” Kayla said, sotto voce.

Pellea’s nostrils flared. “I knocked. Nobody answered. I guess you were too busy with this … this …” Her hand waved around in the air but she couldn’t find a word that would suit. Still, her annoyance was clear.

Kayla began to pry herself loose from Max’s octopus embrace and rose quickly in order to show respect for Pellea’s position, hoping Max would notice and follow her lead.

“Oh, Pellea, don’t get upset,” she said, half laughing at the crazy situation. “We’re old friends. Max was Eddie’s best friend. They flew together in the Mediterranean.”

Pellea’s mouth made a round circle for a moment. She looked from one to the other of them. “Wow,” she said. “I had no idea.”

Kayla looked back at Max. He was grumpy and she couldn’t really blame him. But she was glad Pellea had interrupted them. If anyone needed an intervention, it was the two of them. She gave him a look and he slowly rose beside her.

“I didn’t realize he was the man I’d known until yesterday, when I first saw his picture in your office,” Kayla explained.

Pellea frowned suspiciously. “You didn’t say anything.”

“I … I needed some time to get used to it. You see, earlier I had thought he’d been killed in Somalia months ago and …”

“Wait.” Pellea held up her hand. “Your husband was killed flying for the Trialta National Forces, wasn’t he?”

“Yes. He and Max flew together there.”

Pellea looked skeptical. “And you never had any idea he might be royal?”

Kayla shook her head. “Never. I would have laughed at anyone who suggested it.”

“Hey,” Max complained in a low voice.

“Oh, never mind.” Pellea looked at Max, then at Kayla, and shook her head and her look turned thoughtful. “That just makes it all more interesting, doesn’t it?”

Kayla had to fight hard to resist rolling her eyes. “If you say so,” she muttered, wondering what the queen had up her sleeve now.

She was carrying a portfolio, obviously something she’d brought in to show off for some reason. But her attention had been diverted. She glared at the recalcitrant prince.

“I feel like I’m going to have to put a homing device on you,” she warned him.

He frowned, looking rebellious. He glanced at Kayla, then looked straight at the queen. “Is this prince job a twenty-four-hour commitment?” he asked suspiciously.

“Of course,” Pellea said sharply.

“Of course not,” Kayla said at the same time.

She certainly didn’t want to contradict the queen, but she thought they’d better widen the discussion a bit before Max said something he would regret. The look on his face already set the stage for handing in his resignation as a royal. She didn’t think the queen should portray it with quite such a heavy hand. Talk about scaring the quarry away! A little finesse was in order.

“The other princes don’t have homing devices,” she explained sensibly.

Pellea frowned at her. “The other princes don’t need them.”

Kayla shrugged reluctantly. “Good point.”

And don’t you forget it, Pellea seemed to say with her flashing eyes, though not a word passed her lips. She turned to Max and her face softened.

“Did you enjoy the ball?” she asked him hopefully.

He hesitated. Kayla bit her lip and prayed. For once in his life, was he going to be good? She knew there was a struggle going on inside him.

“Yes, Your Majesty, I did,” he admitted at last. “You put on an amazing show. I was impressed.”

Pellea looked pleased. “There, you see? If you would just relax and see what we’re all about, you’ll learn to love us in no time at all.” She was smiling now, looking at both Kayla and Max with affection. “You’ll see,” she added, and then her smile faded and she took a deep, deep breath.

“But there’s something else,” she said, sliding the portfolio out from under her arm. “Take a look at this.”

Sweeping aside the things on the coffee table, she pulled a poster out and spread it out on the flat surface.

“All right,” she said dramatically, looking at Max. “Now explain this, mister!”

Max and Kayla stepped closer and looked down at the poster. Bright red with startling black writing, it displayed a large picture of Max and the announcement Max Arragen, Wanted, Dead or Alive!!!







CHAPTER FOUR

THE silence in the room was electric. All three seemed frozen in place. Finally, Kayla looked up at Max and asked simply, “What does it mean?”

He didn’t meet her gaze. “I have no idea,” he said softly, still staring at the poster. His mind was working like a buzz saw, cutting through all options and leaving shards of rejected possibilities behind. What could he possibly have done …?

Pellea crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “Okay, if nothing comes quickly to mind, let’s go over the facts. As you can see, this was issued by the small nation of Mercuria. Have you ever been there?”

He raised his head and looked at the queen. This was a can of worms he would rather not have to deal with, but it seemed he would have no choice.

“Yes. I’ve been there.”

“When? What were you doing there?”

Kayla was glaring at him now, as well. Interesting that they both seemed to assume he must be guilty of something. But then, he probably deserved that. If he didn’t want people to suspect shenanigans, he should have lived a different sort of life. Was it too late to change? Probably. He frowned.

“I spent a few months there last year. I did some work for the government. Actually, I helped them set up their air force.”

Pellea’s eyebrows rose at that. “And then what happened?”

He thought about it for a moment. Funny how things that seemed so mundane at the time became so impossible to explain to anyone. This looked a little more serious than he’d expected. But try as he might, he couldn’t remember having done anything illegal while he was there. He hadn’t robbed anyone. He hadn’t run off with the royal jewels. He hadn’t stolen any plans. The only thing he could think of that might apply had been a broken relationship with a rather beautiful … Well, he wasn’t going to tell these ladies about that. They wouldn’t be happy to hear it. And anyway that had been over a year ago.

He faced them squarely and tried to look candid. “I have to think it over and see if I can figure out what they are actually talking about.”

“You can’t tell us now?” Kayla asked.

He looked at her and shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. You’re going to have to wait until I get a bit clearer on just exactly what they’re objecting to.”

Kayla and Pellea were both staring at him with wide-eyed wonder. Both sets of eyes contained the same horrified expression. It was pretty clear that they both thought that anything that couldn’t be explained right here, right now, in simple language, had to be pretty darn bad. He looked at them both and shrugged, hating to feel defensive this way. Why should he have to explain himself?

But he was trapped. Sooner or later, they would probably know everything about his life—even things he didn’t know. Still, why make it easy for them?

“I haven’t led a perfect life. I’ve done things I’m not proud of. Things I wouldn’t want to tell you about.”

Pellea nodded as though she’d thought as much, but Kayla appeared surprised and troubled. He regretted that. But he still wasn’t going to tell her everything he’d ever done wrong in his life. He wasn’t going to tell anyone.

“I’m sorry,” he said simply. “But I’m going to find out what they are accusing me of before I start spilling my guts and go admitting to every crime known to have happened in the last ten years. You understand?”

He looked at them. They looked back, and it was clear they didn’t understand. It was obvious neither one of them had ever done anything to be ashamed of in their lives. Or not much, anyway. They stared at him with huge eyes and didn’t say a thing. He groaned.

Suddenly, he was a little angry. “You know what? I didn’t ask for this gig. I don’t know much yet about what it means to be a prince. And I’m starting to feel like it’s going to crowd me a bit. I live my life pretty free and easy.” He shook his head, looking from one to the other of them. “I don’t know, maybe that sort of living is incompatible with royal structure. What do you think?”

They just stared and he began to feel uncomfortable. In his experience, women talked over everything. They never quit. What was with the silent treatment? Did they really think he’d done something so awful it couldn’t be talked about at all?

He was about to ask about that when Pellea made a move toward him. As he watched, she walked up and grabbed him by the front of his shirt, pulling his face down inches from hers.

“Promise me you won’t run away,” she said fiercely.

That was a tough one. “Um … for how long?”

There was a pause while she seemed to digest his attitude and realize he was close to an edge she didn’t want to reach. She closed her eyes for a second, then opened them again. “Promise me you will give this a month.”

A month. Could he take a month of this constant royal oversight?

He shook his head. “How can I do that?” he said, his tone almost sarcastic. “I may have to go serve time in East Slobovia here.” He gestured toward the poster, then pulled back and used his most disarming smile. “How about a week?”

She winced and made a concession to reality. “Two weeks.”

He glanced at Kayla. She looked like she was holding her breath. He drew in a long breath himself and nodded as he looked back at the queen.

“Okay. I can give you that.”

She let go and gave him a pat where she’d been grabbing his shirt. “Come to me tomorrow and be ready to tell me everything,” she said as she headed for the door.

“I’ll tell you what I feel you need to know,” he countered as she opened it.

She whirled and glared at him. “Listen, Max. I hope you understand that you must take this seriously. So far, I’ve been able to keep this nonsense out of the king’s notice. But if things get more dicey, I’m going to have to go to him with it.”

Kayla bit her lip, wanting to stop Pellea. Didn’t she see how he resented being talked to like this? Didn’t she notice the sarcastic twist to the corner of his mouth, the veiled anger in his deep blue eyes?

She was actually surprised he hadn’t said anything. He was used to talking back and walking out. It wasn’t going to be easy for him to learn to hold his tongue and take honest criticism. Was he going to be able to handle it?

“Tomorrow,” Pellea said. “And you will tell me all.”

“Or at least as much of it as I know myself.”

She threw back an exasperated look, but this time she didn’t stop. In a few seconds, the door was closing and he and Kayla were alone again.

She turned to him, her eyes huge and dark in the lamplight.

“Max, what did you do?”

He took a deep breath and faced her. This was almost funny. Maybe someday they would look back and laugh. But not today.

“You know what? I don’t have a clue.” He saw the skepticism in her eyes and he looked away, swearing softly. “I’ve done a lot of things, Kayla. Nothing ever seemed bad enough to deserve jail time. Or death.” He turned back and looked at her. “But you never know. People take things more seriously than you think at the time.”

She shook her head slowly, almost in wonder. “Mercuria. It’s a simple little country. You never even think of it. It’s smaller than Ambria. What can they be so upset about?”

He shrugged, a little annoyed that no one seemed to have any faith in him. But he knew that wasn’t fair. He’d given no one any reason to trust him. When you lived on the edge of a knife blade, like he had, you had to know that people were going to back away in horror now and then. It came with the territory.

“I’d have to see more than a picture on a Wanted poster to know that for sure.”

He gave her a long, slow look, then shrugged again and headed for the door.

“I’d like to see a full description of my crime,” he said, managing to sound lighthearted and carefree again. Free and easy. That was the way he wanted to live. “You’ve got to see what you’re charged with before you can mount any sort of defense. Basic legal advice.”

He turned and gave her a wink, then made it out the door and into the castle hallways.

Kayla watched the door swing shut and she drew air deep into her lungs. Secrets. He had secrets.

Well, funny thing. So did she.

The following morning when she got to work, Kayla found the queen involved in a dispute between a kitchen prep assistant and the royal chef. She was claiming the older man had promised to advance her and now he seemed to be spending all his time giving extra training to the pretty new pastry chef.

“Who knew my fabulously exciting days as queen would be filled with this sort of relationship management?” she complained to Kayla. “I might as well be working for the local department store.” She sighed. “But I do feel sorry for her. He has been leading her on.”

“Call the chef in for a nice chat, tell him that his grilled rosemary scallops are to-die-for and mention that reports of favoritism will be noted on his permanent record,” Kayla advised. “And just to be safe, make sure he knows canoodling in the broom closet will be frowned upon.”

Pellea shook her head. “You see it all so clearly, my dear. I know exactly why I hired you.”

Kayla gave her a quizzical smile. “No regrets?”

Pellea pursed her lips and slid down into the chair opposite from where Kayla sat at her desk. “Okay. Let’s get into it.” She fixed her with a steady look. “Do I have anything to worry about?”

Kayla managed to look completely innocent. “In what way?”

Pellea gave her a look. “I think you know what I’m talking about. I have plans for Max, so it would be best if we put all our cards on the table, don’t you agree?” She thought of something and her eyes narrowed. “By the way, where was your baby last night? I didn’t see any evidence that he was with you.”

Kayla’s heart began to beat a bit harder. “He was nearby. He was staying down the hall with my sister.”

“Oh.” Pellea still looked skeptical.

Kayla leaned forward earnestly, determined not to let Pellea go down the road she obviously had been moving toward.

“No, it’s not like that. Teddy often stays with Caroline when I work late. She watches him during the day, and her little one is the same age. He was already asleep …”

She stopped, realizing she was giving too much information. That was always the perfect way to sound absolutely guilty as charged. Taking a deep breath, she added simply, “I had no idea that Max was going to drop by.”

Pellea blinked rapidly. “Just how close were you and Max in the old days?”

“We were good friends. Very good friends.” She sighed and looked directly into the queen’s eyes. “What you saw when you came in was a result of us both remembering Eddie and comforting each other over losing him that way.”

Pellea held her gaze steady and slightly shook her head. “It looked like more than that to me.”

Her heart rate made another lurch. “Pellea, I adored my husband,” she said forcefully. “He was my life.” She shook her head, hair flying about her shoulders. “Max loved him, too. Everybody did. He was a wonderful man.” Reaching out, she took Pellea’s hands in hers. “Please understand. Max and I were never …”

She stopped short, turning red. She couldn’t really say that, could she? To her horror, she realized it was a lie. And she couldn’t lie to Pellea of all people. She stared, wide-eyed, not sure how to get out of this trap she’d wandered into.

But Pellea didn’t seem to notice. She nodded, searching her eyes with a sense of sympathy and compassion that didn’t leave any more room for suspicion. “Okay. Oh, Kayla, I understand, and I’m sorry if it seemed I was implying anything more.” She smiled with a sweetness that had once been her trademark, but wasn’t often seen of late. “I won’t do it again.”

“Thanks.” She smiled back, feeling a sense of relief that her friend and employer cared enough to make that pledge. And yet, in the pit of her stomach there lurked an aching tangle of guilt.

As of now, it seemed she was the only one who remembered what had happened that last night in Trialta. She had to keep it that way. But how could she do that when temptation was always lurking?

Somehow, she had to work at distancing herself from Max. She had to be unavailable when he was around. It shouldn’t be too hard. He was going to be very busy getting to know the rest of the royals and learning what his duties and responsibilities would be here in the castle. She would try to stay just as busy somewhere else. She might even ask for another assignment on the continent, one where she could take Teddy with her.

Yes, that was a good idea. She would leave the castle for a while. She would do something. She had to fix this. And she would.

“Did he tell you why Mercuria wants him to come back and stand trial?” Pellea asked.

“No. He didn’t seem to know why.”

“Hmmph.” Pellea didn’t sound convinced. “It’s a real problem, you know. We owe that country a lot. They helped us during the war. Without their help, we might not have succeeded. And now that we’ve got a sort of truce going, they are the ones who act as go-between, our line of communication to the Granvillis. They’re strong allies. I can’t turn my back on a solid request like this. I can’t ignore our friends. They won’t be there for us next time if I do.”

The worry in her voice sent Kayla’s nerves quivering. They couldn’t possibly be considering giving him up to the Mercurian royals—could they? Impossible.

“Send out the diplomats,” she suggested, only half joking.

“Oh, definitely. Droves of them.” She smiled, but it faded quickly. “I’ve got to admit, it worries me quite a bit. I’m going to have to make a call to them soon. I’ve got to tell them something. Max is going to have to level with me. And regardless, we’ll have to find some way to either meet their demands or placate them.”

“Meet their demands?” Kayla repeated, her dread growing.

Pellea gave her a reassuring pat. “Placating is probably safer,” she noted. Then she made a face. “If we sent him back to them, lord only knows what he might do.”

Kayla was beginning to rebel. After all, he wasn’t all that bad. A bit nonconformist, of course, but all in all, he was definitely a good guy, at least in her experience with him.

But Pellea was still thinking of examples. She shook her head. “Last night at the ball, when he was presented to the old duchess, my Great-Aunt Judis, I was afraid he was going to say something like, ‘Hey, Toots, could you get me a refill on this drink while you’re up?’”

Kayla’s eyes widened. “He didn’t!”

“No, he didn’t.” She raised a significant eyebrow. “But there’s something about him that keeps making me scared he will.”

Despite her regard for him as a man, Kayla knew exactly what she meant. She frowned, trying to key in to the heart of the matter.

“He just doesn’t have the proper instincts.”

“Exactly.”

She looked up hopefully. “He’ll learn.”

Pellea sighed. “Of course he will. But can we wait around for that to develop on its own? I think not.” She drew in a deep breath. “So I’m getting him a superior teacher.”

“Really?” Kayla’s heart fell but she fought against it. This was just what had to happen. He had to learn his place in the scheme of things and she had to keep her distance from the entire process. It was all for the best and she knew it. “Who is that?”

Pellea stared at her, lips pursed as though she were annoyed with her somehow.

“A wonderful woman. She’s perfect for this assignment. Her only flaw is that she is rather slow on the uptake at times.” She gave a sound of exasperation. “It’s someone he already respects and has a great affection for.”

“Really?” She was still frowning. She hadn’t realized he knew that many women here. But what was she thinking? He always knew women, wherever he happened to be. “Do I know her?”

Pellea threw up her hands. “It’s you, silly. And you have exactly one week to perform a magical transformation.”

Max arrived at Pellea’s office in a somewhat surly mood. He’d spent the morning thinking about what he was going to say to her and nothing very good had come to mind. He decided to go for the basics—to tell her why he’d been in Mercuria and how his work there went. Then maybe she could weave some sort of conspiracy out of it all.

“Good morning, Your Majesty,” he said cheerfully as she rose to greet him. He kissed both cheeks and smiled at her.

“You just missed Kayla,” she told him. “I sent her on an errand.” She gave him a sharp look. “But that will give us a chance to talk openly, won’t it?”

He frowned, not sure he appreciated her implications that there might be things he could tell her that he wouldn’t tell Kayla. Still, he followed her lead and sat across from her at her desk.

“I take it you have something to tell me?” she said, looking almost eager.

He shrugged and took a deep breath. “I’ve made some inquiries. I’ve got a few ideas.”

“Good. Tell me what they are, because I don’t have a clue.”

He chewed on his lower lip, then admitted evasively, “I don’t really have anything definitive.”

She looked disappointed. “You don’t know why the Mercurians are angry with you?”

He laughed shortly. “Angry, sure. Ready to lock me away in a dungeon … not so much.”

Pellea’s eyes were cooler now. “Why don’t we start at the beginning?” she suggested. “Maybe there’s something you’re just not noticing. Why don’t you tell me everything? All about your time in Mercuria.”

He felt his jaw tighten, but he knew he really couldn’t blame her. So he tried to do it her way.

“Okay. It all started when an old flight instructor of mine recommended me to the Mercurian Army as someone who might be able to help them get an air force organized and trained. I flew over, met the king and talked to the military people in charge. It seemed like a decent little country, trying to emerge onto the global stage, but without a lot of money and mainly ancient aircraft at their disposal. The jets were going to have to come later. Anyway, I thought I could help them. Why not? So I signed on.”

“How long were you there?”

“Not quite a year.”

She nodded, thinking about what he’d told her and frowning. “Were you successful?”

“I thought so. We got a good skeleton of a program started.”

She nodded again. “Did you know they were helping us with our war effort?”

“Of course. That was one reason the project appealed to me. I’m Ambrian, too.”

“Why did you leave?”

That was a harder question. There were too many threads making up that answer to get into right now.

“Actually, around that time some old flying friends of mine showed up and talked me into coming over to join the fight for the restoration of the monarchy here in Ambria. It sounded like fun. Aerial combat and all that. And I was growing tired of all the bureaucracy I had to deal with in Mercuria. I wanted to get back into real flying again. So I joined up.” He looked at her expectantly, his story over.

She sighed, shaking her head. “Which tells me a lot,” she muttered, “and nothing.”

“Exactly.”

She studied his face for a moment. “Were they angry that you left when you did? Did they feel you hadn’t completed your commitment?”

He shook his head. “There might have been a little of that, but no one actually complained. They knew I was ready to go.”

He leaned forward. She deserved a better answer, but he just didn’t know what he could tell her that was going to give her the information she needed.

“Pellea, I did a lot of things that someone might look back on and decide were … out of bounds, perhaps. We were flyers. We raised hell. That’s what we do.”

Slowly, she shook her head. “I’m pretty sure this is more than raising hell,” she said. “You don’t say ‘dead or alive’ about a little carousing.”

“Okay, maybe … maybe an old girlfriend decided to take some sort of revenge. Maybe an innkeeper decided to blame me for a fight that might have torn up his bar and is suing for damages. Maybe someone who felt slighted by me in some way wants a pound of flesh. I just don’t know. And I’m not sure what you want me to do about it.” He shrugged. “Do you want me to issue an apology?”

“What? No. Of course not. Not until we know just what this is about.”

He bit his tongue, wishing he could lose the defensive attitude. He knew he hadn’t been living an exemplary life. He regretted it. Talking with Pellea, he wasn’t proud of it. But it was lousy being asked to explain it. Life was complicated enough without this stupid wanted poster arriving from Mercuria.

He sat back. “Leave it to me. I think I can handle this. It might take a little time, but I’ll get in touch with people I knew when I was there. I’ll let you know for sure when I think I’ve really got it pinned down.”

She nodded slowly. “Do that,” she said. “But make it soon.”

Kayla knew Max was going in to see Pellea first thing and she hoped they would be able to settle matters. It might be better if she could be there to help things along, but she had some business on the other side of the castle and knew she would probably miss him. So she left Max a message to meet her in the hall of portraits, and to her surprise, he was right on time.

The fact that there was a hall of portraits was a miracle. During the original rebellion, when the Granvillis had burned most of the castle and killed the king and queen—the parents of the current crop of princes, as well as of King Monte, Pellea’s husband—they had destroyed everything they could get their hands on that might remind anyone of the deposed monarchy. A lot of paintings burned that night, but many of the most important ones were spirited out by various servants who hid them with relatives for the twenty-five years of the Granvilli regime.

After the restoration of the DeAngelis monarchy, when the castle archivist began to collect them and bring them home, there was a wave of emotion in the populace that touched them all. It was so very important to have these beautiful pictures to tell the story of what their history had been.

Kayla found Max gazing up at a huge stately portrait of his great grandfather. The fine-looking royal was wearing an ermine-lined cape and looking quite imperial and majestic.

“Quite a handsome bunch, your ancestors,” she noted, sliding in beside him and looking up as well. She felt proud for him, proud for Ambria. She only hoped he understood what it meant to be a part of this.

“They certainly seem well-turned out,” he agreed. “But then, you’ve always got artistic flattery on your side when you’re royalty.” He gave her a mock jab in the ribs with his elbow. “The artist makes them beautiful or he doesn’t get paid, I would think.”

“Maybe.” She gave him a sideways look. “But from the evidence presented by your brothers, I’d chock it all up to good genes.”

He shrugged and she frowned, not sure he was sufficiently impressed.

“After all, the blood of these very people flows in your veins,” she pointed out.

He grunted. “Let’s hope none of them were bleeders or vampires,” he said lightly. “Don’t those two things tend to run in this kind of family?”

For some reason him saying that made her absolutely furious. Did he really not understand how important his own family was? Or was he just trying to drive her crazy?

“There is no such thing as vampires,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Maybe not,” he said, his blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “But I’m going to start being more careful with the morning shave. You never know.”

“No one in the DeAngelis family has ever shown any signs of hemophilia,” she protested, trying hard not to let him see how annoyed she was. “Just forget it.”

He gave her a look that infuriated her even further, then shrugged again and turned away as though it hardly affected him anyway. She took a deep breath and forced herself to calm down. She knew she was being overly sensitive, and that he was playing on her emotions like a skilled musician. She had to hold it back. She couldn’t give him the satisfaction of showing her feelings like this.

Slowly, she followed as he examined one portrait after another. She’d been here often in the last few months and she didn’t have to look at the labels to know who each one was. She was ready to answer any of his questions, but he didn’t say another word and she wondered what he was thinking.

No matter what, he had to be fascinated by the imposing DeAngelis family. Who could help it? And to think that he’d suddenly found out he was one of them.

They’d walked the length of the hall and then they both went out onto the terrace that overlooked the royal fields. Leaning against the massive stone guardrail, he smiled at her and her annoyance with his attitude began to melt away. She really couldn’t resist that smile.

“Did you talk to Pellea?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah. We had a little chat.”

“And?”

He eyed her questioningly. “What? You think I’m going to tell you everything I told her?”

She pulled back quickly. “No. Of course not.”

He laughed and reached out to push her hair behind her ear and then pull her closer again. “But you know I would. If there was anything to tell.”

“You didn’t come up with anything?” Her skin tingled where his fingers had touched and she frowned, trying to ignore it.

He hesitated. “Not anything sure. Or substantive.” He shrugged and changed the subject. “I can’t get over you being here like this,” he said. “What are the odds that we would both end up in the Ambrian castle? That was certainly a stroke of luck.”

“Yes, wasn’t it?”

She looked at his beautiful eyes and the hard, tanned planes of his handsome face and she knew he belonged with the men and women in those huge, gorgeously painted portraits in the hall. Someday his image would hang there with them. That was his destiny. Surely he knew that. Didn’t he?

“So how did Pellea find you, anyway?” he was asking her. “You said your sister had something to do with it?”

“I told you we’d known each other before. When my sister and her husband moved here, Caroline went to Pellea and told her about me and my situation and let her know I was looking for a job. It just so happened that she was looking for an assistant. So everything fell into place.”

“Good timing. Life can happen that way sometimes.”

She nodded ruefully. “Not often.”

“No.” A shadow flickered through his gaze. “Not often.”

They stood silently for a moment, each thinking private thoughts. Kayla was remembering Eddie and she was pretty sure he was, too. But she didn’t want to get started on that again. They had work to do.

“I guess you’re wondering why I asked you to meet me here,” she said at last.

He grinned at her using such a well-known cliché. “The question had crossed my mind a time or two,” he admitted. “And then I decided you just wanted me to learn to connect with my roots.”

“A simple goal, I would think.”

He grimaced. “So okay, I looked each ancient ancestor in the eye and took his measure. And the women, too. And I was impressed.” But he seemed a little impatient. “What else do you want from me?”

She drew a deep breath in slowly, wondering how to put this. She had no idea how he was going to take it. For all she knew, he might storm off and never speak to her again. Finally, she just blurted it out.

“Okay, Max. Here’s the deal.” She steeled herself. “Pellea wants me to teach you how to act like a prince.”







CHAPTER FIVE

MAX stared at her and for a moment, Kayla thought he hadn’t understood. But a faint smile quirked at the corners of his mouth and he repeated slowly, “Pellea wants you to teach me how to act like a prince?”

She nodded, waiting.

He gave her a look as though this was about as kooky as he’d thought things could get. “Really?” he said with a twist to his smile. “Who taught you?”

That was a good question and keyed right in to her deepest fears about this assignment. But she wasn’t going to let him know that. She hadn’t asked for this. In fact, she wished it hadn’t occurred to Pellea at all. But it had, and here they were, stuck with a project to do.

“I’m very observant,” she said cheekily. “Don’t worry. I won’t steer you wrong.”

He grinned, watching her with a slightly lascivious expression. “I’m not worried at all. I have every intention of becoming teacher’s pet in a major way.”

She pretended to frown. “Don’t count on that, mister. I’m a tough grader. You’re going to have to earn your graduation papers.”

“It’s a deal.” He pretended to look at his watch. “You’ve got two weeks to make me into royalty. Better get moving.”

She wasn’t crazy about the way he set it up like an adversarial position, but she’d known from the start that she would have to work fast. He didn’t have to remind her. His attention span wouldn’t last long. And he proved it by jumping to a new topic in seconds.

A man had walked by holding a baby, and they both looked up as the baby made a cooing sound. She met Max’s wide eyes and they both smiled.

“Hey, when do I get to meet little … Teddy, did you say his name was?” he asked.

She felt a surge of unpleasant adrenaline.

“Yes, uh … Teddy.”

He looked at her curiously. “Is he here at the castle with you?”

“He stays with my sister during the day. I’ll … uh … make sure you get to meet him soon.”

“Good.” He frowned and she knew he was wondering why she was so hesitant. “I’ll bet he looks just like Eddie.”

Color filled her cheeks. She tried to force it back but it just kept coming. Had he noticed? Did he see how uncomfortable she was with this?

“He’s a little young to look like anyone right now,” she said breathlessly.

But he didn’t seem to notice her reaction. He was looking into the past, his brows pulled together, and thinking of how it had once been. “Thank God you had his baby,” he said softly, reaching out to touch her cheek. “Thank God there’s a piece of him left in the world.”

Her mind was racing. She had to think of something. Hopefully, he would forget about Teddy once he was thoroughly invested in taking on the royal mantle. That had to be her goal: to convince him that becoming a prince was something he wanted to do, that it would engage his mind and spirit like nothing else he’d ever done. Once he opened himself to it fully, he would be so busy, so connected with what was going on here in the castle, that he would forget about her and her son. They would just fade into a pleasant memory for him, and then her life could go on as it had before he ever got here.

But he was still frowning at her, searching her eyes. She pulled away from his hand and turned to look at the distant sea. They were miles away, but she thought she could hear the waves pounding on the rocks.

“Listen, what about this Mercuria situation? I know you don’t know exactly what their beef is, but you must have some idea of what set them off.” She turned back to look at him. “Any clue at all as to what their problem was?”

He stared at her for a moment, then gave a bitter laugh. “You mean why they want to lock me away in their particularly nasty tower and torture me with bad food? No. I’m still not sure what that is all about.”

She frowned. “Come on, Max. You must have a secret opinion. Or two.”

“Oh, yeah. I’ve got some thoughts on the matter.” He frowned and shifted his weight from one foot to the other, as though suddenly uncomfortable with those very thoughts. “But you wouldn’t like them.”

That gave her a momentary pang, but she was game. “Try me.”

He made a face. “I’d rather not.”

She looked into his eyes. He was serious.

“Max, this isn’t a game. We have to find out the truth. This has to be dealt with.”

He nodded slowly. “Of course.”

She waited. He stood very still and watched her. She sighed with quick exasperation and tugged on his sleeve. “Max! Tell me! Delve down into your deepest intuitions and tell me what you think it just might be.”

He grimaced, then looked back at her and shrugged. “Okay. If you really want me to do this, here you go. This is just a guess, but …” He took a deep breath, then looked out at the distant mountains. “I think they want me to marry their princess.”

She stared at him in shock. He glanced at her and sighed.

“And here you thought this was the only royal gig I had lined up,” he said grimly. “But no. I’ve got my choice. Lucky me.”

Kayla swallowed hard. She hadn’t expected something like this. Staring at Max, she tried to get her mind around these new developments. Everything inside her was aching for a denial. He couldn’t … could he? He hadn’t … had he?

“Is there …uh …a reason they would be demanding this? I mean, their charges were pretty hard-line, even if they weren’t explicit.”

His blue gaze skimmed her features. “You mean, did I compromise the girl’s reputation in some way?” he said with a trace of sarcasm and a touch of resentment. “No, Kayla. I did not.”

“Oh.” Relief flooded her, leaving her breathless. And then she realized she still didn’t know any of the details. “Then …?”

“The Princess Nadine is fifteen years old,” he told her, looking almost angry. “She decided to get a teenage crush on me. I didn’t do a thing to encourage it. Believe me, I do have certain scruples. But girls that age …” He shrugged and looked toward the heavens for help.

It was ridiculous. Maddening. And ultimately, he had a feeling it would be quite embarrassing. There had to be a way to handle this without everyone knowing what the Mercurians really wanted.

Princess Nadine was a lovely girl, but she was much too young to be handed off to an old guy like him. He’d only seen her a few times and he’d managed to keep those visits short. He couldn’t go back there. There was no telling what would be demanded of him. The family running the country was a few bricks short of a load at times. One might even say, crazy as loons.

“It’s not a good situation.”

“Oh.”

“She decided she wanted me. And her daddy, the King of Mercuria, gives her whatever she wants.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Yes. ‘Oh, dear’.” He finally looked her in the eye. “So how am I supposed to explain this to Pellea? Especially when I don’t even know if it’s true?”

She thought for a moment. It was a problem. The queen was not going to be happy, and this put her in an awkward position in regard to an international relations situation that would just tangle things into knots. She could see why he hesitated to tell her about it.

But he would have to.

“You haven’t said anything to her about this?”

“No.”

She nodded. “Explain it to her just like you did to me.”

He looked skeptical. “I don’t think she’ll buy it.”

“If it’s the truth, what else can you do?”

He gave her a baleful look and shook his head. “Run away?” he suggested, only half joking.

“Never,” she said firmly.

He looked weary. “You know, this is just a guess. I don’t have any evidence. I’m not sure this is the exact thing pulling their chain. For all I know …”

“You’ve got to tell her. Right now.”

“Right now? But …”

She dug for her mobile and held up a hand to stop him. “I’ll see if she’s in,” she said, punching in Pellea’s office number. “She’s not there,” she said after a moment. “But her message says she’ll be right back.”

Leaning on the stone guard wall, he was watching her from under dark, lowered lashes. “You’re bound and determined to make sure I do the right thing, aren’t you? And by that, I mean the ‘royal’ right thing.” His eyes narrowed further. “You remind me of a prison warden I once knew.”

She looked up at him, doggedly set in her goals. “I’m going to make you into a prince,” she said coolly. “And you’re going to like it.”

He didn’t smile. His blue eyes looked as cold and hard as sapphire stones. “Or else I’ll bow out,” he said softly.

Holding his gaze, she shook her head slowly. “Over my dead body,” she promised, enunciating each word carefully. “You’re sticking this out, mister.”

He stared a moment longer, and then his lip began to curl. “Damn,” he said huskily. “Do you know how sexy you look when you’re giving me orders?”

“Oh!” She turned and started away, furious with him again. Was he ever going to take anything seriously?

“Hey.” He caught up with her and grabbed her upper arm, pulling her around to face him. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you thought that was condescending, didn’t you? I didn’t mean it that way. I was just being honest.”

She glared at him. “Be honest with Pellea. She’s the one who counts. And believe me, she’s ready to give you every chance in the world. But you have to level with her. Come on.” She linked her arm with his and gazed up at him, intense and a bit anxious. “Let’s go on over to the office. She ought to be back any minute. And you can tell her yourself. She’ll listen.”

He gave her a skeptical look. “She’ll try to see my side of things?”

“Oh, absolutely. She’s really very understanding.”

“I really don’t understand any of this and what’s more, I won’t have it!”

Kayla recoiled. She’d never seen Pellea so angry. She glanced apologetically at Max, but he was scowling at the queen. Oh, brother, did she ever regret forcing this little conversation.

They had come back to the office and found Pellea just arriving, a sheaf of papers in her hand. Obviously, she’d had news. She’d greeted them both the way someone thoroughly annoyed might, and as things were going, that did seem to be exactly what she was.

Pellea took a deep breath, closed her eyes and tried to calm herself. “All right. I’m going to try not to shout. That sort of thing is never becoming in a queen.” She gestured at them, slipping into her desk chair. “Sit down. We’ll do this the right way.” But her eyes flashed at Max. “Now tell me again, what exactly have you heard from Mercuria?”

Every muscle he owned seemed to be locked in stone. “As I said before, not much.”

There was a hard line to his mouth that Kayla didn’t like. She knew he resented being talked to the way Pellea had done, but she could also see that he was holding back. She only prayed that he was in control of his emotions. And that Pellea was, too. Sinking into a chair, she tugged on his sleeve to get him to sit down, too.

“I do have some calls in to some people and a friend is trying to look into this further, but …” He shrugged. “So far, not much.”

“You’re right,” Pellea said evenly. “That’s not much.” She waved an official-looking document at him. “I’ll tell you what I have. We’ve just received it. It’s from their foreign minister.” Her eyes blazed.

Max’s head went back defensively and his eyes were hooded. “What does he have to say?”

She rattled the paper. “He says we have five days to the deadline and at that point, they expect us to hand you over.”

A muscle pulsed at his jawline. “And if you don’t hand me over?”

She glared at him. “They’re going to invade.”

Kayla gasped. “What? Oh, Pellea, that can’t be.”

The queen looked at Kayla, at a loss and showing it. “That’s what they say, right here.” She held up the embossed announcement, complete with signatures and an official stamp. “Read it and weep.”

“They won’t invade,” Max scoffed. “They don’t have the man power.” But he perused the document carefully, reading every line.

Pellea seemed to be counting to ten. Finally, she said a bit breathlessly, “Maybe they won’t actually invade. Maybe this is all bluster. But that doesn’t fix everything. We still owe this country a lot. We need to pay them back, in kind if not in cash. What are we going to do to satisfy them? What are we going to do about their demand to have you extradited?”

His gaze was steady and firm. “We’re going to tell them to pound sand, I hope.”

“No.” She shook her head emphatically.

His face registered a tiny flash of shock, then one eyebrow rose quizzically. “You want me to go and stand trial?” he asked incredulously.

“Of course not. But we don’t get around it by yelling at them.” She threw her hands up. “We consult. We sympathize. We question. We find ways to talk them out of their anger. We don’t give them exactly what they want, but we make them think we did.”

Max frowned, not sure he bought her song and dance. “But we still don’t know exactly what they want from me.”

“No. We don’t, do we?” Pellea tapped the toe of her shoe against the tiled floor and stared at him steadily. “The only one here who could possibly know is you. So what do you think it is? If you were to venture a guess.”

Max stared back. Kayla waited breathlessly, expecting him to find a way to tell the queen about the princess, just the way he’d told her. She waited. And waited.

But Max didn’t say a word about that. Instead, his handsome face seemed to have cleansed itself of all emotion, all thought, and he said evenly, “I think you already have a theory. Don’t you? Why don’t you tell me what it is?”

“A theory? No.” She pulled another large sheet of paper off her desk and brandished it. “But the foreign minister of Mercuria seems to have one. Here’s what he says.” She held it up and began to read, just skimming to the pertinent words and phrases.

“According to the foreign minister, while you were in their lovely country, enjoying their delightful hospitality …” She took a deep breath before going on, setting up a nicely dramatic pause. “You stole a horse, hijacked an airplane and made off with an important ancient historical national artifact.” She lowered the paper and looked him in the eye. “And you say …?”

He was shaking his head, half laughing, but without amusement. “That’s insane. I never took any artifact.”

Kayla groaned and Pellea’s eyes widened. “But the horse and the airplane …?”

He grimaced. This was all so stupid. “Listen, I can explain.”

Pellea looked at Kayla. Kayla looked at Pellea. They both groaned.

“No, really,” he said, feeling unfairly outnumbered. “There was no money in the treasury. They gave me the plane in lieu of payment for services rendered. I can prove it.”

Pellea’s eyes flashed. “Good. You’ll have to. Do you have papers?”

He hesitated and then he shrugged. “I’ll have to take a look. I must have something somewhere.”

She nodded as though she’d known that all along. “And the horse?”

He drew in a long breath. “That’s a longer story.”

“Of course.” She was glaring again. “And the artifact?”

His eyes blazed at that one. “Now there, I have no idea what they’re talking about.”

Pellea’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, but I think you do.”

“Do you?” His back was really up now. “Then why don’t you tell me?”

She searched his eyes for a moment, then shrugged. “We’re going to put together a letter of explanation,” she said, completely dismissing the subject of the artifact for now, “and send an ambassador right away.”

“For this?” he said dismissively.

She turned and looked at him. “Don’t you understand how important this is? We have to soothe ruffled feathers as quickly as we can.” Her eyes flashed and her hands smoothed down the bright red dress she was wearing, the outfit that was making her look like a Spanish dancer. “Unless you’d like to go back and explain it to them yourself?”

He winced. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“Just so,” she said, as though that proved some point she’d been making all along.

Watching all this, Kayla was at a loss. She knew Max was being cagey. Why hadn’t he brought up the princess? Why did he treat Pellea like someone he had to keep things from? She wished he would lay it all out for her. If they didn’t handle this properly, war could be the result.

Either that, or extradition. She shuddered.

“Pellea, does Monte … does the king know about this?” she asked her.

“No.” Her face crumpled and for a second, Kayla was afraid she would cry. But she regained her composure quickly, taking Kayla’s hand in hers and squeezing it as though grateful she had her support and understanding. “No, he’s got his own international relations problems right now. I don’t want to bother him with this. I have to begin taking care of these things on my own and not go running to him with everything.”

Kayla nodded sympathetically. Working with Pellea, she had seen for herself what a precarious tightrope she walked trying to become effective without becoming either obsessive or too dependent. She and Monte had been like the perfect couple from the beginning, in more ways than one. Their royal marriage was a partnership and Pellea worked at it night and day.

Max rose, looking moody. “Your Majesty, let me just say this. The list you received from the foreign minister sounds like a bunch of excuses to me. I don’t know what’s really behind all this.” He stopped and swallowed hard. It really wasn’t easy for him to delve into his life and try to find explanations for this. But he would try.

“Why not wait until I find out something from my contacts in the country. Just hold on until then. Maybe we’ll have something we can work with.”

Pellea nodded, looking distracted. “Of course. You’ll let me know, won’t you?” She waved them off. “Until then, I’ll be counting on Kayla to manage things. So go, both of you. Get some lunch. I’ll talk to you later.”

Kayla looked back as they closed the door. A jagged little piece of her heart tore at the look in Pellea’s face. She bit her lip and turned away.

They walked away from the office. Kayla eyed at Max sideways and wondered how to broach the subject that was begging to be discussed. She kept expecting all this to be cleared up, and instead, she was just getting more confused.

“You want to explain all that to me?” she said at last, when he didn’t volunteer anything.

He looked down at her and raised an eyebrow. “You mean, why I didn’t tell her about Princess Nadine?”

She nodded. “You could start with that.”

He shrugged and kept walking. “There was nothing about it in the complaint. So maybe I’m wrong. Maybe that’s not what this is all about.”

She stopped him and searched his eyes in wonder. “You don’t believe that.”

He glanced back at her, frowning. “Who cares what I believe, Kayla. What does it matter?”

“Of course what you believe matters. How are we going to get to the bottom of all this if we just throw out theories without exploring them?”

She saw the torture in his eyes and melted. “Listen.” She grabbed his arm and pressed close so she could talk to him softly. “Whatever they think you did, whatever it turns out to be, we’ll handle it. Nothing is going to drive you away. We won’t let it.” His gaze locked in hers. “I won’t let it,” she whispered, her love for him in her eyes.

He reached up and his hand cupped her chin, fingers trailing across her cheek. He didn’t say a word, but something in his eyes said volumes. I need you, Kayla, they seemed to be saying. Don’t ever leave me. I don’t want to live without you. Never again.

She saw it as clearly as though he had said the words aloud. But she also saw what followed—a regret, a denial. She’d seen his true feelings, but at the same time, she saw why he couldn’t act on them. It was all there. As Pellea had said, read them and weep.

He dropped his hand and looked away and she put distance between them and cleared her throat.

“Tell me about the horse,” she said coolly.

Something flashed in his eyes and he turned away, then steeled himself and turned back and said, “Let’s get some food first. Where’s the closest place to get some food around here?”

She led him there and they entered the fast-food cavalcade, all chrome and neon flashing lights, with simple tables and chairs and a counter for ordering your food. Colors screamed from all sides and music was loud and aggressive. He scanned the place, then looked down at her and shook his head, his eyes amused.

“Are you going to tell me this is one of your favorite places?” he said skeptically.

She raised her chin and tried to keep from smiling, though his gorgeous eyes were tempting her to laugh. “Hey, I hang out here all the time.” She glanced around the room while he grinned at her obvious lie. “And anyway, you asked for something close.”

He bit his lower lip and attempted to adjust the criteria. “How about the closest decent food where you can also hear yourself think?”

“Say no more,” she said and led him to the escalator, then around two corners and onto a quieter walkway. “How about this?”

She would have thought the Two for Tea tearoom might have been a little too precious for his taste, but he smiled and nodded. “Looks great,” he said.

She grinned. “I hadn’t figured you for finger sandwiches,” she said.

“That shows how little you really know me,” he replied, and escorted her in.

Every table had a lace cloth. The tea was served in fragile cups and saucers and the trays of scones and little sandwiches were passed from table to table by girls in Victorian costumes. Music by Debussy, Liszt and Chopin filled the air. Kayla sighed. Just what they needed to calm the frantic mood of the day.

They sat, ordered and then smiled at each other across the table.

“We came here to talk,” she reminded him.

He made a face. “Yes.” He sighed. “What was the subject again?”

“The horse.”

“Ah, yes. The horse.” His eyes widened, full of innocence. “Okay, I did steal the horse.”

She gasped. “What? I thought you were going to convince me it was all a misunderstanding.”

“There was no misunderstanding. I stole him.” Reaching out, he took her hand in his. “There was a good reason.”

“Oh, Max,” she said, swept up in a sense of despair.

“Let me tell you how it came to be.”

She nodded, willing to hear him out. But tears were threatening and she knew he could tell. “Please,” she said shakily.

He nodded, then took his hand away from hers and stared at the wall. “While I was living in Mercuria, I rented a room from a family, the Minderts, who had once been quite wealthy but through one thing and another, had lost all their money. All they had left from the old days, besides their house and land, was a stable of three beautiful, award-winning palomino horses, and it took all Dirk Mindert’s efforts to make enough to keep them fed and well taken care of.”

His eyes were troubled as he remembered how it had been for these people. “The whole family had one goal—keep those horses. But while I was living there, they had to get rid of two of them. They just couldn’t keep up with expenses. They were about to lose their house and they couldn’t …?.” He shook his head as though the words just wouldn’t come for a moment.

“I would have tried to help them, but the Mercurian government wasn’t paying me at the time. So I didn’t have much in the way of resources.” He looked down at his hands. They were clenched into fists. Slowly, he made them relax.

“But we managed to get together enough money to keep the most important one, a beautiful horse named Belle. He belonged to the Minderts’ eight-year-old daughter, Mindy. She rode her every day. It was magical to watch the way she and that huge horse had a rapport between them. It would have been a crime to separate them.”

Kayla murmured something and reached for his hand again. His fingers curled around hers, but he didn’t seem to know it. He was wrapped up in his story.

“The public affairs minister and I had a falling out. Bottom line, he hated me. He tried to undercut me a couple of ways that just didn’t work out. And then, all of a sudden, he took Mindy’s horse away.” His voice deepened roughly. “He had some trumped-up national security reason. They were supposedly confiscating all horses in the sector.”

He turned to look into her eyes. “It was a bunch of bull. I went to him to try to get it rescinded. He called the guard, tried to have me arrested.” He shrugged. “I got away.” He gazed at the wall again and took a deep breath. “I found out where they were keeping Belle and I stole her back. I took her and I rode her right across the border.”

He looked back at Kayla as though to see how she was taking that. She looked right back. So far, she wished he hadn’t done it, but she didn’t see how it was going to be a capital offense. These things could be explained … couldn’t they? Maybe Pellea could authorize a payment?

But Max was still telling his story.

“I managed to have the Minderts meet me. They were about to lose their land anyway. It was time for them to go. I got them out of the country and on their way to Switzerland. They have family there.” He took a deep breath and looked at her. “And Mindy has her horse back.”

“Oh. I’m glad. But …” It did seem a large price to pay for a horse. She admired him for his instincts to help, but … “Max, you could go to prison for this.” Not only that, but he could also be giving up his place in the royal family.

“Yes,” he said simply. “I might.” He stared hard into her eyes, his own silver with passion. “But, Kayla, I don’t really care. There was something more important than that involved. And I would do it again. I would do it tomorrow.”







CHAPTER SIX

MAX’S hand tightened on Kayla’s. “You see, there’s more to this story. Mindy is a sweet and adorable girl. You would love her. But more than that, Mindy …” His voice choked a bit and he cleared his throat. “Mindy is blind, you see. Belle was her life companion, her only joy. You understand?” He searched her eyes, looking very serious.

She drew her breath in sharply, and then she nodded slowly. She did understand. She had to admit, Mindy’s blindness made all the difference. The fact that he had thrown away everything he had in order to help the child … she was touched by what he’d done. “Yes. I think so. I do understand.”

He nodded, as though satisfied with her answer and by what he could see in her eyes. “Good. It had to be done.”

She stared at him. Yes, it had to be done. And he’d done it. He was a man who went ahead and did things. He didn’t wait to see how the wind might blow. He made things happen. Suddenly, her heart filled with affection for him. So he stole a horse—so what!

“And you …?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I never went back. It was time for me to go anyway.”

She took a deep breath and sighed as though she’d just been through something important. “Wow. You were a hero.”

“No.” He shook his head and appeared pained. “It was my fault the horse was taken in the first place. I should have been more obsequious to the minister. I don’t ever seem to be able to learn that lesson.”

“And I don’t suppose you were much of a hero to the Mercurian regime, were you?”

He gave a short laugh. “Hardly.”

“So by the time you left, they already had a pretty deep grudge against you.”

“So it seems.”

Their tea was getting cold and the first round of sandwiches had arrived. Luckily, they were delicious and Kayla began to relax. It was wonderful what a little bit of tea and some yummy finger food could do. She was feeling so much better about everything.

He had reasons for taking the plane and reasons for stealing the horse. Surely he also had an explanation for the historical artifact. Whatever that was. But she wouldn’t bug him about that right now. All in good time.

She definitely wouldn’t let herself get caught up in so much worry about it any longer. She had work to do. She was supposed to mold him into a prince in a week. It was time to get going on that little job.

“We’ve got to get back to the essential things we’ve been tasked with,” she told him between bites of a watercress delectable. She gave him a significant look. “Prince lessons.”

He rolled his eyes but didn’t balk. “I’m game,” he said with resignation. “What do I do next? Cut my hair in a pageboy?”

“Nothing so old-fashioned as that,” she assured him. “But I think we ought to make a list.” She pulled a notebook out of her huge purse. She’d brought it along just for this sort of thing.

“A list?” His look was wary.

“A list of all the things the modern nobleman must be.”

He gave her a crooked grin so endearing, she felt something move in her chest. He’d grinned at her with just that look before. She had a quick flashback to a day on the beach down on the Mediterranean, a day so bright and beautiful, it made her think her world had been enchanted. Max and Eddie were competing to see who could build the best sand castle. And she was just sitting to the side, watching them and laughing at their silly macho banter. The sea was turquoise blue, the sand was sparkling, the sun was liquid gold.

A perfect day. A perfect time. A bittersweet sense of nostalgia swept through her and she had to hold back tears. Nothing would ever be so special again.

She pulled herself back into the now and Max was still making fun of her list.

“I’ll see your modern nobleman list,” he teased her. “And then we’ll raise the stakes and make a list of everything the non-noble should know before attempting to play the royal game. That one I might be able to shoot for.”

She shook her head. “Don’t worry. This doesn’t mean you have to absorb everything all at once. It’s more of a wish list.” She wrote on the top of the page, The Attributes of the Perfect Prince.

“Perfect?” He groaned. “Might as well toss it right now.”

“Will you stop it?” she said, raising her pen to her cheek as she thought things over. “I know. We’ll start with physical appearance.”

He seemed surprised. “You don’t think I’ve got the looks for the job?”

She flashed him a satirical glance. “As far as the basics, you’ll do. But there’s more to it. There’s a certain way that a prince carries himself.”

He grinned. “Arrogance and disdain? I think I can handle that.”

She pretended to glare at him. “No. Confidence and competence mixed with a certain sense of approachability. Leadership and the common touch, all wrapped up in one handsome package.” She wrinkled her nose. “Do you understand what I mean?”

He looked back and then sighed. “I think I get it.”

“Good.” She nodded. “Work on that, please.”

“Oh, sure. No problem.”

“And then there is your manner of dress.”

He looked down at his casual shirt and Levi’s and eyed her questioningly.

Her look back was scathing and she shook her head. “I’ll get together some pictures to show you what you can do on that.”

“Spend money,” he said cynically.

“Yes. But carefully. I’ll teach you the tricks.”

“No kidding?” His smile was nothing if not provocative. “I didn’t know you had a few of those up your sleeve.”

She grinned back and tapped him with her pen. “Be ready for anything.”

“Oh, I will.”

“But right now,” she said, shifting gears and getting serious again, “I want to see how you walk.”

He blinked at her. “What?”

“Your walk. Is it royal enough? Does it need more backbone? Insouciance? Perhaps a bit more savoir faire?”

“Listen, I’ll do anything you want, but I’m not going French.”

She laughed. “You only wish you could be French. The French know how to walk.”

“I’ve never been put down for my walk before.”

“Let’s see it, then.”

He blinked at her. She couldn’t mean what she seemed to mean. Could she? “What?”

She gestured for him to stand. “Do it.”

His eyes were clouded. “Do what?”

She leaned toward him, holding back a laugh at his hesitancy. “Walk across the room. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“Here? Now?” He looked around the room, his face worried.

“Yes, here and now.” She bit back a grin and decided it was time to take pity on him. “Oh, don’t worry. Something simple. Just a quick turn and back again.”

She almost laughed out loud at the look he gave her. It was obvious the whole concept was a huge embarrassment to him. Funny. Had he never been conscious of how he came across before?

“Just get up and walk over to the counter and pick up a tray of sweets and bring them back here. No one will know you’re on display.”

He took a deep breath, his look as close to a glare as she’d ever received from him. “All right,” he said grudgingly. “But be kind.”

Rising, he threw her an exasperated glance and started across the room. His walk was slow, strong and controlled and she knew right away there was nothing she could suggest to improve it. The set of his shoulders, the tilt of his head, the length of his stride—his manner of carrying himself might not be particularly royal, but it was about as good as it could get.

And then she noticed something odd. It was like a force field moving through the room. Every single woman, even those who couldn’t have possibly seen him get up from where they were sitting, was turning her head in his direction. What was he—magnetized? She watched, eyes wide and hand over her mouth, as he picked up the tray and started back. They were all staring.

And it wasn’t that he was so handsome. There were other handsome men in the room. There was more to it than that. There was a sense about him—a little bit of danger, a little bit of bravado and a lot of something else. She bit her lip, trying to analyze just what it was. Those gorgeous eyes seemed to say he knew things other people didn’t—secret things about life and love. And whatever those secret things were, they seemed to draw the attention of every female imagination in the place.

“Wow,” she breathed as he sat down again.

He lifted a dark eyebrow sardonically. “I was that good, was I?”

She rolled her eyes. “No,” she told him briskly, not willing to let him know the power he had, just in case he wasn’t sure of it yet. “I was just thinking what a lot of work we have ahead of us.”

He winced and looked rebellious. “I can save everybody the trouble and forget the whole thing,” he offered, only half joking. “If even the way I walk isn’t good enough …”

“Isn’t good enough,” she echoed weakly, shaking her head. It was no use. He might as well know the truth. “Someone should call out the paramedics,” she whispered to him wryly, leaning close so as not to be overheard. “Half the women in here are about to swoon right off their chairs after watching you walk across the room.”

He eyed her skeptically, a cloudy, slightly bewildered expression in his eyes. Then he spoke with such honesty, she was taken aback. “Kayla, come on. Don’t mess with my self-confidence like that. I’m feeling shaky enough about this whole royal thing. I don’t need you, of all people, to be mocking me.”

She recoiled in surprise. She hadn’t meant to do that. She hadn’t thought anything could ruffle his famously appealing feathers. Evidently, he wasn’t quite as cocky as he seemed. To think that he had never noticed the effect he had on women was a revelation.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m just as new at this as you are. I was trying to stick to a light tone and I guess I went a little too far.” Reaching across the table, she took his hand in hers and leaned forward, looking into his eyes earnestly. “Max, you’ve got a great walk. Manly and noble and full of confidence. At least, that’s the way it comes across and that is what counts. You were born to be a prince, no matter how you want to fight it. It’s in your blood.”

He squeezed her hand and didn’t answer, but his eyes were smiling.

“But we aren’t finished,” she added quickly. “There are a lot of superficial things you need to learn. We still have a long way to go.”

He nodded, agreeing with her. “‘And miles to go before we sleep,’” he said softly.

She gasped and smiled. “A literary quote. Very good. Knowing good poetry is a real plus in a prince.”

“Eddie taught me that one.” His eyes clouded. “Too bad it wasn’t Eddie who got the chance to be a prince. He would have done a bang-up job of it, wouldn’t he?”

As she watched him, something caught in her heart. “Max, Eddie was great. I miss him constantly. It just kills me that he had to die. But …” And here was the hard part. It was true, but hard to say. “Max, he was no better a person than you are.”

Max winced as though she’d slapped him. “Don’t say that. Of course he was.”

“No.” She shook her head. “He wasn’t perfect. He was a man, just like you are. He had his good days and his bad ones.” She tried to smile. “He could be darn grumpy when the weather didn’t suit him. You remember.”

A slow grin erased Max’s frown. “I remember.”

Their gazes met and held. Max began to lean closer, his eyes filling with smoky memories.

“Kayla,” he began huskily.

But he never got any further. A shriek filled the room, a sound like a fire engine coming through, and they both jumped back, startled.

“Oh, no,” Kayla said as she leaped to her feet and whirled. And just in time. A child who could barely toddle was racing toward her as fast as his chubby little legs could take him.

“Teddy!”

He threw himself at her, practically flying through the air, and she caught him and pulled him up into her arms, half laughing, half scolding. “Teddy, what are you doing here?”

“I am so sorry,” Caroline said, rushing in behind him with her own little boy in her arms. “We saw you through the glass. And once he knew his mom was in here, there was no stopping him. He climbed right out of the stroller!”

Holding Teddy in her arms was like being close to heaven and Kayla always reveled in it. But there was another emotion lurking. Guilt. Leaving her baby with someone else was something she had to do, but the guilt never completely left her, no matter how busy and involved she was at work. She held him tightly and whispered soothing words against his adorable head, and he whimpered and pressed in close. And the guilt welled up inside her.

She looked up, realizing there were other issues that had to be dealt with. Her sister was smiling at Max, but she hadn’t told her anything about him and she obviously had no idea who he was.

“Caroline, this is an old friend from back in my Trialta days. Max Arragen. He … he and Eddie were really close. They flew together …?.”

“Nice to meet you.” Caroline frowned as she held out her hand for his. “Wait. Max Arragen? Aren’t you …?”

He gave her one of his devastating self-deprecating smiles. “The new prince. Yes.”

Caroline’s eyes lit up. “Congratulations,” she said, glancing at Kayla. “I had no idea. Wow. You must be really excited with all this hoopla.”

“Oh, yeah. Something like that anyway.”

“I feel like I should do a little curtsy or something.”

“No. Please.” He seemed genuinely embarrassed and she laughed.

Kayla watched them and she had to smile. Her sister resembled her quite a bit, but her blond hair was cut short and perky. Caroline was the friendly, outgoing sort, while Kayla had always felt she was the shy one, the quietly competent one whose work no one really noticed. And yet, here she was, having lunch with a prince, working for the queen … Maybe it was time to reassess her self-image.

“Ma-ma,” Teddy said, tugging on her collar and adding something indecipherable that probably meant, Let’s get out of here and have some ‘mommy and me’ time together.

The words weren’t there but Kayla heard the message loud and clear. She looked up at Max, waiting for him to finish chatting with her sister and notice the baby.

“We were on our way to the playground,” Caroline was saying. “If you two have any lunch hour left, why don’t you come along?”

Kayla looked at Max. He was staring at Teddy. Her heart began to race. What was he seeing? What did those sharp eyes catch? What were the vibes that were getting through to his instinctive reactions?

It was hard to tell. He was smiling, but something in that smile was beginning to stiffen up. Had he noticed? Had he taken a quick assessment of whom Teddy might look like? It was an exercise that was completely familiar to her. She’d done it periodically ever since her baby was born. She was blond with dark eyes. Eddie had been the same. But Max had dark bronzed hair and shockingly blue eyes. And so did Teddy.

It didn’t mean anything. Of course it didn’t. There were all sorts of combinations possible with the logic of genetics. She knew that. He knew that. But still …

“This is Teddy,” she told him, wishing her voice wasn’t shaking. “Teddy, this is Max. Say ‘hi.’” She made him wave, but his little baby face was rebellious.

Max hesitated. He didn’t seem to have much experience socializing with babies and in the end, he smiled awkwardly and said, “Hi, Teddy.”

Teddy turned and hid his face against her neck. Kayla searched Max’s eyes, trying to guess what he might be thinking. She didn’t see any clues. But she also didn’t see the sort of appreciation for her beautiful child that she might have expected.

“I think he’s tired,” she said, knowing it sounded like an excuse.

“Oh, sure,” Caroline chimed in helpfully. “He didn’t have a nap this morning and he usually goes down for a half hour or so.”

Teddy still had morning naps? Had she really been out of his daily routine for so long that she didn’t know it any longer? She felt a sudden sense of remorse. She should be with her baby today. He needed her. She needed him. He was clinging to her and she was getting the message.

As she pulled him closer, he turned to look at Max. Teddy’s expression didn’t change, but his lower lip thrust out and his little hands dug deeper into the fabric of her blouse. This is my mom, his face said. She belongs to me.

“Cute kid,” Max said shortly, but there was no warmth in his eyes as he turned away.

Kayla made her decision. “I think we’re going to have to put off doing more work on our prince project,” she told him. “I really feel I need to go to the playground with them. I’ve been neglecting Teddy so much lately. Do you … do you want to come along?”

She waited as he mulled it over, hoping he would say no.

“I’ve got a few things I’ve got to take care of,” he said at last, his gaze touching hers, then veering off again. “I’ll catch you later.”

“Okay.” Relief flooded her. This was just too nerve-wracking to keep up much longer.

She didn’t look at Max again. Her attention was all for her baby. Caroline gave her a questioning look and she knew that her sister wanted to get filled in on a few details and get a fix on her feelings, but she wasn’t up to discussing Max and all that he meant to her. Too much had happened too soon and she needed to reevaluate.

But right now it was Teddy’s time. She turned her face away and began a baby-talk discussion with her son. Her sister would have to wait.

Max wandered down into the main castle courtyard and out along the man-made miniwilderness where he could lose himself among the trees. A small babbling brook ran cheerfully past a large flat rock, and that was where he settled, out of sight of the walkways.

Normally, he wasn’t much for introspection. He thought of himself as a man of action. He didn’t tend to second-guess himself, to try to analyze why he did the things he went through or why the results had been good or bad. Navel gazing was just not his style.

But today he felt like a little self-analysis was in order. He’d just spent an hour in a meeting with two of his brothers—Prince Mykal, who had been identified as one of the royals only a few weeks before Max had, and Prince David, who had caught sight of him in the hallway and invited him to join them in a discussion of renovations to a still-destroyed area of the castle.

Much of the original and ancient castle had been burned on the night thirty years before when the Granvilli family had mounted a successful rebellion and taken over Ambria, killing the king and queen and establishing their vicious dictatorial regime. That night, each of the royal children had been spirited away by various servants or friends or members of the administration and hidden from the Granvillis. It had taken twenty-five years for the princes and princess to begin to find each other again. Their fight to win back their country had been successful and now there was only a remnant of the Granvilli faction that held a remote part of the island to deal with.

David was the second oldest prince and considered second only to King Monte in importance. Tall and dark, he had a serious air about him.

“Max, I’m glad to see you,” he said when he met his brother in the hall. “I’ve been neglecting you, I know. There are so many issues coming up right now. I really want to get you more involved in management matters. We all have to share the burden of managing the castle, and eventually, the nation at large.” He gave him a firm pat on the back. “I’m meeting Mykal in the blue meeting room right now. Why don’t you join us?”

Max was glad to do just that. He was still new enough at the castle to be a little starstruck by his brothers and he wasn’t sure he would ever get over being impressed by them. He’d been told a little of David’s background. He’d been raised by a family in the Netherlands, and since he was six when he was taken, he remembered where he’d come from. But he also knew it had to be kept secret, and it wasn’t until he was in his twenties that he and Monte found each other and began to plot their return to power. As the two oldest, they were regularly considered the head and heart of the family.

Mykal was almost as new to this as Max was, and it showed. Still recovering from a terrible motorcycle accident, he had trouble sitting for long, and by the time an hour had passed it was obvious the meeting had to be adjourned for the day.

But Max sat with them at the long, shiny table and made small talk about how he was settling in. Then the real work of the meeting had begun, and he was very quickly over his head. The talk was all architectural plans and cost estimates and zoning regulations, things he had never dealt with before. He listened carefully and filed information away to learn more about later. But he was definitely out of his element, and what’s more, though he liked and admired them, he didn’t feel any special connection. They were brothers, but it didn’t feel the way he had expected that sort of relationship to feel. When they all rose, shook hands and parted ways, his head was swimming.

That feeling was still with him now. He was glad to have carved out an hour to be on his own. There was a lot to think about. He was feeling a bit shaky about what he ought to be doing and generally undecided about his own future. Bottom line—what the hell was he doing here living in a castle?

The whole prince thing just didn’t feel right. He’d never asked for it. He’d been happily flying reconnaissance missions over the Granvilli territory when he’d been called in to the commander’s office and asked to take a battery of tests. He still didn’t know who had nominated him for testing or why.

If only he’d refused and walked away right at that point, none of this would be happening. He’d be off flying in someone else’s war.

Still, what was stopping him from doing exactly what he pleased right now? He could go. He could find someone else to fly for. He would keep his promise to the queen, but once that was over, he wasn’t so sure he was going to stick around. After all, what was really keeping him here?

Right now, he would have to say it was mostly Kayla. He hadn’t expected to find her here, but now that they had reconnected, he knew he didn’t want to lose her again.

Kayla was important to him. She always would be. He remembered those days in Trialta as the best days of his life. He and Eddie had hit it off like brothers, born to be together, and Kayla had been a huge part of that bond.

Funny. When he’d heard she had a child, he’d assumed her baby would be an extension of that. That he would love the kid as a small form of Eddie. But the reality hadn’t fit in with the vision. There was something about that baby …

He was definitely a beautiful baby boy. But looking at him, something hadn’t felt right. Something about the kid bothered him, made him want to look away quickly, and he didn’t want to feel that way about Kayla’s baby. Very strange. Maybe he ought to stay away from the kid until he was a little older.

A twig snapped and he turned his head, sure someone was coming into his little clearing. He didn’t want company. He stared into the brush, ready to scowl a nonwelcome. But no one appeared. He stared harder, his gaze darting from one gap in the greenery to another, looking for movement. Nothing. Funny … he was sure he’d heard someone.

And it had happened before. He remembered getting the same feeling when he was wandering through the halls, earlier. A feeling that he wasn’t alone.

Suddenly he had a prickly feeling on the back of his neck, and he stood, turning slowly, hands balled into fists. Yes, damn it, someone was watching him. Maybe he couldn’t see it, but he sure as hell could feel it.







CHAPTER SEVEN

KAYLA looked up, startled, as Max came into the office. There was a thunderstorm brewing in that handsome face.

“Max,” she said, but he walked right past her desk and confronted Pellea.

“I want to know why you’ve got somebody following me,” he said curtly. “Don’t you trust me? Has it really come to this?”

Pellea looked up and gaped at him, bewildered and showing it. “What are you talking about?”

“Look, I’ve made you a promise. I may be unreliable in superficial ways, but when I make a promise, I keep it. There was no call for you to send spies to watch over me. I don’t like it.”

She was shaking her head, looking at him as though he’d lost his mind. “I don’t have anyone following you,” she protested earnestly. “Really, Max. I swear.”

His anger seemed to pulse in the small room. He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. He knew he was over-the-top and taking it out on Pellea wasn’t going to fix anything. This wasn’t really her fault. He’d been angry when he thought it was, but her outrage told him differently, and he began to cool down. If he were honest with himself, he knew his own doubts and insecurities were more to blame for this outburst than anything the queen could have done. He needed to get a grip.

“I was just down in the courtyard, in among the trees, and someone was there watching me. I know it.”

She shrugged. “There may have been someone watching you, but I didn’t tell them to. Believe me, Max. I wouldn’t do that.” She made a face. “Not yet, anyway.”

He looked at the ground and shook his head. For someone trying to learn to act like a prince, he was doing a lousy job of it. He looked up with a rueful smile and made a slight bow toward her.

“Your Majesty, please forgive me. This was rude and uncalled for. I had no right to attack you like this and I’m sorry.”

Pellea’s smile lit up the room. It seemed she knew earnest regret when she saw it. “Of course I forgive you. This is not supposed to be a fight. We’re both on the same side.” She rose from her desk chair and came out to throw her arms around him and then kiss him on both cheeks.

“Listen to me,” he told her. “I will make you a pledge right now. I won’t do anything behind your back. If anything happens, I’ll tell you. If I decide I have to leave, I’ll tell you. No secrets.”

She nodded. “Good.” One last pat on his cheek and she turned. “And in the spirit of openness, sit down. I’ll give you the rundown on our latest outreach to Mercuria.”

He sank into a chair across from her, but glanced back at Kayla. She gave him a wink and a tiny approving smile. Ridiculously, he suddenly felt much better.

“All right, here’s the news. We’ve sent our ambassador to Mercuria.”

Max nodded. “And what message does he take with him?”

Pellea shuffled papers on her desk and brought up the pertinent ones. “In answer to their charges, we respond thusly—it is our understanding that the airplane was given to Prince Maximillian, formerly known as Max Arragen, in payment for his help in establishing the Mercurian Air Force and therefore not an item that can be reclaimed.”

She looked up for his approval, and he nodded.

“As for the horse, we made it clear that we feel there was a misunderstanding and a wrong done to the horse’s owner, who now has regained possession of the horse. If they like, we are prepared to pay damages for the loss of it to the Mercurian government.” She nodded toward Kayla. “I’ve had that whole episode explained to me. Kayla repeated what you told her this morning.”

He glanced back at Kayla again and nodded. “Sounds reasonable.”

“As for the historical artifact, I let them know that we have no idea what this might be or how it might have come into your possession. We shall await clarification. Barring that, we are unwilling to count that as a serious charge against you.”

“Wow. I’d say that pretty much covers all the bases.”

Pellea nodded. “Now we wait to see how they take it. We should have their response tomorrow.” She gave him a significant look. “And then, we’ll see.”

He heard the warning in her voice. She was seriously worried about this.

“You’ve said the Mercurians were a big help in the fight to regain Ambria for the DeAngelis royal family,” he said musingly. “What made them come in on your side?”

Pellea shrugged. “As you know, Mercuria is a tiny stretch of land along the coast, not even as large or as important to this area as Ambria, whose main source of wealth comes from tourists, mainly in gambling. Some wags have called it nothing more than a casino with a nice beach. But they have been traditional allies of ours, and the fact that they have a monarchy, just as we do, cemented our ties more recently.”

He nodded. “And they are the closest country to you, aren’t they?”

“Yes. Just an hour by boat will bring you right to the foot of the Mercurian castle. You could almost consider them a neighbor.”

“Do you know King Juomo personally?”

“No, I don’t. I guess the families had personal ties back in the dark ages, but as far as I know, none of us have come face-to-face with any of them. As I understand it, they are rather reclusive.”

He nodded. “Yes. Very reclusive. And very strange.”

“So I’ve heard.” She made a face. “That doesn’t bode well. It’s hard to judge how they will take this. What do you think?”

He shook his head. “I have no idea. King Juomo liked me, until he didn’t like me anymore. And I’m not sure what made the change.”

“Oh, well.” Pellea waved a hand dismissively. “We shall see. And I need to get back to work.” She smiled at him. “Cheer up. We’ll get through this.”

He smiled back. “Of course.” Taking a deep breath, he rose, took his leave of the queen and pivoted to Kayla.

“Do you have time to go get a cup of coffee with me?” he asked, looking at her without any clear emotion.

She glanced at Pellea, who nodded her permission, and smiled. “Sure,” she said, reaching to pull her tiny clutch purse out of her larger bag. “I won’t be long,” she promised the queen.

She almost had to run to keep up with Max’s stride once they were out in the walkway. His walk was strong and aggressive, with a hint of residual anger still hovering over his mood.

“Will you tell me why you’re so upset?” she asked.

He gave her a sideways glance and didn’t respond as they came out onto the public corridor and up to the coffee bistro. It was packed with people and the lines were long.

“There’s a vending machine a little farther out this way. We can get coffee and go out on the balcony.”

They got their coffee in paper cups from the machine and made their way outside. The balcony was small, but there was a table flanked by two chairs, and they went to it after a quick look over the railing. The blue skies were gone and a cool wind blustered in and out of the crevices and still neither of them had said a word.

Max stared down into his coffee. She watched him. Finally he looked up and met her gaze.

“You know what?” he said. “I want to go.”

Her heart jumped. His eyes looked hard and unhappy.

“Where?” she said.

He shrugged. “Away. Anywhere. Something new. Something different.” His blue eyes held hers. “This isn’t the life for me.”

“Max …” She reached for his hand and held it tightly.

“I don’t feel like I belong here. I don’t think the way these people do. My instincts don’t work here. I really feel I need to go.”

“Max …”

His wide eyes stared right into her soul. “Will you go with me?”

She stared at him. How could he ask such a thing? Didn’t he realize she had a life here? A son? She couldn’t go anywhere she felt like. She had commitments.

He could read her refusal in her eyes. The child. Of course. What was he thinking? She had the child. He pulled his hand away and looked out at the grey skies.

A cold wind blew in and Kayla shivered.

“Here, take this,” he said, slipping out of the denim jacket and handing it to her. “Unless you still scorn it?” he tried to tease, his smile unconvincingly stiff.

“I never scorned it,” she protested, shrugging into it and huddling gratefully in the warmth his body had left inside. “I love jeans jackets.”

“Just not on princes.”

She pulled the jacket in close and looked at him. “Not true. Max, I know you want to wear the clothes you feel comfortable in. And you should be able to. But you have to know what’s expected of you in certain situations. That’s all. We’re not trying to change the fundamental you.”

He grunted, and she leaned closer. “Tomorrow we’ll go clothes shopping and I’ll show you what I mean.”

He stared at her and finally a smile began to tug at the corners of his mouth. “I guess that means you don’t think much of my plan to leave,” he said, eyes smiling sadly.

“I think it stinks. You promised Pellea two weeks. You’ll manage to stick it out that long. I know you. You won’t run.”

He wasn’t so sure she knew him as well as she thought she did. Running was what he’d done all his life—running from his problems, running from expectations, running from commitment. He knew it was time for him to grow up and stop running, but he wasn’t sure how to do that.

“You won’t run,” she repeated confidently, and he merely smiled and let her think she had him pegged.

“At least you won’t really need new clothes tonight,” she mentioned. “Pellea has a dinner planned for all you princes, but it’s beer and pizza and football on the television.”

His smile evaporated in an instant. This was the first he’d heard about it. He scowled, but she wasn’t cowed.

“You need to interact with your brothers more,” she said. “Once you get to know them better, you’ll feel more welcome here.”

“Maybe.” He didn’t look convinced, but the sun came out from behind a cloud at that very moment, and it was as though liquid gold was streaming down all around them.

She laughed and went to the railing, enjoying the warmth of the sun, and he followed. The countryside around the castle looked magical. It was late afternoon and the shadows were long and colors intensified.

“Do you ever go walking down by the stream?” he asked her, pointing it out below.

“No, I’ve never been there.”

He grabbed her hand. “Let’s go,” he said spontaneously. “You’ll love it.”

They took the elevator down and walked quickly through the corridors and onto the back patio, hoping to catch as much sunshine as they could before the cloud cover took over again. He took her hand and led her through the trees to his favorite rock. She scanned the area, enchanted with the rustling leaves and babbling brook. Then she got a thoughtful look.

“Is this where you were when you thought you were being watched?” she said accusingly.

“Yes, it is.” He looked excessively innocent. “Why do you ask?”

“You just wanted me to come down here to see if I could help you catch the culprits, didn’t you?” She pretended to take a swipe at him.

He laughed. “No,” he said, fending off her mock attack and grabbing her wrists. “Though come to think of it, two sets of eyes are better than one.”

He pulled her close until their faces were within inches of each other. She smiled into his eyes. He smiled back and something electric happened. He was going to kiss her. She could feel it. Her breath caught in her throat and she pulled back quickly, heart pounding.

“I don’t see anybody,” she said breathlessly. “I don’t hear anybody. I think you’re getting paranoid.”

“No. Someone was there.” He pulled her back against him. “But I don’t care anymore.”

He saw alarm in her eyes—denial, dismissal and a lot of worry, but like he’d said, he didn’t care anymore. His mouth took hers as though he had a right to it, as though he’d gone through all the reasons why she wasn’t his for the kissing and decided to throw them out the window. He wanted her. He’d always wanted her. And now that he had her in his arms, he needed to feel her heat, taste her warm sweetness, touch her beautiful body.

His hands slid under the jacket, under her sweater, up her slender back and she arched her softness against his hard chest. His kiss was hungry and hot and she answered it back the same way. The wind swirled around them. Leaves blew around their feet. The water from the brook sang a happy song, and time seemed to stand still.

It was meant to be a short kiss, just something quick and loaded with commitment and affection, but he never wanted it to stop. If it had been up to him, it never would have. But she knew it couldn’t last.

“Max.”

He was kissing the curve of her neck, tasting her skin, devouring her sweetness.

“Max!”

Pulling back, he looked at her groggily. She was laughing.

“Max, stop!”

He shook his head, then groaned and let her go. Running his fingers through his hair, he tried to get his balance back.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “You just feel so good. I want to hold you forever.”

She looked into his eyes, smiling, loving him, but not sure what to say. They couldn’t do this. He couldn’t kiss her this way. There was something intoxicating between the two of them. Once they started, they didn’t seem to know how to stop. Reaching out, she cupped his rough cheek in her hand and smiled sadly.

And then, without a word, she stepped away carefully and sank down to sit on the rock. He followed and sat beside her.

“Eddie would have loved this place,” he said softly, and then winced, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut.

She didn’t look at him. She didn’t say a word, but he knew she what she was thinking.

They were silent for a few minutes, watching the water, and then Max started talking about his brothers again, haltingly at first. And then he just kept going, talking as though they had never stopped.

“You know, there’s a big difference between me and the other princes,” he said at one point. “They all grew up in families. They might not have been the right families, but at least they had that. I think I’m the only one who sort of got thrown out with the trash.”

His words might have been bitter, but she was glad to notice that his tone was more bemused.

“Actually,” she told him, “Prince Cassius—the one we all call Joe—had a pretty rough time of it as well.”

“Prince Joe? The surfer prince?” He had to grin. He’d met Joe.

She nodded, smiling. “That’s him. Whoever was supposed to hide him that night didn’t show up and the kitchen maid ended up taking him with her when she ran, hiding him under her shawl on the boat. She didn’t know what to do with him, so she took him back home to England, whereupon she promptly died and left him to be raised by members of her family who had no clue who he was.”

“How did he end up in California?”

“The family emigrated and then the parents got divorced and they all pretty much split up. I guess it wasn’t much of a warm-and-toasty family after all. Sort of dysfunctional. The way I heard it, he took off pretty young and then he joined the military.”

Max nodded. “Okay. Joe and I might just have a little bit in common. Maybe I’ll have a chance to talk to him tonight.” He made a comical face. “Pizza and beer,” he repeated, shaking his head. “I guess she really does want to make me feel at home. That’s practically my daily diet as it is.”

“She’s doing her best.” She looked at him whimsically. “I don’t think you realize how much better this is going to make things for you,” she said simply.

He groaned and the anger flared in him again. That was the last thing he wanted to hear.

“Don’t tell me how wonderful this is for me and how it’s going to change my life. I don’t want my life changed. I like things the way they’ve been. I don’t want to be a prince.”

She was frowning at him now. “You don’t want to be a prince because you don’t want to have to conform to rules and standards. You don’t think anyone else should have a say in how you should act, do you?”

He blinked, not used to tough talk from her. “So? What’s wrong with that?”

Her eyes flashed. “Grow up, Max. It’s time for you to stop playing at life and start living it.”

Maybe I don’t want to.

He didn’t say it. The words popped out onto the tip of his tongue, but he wisely held them back, and as he thought them over, he realized how childish they were. What the hell. She was right. It was time for him to grow up. Grabbing her hand, he pressed his lips to the center of her palm, then looked up at her, smiling.

“How did I do without you all this time?” he said huskily. “Eddie once said to me that if anything ever happened to you, he wouldn’t want to go on alone. And I can see why.”

His words sent a shock through her. She closed her eyes and thought about them for a moment. Then she looked at him, trying not to be resentful. “And you’re wondering how I’ve managed to go on so normally without him?”

“No,” he said, looking shocked at the thought. “That isn’t what I meant to say at all.”

“Then why did you say it?”

He shook his head, trying to remember what had been in his mind at the time. “I just wanted to remind you to remember how much Eddie loved you.”

She pulled her arms in close. “I don’t need reminding. I remember very well. I remember it all the time.” She still felt resentful as she looked at him. “I didn’t get to where I am without a lot of pain, you know.”

He nodded, searching her face, staring into her eyes. “I know that, Kayla. There was enough pain to go around.” He winced and looked away. “I felt it, too. After Eddie died, I went a little crazy for a while.”

“Didn’t we all?”

“No, I mean it.” He looked back at her. “I took stupid chances, did stupid things. In some ways, it almost felt as though I couldn’t live life normally anymore. If a guy as super as Eddie could get killed like that, what right did I have to be happy?” He frowned, remembering. “I began to make careless mistakes. At one point, I did something stupid and I had to ditch my plane. I bailed out in time, but it was a while before they found me.” He shook his head. “That woke me up.”

“That was when I saw the report on the news. I … I really thought you were gone, too.”

He nodded. “It was hard to accept a world where the best people got snuffed out like candles. No real reason. Just here one moment, gone the next. To see a good guy like Eddie get killed so easily and a waster like I am get lucky every time—it didn’t seem right. I was having a hard time with that.”

“Max, Eddie’s gone. I don’t think you’ve completely faced it yet.”

“Have you?”

“Yes. I’ve tried very hard. There’s a part of me that will always love him and miss him horribly. But most of life has to go on without him. I either go on or I throw myself off the balcony.”

His eyes darkened with horror. “You wouldn’t do that.”

“No. I couldn’t do that. I have Teddy.”

He looked startled, as though he’d forgotten.

“Teddy is my whole life now,” she told him carefully, wishing she saw a smile or a look of affection or something friendly toward her son. How could this man not feel something? “Do you understand that?”

“Yeah, I think I do.”

She thought about the fact that he’d never really lived in a family. Maybe he didn’t understand what it meant to have a child, how it consumed your soul. It was true that as far as she could see, he didn’t react well to Teddy and she didn’t know why. But maybe this was a part of it.

Or maybe it was something else, something about Teddy’s background that threw him off. And if that was what it was, she knew she didn’t want to face that at all.

“I’ve got to get back.”

He nodded. “I’ll walk with you.”

They started off and once again, they both fell silent, as if they had talked about things that needed some mulling over before they mentioned them to each other again. At the door to her office, Kayla smiled at him.

“Could I come by and see you tonight?” he asked. “After the pizza party?”

Her smile disappeared. “No,” she said slowly, thinking it over on the run. “I think it would be better if we kept our relationship on a completely professional level. Forget that we’re friends.”

He looked as though he thought she was nuts. “Forget that we’re friends?” He shook his head, his anger beginning to hint at a return engagement. “No. That’s carrying things too far. I’ll be circumspect during prince lessons, but once they’re over, you’re fair game.”

“Fair game?” she repeated, puzzled.

“You got it. You can run but you can’t hide.”

“What are you talking about?”

“This.” Taking her face in his hands, he bent down and kissed her softly. His lips were warm and his solid male earthy scent made her head spin. His kiss was sweet and sincere and somehow much more effective than the wild one out by the little river. It brought tears to her eyes and left her gasping, aching for more.

“And that’s just a sample of things to come,” he told her, giving her a triumphant grin and turning to go.

Speechless, she watched him go, her cheeks burning. It wasn’t until he was out of sight that she remembered she still had his jacket.

She was fixing Teddy a nice peanut butter sandwich for dinner, because that was all he would eat besides eggs and bananas. He was dancing around the apartment, bobbing his head and pretending to play a little plastic guitar, when the phone rang.

“Hey, it’s me.”

Amazing how his voice could send sparkles through her bloodstream. She remembered the kisses and the sparkles intensified.

“Max. What is it?”

He paused, listening. “What’s that noise in the background?”

“Oh, it’s just Teddy. He’s so funny. I wish you could see him. He’s sort of singing and dancing and banging things. But you may ignore at will. Go on.”

“He makes a lot of noise for such a small kid.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” she said, laughing. “He’s only just begun.”

“Hmm.”

Once again Kayla got the impression that he didn’t like her baby much, and she frowned.

“Well, I just called to tell you my place has been totally ransacked.”

“What? How did someone get by the guard?”

There was an extensive network of security in the castle, but it was especially concentrated in the royal wing.

“That’s a good question.”

“Did they take anything?”

“I don’t think so.”

“What were they after?”

He paused, then said, “I think it’s all related. The people watching me, the people going through my things. What do you think?”

“It would seem logical I guess. But you have no idea who they are, right?”

“Right. Still, I think it’s related to this. Now if I could figure out what they’re looking for …”

“How about an historical artifact from Mercuria?” she suggested, eyes widening as she thought of it.

“I was thinking the same thing.” He paused. “Anyway, I just wanted to tell you to be careful. I’ve told the guards to watch your apartment more vigilantly than usual. So if you notice a lot of cops hanging around, you’ll know why.”

“Okay. Thanks.” She frowned. “Do you think it’s people from Mercuria?”

“I’m sure of it. No one else has a grudge against me at the moment. At least, no one that I know of.”

“Are you still going to the pizza party?”

“Sure.”

“Good. What are you wearing?”

“Kayla! I’m not a girl. Who cares what I wear?”

“No, I mean … I forgot to give you back your denim jacket. I left it in the closet at the office. Remind me later to give it back to you.”

“I have another one.”

“Oh. Hey, I guess you really do like them, don’t you?”

He ignored that and when he spoke again, his voice was lower, almost husky, with a feeling she didn’t want to name.

“Hey. I miss you.”

Her heart gave a lurch. “No, you don’t. You just saw me an hour ago.”

“I know. But I still miss you.”

“Max, don’t. You can’t …”

“I know. But I still miss you. Can’t help it. See you tomorrow. Good night, Kayla.”

“Good night, Max.” She closed her eyes to stop the tears that were suddenly threatening. “Happy pizza.” They met for breakfast at nine. She flushed when she saw him waiting for her in the little crepe café. She couldn’t help it. All that crazy kissing had made her jumpy for hours.

But he didn’t seem to remember it. He had a lot to tell her about his pizza party with his brothers the night before. He’d obviously had a pretty good time, though he wasn’t ready to call it that.

“It was okay,” he said slowly as he savored the hot cup of coffee the waitress had served him. “I still don’t feel really comfortable with them, but they are a great group. I like them all.”

And then he went on to tell her in minute detail everything everyone had said. She smiled, listening to him, slowly picking at her blueberry crepe. Could it be that he was beginning to feel a little better about being here?

He had an omelet and a brioche, but he looked tired. And then he yawned.

She frowned. “Didn’t you get enough sleep last night?”

He hesitated, looking a bit chagrined. “Actually, no. On my way back from the pizza party I met an old flying buddy I hadn’t seen for a while. We went and had a few drinks and …”

She bit back the words that came to mind, but he read her thoughts in her eyes.

“I know, I know. I’m supposed to be learning to be royal, not carousing with old friends.” He glowered at her. “The royal life is looking about as appealing as a term in prison.”

“It’s not that bad,” she said, smiling at his funny face. “Royals go out with friends all the time. In fact, some even get in a lot of trouble all the time. Just read the tabloids. But …”

“Kayla, I know what you’re worrying about. We’re back to the need for me to grow up. I know. I’m working on it.”

“I know.” She made a face. “I don’t mean to be your constant scold. That’s not much fun for either of us. And you deserve to have fun.” She gave him a silly grin that just oozed affection. How could she help it? She adored him and adored the way he told her what he was thinking all the time. There was very little about Max that was inscrutable.

And then she sobered. “Just don’t forget how serious these times are. The war may be officially over, but there is more work to do. This truce with the Granvillis is going to lead to us taking over their area soon and who knows how that will go?”

He looked at her carefully. “You’re sure of that, are you?”

“Of the Granvillis surrendering? Everyone says it’s about to happen.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Funny thing. This old flying buddy I met last night? He has some ties to the Granvillis and he thinks they are getting ready for a new surge.”

Her heart sank. “Oh, no.”

“He seems to think they’re getting some international help they didn’t have before.”

She shook her head, knowing how terrible it would be if the war heated up again. “You’d better tell Monte,” she said anxiously.

He looked away and shrugged. “I might,” he said slowly. “I’ve got to think it over first.”

“What?” The very thought that he might hesitate to tell his brother and king something that might be vital to national security floored her.

He glanced back, looking defensive. “It was a private conversation. Just talking with a friend. I can’t back any of it up. I’m not sure if he was on the level or just trying to recruit me.”

“Recruit you!”

He nodded. “They need flyers.” He looked at her, hard. “That’s what I do, Kayla. I’m a flyer. It’s what I love. I told him I’d think about it.”

“But …” She bit her tongue and turned away, horrified. Didn’t he see that doing something like that would be tantamount to treason? She had to find a way to make him understand that he was now a part of the heart and soul of the Ambrian people, and of this royal family. Their destiny was his destiny. All the rest would flow from that.

Turning back, she looked at him, so handsome, so rebellious. She thought of Eddie. He’d been the kind of man who always did the right thing without effort. He was never tortured by doubts the way Max was. But he’d loved the vulnerability in Max as much as she did, and Eddie’s own certainty was part of what drew Max to him, as she knew well. Two men, so different, yet both such quality guys. Max just didn’t know the extent of his virtue yet. But he would work it out. She had faith in him.

“Max, you’re representing the DeAngelis royal family now,” she said quietly. “And the nation of Ambria. That has to be your highest priority.”

He gave her a skeptical look and the corner of his mouth jerked down. She sighed, thinking about what she would say to him if only she could.

Max, you didn’t really grow up here. You have love of country in your blood, but not in your experience. You need both in order to understand what the others take for granted. You will. But you need to be introduced first. How am I going to make sure that happens?

She ached to say those things, but she knew he wasn’t ready to hear that right now. He was still feeling resentful.

“No matter what, I won’t be a spy,” he said, turning to look into her eyes. His jawline hardened. “I won’t rat on my flying buddies.”

She was so tempted to launch into a lecture on duty and patriotism and how those things had to come first, but she stopped herself. She was acting enough like a schoolmarm to turn Max from a best friend into an enemy. She had to learn a few things herself—things about when to hold ‘em and when to fold ‘em. So she bit her tongue and smiled brightly instead. After all, they were still trying to convince him that he should stay.

She knew one thing. Everyone who came in contact with him wanted him to hang around. But he was so bored with the whole thought of being a prince. She was afraid one of the other offers that kept pouring in would tempt him and he’d be gone.







CHAPTER EIGHT

HALF an hour later, Kayla and Max were taking the elevator down to the main floor, where the gymnasium was located. The gym had a marquee, like an old-fashioned movie theater, and today it was advertising a basketball game that night. But as they walked in, half of the pictures posted in the display boxes had to do with minor sports and most of those were fencing.

“Have you ever studied fencing?” Kayla asked him as they entered the cavernous room. All the princes had been trained and Max would have to learn as well.

“Never.” He pretended to wield an imaginary foil. “We didn’t do much of that in the crowd I ran with.”

“Well, take a good look,” she said with a sweep of her hand. “Because you’re going to have to learn.”

“This lame stuff?” He looked down over the edge of the railing and suddenly hoped his voice hadn’t carried that far. Down below were numerous men in white clothing, holding very slender swords.

“Why don’t you put on a suit and go in and give it a try? It might just open your eyes.” She snickered. “Or kill you.”

He gave her a baleful look, but before he could make a rejoinder, someone hailed him from the floor.

“Hey, Max. Come on down here and give me some competition.” The fencer pulled up his mask and slashed the air with his foil.

Max laughed, realizing it was his brother Joe. “I don’t know one end of a sword from another. I’d probably end up stabbing myself,” he called down.

“I was just like you a few months ago,” Joe said. “Hey, I spent most of my growing up years on a surfboard in California. What did I know about these ancient ritualistic sports?” He grinned. “But I learned. And it’s a lot of fun, actually. Gives you a good workout, too. We’ll have to get you set up with lessons.”

“Cool,” Max said back. “If a surfer boy can learn, I guess a seat-of-the-pants flyer can.”

“Absolutely.”

“Though I don’t know if I can fit it in,” Max added, teasing Kayla, though he was still talking to Joe. “I’m real busy learning how to be a prince, you know.”

“You have somebody teaching you?” Joe cried. “Hey, how do I get in on that gig?”

“I’ll tell Pellea you’re interested,” Kayla told him with a laugh.

“Do that.” He saluted them both. “See you later,” he added as he pulled his mask back down and took the ready position.

“He doesn’t need any lessons,” Max said in admiration. “Look at him.”

She did, then she turned back, eyes sparkling. “Max, you ought to look at yourself. You look just as good as he does. It’s only a matter of time until you have the confidence to carry it off without a waver.”

“Sure,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth. “Whatever you say, teacher lady. I’m here to learn.”

Next stop was at the tailor. Mr. Nanvone’s father had been the royal tailor thirty years before, and now his son had taken over. Max was less enthusiastic about this visit.

“Why don’t we just wait awhile and see if we’re really going to need formal wear and all that stuff?” he suggested as they reached the shop. Mannequins in tuxedos lined the show windows. “After all …”

Just then a smartly dressed man emerged from the shop doorway. It took a double take for Max to realize it was another of his brothers.

“Max,” Mykal said jovially. “Come to get your fancy formal wear ordered?”

Max made a face. “Unfortunately, it does seem to be the goal here.”

Mykal laughed. “We all have to do it. You want to play, you’ve got to wear the gear.”

Max looked him over and blurted out, “What made you decide?”

Mykal looked wary. “Decide what?”

Max shrugged. “Whether you wanted to play or not.”

They stared at each other for a long moment and then a grin broke through Mykal’s reserve. “So you’re still at that stage, are you? Wondering if it’s all worth it.” He patted him on the shoulder. “Been there, done that. And as you see, I’m still here.”

He gave Kayla a wide smile, winked, then turned back to Max.

“Listen, come see me one of these days. We’ll talk.” And he was off.

Max watched him go, still favoring one side of his body over the other. Max sighed and then turned and followed Kayla into the tailor shop.

“I guess that motorcycle accident really did a number on him, didn’t it?” Max murmured to her.

“Yes. He almost died. He had shrapnel in his back, very close to his spine, and they didn’t want to operate because of that. But Mykal decided he would take any chance to be whole again, so he insisted on surgery.”

Max nodded. “Brave guy.” He squared his shoulders. “If he can do this, so can I. Where’s the man with the measuring tape?”

Kayla laughed as Mr. Nanvone instantly appeared from behind the curtain barrier into the back room, a measuring tape in his hand.

His session didn’t last very long, but by the time the measuring and other necessary particulars were finished, he seemed exhausted.

“The questions were the worst,” he told her as they left the shop. “‘Which do you prefer,’” he mimicked, copying the tailor’s accent, “‘ostrich-or pearl-gray, teal or military green, oxford or gold-ore brown.’ Too many decisions!”

“Hold it,” Kayla said, reaching for her phone. “There’s a message from Pellea.” She read it quickly. “She wants us to come in right away. They’ve had a response from Mercuria.”

Her gaze met his and he reached out and took her by the hand.

“Let’s go.”

But as they walked toward the elevator, Max’s mood grew more somber.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

Kayla looked up at him, curious. “What do you expect to go wrong? Things like this usually go on forever. We send our ambassador, they send theirs, they talk, they negotiate, they go back to their respective corners and it all starts again. You hardly ever see anything actually resolved.”

He considered her description as they got onto the elevator and punched in the right floor. “I’d feel better if I knew what that historical artifact they think I took was. I mean, one person’s historical artifact could be another person’s used piece of trash. I wish I had some idea of what we’re looking for.”

Pellea’s face wasn’t giving away any clues as they walked into the office.

“Thank you for getting here so quickly,” she began. “I feel like things are escalating and I don’t want them to spin out of control.”

“Of course not,” Kayla agreed. “What have you heard?”

The queen waited while they took chairs, then continued. “I think I explained to you how the charges were addressed by our ambassador. He handed our letter to King Juomo personally. Here is the king’s response.”

She held up a large, embossed and very official-looking document.

“‘The plane and the horse are nothing to us. We are willing to let them go. The artifact is everything. We must have it back. There is only one way we will accept its return. Max Arragen must himself bring it back to Helgium Castle and offer it by hand to the Princess Nadine. No other method will suffice.’”

Pellea looked up and cocked her head in Max’s direction. “Princess Nadine?” she said questioningly. “A new element has been added. Care to elaborate?”

Max sighed and looked guilty. “I should have told you about Princess Nadine.”

Pellea’s eyes flashed. “Yes, you should have.”

Quickly he told her the same thing he had told Kayla, explaining how crazy this was, at least in his opinion. “She’s just a teenaged girl with a teenaged crush. Nothing more.”

“A teenaged girl with the power to start a war.” Pellea glared at him. “And possibly have you executed.”

Executed. That was an ugly and very serious word. Everyone in the room seemed to reverberate to the vibes coming off just the sound of it for a moment.

Pellea was the first to break out of the spell. “All right, here’s the rest. ‘You have only three days left to comply with our demands. We are preparing for an invasion.’” She looked out at the others. “An invasion. The man is crazy, but then, those who invade other countries often are.”

There was a long silence, and then Max looked up.

“Why don’t I go? They can’t hold this whole country responsible for me if I’m not here and haven’t officially been made a part of the royal court. Just call me the black sheep, the one you can’t control, the one you can do nothing about. They can’t expect you to pay for my crimes.”

“Impossible. You are a prince of Ambria. We can’t let you go.”

He looked down again, then up. “You know, I didn’t do anything,” he said softly to Pellea.

She half smiled. “Max, if I thought you had done anything at all with a fifteen-year-old girl, we wouldn’t even be talking here anymore.”

He looked relieved. “Of course not.”

Kayla moved restlessly. “I think you should tell the queen about what happened to your rooms last night.”

Pellea turned a questioning face Max’s way. “Yes?”

“When I got in late last evening, I found my apartment ransacked. I think it was probably Mercurians after that darn artifact, whatever it may be.”

“Interesting.” She frowned. “Why weren’t you better guarded?”

He shrugged. “I’ve talked to the captain of the guard. I think conditions will improve.”

“Good.” She frowned again as he told her the situation and what had been done to his things.

“You’re sure nothing was taken?”

“As far as I can tell.”

“And you think it was the Mercurians?”

He nodded. “I’m sure of it.”

“Well, I guess we all had better be on our guard,” Pellea warned. “Those darn Mercurians.”

“Mercurians!”

That was the first thing Kayla thought when she opened the door to her own apartment later that afternoon. Everything looked normal at first, but she could tell. She had the distinct feeling that things were different. Strangers had been in her place. Nothing seemed to be missing. But there was a sense of invasion. Her personal space had been violated. She was sure of it.

She called Max right away.

“They tried hard to put everything back just the way it was,” she said. “But I can tell. These creepy people have been all through my things. Ugh!”

“Did you call the security guards?”

“No.” She felt a bit abashed. “I called you.”

“I’ll call them. And I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Oh, I don’t want to bother you, Max. I know you have things to do.”

“I’m coming over and I’m bringing my toothbrush and jammies.”

“What? You can’t stay here.”

“Try and stop me.”

She had to laugh after she hung up. He did have a way about him. But amusement fled when the security people arrived and claimed they couldn’t find any evidence of a break in.

“How can you be sure your things were moved? Suppose you moved them yourself and forgot you did it?”

She had a feeling they were snickering at her behind her back, but they got serious when Max arrived. He wasn’t pleased that they hadn’t been watching her apartment more carefully, as he’d requested. They promised to be more vigilant.

“You see, you don’t have to stay,” she told him once they’d gone. “I’ll be okay.”

“Yes, you’ll be fine. Because I will be here with you.”

“Really?” She gave him an exasperated look. “And how long do you plan to stay here?”

“Until the Mercurians stop looking for the artifact.”

She made a face at him. “That could take a long, long time.”

“Look, this is just for tonight. We’ll deal with the rest of our lives later. Okay?”

He had a few errands to run but he was back an hour later. He’d been looking forward to his night with Kayla with mixed feelings. It would be a delight to be with her, even if the mood was platonic, but he knew that Teddy probably came with the package. When he arrived at the door and glanced around the room, sure enough, there was the kid, sitting in a little plastic chair and playing with a stuffed dinosaur.

He wanted to like Teddy. The child was beautiful with huge blue eyes and a head of dark bronze curls. He looked adorable. But the kid hated him. He really seemed to have something against him. But that wasn’t fair. He was only a baby. Babies didn’t hate. Did they? They wanted what they wanted the minute they wanted it. Teddy wanted his mama and didn’t want to share her with some strange man. Who could blame him?

Sure. He grinned to himself. That was all it was. He had to stop letting his imagination run away with him.

He’d thought about this ahead of time. He knew what he had to do. He went right up to the child. “Hi, Teddy,” he said in a friendly manner. “What’s that you’ve got there? A tyrannosaurus?”

The blue eyes glanced up at him and shot back down to stare at his toy.

There you go, he thought. The kid hates me.

He was at a loss. He’d never had any experience with children this age and he had no idea how to deal with them. He looked up at Kayla for help.

She stepped forward and he thought she seemed a little nervous. “Teddy, can you say ‘hi’ to Prince Max?”

Obviously not. Teddy’s lower lip came out and he stared very hard at his dinosaur.

“All right, we’ll work on that later,” she said with forced cheer. “But you’re going to have to learn to be polite to visitors.”

“Leave him alone,” Max murmured to the side. “Let him get used to me.” As if he knew the secrets to popularity with the Rugrat crowd.

She produced a batch of oven-fried chicken that was as good as anything the colonel made, along with crispy biscuits and a nice green salad. Even Teddy took a few bites. She’d also made some rubbery green gelatin squares that were so tough, they could play catch with them. Once he saw those, Teddy suddenly had an appetite. He came over to watch, hanging on his mother’s leg and leaning his head on her knee, and when Max tossed a square into the air and caught it with his mouth, Teddy couldn’t help it—he just had to laugh.

When it was time for bed, Teddy went down fairly easily.

“Help me tuck him in,” Kayla urged.

“Why?”

She gave him a look and he reluctantly followed her into the bedroom. When Teddy saw Max, he hid his face in the covers.

“You see,” Max whispered to her. “He doesn’t want me to be here when you tuck him in.”

“He’s a child,” she muttered back. “You’re a grown-up. You’re the one in charge of the situation. Don’t let him con you.”

So he helped tuck Teddy in. But the kid still seemed to hate him. He wasn’t sure why that should be—or why he cared. He’d known other kids who didn’t seem to adore him and it had never bothered him before. Maybe it was the fact that he’d expected to have instant rapport with Eddie’s boy. That hadn’t happened.

He came out into the kitchen and helped her with the dishes, taking a towel and drying them as she put them up on the counter, sparkling clean. They talked about old times and laughed about old stories. And Kayla realized that Max was really her only link to Eddie, physical or emotional. The memories were all in his head, like they were in her heart. Was that what drew her to him so strongly? Was that what made her feel something very close to love whenever she looked into his eyes?

No. It was more than that. Much more. If only she could pin down exactly what it was.

She got him a beer and she made herself a cup of hot tea and they sat on the couch and talked softly.

She stretched and smiled at him. “You know what? In this very moment, in spite of everything, I’m very happy.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re here. And because you seem to be at peace in a way. Not quite as tense and restless as you usually are.”

She was right. It was good being with her this way. She made him happy, too. He looked at her pretty face, her soft brown eyes, her beautiful lips and he felt an ache where his heart should be.

“You need to be kissed,” he murmured, looking at her mouth a bit hungrily.

She shook her head and began to appear wary. “No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do.” Reaching out, he touched her chin, then curled his hand around her jawline. “Or maybe I should say, I need to kiss you. That might be more honest.”

Searching into his deep, mysterious eyes, she laughed softly. His hand felt so warm on her skin and his breath was even warmer on her face. She needed to pull away, let him know she couldn’t let him keep the promise that was smoldering in his eyes. But somehow, that just wasn’t happening.

“You don’t need to kiss me,” she said. “Kisses are for lovers. We’re not going to do that.”

A slight frown creased his brow. “You don’t get it. I do need to kiss you. And you need to kiss me. Just me and you. And nothing about Eddie.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, and then she looked into his again with a tiny, sad smile.

“I don’t want you to do anything that you’ll regret,” she told him, half joking.

He frowned. “What is it that you regret?”

She shook her head, letting her sleek blond hair brush against his hand. “I don’t regret anything. There was a time when I did. But I got over that quickly enough.” Turning her face, she caught the palm of his hand against her lips and put a kiss there. “One look into my baby’s eyes, and regrets faded away,” she added softly.

He stared at her and a look of pain flashed in his eyes. “Kayla …”

“Hush.” She put a finger to his lips. “Just kiss me.”

And he did.

His mouth was hot and hard on hers and she moaned low in her throat, a deep, primal sound of pleasure. She’d been so lonely for so long, to feel his arms around her, to feel the joy of his true affection, seemed to bring her out of a long sleep and into the sunlight. Their tongues met, caressed, tangled, then seemed to meld together into one smoldering focus of heat and her whole body was ready to burst into flames.

“Oh!” she cried, pulling away and staring at him. “Oh, my gosh, Max. We can’t even kiss without setting the world on fire. What the heck?”

He lay back against the pillows on the couch and started to laugh. She batted at him, then started to laugh as well, falling on him and holding him close as they both enjoyed the moment.

“Just let me hold you,” he murmured, face buried in her hair. “I just want to feel you against me.”

She nodded. “Me, too.” And then she sighed. It took a while for her body to calm down. She knew in her heart that they would make love again and it would be soon. But not now. For now, this was enough. In fact, it was a certain brand of heaven.

A sound from Teddy’s room made her get up to check on him. She looked down at her sleeping child and her heart was so full, for a moment, she couldn’t breathe. She came out with a new determination. It was time.

“Max, we have to talk about it.”

He looked up, startled at her tone. “Talk about what?”

“That night. That night after Eddie died.”

His heart began to pound in his chest. “No. We don’t have anything to talk about.” His words were defensive and so was his tone. He was scared to talk about it. Anyone could see that.

She gestured for him to follow her. “Come here. I want you to look at this baby.”

“No. Kayla …”

Reaching out, she grabbed his arm. “Come here. Look at him. You have to.”

He came reluctantly, sure that this would do no good and make no difference. What was the point?

He looked down. Teddy really was a beautiful child. Something was fluttering in his chest.

“Look at him,” she was saying softly, almost whispering. “His face is so sweet when he’s asleep. Those big round cheeks.” She turned to look at him. “If his eyes were open, you would see how blue they are.”

“Kayla.” He winced.

“He’s an adorable, sweet little boy. And you’re not letting him into your heart.”

He closed his eyes, searching for an inner strength he wasn’t sure he was going to find.

“Is he mine?” His voice was tortured, vibrating with pain.

“You know the answer.”

He closed his eyes again and turned away, pushing his way back out to the living room. She followed, wondering if he’d felt what she wanted him to feel.

“How could we have done that, Kayla?” he was muttering angrily. “How could we have betrayed Eddie like that?”

“At the time we did it, it seemed like a sacrament. A tribute. An homage to his life. It was only later, in the sober light of day, that it seemed like a betrayal.”

He nodded. “I remember it well.”

Suddenly she turned on him. She threw a pillow at him and then cried fiercely, “Max, don’t you dare regret it! Don’t you dare!”

“Kayla …”

“That night, after we found out there was no hope of finding Eddie alive, we were in shock. The pain was so great—do you remember? We turned to each other to stem it. We told ourselves we were celebrating his life, but we were really trying to pay back the fates for what they’d done to us … to Eddie.”

He nodded but he didn’t say a word.

“All we could do was cry and hold on to each other. And somehow, we ended up doing something we never meant to do. But it happened.” She pulled on his arm. “Don’t deny it! It happened.”

He turned his head away.

“A miracle came out of that, despite everything. My sweet baby. Our sweet baby. Don’t you dare deny that.”

Max took a deep breath and turned back to look her full in her tearstained face.

“No. I won’t deny it. But I do regret it.”

He took her in his arms and she cried and cried.

It was a few hours later. Max was asleep on the couch. He raised his head, wondering what he’d heard, and then he realized it was Kayla. She was singing softly to her baby. He listened, staying very still. There was something in that voice, something in the love she had for her child, that gave him chills. It touched him like nothing else and tears came to his eyes, stinging.

He’d never thought it would happen. He was the perennial bachelor. He was famous for it. No woman had ever been able to make her way through that tough shield of reality and reach his heart. Only Kayla had. And yet, he couldn’t get around it. To love her was a betrayal of Eddie.







CHAPTER NINE

“LISTEN,” Max said as he left in the morning. “I won’t be able to stay with you tonight. Can you make arrangements to stay with Caroline?”

“Maybe.” Kayla knew she sounded defensive, but that was how she felt. She knew he was upset, that things said and done from the night before had thrown him off again, and she resented it. “We’ll see.”

He hesitated, as though he wanted to argue with her, but then thought better of it. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll call you later.”

And he was gone. She stared at the door as it closed, a lump in her throat. He was regretting again. She was losing him.

She fixed breakfast for Teddy and took him to her sister’s, then hurried on to the office. Pellea was on a tear, racing from one project to another, barking out orders and ideas, and Kayla didn’t have time to find out what had been decided as a response to the Mercurians. And then, suddenly, Max was back and he didn’t have the scowl he’d had that morning.

“Look at this,” he said, his blue eyes sparkling with new energy. “Research has come up with a picture of the artifact.”

He had a thick book with beautiful photographic illustrations, and there was a huge picture of the item in question. They gathered around and stared at it and for a few minutes, no one said a word.

“Wow,” Pellea said at last. “No wonder they want it back.”

The historical artifact was a beautiful medallion on a thick gold chain. The background was encrusted with rubies and emeralds and the centerpiece was a huge, elongated, multi-faceted diamond. It took a moment or two to realize that the gems formed a picture of a green field and a tree with rubies as apples. The diamond in the center seemed to represent a huge waterfall. On the next page, the image of the backside showed a date almost four centuries old and the name Mercuria.

“Wow,” Kayla breathed, echoing the queen. “I’ve never seen anything so gorgeous.”

“And probably worth more than ten small countries thrown together,” Pellea said. “Max, did you ever have it in your possession?”

“Are you kidding? Do you think I could have forgotten something like this? Or mislaid it? I’ve never seen this before. And I damn well know I never held it in my hand.”

They looked at each other.

“How about this?” Max asked after a moment of silence. “Do we have some sort of video communication system set up with King Juomo? If so, I could tell him face-to-face that I didn’t take this and don’t have it, without actually going there.”

Pellea nodded. “We’ve got the capability. Heck, I could do it from my notebook. But as I understand it, it will take some time to set up the official, royal version that they can use, too,” she said. “I’ll try to have the technicians on it right away.” Then she frowned. “In the meantime, you be careful. People have been known to do some ugly things to get their hands on a piece of jewelry like that.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got my eyes open.” He gave a simple bow to the queen and a faint smile to Kayla, and then he was out the door.

Kayla was glad to know he was now certain he had not taken the artifact, but she was not so happy with his new dismissive attitude. She was mulling over how to respond to it when Pellea walked up and leaned on her desk with both hands.

“What are we going to do about Max?” she said in a quiet voice, meant to stay clear of any eavesdroppers.

Kayla was startled. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing new. Just the usual. I’m still worried about his lack of commitment to becoming a prince. His heart isn’t in it. Not yet.”

She only hesitated a moment before taking the plunge. “I’m afraid you’re right. At least, in part. I think he’s coming around, but it’s going to take some time.”

Pellea sighed. “The others seemed to be able to make the adjustment to royal status quickly and easily. I don’t know if he’s just too rigid in his ways or what. I’m really afraid that he might not be able to do it.” She shook her head, looking worried. “There’s something wild and free in him. Something that resists rules and borders. I’m not sure he’ll be able to stay.”

Kayla knew the queen was emotionally invested in Max’s success, still, she was surprised to see she had tears in her eyes. Kayla reached for her hand and held it with genuine affection.

“Oh, Pellea, don’t give up on him.”

“Oh, I can’t. We need him. The family won’t be whole without him. Like a family portrait with one face cut out. Can you imagine? Impossible! It will kill Monte if he doesn’t stay. Now that the war is basically won, now that Leonardo Granvilli is dead, he has such plans for this country.”

“I’m sure he’ll stay,” she said, wishing she could sound more convincing. But that was hard when she wasn’t sure what she was saying was true. “He just needs seasoning.”

Pellea dried her eyes and gave Kayla a watery smile. “I still have hope. I do have one ace in the hole, you know. You see, I have one piece of bait, one promise, one prize that just might keep him here.”

Kayla looked innocent. “What is that?”

Pellea laughed. “You!”

“Me? Oh, no, no, no, no.”

“Yes, you my dear. It obvious the two of you are in love. Or hadn’t you noticed?”

Luckily, a visitor arrived in time to save Kayla from having to answer that. She went back to work, typing as fast as she could, her cheeks hot and rosy. What Pellea was suggesting was insane. She knew Max well enough to know he wasn’t husband material. He wasn’t even father material. He was a wild man. And after last night, she was afraid there was no hope of anything taming him.

Kayla sent a message asking Max to come for dinner, and to her surprise, he showed up, despite the fact that he hadn’t contacted her all day. It was funny how lonely that had made her. In just a few days she’d become used to hearing from him constantly and she missed it when it wasn’t there. She served meat loaf and mashed potatoes and he had two helpings. Though he started out seeming a bit distant, he soon warmed up as he told her about talking to the king of Mercuria on the video phone connection.

“We weren’t exactly buddies when I was working on organizing the air force last year,” he said. “But we did work together often and we got along well. Unfortunately, he doesn’t seem to remember all that.”

“What did he say?”

“He insists I have the artifact. He says he has proof.”

“Proof? What sort of proof?”

Max hesitated. Then he made a wry, apologetic face and told her the truth. “He says that Princess Nadine gave it to me personally when she knew I was leaving. She supposedly gave it to me so that it would bring me back to her.” He looked at a loss. “Believe me, I barely ever spoke to the girl. And she never gave me anything. I was hardly ever that close to her.”

Kayla nodded, thinking hard. She had no doubt at all that Max was telling the truth. But how could the princess have thought she was giving it to him when she wasn’t at all? And where was it now?

Teddy was playing about their feet as they finished their dinner. He had a large, open plastic bus and a small plastic horse and he was very intent on making the horse drive the bus. It seemed to make perfect sense to him that a horse would be driving. But at one point the horse fell out and the bus ran right over him.

Teddy gasped. Max reacted without thinking, reaching down to save the horse. “Poor little horsey,” he said, pretending to make the animal neigh back at him. “The horsey wants to go back in the bus,” he told Teddy, as though he’d understood the neigh. “Here.” He put him back in the driver’s seat.

Teddy stared up at him, eyes wide. Then, suddenly, he grinned right up at Max. It was a bright grin, a complete grin, full of joy, no holds barred. Max’s heart almost stopped. He’d never known. No one had ever told him what a baby’s smile could do. It knocked him out and then some. He felt something explode in his chest and realized it was his heart starting up again.

Teddy had already forgotten the moment and gone back to playing with the bus. Max turned and looked at Kayla. She smiled at him.

“Wonderful, isn’t it?” she murmured.

She understood. He didn’t have to say anything and she understood. He glanced back at Teddy, at his own sweet baby. A baby who didn’t hate him after all. He could hardly breathe, he was so happy.

They talked softly for a while longer, and the euphoria faded. He still didn’t feel right about how Teddy had come to be. It had been wrong and he feared he would have to pay for that wrong, somehow.

“Are you okay?” Kayla asked.

He looked at her. She was so beautiful with the lamplight making a halo behind her beautiful hair. He wanted her—wanted her in his life and in his bed and in his dreams. Wanted her with an ache that throbbed inside and almost made him crazy. But he wasn’t ready to tell her so. He had so many things to think about and he was having trouble keeping it all straight.

He might leave. Just go. He’d done it before. In fact, it was the way he normally operated. Stay in one place as long as it pleased him, then, when things got tough, just go. He might do it again. He didn’t want it to happen. He was trying, really trying to change his ways, to find meaning in life and stick to it. But he knew himself well enough to know it might not work that way. He might just go.

He got up to leave. He had to go out on his own and figure out what was in his head and in his heart.

“Thanks for the great dinner,” he told her. “Promise me you’ll stay with Caroline tonight.”

“I will. As soon as you’re gone, we’ll go over there.” She searched his eyes. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

He avoided meeting her gaze. “I don’t know. I’ve got a lot to think about. I may go off on my own for a while.” He shrugged. “And I have to decide what to do about Mercuria. I can’t let them attack this country.” He shook his head, looking bemused. “What a concept, huh? Like a comic opera. But they are just crazy enough, they might do it.”

Kayla went up to say goodbye, then went on tiptoes and kissed him on the lips, surprising him. “I love you,” she told him.

Everything in him cried out for him to take her in his arms and give her what she deserved, but he held back. He held her shoulders and felt her lovely rounded flesh, so warm, so inviting. But he held back. She didn’t mean that she was in love with him. She loved him. She had always loved him, just as he’d loved Eddie. They had all loved each other. But that didn’t mean they were in love. Was he in love with her? That was just one more question he had to deal with.

He had to figure this out.

“Goodbye. I’ll call you.”

She nodded and watched him go, then turned to her son.

“No crying,” she told herself sternly. “We have things we have to do.”

She packed Teddy’s bag and then went into the closet to get some things of her own to take along to Caroline’s. She’d finally brought the denim jacket back from the office and then she’d forgotten to give it to him again. Even worse, it had slipped off the hanger and lay on the floor. She picked it up and pressed it to her face, reveling in the scent that reminded her of Max. Then she put it back on the hanger, noting that it was an awfully heavy jacket. And she finished packing and grabbed her son and headed out to her sister’s apartment.

The next day was unusually busy and different from their normal routine. In the morning, there was a meeting Pellea had set up that she wanted all the princes—and Princess Kim—to attend.

“I’d like all of the new princes to meet with the prime minister,” she told Kayla that morning, “and begin to get an idea of what they need to study about our history and foreign policy matters. They need to begin developing what their duties will be. That, of course, will depend a lot on each one’s individual skills and talents and how they can be used to best serve this country.”

Pellea’s face was quite serious, as though she’d given this a lot of thought. “Some of them still don’t realize that they can’t keep up the sort of lifestyle they are used to if they want to be serious about this royalty business.”

“Yes, I agree with you,” Kayla said softly, wondering if she mainly had Max in mind.

Pellea went on, completely filled with her own sense of purpose. “When you take on this way of living, you are taking on a responsibility for the lives, happiness and well-being of your people. And that means everybody in this castle, everybody on the royal side of the island, and even those rebels still siding with the Granvillis. Because eventually we’ll win them over, too, and the kingdom will be united again.”

Kayla nodded. “Have you told them all where and when?” she asked, wondering if she ought to give Max a call to remind him.

“Yes. Ten o’clock in the blue meeting room. And then, of course, we have the picnic luncheon for the French foreign minister and his family, out on the south lawn. Practically everyone in the castle will be coming to that one. Free food does tend to gather a crowd.”

The phone began to ring and the queen was soon engrossed in one conversation after another. Meanwhile, Kayla tried to get hold of Max. She called, she sent messages, she even emailed him, but there was no response. As time went by, she began to be concerned, wondering what could have happened to him. She knew he’d planned to go off on his own for a while to think things over, but surely he was checking his messages.

Unless …

Unless he’d left the island. Unless he’d decided just to go. Her heart raced and she got a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

“All right, I’m off to the prime minister’s meeting with the princes. I’m sure you’ll be able to handle things while I’m gone. I’ll go straight to the picnic from there. And don’t you forget to come to that. Afterward, we’ll work on the response to Mercuria.”

Kayla nodded, wondering how long it would be before she got a panicked call from the meeting telling her to find Max. When the hour went by without that call, she began to relax. Surely Pellea would have called her if he hadn’t shown up. Maybe everything was okay. Maybe she was letting her imagination run away with her.

And maybe she would go to the picnic luncheon after all. Max might even be there. She put away her work and hurried over to the other side of the castle, glad she’d worn dark slacks and a crisp white shirt rather than her usual skirt and sweater. She was dressed for a picnic.

She came out on an upper level and looked down. From where she was standing, she could see the royal platform. And there were Pellea and King Monte and all the princes. All the princes except one. No Max.

Her heart fell. Where could he be? She bit her lip and tried to calm down. There was no point running around like a headless chicken. She had to be logical. The first place to look would be at his rooms.

Going back quickly through the halls, she made her way there in ten minutes. The usual guard was gone and when she knocked, no one answered.

Strike one. Where could she try next? Okay, he’d said he was going off on his own to think. He’d shown her his favorite place to do that, the flat rock by the stream. There was a balcony that looked right down over that area. That would provide the quickest access. She raced toward it.

There was an eerie feeling in this side of the castle today. The usually bustling halls were empty. Everyone was at the picnic. Kayla tried to calm herself down, but she was feeling a bit spooked.

Finally, out of breath, she reached the balcony, and with it, a sense of instant calm. She leaned out over the balcony railing, breathing in the fresh air and reveling in the feeling of freedom. White clouds scudded across a china blue sky. It was a beautiful day and a beautiful setting. Looking down, she didn’t see Max, but she did see a glorious view of the countryside, and she knew Max was down there somewhere. Surely he would begin to feel better about everything after a few hours walking about the grounds. She knew she would. She leaned out a bit farther and searched the hills and valleys for a sign of him.

All in all, she was glad she had brought her baby here to the castle. She had a good job and a nice place to live. No complaints. The only element lacking was a daddy for her baby. Other than that, things were coming up roses.

Finally, a movement caught her eye, but it came from right below where she was standing. Two men were struggling with a large push cart. From her vantage point, she could see a large white van parked in a stretch of trees toward the main road. It looked like they were headed that way. But why not bring the van down to the castle and load their cargo in a convenient place? Only one reason she could think of. They were doing something illegal.

And that was certainly the feeling you got from watching them. Their movements were a little too quick, and a lot too furtive. Funny. What could they be transporting that they knew they shouldn’t be? Equipment they’d stolen? Machinery they’d found in a storeroom? The entire contents of someone’s living room?

That reminded her of the way her place had been manhandled and Max’s ransacked. She looked at the men more carefully. Was there anything about them that could be said to seem Mercurian? Not really. They looked like normal workmen. But still …

A siren sounded, making her jump. Sirens were not unusual. There seemed to be a fire drill every week, mostly because of the legacy of the castle burning during the Granvilli rebellion. But this was no drill, not in the middle of a state picnic luncheon. She frowned and looked down at the workmen. The siren seemed to have panicked them. They were running now, pushing at each other and shouting. The pushcart hit a rock and nearly overturned. The canvas cover came off and their cargo was revealed. There was a man lying inside, scrunched into a curled-up position. The man was either dead or unconscious, and he looked very much like Max.

She gasped. The cover was quickly restored, but she knew what she’d seen. Could this be the Mercurians? They looked so guilty. Had they grabbed Max? She wasn’t at all sure that was who she’d seen, but still, just the possibility threw her for a loop.

Her heart was pounding like a drum in her own ears. Her hands were shaking so hard, she could barely use her mobile to call security. It rang and rang.

“Come on!” she muttered, nearly crazy.

And finally someone answered.

“Quick,” she cried. “This is Kayla Mandrake. I’ve just seen two men kidnapping someone. I think it might be Prince Max.”

“No, can’t be,” he said. “The princes are all at the picnic. I just saw them there.”

“Did you see Max?”

He hesitated. “He’s the new one, right? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him, so …”

“Please, please, come quickly. They’re going to get away!”

“Lady, listen, do you hear that siren? We’re shorthanded right now. We’ve got that darn picnic and now everyone else is out responding to the fire in the library area. There’s no one here but me and I can’t leave the phone. Listen, call back in about ten minutes. I’ll see what I can do then.”

“What?”

She couldn’t believe it, but she didn’t have time to argue. She tried Pellea’s number, and then Caroline. Something was wrong; she couldn’t get anyone. There was no one to help her. She looked down. They still hadn’t reached the van. Maybe she could catch them herself.

Oh, sure. Catch them and do what? Yell at them a lot? Besides, she would never catch them before they got to the van. And then, who knew where they would go?

But wait. She did know where they would go. What had Max said? She remembered his words—”Mercuria is an hour away,” or something like that. An hour away from where? The docks.

The docks! And that wasn’t very far. In fact, she knew a shortcut. Caroline and her husband had twin motor scooters that they had used on weekend getaways before their boy was born. She still had a key to Caroline’s scooter on her key ring. She could take that scooter and make it across the dunes to the docks before the van got past the traffic signals. There would be officials at the docks. Someone would be there to help her.

She raced down the hall to the stairway. She didn’t have time for the elevators. The whole time she ran, she kept looking for someone who might help her, but the halls were empty. She would have to do this herself.

She made her way to the parking garage and found Caroline’s scooter. Miraculously, the engine popped on with no trouble, and she was off, dashing for the dunes.

There was a small part of her brain that kept poking her, saying, What if it is just a body? What if … what if …

And she pushed it back, saying, No! They may have said dead or alive, but everything they’ve done proves they want him alive. So don’t even think that!

She veered off the main road onto a dirt track that cut out about a mile of driving to the docks. The little scooter was racing along and she was feeling very scared, but strangely exhilarated at the same time. She saw the craggy outcropping of the rocky point ahead. That meant the docks were only a few minutes away.

As she came around a curve, the main road was spread out below and she saw the white van. It was turning around. She jammed on her brakes and pulled to a stop.

A man was running from it and another lay on the side of the road. A shot rang out, and then another. Her heart in her throat, she started down the incline, racing to get to the place where the trees stood near the road and she could get a view of the van as it passed without being seen herself.

If her guess were right, that should be Max driving. It looked to her as though he’d overpowered his kidnappers and taken off with their van, but she couldn’t be sure. Ditching the scooter behind a small hill, she ran for the edge of the road and made it close enough to see, gasping for breath, just as the van came around the corner.

It was! She could see Max driving. It looked like he had a bloody head wound, but he was driving and as far as she could see, he was alone.

He’d done it! What a guy! Jumping for joy, she yelled and waved her arms, but she was still too far into the trees and he didn’t see her.

She had a small, empty feeling when he drove on past and left her there, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before she caught up with him again. She turned to run back to her scooter, and that was when she felt the dart go into her neck. She reached to pull it out, but her hands never made it there. In seconds, she was out like a light.

Max had been back at the castle for over an hour and had told everyone his story of being kidnapped by Mercurians. Even King Monte had come by to hear it personally. The whole thing seemed crazy, but everyone wanted to hear it.

Max had spent most of the morning out on his flat rock by the little river, thinking his life over and trying to make some important decisions. He knew Pellea wanted him at the prime minister’s meeting, and he had come back to the castle for that, but just as he was coming in through the big double doors, someone had shot a tranquilizer dart into his neck and he had collapsed. He’d woken an hour or so later to find himself locked in a storeroom. This time they put him out with a rag soaked in chloroform, and he woke up in the back of the white van on his way to the docks. His hands were tied, but not very well, and he had no trouble working them free. Then he’d bided his time, not letting the two men know he was awake and that his hands were free. Finally he got his chance and he overpowered one of them. The driver pulled over to help his friend and Max threw the first man out and dealt with the second. Then it was a simple matter of grabbing the keys and taking the same transportation back again, minus the kidnappers this time.

“Though one of them did shoot at the van as I drove off,” he told his attentive audience. “Luckily, he wasn’t much of a shot.”

Security at the docks had been alerted but they hadn’t found the men.

“I’m calling out the army on this,” Monte said with a scowl. “I want someone charged and put behind bars. We have to nip this sort of thing off right away. We can’t have criminals running around kidnapping people.”

By now, Max had asked where Kayla was a number of times and no one seemed to know. And then a call came in from the dockyard police saying they had found Caroline’s abandoned scooter near the road to the docks, and Pellea and Max began to piece together different bits of evidence and get a vague idea of where she might be. Their conclusions were grim.

Once Pellea questioned the security guard who had been on duty that afternoon and found out someone had called in saying Max had been kidnapped, the picture became clearer.

“Kayla obviously saw the kidnappers taking you off and when she couldn’t get security to help, she grabbed Caroline’s scooter and went after you herself.”

Max stared at Pellea, stunned.

“They have her,” he said in a low, gravelly voice. “The bastards have her.” He turned to look for his keys. “I’ve got to go.”







CHAPTER TEN

“HOLD IT.”

Monte held a hand up and stopped Max cold.

“You’re not going anywhere.”

Max’s face darkened rebelliously. Right now he wasn’t in the mood to take orders from royals, no matter who they were. But before he had a chance to say anything, Monte continued and explained his position.

“I’m not trying to pull rank on you, Max. But we have to stop and think things through before we act. We need to be sure we are doing the smart thing to get the results that we want and not just more bloodshed. You swimming the channel in a burst of adrenaline, showing up on shore with a knife between your teeth, is just going to get you killed. We can’t succeed without a plan.”

“What sort of plan?”

“I say we go in at midnight.”

“Who’s ‘we’?”

“All of us royals. The warriors of the DeAngelis regime. We’ve got a very fast, very slinky boat that can enter areas without making a sound. I’m thinking four of us will take it.”

“Four?” Mykal asked the question.

Monte nodded. “Sorry, old man, but I don’t think we ought to risk you on this mission. You’re not healed yet. We’ll use you as a coordinator back home.”

Mykal nodded reluctantly.

“Okay, so we’ve got Joe with his special forces training. And you, Max—you’ve been in combat. David is the best strategic thinker I know of. And I’m a pretty good leader.” He shrugged. “What else do we need?”

“A plan,” Max answered, still restless and not sure this was going to work. He liked to work alone. That was what he was used to. And every minute they delayed was a minute more Kayla had to endure whatever they were putting her through.

“A plan would be good,” Monte admitted. “That’s why we’re going to take a few hours to think about it. We’ll meet at eleven and go over our thoughts and put something together.

Max stared at him, trying not to let his resentment show. He knew what Monte was saying was smart, but he wanted to go now. He clenched his jaw and kept his opinion to himself. Monte knew what he was doing and he was exhibiting good leadership. He had to let this play out. Still, he ached to go right into their castle and save Kayla. If someone was hurting her, they were going to pay.

“I’m preparing a message for King Juomo and his ministers,” Pellea said. “I’m telling the king that this nonsense has to end and that he’ll personally pay for anything that happens to Kayla.” She took a deep breath and looked around at them all. “You know it is possible that this is just a fringy, rogue element who has masterminded this,” she said.

“You think so?” Max challenged her. “You don’t think the king sending a poster saying I was wanted dead or alive was a little rogue, a little fringy?”

“Of course it was.”

“Yes. The whole Mercurian royal family has been cuckoo for years.”

“Which means you can’t base your estimates of what they might do on normal reactions. Be ready for anything.”

Max couldn’t face going back to his room alone and thinking any more. He wanted to take action. It killed him to wait. He had to do something to take his mind off it. So he stopped by Caroline’s apartment and asked to see Teddy.

Caroline was worried. He could see it in her face, and when he decided to take Teddy to Kayla’s and fix him some dinner himself, she readily agreed, but caught him before he left.

“Are you going to save my sister?” she asked earnestly. “Can you guarantee me that she’s going to be okay?”

He took her hand in his and gazed deep into her eyes. “I guarantee she’ll be okay,” he said gruffly. “Or I’ll die trying to make that happen.”

She stared back for a moment, then nodded, satisfied. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll hold you to that.”

“Come on, Teddy,” he said, looking at his little boy. “You want to go with me?”

Teddy gave him a steady gaze but didn’t look enthused.

“Go with Prince Max, honey,” Carolyn said. “I’ll bet he could fix you a nice scrambled egg for your dinner.” She said as an aside, “He really likes scrambled eggs,” and Max nodded, smiling as the little boy got up and came to him.

“I’ll bring him back in an hour or so.”

He bent down and picked him up and they said goodbye, but Teddy was stiff in his arms until he saw that they were going to his own apartment. Max realized he probably thought he was going to see his mother, so he began talking to him as they entered the room, keeping him occupied as long as possible, and it seemed to work out all right.

They sat on the floor and Max began putting together a set of fat train tracks meant for toddlers, while Teddy pushed the train engine and tried to make train noises. The tracks were going everywhere, and since the door was open to the coat closet, soon they were going there, too.

Max looked at the little boy he was playing with and he couldn’t help but smile. This child was his son. And then Teddy looked at him and gave him that beautiful smile again, and he felt it—the connection. Finally. This really was his son. He could feel it now.

He got up to go fix Teddy some scrambled eggs. He couldn’t eat anything himself, he was too tied up in knots, but he fed his boy. And then he paced the floor and thought of Kayla.

Suddenly he noticed a flash of light and he turned, puzzled. A sort of reflection was on the wall. He turned again, trying to figure out where it was coming from, and realized Teddy had pushed his toys into the closet and was pretending it was a cave. But something he was playing with had made that fantastic reflection, all dancing, shimmering lights.

He went into the closet and the first thing he noticed was his own denim jacket, lying on the floor. Realizing it must have fallen, he picked it up and put it on a hanger, then looked down at Teddy. The boy had a thick gold chain around his neck and he was playing with the pendant hanging from it. Max frowned and took a closer look, and then his blood began to pound in his veins and his heart did a flip in his chest.

“What the …?”

It was the artifact. He was staring down at a million-dollar diamond and his son was playing with it.

He turned away, struggling for breath. The historical artifact that threatened to ruin his life, the jewel-encrusted icon worth millions, was in the hands of a toddler. He turned back.

“Teddy, Teddy, where did you get that?”

Teddy didn’t seem to know, but Max looked at his own denim jacket and realized what must have happened.

“It was in my jacket all this time,” he muttered in hazy wonder. “And it took Teddy to find it.”

And Teddy didn’t want to give it up.

“Sorry, kid,” he told him. “I’ve got to take this from you. I can’t let it out of my possession again. Lives may depend on it.”

Looking at it, he was sure this was what the king of Mercuria wanted. He didn’t want Kayla. He didn’t even want Max. This was basically the crown jewels of the nation and he wanted his treasure back.

How had it ended up in his jacket pocket? Maybe someone ought to ask Princess Nadine that question. He grabbed his denim jacket and put it on, then slipped the artifact back into the hidden, inside pocket, making sure it was secure.

“Thanks, Teddy,” he said, picking the boy up and giving him a big kiss. “You’re the hero tonight.”

He got together the baby’s things and he felt as though he were walking on air.

“Okay, Teddy,” he muttered. “You’re going to have to go back and stay with Caroline, because I’m going to get your mama back.”

He knew he was supposed to wait for his brothers to go with him, but that was three hours away. He had to go now. Kayla was all alone and scared and he couldn’t wait any longer.

Max had lived in Mercuria for almost a year and he knew all the little inlets along the coast and he could find them, even in the dark. He pulled his boat into a cove and tied it fast to a stand of pilings, then went ashore. It was a short walk to the castle. Mercuria was an old-fashioned country. The new, modern methods of security and border entry hadn’t been introduced as yet. Very few people came to visit, because, after all, who cared about Mercuria? They had sat tight in their little isolated peninsula for decades and most people didn’t even know they existed.

Max knew certain passwords, certain door codes, and before long, he was in the central living area of the castle, smiling at his old friend Sven, doorkeeper to the royal family.

“Hey, Sven,” he said.

“Max!” Sven, a big, burly Swede, stepped out to clap him on the back. “Hey, good to see you, old buddy. It’s been a while. So you’re back?”

“Ah … yes, I’m back.”

“And you’re going into the royal center?”

“If you’re going to let me, yes, I am.”

“You don’t have a pass, I suppose.”

“Do I ever?”

Sven laughed. “No, can’t say that I’ve ever known you to arrive with the proper pass.” He shook his head with pure affection. “Come on in. Shall I announce you to anyone?”

“No, thanks. I’m going to go in and see who’s available. Hopefully, I’ll find the king isn’t busy and has time to talk to me.”

“Oh, sure. I think someone said he’s in the greenhouse right now.”

“Okay. I’ll just hang around until he gets back.”

“Sure.”

He’d given a lot of thought to where they might be holding Kayla. There was a guest room on the first floor, off the library. If they were being extra special nice, they might have put her there. He slipped around the kitchen where he overheard two kitchen maids gossiping, and headed straight for the library, then the guest room. Empty.

That left the women’s jail on the second floor. He took the stairs, hoping he wouldn’t pass anyone on the way, and came to the fortified area that had been built especially to hold female prisoners. He’d known a housemaid who’d been accused of stealing and had been kept there for weeks. He’d felt sorry for her, visited her often and finally won her release when the real culprit was identified. He knew the way in and the way out and he could pick the main lock at will. A few clicks and he was in.

Two cells faced each other, divided by a corridor between them. In one cell, just as he’d expected, there was Kayla, sitting on a bare cot and looking unhappy but otherwise unscathed. But what he hadn’t expected was to find Princess Nadine sitting in the other cell, face muddy with the effects of a lot of heavy crying. She looked up when Max entered, and her face brightened considerably.

“Max,” she said, jumping up and going to the bars. “You came for me! Finally!”

But his attention was all on Kayla.

“Max!” She reached out her hand and he took it in his, pulling as close to her as he could.

“Are you all right?” Kayla asked anxiously. “How’s your head?”

He’d forgotten all about his head wound. He touched it gingerly. “It’s okay. How about you?” His gaze ran over every inch of her, searching for any signs of wounds. She looked a little mussed and had a bruise on one cheek, which made him swear softly. Her hair could use a combing. But she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. “Did they hurt you?”

“No. Well, they did stick me with a tranquilizer dart.”

He grinned at her. “Me, too.”

She grinned back. “But other than that, they’ve been okay.”

“Max!” Princess Nadine called, sounding like the spoiled child she was. “Come see about me.”

He looked over his shoulder. “Why is she in here?” he asked.

Kayla shook her head. “I’m not sure. I think her father put her in here as a sort of trap for you when you returned to get her.”

“Get her?”

“They seem to think you two have a love affair going on.”

“In her imagination, maybe.”

“Or maybe her father is just mad at her.”

“I’m not mad at all, young lady,” said a deep, sonorous voice.

Max turned quickly. King Juomo was coming down the center aisle. Dressed in eighteenth-century royal garb of brocade and velvet, he looked splendid and ridiculous all at the same time.

“My daughter is incarcerated for a very specific purpose.” He smiled and made a slight inclination of his head toward Max. “I’m glad you made it. We’ve been waiting for you. Now we can get on with things.”

“Your Majesty, with all due respect, I would like you to release Kayla right away. You have no right to hold her here. She has nothing to do with any of this.”

He batted that pesky demand away. “I hear you’re a prince now, my friend. What a lucky occurrence that is. Now my daughter will be doubly royal, won’t she?” He put his head to one side, thinking hard. “Not to mention the unbreakable ties our two nations shall have with each other. Won’t that be lovely?”

“Your Majesty,” Max said bluntly, “I’m not going to marry your daughter.”

“Oh, but I think you are. You see, I won’t release your little friend here unless you do. It’s quite simple, really.” He smiled. “I’ve had the men in to fire up the old torture room in the dungeon. Quite a few nice old-fashioned machines in there. Can tear a body to ribbons, you know. I don’t think your little friend will like it much. We will strive for historical accuracy, but still, her screams are going to be hard to take.”

“Wait a minute.” Max stared at the man as though he could hardly believe he was sane. “You’re threatening to torture Kayla if I don’t marry Princess Nadine? Are you crazy?”

“Not at all. I’ve been tested. I’m quite sane.” He threw a dour look Kayla’s way. “And not mad, either.”

“I meant angry,” she told him quickly. “Which is what I’m beginning to get. This is so absurd. I don’t believe for a minute that you plan to torture me. You know very well international law forbids it.”

He frowned. “Since when?”

“You don’t keep up much with international affairs, do you? It’s been that way for years. You can’t get away with it. They’ll string you up.”

His laugh was jovial. “They’ll have to catch me first.”

“Really? And exactly where will you run to?”

He looked at Max. “I quite like your friend. She has a lot of spirit. Maybe I’ll marry her myself.” He giggled. “We’ll have a double wedding.”

“Daddy!” Nadine was sobbing.

“Hush, child. You wanted him and I told you I’d get him. Now he’s here for you. Show a little gratitude.”

“Tell you what,” Max said sensibly, “I don’t think anyone is marrying anyone at this point. But I do have a bargain for you. I might be able to produce your historical artifact.”

“You’d certainly better produce the artifact. If you don’t, you’re all going to lose your heads.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Kayla muttered just loud enough for Max to hear. “Now he thinks he’s the Red Queen.”

“If I can produce it,” Max went on doggedly, “I’m sure you’ll be gracious enough to let us both go free.”

The king’s eyes widened. “You and Nadine?”

“No. Me and Kayla.”

He was frowning. “How does that help my little daughter? She loves you so.”

“Daddy!” Nadine called.

“Hush. I’m negotiating here.”

“But Daddy, I don’t want him anymore. I hate him.”

The king turned and glared at his daughter. “What?”

“I hate him. He didn’t come back the way he was supposed to. I waited and waited.”

“Well, he’s back now. I went to a lot of trouble to get him for you.”

“I know.” She pouted. “I used to think he was really cute. But not anymore.”

Max and Kayla exchanged significant glances.

“I don’t understand,” the plump man blustered. “I thought you couldn’t live without him.”

“Yeah, well …” She made a face. “He’s not as cute as the new stable boy. Daddy? Please? I want the new stable boy.”

Kayla grinned. By now she’d pretty much decided this whole thing was a thinly disguised farce. She couldn’t believe anyone this silly could run a country.

“Maybe I ought to take a look at the new stable boy,” she said brightly. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll like him better, too.”

Max turned to glare at her. He wasn’t quite as ready as she was to assume this was an annoying but basically harmless situation. The king was off his rocker and pretty ridiculous, but that sort of person could go from farce to tragedy in a heartbeat.

But before he could say anything, there was a commotion in the hallway. There were shouts. A gun was fired, then another. And deadly silence.

They all stood very still, each holding his breath, listening for clues as to what this meant. Suddenly, the door to the cell room burst open and Monte appeared, with the guard Max knew as Sven in front of him with revolver pressed into his back.

“Your Majesty,” Monte said to King Juomo, “so nice to meet you at last. We’ve come to take our people back, if you don’t mind. The keys, please.”

King Juomo seemed dumbfounded and very scared. Hands trembling, he produced the keys. David came in behind Monte and took the keys from him, opening the cell where Kayla had been sequestered and giving her a friendly smile.

“I always love it when they send in the cavalry,” she noted approvingly.

“I don’t know,” Max said sardonically as he looked around at his brothers, “I thought I was doing okay on my own.”

“It never hurts to get backup,” Joe told him. “And anyway, thanks for trying to cut us out of the action.”

“How did you know?” he asked, quietly admitting to himself that he’d never been happier to see a gang like this show up on his side.

“Caroline called Kimmee. Kimmee called Pellea.”

“And we figured the rest out on our own,” Monte said.

Max shook his head and grinned at his brothers. Reaching into the pocket of his jacket, he grabbed the artifact and drew it out. “Here you go,” he told King Juomo, handing it to him.

The king looked at his daughter. “So you were telling me the truth?” he cried.

She nodded sulkily. “I put it in his pocket for safekeeping. I wanted it to be with him always, wherever he went. I knew it would bring him back to me, one way or another.” She sniffed. “And now I don’t want him.”

“You see what folly it was to do that?” the king roared at her. “You see what trouble you caused?”

Her face crumpled but the princes were ready to leave her to her father’s care and they began to head for the exit.

“It’s been grand,” Kayla said, saluting the king as she passed him. “Sort of like a visit to Freedonia without the Marx Brothers.”

He looked rattled but it was evident he was starting to get color back in his face, and they hurried, not wanting to get bogged down in another discussion with him. Joe covered their departure, making sure the guards they’d disarmed on the way in weren’t getting any ideas. And then they were on the boats and heading for home.

“There’s something exhilarating about a good rescue operation,” Monte said. “No casualties. Just some good clean fun.”

“Fun.” Max looked at Kayla, feeling drained.

She grinned at him. “All’s well that ends well,” she said.

Max groaned. “Another one of the quotes I’m supposed to learn, huh?”

She nodded and moved closer, putting her head against his shoulder and enjoying the cool, clean spray from the ocean. She loved Max. And she was in love with him, too. It was a good day that taught you a life lesson that big. She meant to savor it.

In the morning, Max went to Kayla’s to have breakfast with her and her baby. He sat eating a delicious breakfast pastry that Kayla had picked up at the bakery and drinking black coffee and listening to Kayla talk to Teddy and feeling as though he’d won the lottery. This was great. This made him a happy man.

Suddenly he realized something. It broke over him like a shooting star, spreading sparkling gobs of fire all around. Being a flyer was important, but not everything. Being a prince was going to be his life’s work. But the one thing he really cared about above all others, the one thing he wanted to do with his life, was to protect Kayla, to protect her and cherish her and make her happy. And loving Teddy was a part of that.

He sat back and marveled at how simple it all was once he’d let himself break free of all the old hurts and fears. He’d spent much too much time tied up in knots of doubt. No more doubts. No more regrets. He loved Kayla. Therefore, he would live his life to honor her. And that was all there was.

Could he do that? Could he be a father? Why the hell not?

He looked across the table at the woman he loved. “Will you marry me, Kayla?”

She pursed her lips and pretended to be thinking it over. “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it. There’s a lot to consider.” She searched his face and shook her head sadly. “If only you were as cute as the stable boy.”

He groaned. “I’m going to trade you to King Juomo. You’ll be happy there. He really knows how to treat a lady.”

She grinned happily. “Okay, I’ll marry you. Let’s do it quick.”

“Before we change our minds?”

“Never.” She held her glass of orange juice up as a toast to him. “I’ll love you forever, Max. Forever and everywhere and always.”

“Me, too.”

Teddy made a noise. It sounded very much like words.

Max frowned. “Did he just say, ‘me, too’?”

Kayla nodded. “It sure sounded like it.”

“You know what that means?”

“Tell me.”

“We’re a family now.”

Rising from her chair, she went to slip onto his lap and put her arms around him.

“Sealed with a kiss.”
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CHAPTER ONE

London, 1589

GOD’S wounds, but it was another fight. And Anna was sure she could guess what the cause was, too.

She put down the costume she was mending, and peered over the railing of the upper gallery to the stage below. Morning rehearsal had not yet begun for Lord Henshaw’s Men, and only a few of the players sat there, desultorily running their lines as Old Madge swept up the used rushes of yesterday’s performance. It seemed an ordinary start to a day at the White Heron Theatre—perhaps she had imagined that shout.

Nay, for there it was again, moving closer from the lane outside. A man’s hoarse yell, a woman’s scream. A mocking laugh.

The men on the stage heard it, too, breaking off mid-sentence to turn curiously towards the bolted doors.

‘It seems Master Alden has returned,’ Anna called down to them, her voice calm and steady. Unlike the rest of her. Her hands trembled as she longed to grab Robert Alden and give him a violent shake! And then to drag him close and kiss him …

‘Fool,’ she whispered, not knowing if she meant him—or herself. She had fought hard to impose control on her life, and she wasn’t going to let a ridiculously handsome, trouble-making actor wreak havoc on that.

‘Shall we bring him in?’ asked Ethan Camp, the company’s comedian. He relished a good brawl.

‘I suppose we must,’ Anna said. ‘He owes us a new play, and we’ll never have it if his arms are broken.’

She spun round and hurried towards the narrow staircase, lifting her grey wool skirts as she dashed down the winding wooden steps past the lower galleries, empty and echoing so early in the day, and into the yard which was open to the sky above. The quarrel was louder there, as if the participants played to the groundlings.

But Anna knew too well that if any blood was shed it would not be from a burst pig’s bladder hidden under a costume.

Ancient Elias, the porter, was already unlocking the doors, the players drawing their daggers. Even Madge leaned on her broom, looking on with keen interest.

As if theatre life was not already unpredictable enough, Anna thought wryly. Robert Alden could always be relied upon to liven things up.

And that was why she was such a fool. She finally had her life orderly again, after the end of a most ill-advised marriage and a blessed widowhood. She helped her father with his many businesses, especially the White Heron, and she loved the challenge of it all. The fact that she was good at the work, and was needed, was something new and welcome. She could do her work and hide backstage. She had no more use for the perils of romance. Especially with an actor.

But when she looked at Rob Alden she felt like a silly girl again. A blushing, giggling clot-pole of a girl, just like all the legions of ladies who only came to the theatre to watch him on stage. To toss flowers at his feet and swoon. To lift their skirts for him in one of the boxes when they thought no one was looking.

He was a handsome, tempting devil, indeed. One with the magical gift of poetry in addition to his azure eyes and tight backside. Anna refused to be tempted. Refused to be another of his easy conquests. Her task was only to lure plays from him, those wondrous tales that drew vast crowds and great profits. A play by Robert Alden was always a great success, and ran for days and days to sold-out crowds.

But there would be no beautiful words if he killed himself in a brawl, which Anna feared he might. He had a reputation even in tumultuous Southwark for his temper.

As soon as the doors swung open she dashed through them, clutching the fearsome weapon of her sewing scissors even as she wished she had the short sword she carried when she collected her father’s rents. The actors were right behind her.

Southwark was fairly quiet in the morning hours. A district that made a living in dubious pleasures like bear pits, brothels and taverns—all the things that were banished from within the city walls and into the suburbs—could never easily rouse itself after a long night’s revelry. The thick pearl-grey mist drifting off the river hung over the shuttered, close-packed buildings and the muddy, mucky lanes.

But a few shutters were thrown open, sleepy faces peering down to see what the trouble was. Trouble always attracted attention in Southwark, no matter what the hour. But everyone soon melted away once it was over.

Anna first saw the woman—a buxom female clad in once-bright, now-dingy yellow satin, her matching yellow hair straggling over her shoulders. She was crying, the tears carving streaks in her thick face paint.

Anna’s gaze darted to the man who stood in front of the whore, waving a sword around wildly. A great, portly bear of a man, with a reddened face and thick black beard. He looked quite unhappy, ready to explode, and Anna felt a cold touch of disquiet in her belly. The man was obviously drunk, and that made him even more unpredictable.

Unlike a play, where the script made it clear how all would end. Had Rob gone too far this time?

She turned to face Rob, who seemed most unconcerned by the whole scene. Probably he, too, was ale-shot, but he gave no indication of it. His blue eyes shone like a summer sky, his grin was merry and mocking, as if imminent disembowelment was greatly amusing.

Unlike his opponent, Rob was lean and lithe, with an actor’s powerful grace. His unlaced white shirt revealed a smooth, muscled expanse of bare chest—and a wide smear of blood. He held a rapier, lightly twirling the hilt in his hands as the weak sunlight flashed on its blade and on the gold rings adorning his ink-stained fingers.

Anna knew that he was a skilled fighter. Everyone knew that in Southwark. She had seen it too many times, both on stage and in the streets. The man’s mocking tongue and quick temper were irresistible temptations to brawlers. But somehow this time felt different. There was a tense charge to the air, a feeling of time standing still before crashing down on them.

‘Mistress Barrett!’ Rob said, giving her an elaborate bow. ‘I see you have come to witness our revels.’

‘What seems to be the trouble this time?’ she asked, glancing carefully between Rob and the enraged bear-man.

‘He’s a boar-pig of a cheat!’ the bear-man roared. ‘He owes me money for the lightskirt.’

The woman’s sobs grew louder. ‘‘Tweren’t like that. I told you! Some men aren’t brutes like you. I weren’t working then …’

‘Aye,’ Rob said cheerfully. ‘Some of us know how to be a gentleman and woo a lady properly.’

Gentleman? Anna pursed her lips to keep from laughing. Robert Alden was many things—witty, clever, and damnably handsome. Gentlemanly wasn’t one of them.

This was just another quarrel—over payment to a Winchester goose. Yet somehow she still sensed there was more to it. Something else was happening underneath this common, everyday disagreement.

She opened her mouth to argue, turning back to Rob, but just then that strange tension snapped and chaos broke free in the quiet morning. With an echoing shout, the bear-man lunged at Rob, all flailing arms and flashing blades, faster than she could have imagined possible.

His men, half-hidden in the shadows, tumbled after him, shouting, and everything threatened to hurtle over into a full-blown battle. Anna pressed herself back against the wall.

But she had underestimated Rob. Debauched he might look, yet the long night had lost him none of his actor’s grace. Swift as the tiger in the Queen’s menagerie, he sidestepped his attacker, reaching out to grab his arm. Using the man’s bulk against him, Rob flipped him to the ground. A brittle snap rang through the air, causing the bear-man’s minions to freeze in place as he howled in agony.

Rob gestured to them with his blade. ‘Who is next, then?’ he called.

Predictably, no one took that offer. They scooped up their fallen leader and ran away, the sobbing whore reluctantly following them. The sudden explosion of violence receded as fast as it had come.

‘I hope you are content now,’ Anna murmured.

Rob leaned his palm against the wall near her head, laughing. ‘I am, rather. They ran like the gutter rats they are. Didn’t you find it amusing, Mistress Barrett?’

‘No, I did not. I think …’ Then she saw it. The smear of blood on his bared chest was a thicker, brighter red, staining his rumpled shirt. ‘You’re hurt!’

She reached out to touch him, but he drew away with a hiss. ‘‘Tis a scratch,’ he said.

‘A scratch can lead to the churchyard if it’s not seen to,’ she protested. ‘I am the daughter of Tom Alwick, remember? I’m certainly no stranger to wounds. Please, let me see.’

He glanced past her at the gawping actors, reluctant to lose their excitement so fast. ‘Not here,’ he muttered.

‘What? Do you fear having your modesty offended? Fine, we can go to the tiring-house.’

‘I will happily shed my garments for you, Mistress Barrett. You need only ask …’ Suddenly Rob swayed, his bronzed face ashen.

Anna caught him against her, her arm around his lean waist, as alarm shot through her. Robert Alden was never pale. Something troubling indeed must have happened in the night.

‘Rob, what is it?’ she gasped.

‘No one must know,’ he said roughly, his breath stirring the curls at her temple as he leaned against her.

Know what? ‘I will not let them,’ she whispered. ‘Come inside with me now, and all will be well.’

If only she could believe that herself.







CHAPTER TWO

ANNA led Rob through the twisting maze of corridors behind the stage of the White Heron. It was eerily silent there, with Rob’s breath echoing off the rough wooden walls. The smell of dust, face paint and blood was thick in her throat, and Rob’s body was too warm as he leaned on her shoulder—as if he had a fever.

Despite her efforts not to worry, Anna couldn’t help it. All her life, with her father and her husband, and now with her father again, she had lived among men of hot and unpredictable tempers. Fights and feuds, duels, even sudden and violent death, were things all too commonplace in the streets of Southwark and Bankside. She had learned the hard lessons of dealing with such men.

But Rob Alden—despite his own quick temper, he had always seemed above such things, able to win a brawl with a quick flick of his sword and a careless laugh. He was known and feared in this world. Men said his smile hid a lethal heart, and they avoided him when they could. Anna had seen this time and again, and puzzled over it. Rob walked through life as if enchanted. Unlike her own existence.

Had the enchantment worn away?

She pushed away that cold, clammy fear and led him into the deserted tiring-house behind the stage. Chests full of costumes and properties were stacked along the walls, and a false cannon gleamed in a dark corner. Anna pushed aside a pile of blunted rapiers and made Rob sit down on a scarred old clothes chest.

He slowly lowered himself to the makeshift seat, watching her warily. There was no hint of his carefree laughter, his constant sunny flirtation. He looked older, harder, the sharp, sculpted angles of his handsome face cast in shadows. How had she never noticed that coldness before?

It made her even more cautious of him—of the threat his good looks posed to her and her hard-won peace.

‘What happened?’ she said. She turned away from the steady, piercing glow of his eyes and dug out her basket from a cupboard. She always kept bandages and salves nearby for these all-too-frequent moments. There were always injuries in the theatre.

‘You saw for yourself,’ Rob said. His voice was as hard as his expression, with no hint of the light humour he usually used to cloak his true self.

Whatever Rob Alden’s true self might be. Anna wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

‘A quarrel over a whore?’ Anna said.

‘Aye. It happens all the time, alas.’

‘Indeed, it does.’ Her father was the landlord of brothels. She knew what went on behind those doors, and actors were the worst sort of trouble there. Yet she couldn’t shake away the sense that something more was happening here.

She watched Rob as he pulled his shirt off over his head. He winced as the cloth brushed over his shoulder, and Anna could see why. A long gash arced over his upper ribs into the angle of his shoulder—a jagged red line that barely missed his heart. It was crusted over with dried blood, but some fresh, redder liquid still seeped out onto his smooth burnished skin.

There were older scars, as well—stark white reminders of other fights and wounds that marred his perfect beauty, making Anna remember the daily danger of this life.

She dampened a clean cloth and carefully dabbed at the new wound. She breathed shallowly, slowly, and kept her expression bland and calm. She had learned a thing or two about artifice from working around actors. Nothing should ever be what it seemed.

‘A quarrel over payment?’ she asked as she lightly sponged away the dried blood to examine the depth of the wound.

His breath roughened but he didn’t move away from her. He just watched her with that steady, unreadable look on his face, with those blue eyes that seemed to see so much yet give nothing away.

Anna slowly raised her gaze to meet his. She saw why the bawds fought over him as they did. He was the last sort of man she needed in her life, but he was a rare specimen of manhood with that face, and that lean, strong body displayed before her now. He was a danger just by simply being himself, and whatever it was he kept so well hidden only made him more so.

She dropped her attention back to the work of cleaning the wound. The coppery tang of blood was a timely reminder.

‘Aye,’ he answered after a long, heavy pause. ‘Her keeper tried to charge me more than agreed on after we were done. Something I’m sure your esteemed father would never do in one of his houses.’

Was that sarcasm in his voice? Anna nearly laughed. She wouldn’t put anything past her father and his business practices. He was such an old rogue. But not even he would cheat Robert Alden.

And neither would anyone else in Southwark. Too many had felt the chill of Rob’s dagger, and ever since he’d been tossed into Bridewell Prison for a short spell after a fatal duel he had grown even colder. That had been before he’d become a sharer in Lord Henshaw’s Men, and one of their most popular actors and playwrights, so Anna didn’t know the details of the crime. But she had heard all the gossip.

‘And he did this to you? The bawd’s pimp?’ she said, as she dabbed some of the sticky salve onto the clean wound. ‘For I would wager it was not the girl herself who took a blade to you.’

A hint of his usual careless grin whispered over his lips. ‘Nay, she couldn’t bear to ruin my handsome looks. But it wasn’t that boar-pig of a pimp who did this.’

‘It wasn’t? Two brawls in one night? That’s a great deal even for you, Rob.’

‘It was an old quarrel. Nothing to worry about at all, fair Anna.’

‘Then I hope it was resolved at last. Or someday someone will ruin your looks, I fear.’

‘I’m touched that you worry about me.’

Anna laughed. She reached for a roll of bandages and wrapped the linen tightly over Rob’s shoulder. The white cloth was stark against his bare skin. ‘I worry about my family’s business. With no more Robert Alden plays the White Heron would surely suffer a loss of receipts, and my father has many expenses.’

Rob suddenly caught her wrist in his grasp, his fingers wrapping round it in a tight, warm caress. For all his wounded state, he was still very strong. He drew her closer—so close she could feel his breath on her throat, the alluring heat of his body against hers.

‘You wound me, Anna,’ he said, and for once there was no laughter in his deep, velvet-smooth voice. ‘Is that truly what you think of me?’

She wasn’t sure what she thought of him. He had confused her ever since she’d met him, when she’d come back to her father’s house after the blessed end of her wretched marriage. He was unpredictable, attractive, changeable …

Dangerous.

She tried to pull her hand away from him, to create a safer distance between them. For an instant his hand tightened and she thought he wasn’t going to let her go. She swayed towards him, not even realising what she was doing.

He pressed a quick, hard kiss to the inside of her wrist. ‘Of course you do,’ he muttered, and let her go.

Anna stumbled back a step. She still felt dizzy, baffled, and she didn’t like that feeling at all. In her marriage she’d had no power, no control, and she had worked hard since to make her life her own. She didn’t want Robert Alden, with his handsome face and wild ways, tossing her back into turmoil again.

She wouldn’t allow it.

She scooped up his rumpled shirt from where he had dropped it on the clothes chest and tossed it to him. Despite his wound, he caught it neatly with one hand.

‘We all need you here, Robert,’ she said. ‘Your careless behaviour endangers us all.’

He laughed, and Anna thought she heard a bitter note to it, underneath the dismissive carelessness. Did he see what he did to them? Did he care at all?

He pulled the shirt over his head, covering the bandage, and said, ‘I have disappointed you again, fairest Anna. But don’t despair—I will have the new play to you within a fortnight. I’m sure even I can stay healthy and whole for that long.’

Anna wasn’t so sure. Temptations lurked around every corner in Southwark, and Rob wasn’t one to deny them. Her doubt must have shown on her face, for Rob laughed again.

‘Perhaps you would want to lock me up in your garret?’ he said. ‘I could slip you the pages under the door as I write them, and with every scene you could reward me with bread and ale—and whatever else you might care to bestow.’

With kisses, maybe, like his bawds? Exasperated, Anna threw the rest of the bandages at his head. ‘Don’t tempt me, Robert Alden—I may do just that!’ She whirled round and dashed from the room, his laughter following her as she went.

‘I look forward to being your captive, Anna,’ he called. ‘I can think of so many ways we could pass the time …’

She slammed the door behind her, cutting off his infuriating laughter, and made her way back to the open air and light of the theatre. The actors were all gathered there, milling around on stage as if waiting to see what would happen next.

‘What are you all loitering about for?’ Anna shouted. She was thoroughly fed up with actors and their wild doings. ‘We have a performance this very afternoon and there is no time to waste.’

They quickly went back to their rehearsal, and Anna returned to her sewing in the gallery, trying to get back to the day’s many tasks. But her hands were trembling so much she could scarcely wield the needle.







CHAPTER THREE

AS soon as Anna was gone from the tiring-house, the door safely shut between them, Rob slumped back down onto the chest. His shoulder felt as if it was on fire, the salve burning as it knitted the flesh back together, and his mind was heavy with weariness after the long night he had just passed.

He rubbed his hands hard over his face and pushed back the rumpled waves of his hair. It had been meant to be a simple task—a quick one. Go to a party, wait until everyone was ale-shot, and find the documents. Compared to what he usually did for Queen and country, it was simpler than crossing the lane.

Only it had not worked out quite that way. He had the papers—but he had also got a dagger to the shoulder.

‘Surely it is time for me to retire,’ he said, and then gave a wry laugh. No one retired from the service of Secretary Walsingham—unless it was in a wooden box to the churchyard. But, God’s teeth, he was growing weary of it all.

He prodded at his shoulder and felt the ridge of the neat bandage there against his skin, which made him think of Anna Barrett. He remembered the cool softness of her hands on his bare skin as she nursed him, the cautious light in her jewel-green eyes as she examined the wound. She smelled of roses and fresh sunlight, and her body was so slender and supple, had felt so warm against his as she’d leaned close. So close he could almost have slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him for a kiss …

She was beautiful, with her glossy red-brown hair and pale skin, the lush, full pink lips that seemed to contradict her prickly distance. Rob had long been a great appreciator of female beauty and softness, and the moment he’d met her all those months ago he’d been drawn to her. There was passion under her coolness, a flash of raw fire that beckoned to him.

But she was untouchable. Everyone in Southwark said she had no desire for men, or for women, either. She was above all of them, chilly and glittering, like the North Star. All the men who tried their luck with her were laughingly turned away.

So Rob did not try. There were too many willing women for him to waste his time on other than Anna Barrett. But he did like to tease her, flirt with her, just to see that rose-pink glow rise in her cheeks, feel the spark of her temper. He liked even more to touch her whenever he could, in those rare moments she let him close enough, and feel the heat of her body.

He dared do no more. Anna Barrett was above him, just as that star was, in this sordid world of Southwark, but not of it, and he wouldn’t drag her down into his work. He was not that heartless, surely, not quite that far gone. Not yet.

Yet there were moments, flashes of something he usually kept hidden even from himself, when he wondered what it would be like to have her admiration. To kiss those soft lips and feel her respond to him, open to him.

Given the way she’d run from the tiring-house, today was not that day. And he had to keep it that way. She had to go on thinking he had been wounded in a tawdry quarrel over some Doll Tearsheet—just as she had thought so many times before. She had to see him as the face he presented to the world: a careless brawler.

‘Your careless behaviour endangers us all,’ she had said, and she was more right than she knew. The White Heron was the closest thing to a real home Rob had known for a long time, the Lord Henshaw’s Men his only family now. He had to protect them.

He laced up his shirt, pushing away the lingering pain in his shoulder. He could smell Anna’s rosewater perfume on the linen folds, and he dragged in a deep breath to hold it with him for one more fleeting instant. That bitter weariness was pressing down on him, but he couldn’t rest now, couldn’t take refuge in the softness of Anna Barrett. He had to deliver those papers.

There was a quick knock at the door, and Rob shook away the last of the pain to gather the concealing cloak of a careless player around him again. The two sides were so much a part of him now it was as easy as changing papier-mâché masks on stage. But could it all become too easy? Did he lose his real self in the switch?

‘Rob, are you there?’ a man called. ‘They told me you were hiding in the tiring-house.’

It was his friend and sometimes co-conspirator Lord Edward Hartley. ‘Come in, Edward,’ Rob said. ‘Obviously I am not hiding so very well.’

Edward pushed open the door and slipped inside, closing it behind him. As usual he was dressed in the very height of Court fashion—black velvet doublet slashed with crimson satin, a short cloak embroidered with gold thread, and a plumed cap. He looked like a bright peacock dropped into the drab, dusty backstage area of the theatre.

But Robert knew the steel that lurked behind that jewelled velvet. Edward had saved his life many times, as Rob had saved his in turn. They both served the same cause. With him, Rob could relax his ever-constant vigilance just a bit—just for a moment.

Edward held out a rough pottery jar. ‘I heard tell there was a brawl of some sort this morning. I thought perhaps you could use this.’

‘Word does travel fast,’ Rob said as he reached for the jar and uncorked it. The heady smell of home-made mead rose up in a thick, alcoholic cloud, and he tipped his head back for a long drink. It burned going down, doing its task most effectively. ‘I thought you had gone off to the country with your beauteous Lady Elizabeth.’

At the mention of his lady-love, Edward grinned like a passion-struck fool. ‘Not as of yet. Our departure was delayed for a few days, which is a good thing if you need stitching up after a fight.’

Rob wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘No stitching up required this time. Mistress Barrett mended me well enough.’

‘Did she, now?’ Edward’s brow arched as he reached for the jar to take a drink of his own. ‘And does the fair Mistress Barrett know the true nature of this quarrel?’

Rob remembered the look on Anna’s face as she told him how his behaviour affected them all. He took another drink of the mead, but even that couldn’t quite erase the memory of her frown. ‘She knows I quarrelled over a whore’s payment. Like everyone else.’

Edward nodded. ‘And the papers?’

‘I have them.’

‘Shall I go with you to deliver them to Seething Lane, then? Maybe with two of us there will be no more trouble on the way.’

‘Perhaps tomorrow.’ Rob corked the jar again, and resisted the strong urge to dash it to pieces on the flagstone floor. It was his damnable quick temper that had got him here in the first place. He had vowed never to let it get the better of him again, yet it had led to the bloody fight—and almost revealing himself to Anna. ‘There is something I must do first.’







CHAPTER FOUR

ANNA bent her head over the ledger books spread across her desk, trying to concentrate on the neat rows of numbers tabulating that day’s receipts from the theatre. She usually loved keeping the accounts—in the end, figures always added up to the correct answer. Unlike human life, they were regular and predictable. She understood them.

Tonight, though, the black ink numbers kept blurring before her eyes. Images kept flashing through her mind, bright and vivid, of Robert Alden and that blood on his shoulder. The solemn look in his eyes as he looked up at her, as if he hid ancient and terrible secrets deep inside—secrets he had only allowed her to glimpse for that one moment before he concealed them again.

‘Fie on it all,’ she cursed, and threw down her quill in frustration. Tiny droplets of ink scattered across the page. Of course Robert had secrets. Everyone in their world did. It was a dirty, crowded life, and everyone had to survive any way they could. She saw it every day. No one emerged with clean hands or hearts, least of all those who relied on the theatre for their living. She held enough secrets and regrets of her own—she didn’t need anyone else’s.

Yet something in his eyes had moved her today, quite against her will. Rob Alden was a handsome, merry devil, known to be as quick with a mocking laugh as with his rapier. Today he had looked old and sad, as if he had seen far too much. As if one too many friends had suddenly turned enemy.

Then that glimpse had been gone, and he was hidden again behind his handsome face. But she couldn’t forget that one flashing, sad look.

‘Don’t be such a gaping fool,’ Anna said out loud. She was as bad as that sobbing bawd in her cheap yellow dress, weeping over Rob in the street. There was no time for such nonsense, no time for soft emotions—especially over a rogue who did not deserve them and would only laugh at them. Actors were good at counterfeiting love onstage, and rotten at living it.

She carefully scraped the spilled ink off the vellum and tried to return to the neat columns of figures. Shillings and pounds—that was what she needed to ponder now, what she could understand.

Suddenly the house’s front door, just beyond her sitting room, flew open, and her father stumbled in. Through the door she caught a glimpse of the White Heron across their small garden, the theatre dark and quiet now in the gathering twilight. The afternoon’s revels were long ended by this hour, the crowds gone back to their homes across the river or to more dubious pleasures in the nearby taverns and bawdy houses.

It seemed that was where her father had been, as well. Tom Alwick’s russet wool doublet was buttoned crookedly, his hat set askew on his rumpled grey hair. Even from across the room she could smell the cheap wine.

Anna carefully set aside her pen and closed the account book. Her precious quiet hour was done. There would be no time for reading poetry now, as their usual evening routine began. At least her father, unlike her late husband, was an affable drunk. Tom was more likely to regale her with wild tales before he fell to snoring in front of the fire. Sometimes he would cry for her mother—dead since Anna was a toddler of three, but never forgotten by her father.

Her late husband, Charles Barrett, had used to slap her and break their plate before insisting on his marital rights. So, aye, she much preferred this life here with her father.

‘Anna, my darling one!’ Tom cried, stumbling on the raised threshold of the sitting room. He reached out with one flailing hand to catch his balance, nearly tearing down an expensive painted cloth from the panelled wall.

Anna leaped up from her chair and caught him by the shoulders before he could ruin their furnishings. She knew too well where every farthing came from to pay for their comfortable house. He leaned against her as she led him to the chair by the fire.

‘Are you working again?’ he asked, as he fell back onto the embroidered cushions.

Anna moved her sewing basket away and gently lifted his feet onto a stool as she said, ‘I was going over the receipts for today’s performance. The takings were down a bit, though Lord Edward Hartley took his usual box for the performance.’

‘The Maid’s Dilemma is an old play,’ Tom said. ‘We’ll have rich takings indeed once we open Rob’s new play, I swear it.’

‘If we open it,’ Anna murmured as she tugged off her father’s boots. They were damp and muddy from his lurch through the Southwark streets, and she set them by the fire to dry.

‘What do you mean, my dearest? Rob has never been late delivering a play! And they are always great earners. Audiences love them.’

Of course they were great earners, Anna thought. Women came flocking to see them, hoping for a glimpse of the writer acting onstage himself, and they always paid extra to sit in the upper galleries, rent cushions and buy refreshments.

Anna couldn’t really blame them. His plays were extraordinary, no matter how maddening the man was. They were wondrous tales of the powers and dangers of kingship, of betrayal and love and revenge, and deep, stirring emotions. They were written with beautiful, poetic words rarely heard on the stage, and the audience was always in floods of tears by the end.

Even Anna, who saw plays every week, was always moved by Robert Alden’s words, and the new, wondrous worlds they created. They were worth the trouble he caused.

Usually.

She sat down in the chair across from her father’s. ‘His last play had delays being passed by the Master of the Revels. It was weeks before we had a licence to stage it. He grows careless with his plots.’

Tom waved this away with an airy gesture, and almost toppled out of his chair. ‘Audiences love a bit of controversy. Making them wait only makes them even more excited to see it.’

‘Not if you’ve already paid good coin for a play we can’t use!’

‘All will be well, Anna, I am sure. You’re working too hard of late. It makes you worry too much.’

‘I like the work.’ It kept her busy—and kept her hidden at the same time.

Tom narrowed his eyes as he gave her a sharp look, the wine haze lifted for an instant. ‘You are too young and comely to bury yourself in account books all the time. You should think about suitors again.’

Anna laughed bitterly. ‘One husband was enough, Father.’

‘Charles Barrett was a stupid brute, and I was a fool to let you marry him,’ Thomas said. ‘But not all men are like him.’

Nay—some were like Robert Alden. Too handsome and witty for their own good, or for any woman’s good at all. ‘I am content as I am. Don’t we have a comfortable life here?’

‘My life has certainly been more comfortable since you came back. This house is wonderfully kept, and my profits from the businesses have doubled.’

‘Because I make you invest them instead of spending them all on wine and ale.’

‘Exactly so, my dearest. But I should not be selfish and keep you here.’

‘I told you, I am quite well where I am, Father. I promise. Now, what about some supper? I can send Madge to the tavern for some venison stew, and there is fresh bread …’

‘Oh, I almost forgot!’ Tom cried. ‘I did invite some people to dine with us. They will surely be here at any moment.’

Anna sighed. Of course they would. Her father was always inviting guests for a meal, or a game of cards which usually went on until morning. It was seldom they had a quiet evening alone.

‘Then I will have Madge fetch some extra stew, and perhaps a few pies,’ she said, and went to ring the bell for the maid. At least her father’s guests seldom expected grand fare. ‘Who is coming this evening?’

‘Some of the actors, of course. Spencer and Cartley and Camp, and perhaps one or two of their friends. We need to discuss the new play and the casting.’ Tom paused, never a good sign. ‘And Robert. I may have asked him, as well, when I saw him at the Three Bells earlier.’

‘Robert was at the Three Bells?’ Anna asked in surprise. She would have thought after his adventures of last night he would have eschewed taverns and gone back to his lodgings to collapse.

She should know better. No matter what occurred, he always kept moving. It was almost as if he was one of his own heroic creations.

But she had touched him today, been near to him—looked into his eyes for that one fleeting, vulnerable instant. She knew how warmly human he truly was.

‘I heard there was a bit of a disturbance this morning,’ her father said. ‘But he was writing in his usual corner of the tavern, so all must be well. We can press him about the new play when he arrives.’

Anna braced her palm on the carved fireplace mantel, staring down into the crackling flames. Robert Alden was coming here tonight. She didn’t want to see him again so soon after mending his wound. How could she look at him across her table and keep that secret?

How could she stop herself from reaching out to touch him?

‘Father—’ she began, only to be interrupted by a pounding at the door.

‘I will go,’ Tom said as he tried to push himself out of his chair.

Anna shook her head. ‘Nay, I will go. It seems Madge is otherwise occupied.’

She took a deep breath as she made her way slowly to the door, steeling herself to see Rob again and to remain expressionless. Yet it was not Rob who waited there on the threshold, it was Henry Ennis, another of the actors in Lord Henshaw’s Men.

As he smiled at her and bowed, Anna pushed away that unwanted and unaccountable pang of disappointment and said, ‘Master Ennis. We haven’t seen you at the White Heron in a few days.’

Henry’s smile widened and he reached for her hand to bestow upon her fingers an elaborate salute that made her laugh. Next to Robert, Henry Ennis was the most handsome of the company, slim and angelically blond where Rob was dark as the devil. Henry always seemed to be laughing and cheerful, as open and easy as a fine summer’s day, with no hidden depths or concealed secrets.

Anna always enjoyed being around him. He made her laugh along with him, and forget her duties and worries. He never made her feel flustered or confused, as Rob always did.

Against her own will, she glanced past Henry’s shoulder to the shadowed garden behind him. But no one was there.

‘My beauteous Anna,’ Henry said as she took his arm to lead him into the corridor. ‘It has pained me greatly to be away from you, but as I had no role in the last production I thought it best I travel to the country to visit my family. They have been neglected of late.’

‘Family?’ Anna said in surprise. In their strange, vagabond London life she often forgot the actors might have real families tucked away somewhere. They formed their own bonds among others of their kind, with her father’s house as their temporary hearth.

Did Rob have a family, too? A wife and blue-eyed children, in a cosy village somewhere?

‘My mother and sister in Kent,’ Henry said. ‘I have not seen them in many months.’

‘Then I hope you found them well?’

‘Very well. A bit bored, mayhap—they always long for tales of London.’

Anna gave him a teasing smile. ‘I’m sure they especially long for tales of your London courtships. Does your mother not wish for handsome grandchildren to dandle on her knee?’

Henry laughed ruefully, his handsome face turning faintly pink. ‘Perhaps she does. I should so like …’ His words trailed away and he shook his head, turning away from her.

‘Should so like what, Henry? Come, we are friends! Surely you can talk to me?’

‘I should so like for her to meet you, Anna. She would like you very much, I think,’ he said shyly.

Anna was so shocked by his quiet, serious words that she stopped abruptly in the dining-chamber doorway. Henry wished for her to meet his mother? But surely their friendship was only that—a friendship? Though he was kind and sweet-natured, and so handsome …

She studied him in speculation in the flickering half-light of the smoky candles. Aye, he was handsome, and so earnest as he watched her. Perhaps friends was a fine place to start. Friends was safe and pleasant—not a threat to her calm serenity, the quiet life she had worked so hard to earn and build.

But as she looked at Henry Ennis she saw not his pale grey eyes, glowing with wary hope as he watched her, waiting for—something. She didn’t feel his arm under her hand. She saw Robert’s bright blue eyes mocking her as she bandaged his shoulder, staring deep, deep into her hidden soul and letting her glimpse his for one moment. It was his bare, warm skin she felt.

Anna made herself laugh, and tugged Henry towards the dining chamber. ‘I am not the sort of lady mothers like very much, Henry. And I fear I shall never leave the city now. The country air is far too clean and sweet for me after so long in London.’

Henry seemed to take her hint, and he laughed merrily, as if that instant of seriousness had never been. Perhaps she had merely imagined it. It had been a long, strange day, after all.

‘And my mother will never come to London,’ Henry said. ‘She is quite certain villains lurk on every street corner, ready to cut an unwary throat. So perhaps you will never meet, after all.’

‘Perhaps your mother is right to keep her distance,’ Anna murmured. And far wiser than she was herself, living in the very centre of such a perilous world. But she had no desire to leave; this was her home, the only place she could belong. A quiet country hearth was not for her.

There was another knock at the door, and Anna left Henry at the table with her father so she could hurry and answer it. More of the actors waited for her there, far more than her father claimed to have invited. They greeted her exuberantly, kissing her cheek and lifting her from her feet in fierce hugs, before they dashed into the house looking for food and drink. It seemed her father’s ‘some people’ invited to dine included the whole company, along with their always voracious appetites and endless need for wine.

Anna was accustomed to such evenings. Her father’s hospitality was boundless, and his memory for such practical matters as how much food to serve was non-existent. Anna sent the servants for more dishes and jugs of wine from the tavern, and the evening passed in a swift, happy blur as she made sure every one was served and there was enough bread and stew.

Finally she was able to collapse by the sitting-room fire with her own goblet of wine. She tucked up her feet on her father’s footstool, listening to the shouts and laughter from supper. Her father would be busy until dawn, and then some of the actors could carry him up to his bed.

Anna reached into her sewing basket for the new volume of poetry she had bought at one of the stalls at St Paul’s churchyard just that day. It was an anonymous sonnet cycle about the deep love of a shepherd for an unreachable goddess he’d once glimpsed at her bath, called Demetrius and Diana. Everyone was reading and talking of it, and she could see why. The words and emotions were beautiful, so filled with raw longing and the sad realisation that such a love was impossible. Life was only what it was—lonely and cold—and there was no escape from that, even through passion.

She lost herself in that world of sun-dappled sylvan glades and passionate desire, that need for another person. The noise from the company, which grew ever louder as the night wore on, vanished, and she knew only the poor shepherd and his impossible love.

‘Why, Mistress Barrett, I see you are a secret romantic,’ a deep, velvet-rough voice suddenly said, dragging her out of her dream world.

The book fell from her hands to clatter onto the stone hearth and she twisted round in her chair. It was Robert who stood there in the sitting room doorway, watching her as she read. He leaned his shoulder on the doorframe, his arms lazily crossed over his chest. A half smile lingered at the corners of his lips, but his eyes were dark and solemn as they studied her.

How long had he been standing there?

‘You startled me,’ she said, hating the way her voice trembled.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you,’ he said.

‘I didn’t even know you were here. I heard no knock at the door.’

‘I have only just arrived. Madge let me in.’ Rob pushed away from the door and moved slowly to her side, loose-limbed and as deceptively lazy as a cat. As Anna watched, tense, he knelt by her chair and picked up the dropped book.

He took her hand in his, very gently, his fingers light on hers, and carefully laid the book on her palm. But he didn’t let go of her. He curled her hand around the leather binding and held his over it.

It was a light caress, cool and gentle, and Anna knew she could draw away whenever she chose. Yet somehow she just—couldn’t. She stared down at their joined hands as if mesmerised.

He stared down at them, too, almost as if he could also feel that shimmering, heated, invisible bond tightening around them, closer and closer. The crackle of the fire, the laughter of the company—it all seemed so far away. There was only Robert and herself here now.

‘Are you enjoying the travails of poor Demetrius the shepherd?’ he asked.

‘Very much,’ she whispered. She stared hard at the book, its brown cover held by their joined hands. She feared what might happen if she looked into his eyes. Would she crack and crumble away, vanishing into him forever?

What spell did he cast over her?

‘The poetry is beautiful,’ she went on. ‘I can see every ray of sunlight, every summer leaf in those woods—I can feel Demetrius’s grief. What a terrible thing it must be to feel like that about another.’

‘How terrible not to feel that way,’ he said. ‘Life is an empty, cold shell without passion.’

Anna laughed. It seemed she was not the only ‘secret romantic.’ ‘Is it better to burn than to freeze? Passion consumes until there is nothing left but ash. Demetrius is miserable because of his desire for Diana.’

‘True. Diana can’t love him back. It isn’t in her nature. But if she could, it would be glorious beyond imagining. It is glorious even without her return, because at least Demetrius knows he can love. He can feel truly alive because of it.’

She smiled and gently laid her free hand against his cheek. The prickle of a day’s growth of beard tickled at her palm. Beneath it his skin was warm and satin-taut. A muscle flexed under her touch. ‘I believe you are the secret romantic, Robert. Do you envy the shepherd, then?’

He grinned up at her, and turned his head to press a quick kiss to the hollow of her palm. ‘In a way I do. He gets to be alive—truly alive—even if it’s only for a moment.’

‘Until that love kills him.’

‘Until then. I see you have peeked ahead at the ending.’

Anna sat back in her chair, finally breaking their hold on each other. But though not touching him, not physically close, she felt bound to him.

‘Are you not alive, then, Robert?’ she asked.

He sat back on the hearth, resting lazily on his elbows as he stretched his legs out before him and crossed his booted feet at the ankles. He had charged that morning’s rumpled, stained shirt for one of his dandyish and expensive doublets of burgundy-red velvet, slashed at the sleeves with black satin and trimmed with shining rows of gold buttons. His boots were fine, soft Spanish leather, polished to a glowing sheen, his breeches of thin, fine-spun wool. A teardrop pearl hung at his ear.

He was dressed to impress someone tonight, and Anna suspected it was not meant to be her.

‘Sometimes I feel I’m already cold in the grave, fair Anna,’ he answered. His tone was light, teasing, but she thought she heard a hard ring beneath it—the tinge of truth. ‘The true, deep feelings of Demetrius are lost to me now. I just counterfeit them onstage.’

‘Aye,’ she murmured. ‘I think I know what you mean.’

His head tilted to the side as he studied her. ‘Do you?’

‘Aye. My life is not one of deep emotions, as the poor shepherd has. It is quiet and calm—cold, some might say. But I prefer its chill to the pain of burning.’

‘Your husband?’ Robert asked, his voice low and steady, as if he didn’t want to frighten her away.

As if Charles Barrett could frighten her now. His black soul was dead and buried. But before that, before they’d made the mistake of marrying and it had all gone so horribly wrong, she had once longed for him. Those feelings had clouded her judgement and led her far astray.

‘I never want that again,’ she said firmly.

‘So you are like Diana now?’ he said. ‘Above the maelstrom of human emotion and desire?’

Anna laughed. ‘I am no virgin goddess.’

Suddenly there was a crashing sound in the corridor, a burst of drunken laughter. Someone bumped into the wall outside, making the painted cloths sway.

Robert held his finger lightly to his lips and rose to his feet.

‘Shh,’ he whispered. ‘Let’s walk in the garden for a time, where they can’t find us.’

‘The garden?’ Anna asked, confused. To be alone with him, in the dark of night, with no one lurking outside the door? It was—tempting.

Too tempting. Who knew what she might do there? She didn’t even seem to know herself when she was with him.

But as he held his hand out to her, she found herself reaching for it.

‘There is a beautiful moon tonight, my Diana,’ he said. ‘And I find I am in no fit mood for company.’

She nodded, and together they tiptoed down the corridor and out of the front door into the night. Once they were outside, the raucous roar of the gathering faded away to a mere distant hum.

The garden that lay between the house and the darkened theatre was quiet and full of shadows from the shifting of the moon’s glow between drifting clouds. A tall stone wall held back the flow of Southwark life beyond—the taverns and bustling brothels, the shouts and shrieks and the clash of steel and fists. It all seemed very far away in that moment.

Anna sat down on a stone bench and tipped her head back to stare at the silvery-pale moon in the blue-black velvet sky. It was nearly full, staring down impassively at the wild human world below.

‘It is lovely,’ she said softly. ‘I don’t look at the sky enough.’

‘Our lives are too frantic to remember such simple joys,’ he answered. He rested his foot on the bench beside her and braced his forearm on his knee—so, so close, but not yet touching.

‘Your life is terribly busy, yes?’ she asked. She held tighter to the cold, solid stone beneath her, to keep away the temptation to lean against him. ‘Writing, acting, dodging demanding theatre owners, assignations with admiring ladies—fights with their husbands …’

Rob laughed. ‘Such a great opinion you have of me, Anna. I would have you know I work hard for my coin every day. And if I choose to enjoy myself when the work is done—well, life is too short not to seek out pleasure.’

Anna smiled up at him. He was so good at seeking out pleasure, it seemed, at drawing out every hidden morsel of joy in their striving, heaving existence. What was that like? What would it feel like to let go of control and duty for one mere moment and just—be?

She feared the cost of that one moment would be too high. But it was tempting, nonetheless, especially when he looked at her like that under the shimmering moonglow.

‘Perhaps we do need to stop and glance at the stars once in a while,’ she said. ‘Lest we forget they are even there at all.’

‘It’s difficult to see them in the city,’ Rob said. He sat down beside her, his shoulder pressed very lightly against hers. He did only that—sat beside her—and yet she was so very aware of the hard, lean line of his body, the heat of his skin on hers through the layers of their clothes, the raw strength of him.

‘I’ve never lived anywhere but London. Not for long anyway,’ Anna said. ‘This is the only sky I know.’

‘When I was a lad I lived in the countryside,’ he said. His voice was quiet in the darkness, as if suddenly he was far away from the garden. Somewhere she couldn’t quite see or follow.

‘Did you?’

‘Aye, and often on summer nights I would slip out of my bed and go running down to the river, where there was only the water and the sky, perfect silence. I would lie down in the tall grass at the riverbank and stare up at the stars, making up tales for myself of other worlds we could not see. Wondrous places beyond the stars.’

Anna was fascinated by this small glimpse of Rob’s past, his hidden self. She had never thought of him as a boy before; he seemed to have just sprung up fully formed onstage, sword in his hand, poetry on his lips.

‘You must have been the despair of your mother, running away like that,’ she said.

He smiled at her, a flash of his usual careless grin, but it swiftly faded. ‘Not at all. My mother died when I was very young. Our aunt then stayed with us for a time, but she cared not what we did as long as we didn’t dirty her nicely scrubbed floors.’

‘Oh,’ Anna said sadly. ‘I am sorry.’

‘For what, fair Anna?’

‘For your losing your mother so young. My own mother died when I was three.’

Rob studied her so carefully she felt a warm blush creeping stealthily into her cheeks. She was very glad of the cover of darkness—the moon was behind the clouds. ‘Do you remember her?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘Not very much at all. She would sing to me as I fell asleep at night, and sometimes I think I remember the way her touch felt on my cheek, or the smell of her perfume. My father says she was very beautiful and very gentle, that there could be no lady to compare to her and that is why he never married again.’ Anna laughed. ‘So it seems I inherited little from her, having neither beauty nor gentleness!’

‘I would disagree—about the beauty part, anyway,’ Rob said, his old light flirtatiousness coming back, encroaching on their fleeting moment of intimacy.

‘I am not gentle?’

‘Gentleness is quite overrated. Spirit—that is what a man should always look for in a female.’

Anna thought of the weeping whore in her tattered yellow dress. She had not seemed especially spirited, but then Anna hadn’t seen what had come before the morning quarrel. Maybe the night had been spirited, indeed.

Had it all only been that morning? It seemed like days ago, so very distant from this quiet moment.

And she felt a most unwanted twinge of pleasure that he might think she was spirited—and beautiful. Even though she knew very well it was only a mere flirtatious comment—a toss-away he no doubt said often to many women. But she had long ago lost her youthful spirit. It was buried in the real world.

‘Surely spirit can cause more trouble than it is worth?’ she said sternly. ‘For instance—how is your shoulder tonight?’

He flexed his shoulders as if to test them before answering her. His muscles rippled against the fine fabric of his doublet.

‘Better, I thank you,’ he said. ‘I had a very fine nurse.’

Anna waited to see if he would say more, tell her how he had come to be wounded in the first place, but he did not. A silence fell around them, heavy and soft as the night itself. She let herself lean closer against him, and didn’t even move away when his arm came lightly around her shoulders.

‘Tell me about those worlds you saw beyond the stars,’ she said. ‘Tell me what it felt like to escape there.’

‘Escape?’ he said. She could feel the way he watched her in the night, so steady, so intense, as if he wanted to see all her secrets. ‘What do you want to escape from, Anna?’

Everything, she wanted to say. At least for that one moment she wanted not to be herself, here in her workaday life, her workaday self. She wanted him to be not himself, either. If only they were two strangers, who knew nothing of each other or of what the world held beyond this garden.

‘It’s more what I want to escape to, I think,’ she said. ‘Something beautiful, clean and good. Something peaceful.’

‘Something beautiful?’ he said. ‘Yes. I think I’ve been looking for that all my life.’

Anna felt the sudden gentle brush of his hand against her cheek. His touch was light, and yet it seemed to leave shimmering sparks in its wake across her skin. She reared back, startled, but he didn’t leave her. His palm cupped her cheek, holding her as if she was made of the most fragile porcelain, and she swayed towards him.

Slowly, enticingly, his hand slid down her throat to the ribbon trim of her neckline. He toyed with it lightly between his fingers, his dark gaze following his touch. He didn’t even brush the bare, soft swell of her breast above the unfashionably modest bodice, yet she trembled as if he did. She felt unbearably tense and brittle, as if she would snap if he did not touch her.

‘Why do you always wear grey?’ he asked, twining the bit of ribbon between his fingers.

‘I—I like grey,’ she whispered. ‘‘Tis easy to keep clean.’ And easy to fade into the background. It was a suitable colour for a woman who spent her time hovering behind the scenes.

‘In my star kingdom you would wear white satin and blue velvet, sewn with pearls and embroidered with shining silver thread.’

He stroked one long strand of her hair that had escaped its pins and trailed over her shoulder, tracing the curve of the curl. She felt the heat of his touch against her skin.

‘And you would have ribbons and strands of jewels in your hair.’

Anna laughed unsteadily. ‘That would not be very practical as I went about my tasks. I would be always tripping over the satins and pearls and getting them dirty.’

‘Ah, but in that kingdom you would have no such tasks. You would be queen of all you surveyed, seated on your golden throne as everyone hurried to serve your every whim.’

‘Gold and silver and pearls?’ she said, mesmerised by his touch, his words. ‘La, but I do like the sound of this kingdom of yours.’

He twisted his fingers into her hair and drew her close, so close she could feel his warm breath whisper over her skin. He cradled the back of her head on his palm, holding her to him.

‘You deserve all of that, Anna,’ he said. All hint of his usual teasing manner was gone, and there was only dark seriousness in his words and in the way he watched her. ‘That should be your life, not—this. Not Southwark.’

Anna felt a sharp prickle behind her eyes and was afraid she would cry. She could not do that—not here, not with him! She already felt too open and vulnerable. She tried to turn away but he held on to her, his hand in her hair. His touch didn’t hurt, but he wouldn’t let her go.

‘You know naught of my life,’ she said.

‘I’m a poet, Anna,’ he answered. ‘It is my lot in life to see everything—even that which I would rather not. And I see your sadness.’

‘I am not sad!’ Not if she could help it. Emotions, like sadness and anger and love, only brought trouble. She preferred serenity now.

‘You are, fair Anna.’ He pulled her even closer, until his forehead rested lightly against hers. She closed her eyes, but he was still there—very close. ‘I see that because it calls out to the sadness in me. We both see too much, feel too much. We just don’t want to admit it.’

Nay, she did not! She didn’t want to hear this, know this. She tried to twist away, but Rob suddenly bent his head and kissed the soft, sensitive spot just below her ear. She felt him touch her there with the tip of his tongue.

She gasped at the rush of hot, sizzling sensation. Her hands clutched at the front of his doublet, crushing the fine velvet as she tried to hold on and keep from falling. Her eyes closed and her head fell back as she gave in to the whirling tidepool of her desire. His mouth, open and hot, slid slowly along her neck to bite lightly at the curve of her shoulder.

‘Robert!’ she cried, and his arms closed around her waist to lift her onto his lap as his lips met hers, rough and urgent.

Anna had never felt so weak and strange. Something deep and instinctive, primal, rose up deep inside her, blotting out the world around her so that she knew only him and this moment with him. Only his kiss.

She felt the press of his tongue against her lips and she opened for him. He tasted of wine and mint, of something dark and deep that she craved far too much. She wrapped her hands around the back of his neck, as if she could hold him to her if he tried to leave, and felt the rough silk of his wavy dark hair on her skin.

She heard him moan deep inside his throat as her tongue met his, and the sound made her want him even more—madly so. He was so alive, the most wondrously alive person she had ever known, and she craved the heat and pulse of him. For that one instant he made her feel alive, too—free of her calm, cool, still existence.

He made her feel too much—he frightened her, her feelings frightened her. She was drowning in him.

She tensed, and Rob seemed to sense her sudden flash of fear. He tore his lips from hers, and the clouds suddenly skittered away from the moon. Its silvery light streamed down onto his face, casting it into angular shadows. For a second he was starkly exposed to her, and she saw the horror in his eyes, as if he realised just what he was doing. Whom he was kissing.

Anna felt as if a freezing winter wind washed over her, her passion turned to cold, bitter ashes around her. What was she doing? How could Rob say he saw her, knew her, when in that moment she didn’t even know herself?

She pushed him away, and as his arms slid from her body she forced herself up from his lap. Without him holding her she felt shaky and cold, but she knew she had to get away from him.

If only she could run away from herself, as well.

As she dashed towards the house she heard him call her name, yet she couldn’t stop. She just kept running—past the dining room where her father and his friends still roared with laughter, and up the narrow stairs to her bedchamber. She slammed and bolted the door behind her, as if that could keep out what had happened.

She stumbled past the curtained bed, already turned back for the night by their maid, and went to the window. It was open to let in the night’s breeze, and she could see that garden below, full of shadows and secrets.

Rob wasn’t there any longer. The stone bench was empty. Had he also fled from what had exploded between them?

Somehow she couldn’t imagine Rob Alden fleeing from anything. She didn’t know anyone who ran into danger as he did.

Anna shut the window and sank slowly to the floor, her skirts pooling around her. She pressed her hands to her eyes, blotting out the night. Soon it would be dawn, and a new day’s tasks would be before her. Soon she could lose herself in the busy noise of her life, and this would all be as a dream. A foolish dream.

It had to be.







CHAPTER FIVE

‘AND this fair place, this Eden, is as nothing compared to your—your …’

Rob stared down at the words on the page, and an intense, fiery wave of anger washed over him. They weren’t right—the right words simply wouldn’t come that morning. They were imprisoned behind an impenetrable wall, locked away. There were no tender love words to be conjured that day. Not by him.

There was only that anger, burning away everything else. Anger and something he had never known before, something he despised—guilt. The conscience he’d thought he didn’t have, couldn’t afford, pricked at him like sharpened poniards.

‘Z’wounds,’ he cursed, and threw down his pen. Ink splashed over the papers scattered across his table, blotting out the words he had just written. Work was the last thing he could think of today.

Anna Barrett filled his thoughts—and created that anger.

Rob sat back in his chair and flexed his hand, the ink-stained fingers stiff from trying to write tenderness and love where there was none. He thought of how that hand had touched Anna last night, how he hadn’t been able to stop himself from giving in to the luscious temptation of her rose-scented skin, the softness of her hair.

The way her mouth had tasted against his—like ripe, sweet summer fruit to a starving man. Everything else had vanished when they were alone like that, just the two of them in the night, and he had lost himself in her. The control that was so vital to his life had disappeared as if in a puff of mist, and he’d been desperate for her.

He’d wanted, needed, the softness of her, and if they had been in a private chamber with none passing by he would surely have lifted her skirts and taken her in that rush of sudden, desperate lust.

Thank the stars they had been outside, with a houseful of people mere feet away. That Anna had come to her senses when it had seemed he had none and pushed him away.

That look of blank surprise on her face as she’d run from him had awoken him from his sensual dream as nothing else could have. The memory of it now made him even angrier—though whether at Anna or himself, or at the whole world, he couldn’t say. If only there was a brawl to be had, here and now! A fight would erase all else, burn away the emotion that ran too fast, and he could forget. For a moment.

Rob pushed back from the table so swiftly his chair clattered to the rough wooden floor. He kicked it out of the way and went to thrust open the window and let in some of the early morning light.

His rented room at the top of the Three Bells tavern looked down on one of the back alleys of the Southwark neighbourhood, so high he was above the overhanging eaves of the buildings that nearly touched above the road. It meant he had more light and air than the dank lower chambers—better for his long hours of solitary writing. The fetid smells of the dirt lane were more distant, as well, and he could think and work here. It was his sanctuary, rough and small as it was.

Today it didn’t feel like a sanctuary. It felt like a prison, binding him up alone with unwelcome feelings and desires.

Desires for Anna Barrett, of all women. Rob leaned his palms on the scarred wooden ledge and stared down at the alley below. He didn’t see the passing water-girls or the drunks straggling home from the night’s revels. He saw Anna, her full, soft lips pink and damp from his kisses, her bright green eyes wide and startled. Her body so soft and pliant against his.

Anna Barrett—the prickliest, most distant female he knew—soft in his embrace. Anna Barrett oversetting his emotions, which he had long thought mastered. Who could have thought it? Someone who shaped human ends had a sense of humour.

It was surprising, and he had thought he could never be surprised again. That alone was enticing.

But he could not afford to be enticed by Anna, or to have anything to do with her at all. If she knew the truth about him—about what he was doing at the White Heron—she would castrate him herself with a rusty stage rapier and toss his severed member into the Thames.

Rob turned away from the window and the piercing daylight that rose above the jagged rooftops, pulling his rumpled, ink-stained shirt over his head. The morning moved apace, and he had work to do.

If only today’s task was half as pleasant as being in the garden with Anna Barrett. He could easily face every danger if such a reward waited at the end.

But it was thinking like that—careless and impulsive, seeking pleasure at all costs—that had brought him to this place. It was the Alden family’s downfall, always.

As Rob splashed cold water from the basin over his face and bare chest, he thought of his family. He usually refused to think of them at all. Memories of his time before London, before Southwark, were futile and foolish. They were gone and he had made his choices. The past was no more. His parents would have disowned him for all he did now. His short stint in prison after a brawl had shown him what his life had become—how far he was from his old life. His parents would have been disappointed, indeed.

But his sister—pretty Mary, gone from him now for so long—she still lingered with him. Sometimes he seemed to sense her sad spirit at his shoulder, and it was that memory that drove him forward, that kept him alive amidst all the danger and his own careless ways. He had to do right by her, to fulfil his goal before he could let go and be at peace.

That had long been the implacable force driving him onward. He wouldn’t let Anna Barrett be an obstacle, no matter how well she kissed. No matter how much he wanted her.

Rob scrubbed hard at his face with a rough cloth, as if he could wash away last night and the emotions it had aroused in his long-cold heart. Wash away all the past. That was impossible, but he could at least make himself look a bit more respectable. Like a man with important business to conduct.

He pulled on a clean shirt and reached for his best doublet—the crimson velvet sewn with gold buttons he’d worn last night and which lay discarded on his rumpled bed. But it still smelled of roses and night air, of Anna and their closeness in the garden.

‘God’s teeth,’ he muttered, and tossed it aside. His next-best doublet, a dark purple velvet and black leather, would have to do, and was more sombre, anyway. Better for where he was going. He donned it quickly and smoothed the tangled waves of his hair before he reached for his short black cloak—and the packet of papers.

He had to journey to Seething Lane before the day was too far gone.

‘Anna, dearest? Are you well this morning?’

‘Hmm? What did you say, Father?’ Anna asked as she stared out of the window of the dining room. The garden in the morning light, with the slow traffic of Southwark waking up just beyond, seemed so—ordinary. The same trees and overgrown shrubs she saw every day. How had she ever been so carried away by dreams and fantasies in such a place? Even under night’s cover?

It was a terrible, twisting puzzle that had kept her awake until dawn.

‘It’s just that you seem distracted, daughter,’ her father said. ‘You’re about to spill that beer.’

Anna looked down, startled, to see that the pitcher of small beer she was pouring into pottery goblets was indeed about to spill. She quickly put it down on the table, and reached for a cloth to wipe up the last drops.

‘Fie on it all,’ she murmured. ‘I’m sorry, Father. I suppose I’m just a bit tired today.’

‘Sit down and have some bread,’ Tom said, pushing a platter of bread and cheese across the table to her. ‘I shouldn’t have asked so many people to supper yesterday. We talked too late into the night.’

No, he shouldn’t have asked them, Anna thought as she listlessly poked at a piece of bread. Maybe then she would have spent the evening quietly with her book, not wandering off in dark gardens with Robert Alden, forgetting herself and acting like a fool.

She felt her cheeks turn hot at the memory of their kiss, of the way she’d flung herself onto his lap and held him so tightly, as if she was drowning and only he could save her. But there had been such a feeling of inevitability about it all—like the fate that led characters in a play to their inescapable ends. Something dark and needful had been growing between them for a long time. Something she didn’t understand and didn’t want.

Anna took a long sip of the beer. Perhaps it was best something had happened. Now it was done and past, and they could forget it.

But what if it was not so past? What if it happened again and she found she truly was a strumpet with no control?

She almost laughed at the thought. Strumpet or not, she knew Rob was pursued by so many ladies—Winchester geese and fine Court women alike. She saw them all the time at the White Heron, his admirers clustered around the stage with shining eyes and low-cut bodices. He certainly didn’t need a grey-clad widow like her.

She just had to forget him—put last night’s folly down to a wild dream and move forward. It was as simple as that.

Only that didn’t seem so very simple, even in the hard light of day.

‘We will have a few quiet evenings for a time,’ her father said. ‘No more late dinners. I can meet with the actors at the tavern to read the new plays.’

‘Invite them here whenever you like, Father,’ Anna said. She refilled his goblet, careful not to spill any beer this time. ‘I do not mind.’

‘I don’t want to make more work for you, dearest, not when you do so much already. Perhaps you would like a holiday in the country?’

‘A holiday?’ Anna said, startled. Her father was a London man, born and bred; the dirty water of the Thames was in his blood. He never thought they should go to the country.

‘Aye. You seem to need a rest, and soon the hot weather will be upon us. What if the plague comes again?’

‘It won’t.’ But the country—fresh air and quiet, long walks, space to think, to be. A place away from the theatre and Rob Alden. It sounded quite enticing. But … ‘And I have too much work just now to go away.’

Thomas shrugged. ‘If you say so. But think about it, my dear. We could both use a change of scene—especially right now.’

Anna laughed. ‘You would die of boredom away from London, Father! Why this sudden urge to go to the country?’ A suspicion struck her. ‘Are you in some sort of trouble?’

‘Trouble? Certainly not!’ he blustered. But he wouldn’t meet her gaze, and his rough, lined cheeks looked red. ‘Whatever would make you say such a thing? When am I ever in trouble?’

All the time, Anna thought. Southwark was ripe with trouble around every corner—especially for men like her father, who had business concerns in every narrow street and dark corner. Yet he’d never wanted to run away from it before. He seemed to enjoy trouble.

Just as Robert did.

‘I will think about going to the country for a time,’ she said. ‘When business grows slow in the hotter weather. But for now I have things I must do.’

Her father nodded, somewhat mollified. But his face still bore that guilty flush. ‘What are you doing today, my dear?’

‘It’s rent day, and a few tenants are still behind in their payments. I’m going to visit them myself and have a word with them. You must keep a watch on the rehearsal at the White Heron, Father, or they will waste away the whole morning.’

He nodded, but Anna feared he was inclined to laze away the morning with them. She rose from her chair and kissed the top of his balding head. The old rogue—how she loved him, despite everything. He was all she had, her only family, and she was all he had, as well. She had to look out for him.

‘I will be back by afternoon, Father,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry about a thing.’

He reached up to pat her hand. ‘I don’t worry, Anna. Not while you are here.’

Anna left the dining chamber and went up to her room to fetch her hat and shawl. As she pinned the high-crowned grey hat to her neatly coiled hair, she caught a glimpse of her pale face in the small looking glass. Usually she only took a quick look, to be sure she was tidy, but today she looked longer, studied herself.

Her father had always claimed she was pretty because she looked like her mother, but Anna had never thought herself so. She saw the finely arrayed Court ladies, with their golden curls and rouge-pink cheeks, their white bos oms displayed above jewelled bodices. She saw the admiration they gathered from men, and knew she did not resemble them. Her hair, though thick and long, was brown and straight, her eyes too tilted and her chin too pointed. She was pale and thin, her gowns plain grey, as Rob had pointed out. Her lips were fine enough, but were too often pressed thin with worry.

She was not a vivid beauty, likely to catch and hold the eye of a handsome devil like Robert.

‘He must have been very ale-shot last night,’ she said, and jabbed the pin harder into her hat. Perhaps she had been, as well—or at least drunk on the moonlight and on his words, the rare glimpse he’d given her of his past.

But that had been last night. This was today, and she had work to do.

Anna looped her wool shawl over her shoulders and reached for her market basket. Her father was still at the table with his beer when she went downstairs, looking uncharacteristically sad and reflective. Something was happening with him, she was sure of it. But she had no time to puzzle it out now; the mysteries of men would have to wait. She had business of pence and pounds today, and that she could decipher and understand.

Men, she vowed, she would never fathom.

Anna was nearly to Mother Nan’s bawdy house, her first rent-collecting stop of the day, when she caught a sudden glimpse of Rob through the crowd. He was taller than most of the people passing around him, the plumes on his cap waving like a beacon, and her heart suddenly beat faster at the sight of him.

There was no time to prepare herself for seeing him again after last night, and she felt very flustered and uncertain. She hated that feeling. How dared he make her feel so discomposed?

And—and how dared he not even notice her?

As Anna watched him, pressing herself against the whitewashed wall in case he glanced her way, he kept walking quickly on his path, looking neither to the right nor the left but just straight ahead. The people around him, the crowded, quarrelling knots and tangles of humanity, made way for him as naturally as if he was a prince. They didn’t jostle him or grab his arm to entreat him to buy their wares, and no one dared try and rob him. It was extraordinary.

Yet Rob appeared to be lost in his own thoughts. Under the narrow brim of his fine cap his brow was furrowed, his expression dark as a storm cloud. There was not even a hint of reckless laughter about him, only some intense purpose that drove him onward.

Where on earth was he going? Anna was intrigued in spite of herself. In her world it never paid to be curious. Only minding one’s own tasks kept trouble away in this neighbourhood, and not even always then. And Rob always seemed to bring trouble with him.

‘Oh, what am I doing?’ she whispered, but she followed him anyway, as if her feet could no longer obey her. She hurried after him, keeping those plumes in sight as her guide. She had to be very careful not to let him see her.

She had never known Rob to be like this before, so solemn and purposeful, so lost in his own thoughts. Was he in some sort of debt or planning a crime? Or perhaps he was planning to sell his new play right out from under her father’s nose.

They left the most crowded streets behind, leaving the thick knots of people and the busy shops for the pathway that ran alongside the river itself. Luckily there were still enough people gathered there for her to stay out of sight, using them for shields. Boatmen plied their trade, looking for passengers to ferry to the opposite bank, and fishmongers announced their fresh catch.

Robert kept walking, and Anna had to quicken her steps to keep up with him. They passed warehouses, close-packed merchants’ houses, and London Bridge came into view, with the boiled heads of the executed staring down sightlessly at the crush of humanity. Rob started to cross the huge edifice and Anna realised with a sudden cold shock where he was heading—towards the silent stone hulk of the Tower.

Anna shrank back from its tall, thick walls and gates, its waving banners and the guards who patrolled the ramparts. She had never been there herself, but she had heard such terrible tales of what happened behind those blank walls. Pain and blood and fear as could only be faintly imagined in revenge plays were a reality there, and most who were swallowed up by it never returned. Even from where she stood, at a safe distance along the river, she could feel the cold, clammy reach of it.

What business could Rob have there? She could well imagine he would do something to cause his arrest. Actors were always getting into fights and being thrown into gaol, and there had been rumours he had once fetched up in Bridewell. Yet surely no one, not even a bold player like Rob, would voluntarily go near the Tower?

She hurried across the bridge herself and stood up on tiptoe, straining to catch a glimpse of him. She finally saw his plumes again, and to her relief he was not entering the dark environs of the Tower but continuing along the river on the other side. She ran after him, dodging around pedestrians to keep him in her sight as he made his way into the tangle of streets just beyond the Tower’s walls.

He went past more shops and houses, not even glancing at them. Gradually the buildings grew farther apart, with large gardens and empty spaces between them and the road, until he came to what had once been the entrance to an old Carthusian monastery. A vast complex had once lain here, covering many acres and containing churches, dining halls, scriptoriums and butteries and barns. Now there were large homes, quiet and watchful behind their new gates.

At one of them, a tall half-timbered place of solemn, tidy silence and glinting windows, Rob stopped at last. He glanced over his shoulder, and Anna dived into the nearest doorway to stay out of sight. As she peeked out cautiously, he sounded the brass knocker on the heavy iron-bound door. A black-clad manservant, as solemn as the house, answered.

‘He has been expecting you, Master Alden,’ the man said as he ushered Robert inside. The door swung shut, and it was as if the house closed in on itself and Rob was swallowed up by it as assuredly as if it was the Tower itself.

Anna stared at the closed-up structure in growing concern. What was that place? And what business did he have there? She did not have a good feeling about it.

A pale heart-shaped face suddenly appeared at one of the upstairs windows, easing it open to peer down at the street. It was a woman, thin and snow-white, but pretty, her light brown hair covered by a lacy cap and a fine starched ruff trimming her silk gown. The watery-grey daylight sparkled on her jewelled rings.

Anna realized that she recognised the woman. She sometimes visited the White Heron to sit in the upper galleries with her fine Court friends. It was Frances, Countess of Essex—wife of one of the Queen’s great favourites and daughter of the fearsome Secretary Walsingham, whose very name struck terror in everyone in Southwark.

‘Oh, Robert,’ Anna whispered. ‘What trouble are you in now?’







CHAPTER SIX

‘WAIT here, if you please, Master Alden,’ the dour manservant said to Rob. He gestured to a bench set against the wall in a long, bare corridor. ‘The Secretary will receive you shortly.’

‘I thought he had long been expecting me,’ Rob said, but the man just sniffed and hurried on his way. Rob sat down on the bench to wait; it was a move no doubt calculated to increase the disquiet any visit to this house in Seething Lane would cause.

He had been here too many times, heard and seen too many things in its rooms and corridors to be too concerned. Still, it was always best to be gone from here quickly.

The house was dark and cool, smelling of fine wax candles, ink, and lemon wood polish. The smooth wooden floors under his feet were immaculately clean, the walls so white they almost gleamed. Lady Walsingham was a careful housekeeper.

Yet underneath there was a smell of something bitter and sharp, like herbal medicines—and blood. They did say Secretary Walsingham was ill—more so after the stresses of the threatened Spanish invasion the year before. But not even the great defeat of the Armada, or this rumoured illness, seemed to have slowed the man at all.

He was as terribly vigilant as ever. No corner of England escaped his net.

And no filament of that net, even one as obscure as Rob, ever escaped, either.

He swept off his cap and raked his hand through his hair. This was the only way he could protect the ones he cared about—the only way he could see them safe. He had always known that. But lately it had become harder and harder.

Especially when he thought of Anna Barrett, and the way she looked at him from her jewel-bright eyes …

‘Master Alden. My father will see you now,’ a woman’s soft voice said.

Rob forced away the vision of Anna and looked up to find Secretary Walsingham’s daughter watching him from an open doorway. Her fine gown and jewels glistened in the shadows.

‘Lady Essex,’ Rob said, rising to his feet to give her a bow. ‘I did not realise you were visiting your family today.’

‘I come as often as I can. My father needs me now.’ She led him down the corridor and up a winding staircase, past the watchful eyes of the many portraits hung along its length. ‘Don’t let him keep you too long. He should rest, no matter how much he protests.’

‘I will certainly be as quick as I can, my lady,’ Rob said. He had no desire to stay in this house any longer than necessary.

She gave him a quick smile over her shoulder. ‘My friends and I did so enjoy The Duchess’s Revenge. We thought it your best work yet.’

‘Thank you, Lady Essex. I’m glad it pleased you.’

‘Your plays always do—especially in these days when distraction is most welcome, indeed. When can we expect a new work?’

‘Very soon, God willing.’ When his work here in Seething Lane had come to an end.

‘Don’t let my father keep you away from it. We’re most eager to see a new play. Always remember that.’ Lady Essex opened a door on the landing and left him there with a swish of her skirts. Rob slowly entered the chamber and shut the door behind him.

It was surprisingly small, this room where so much of England’s business was conducted. A small, stuffy office, plainly furnished, with stacks of papers and ledgers on every surface and even piled on the floor.

Walsingham’s assistant, Master Phellipes—a small, yellow-faced, bespectacled man—sat by the window, with his head bent over his code work. The Secretary himself was at his desk in the corner, a letter spread open before him.

‘Master Alden,’ he said quietly. Walsingham always spoke quietly, calmly, whether he remarked on the weather or sent a traitor to the Tower. ‘Have you any news for us today?’

‘Nothing that can yet be proved,’ Rob answered. ‘But work progresses.’

Walsingham tapped his fingers against the letter, regarding Rob with his red-rimmed, murky eyes. ‘Were you working when you took part in that little disturbance outside the White Heron? A quarrel over a bawd, I hear.’

‘It may have seemed so. I had to come up with a quick excuse to cover my stealing of this.’ Rob took out a small, folded packet of papers and passed it across the desk.

Walsingham glanced at it. ‘A step in the right direction. Yet we still do not have the names of the traitors in Lord Henshaw’s Men. We know only that they pass coded information to Spain’s contacts via plays and such. Surely you are well placed to discover them?’

Rob watched Walsingham steadily. He had no fear of the Queen’s Secretary, for he had never done him double-dealing in his secret work here. But Walsingham held so many lives in his hands, and one slip could mean doom for more than himself. This was Robert’s first task of such magnitude—tracking down a traitor in Tom Alwick’s theatre. It was a change from coding, courier work and fighting. It was a dangerous task on all sides.

He could not fail at it. No matter who was caught in Walsingham’s wide net.

He pushed away the image of Anna’s smile and said, ‘I am close.’

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Walsingham answered. ‘Phellipes is busily decoding a letter another agent intercepted, which should be of more help to us in this matter. Once we have that information I will send you word. But for now, tell me all your impressions of Lord Henshaw’s Men and their home at the White Heron …’

It was a half hour more before Rob left Walsingham’s house, ushered out through the door by Lady Walsingham herself, whose pale, worried face spoke of her concerns for her husband, working so hard through his illness. Once outside in the lane, he drew in a deep breath. Even the thick, fetid city air of the Tower Ward was better than the dark closeness of the house.

Rob frowned as he thought of Walsingham and Phellipes, bent over endless letters, tracking down traitors among the theatre people he spent his own days with. One of them used his art for a darker purpose, but which one and why? He could not be wrong in this. So very much was at stake.

He put on his cap and turned back towards the river. His thoughts were still in that dark house, and for a moment he didn’t notice the lady lurking across the street. But then a flash of grey, a surreptitious movement, caught his eyes and he swung round with his hand on the hilt of his sword.

To his shock, he saw it was Anna Barrett who tried to duck down a side street out of sight. What was she doing so far from home, so near the lion’s den? What was she looking for—and what did she know?

Rob strode after her, determined to find out.







CHAPTER SEVEN

‘WHAT are you doing so far from home, Mistress Barrett?’

Anna whirled round, her heart pounding at the sudden sound of Rob’s voice. When he had emerged from that house, alone and with a distracted cast to his face, Anna had been so startled she’d stumbled back against the wall behind her hiding place. He had not been in there very long.

As he started towards her, she spun and hurried down the alleyway—only to find her path blocked by a blank stone wall. She ran back the way she’d come and tried to retrace her steps to the river. Rob was no longer in sight, and she thought she could breathe again.

But she was quite wrong. She ran down to the riverbank—only to be brought up short by the sight of Rob standing there, negotiating with a boatman. He glanced back over his shoulder, as if he could sense her standing there, and she whirled around to feign interest in a tray of flower posies.

What a terrible intelligencer I would be, she thought, holding her breath as she prayed he would leave now, that he hadn’t seen her.

Her prayers were in vain.

At his words, she turned to him and tried to give him a smile. If only she could hear above the pounding of her heart in her ears!

‘Why, Robert Alden,’ she said. ‘I could ask the same of you. Do you have business at the Tower, mayhap? It does seem strangely appropriate …’

He suddenly reached out and caught her arm in a hard clasp. It wasn’t painful, but it was as implacable as a chain, and Anna found she couldn’t break away. He leaned close to her, his face hard and blank as he studied her.

He seemed like a complete stranger, not at all the tender, passionate lover who had kissed her in the garden. It made her feel cold, despite the warm breeze that swept down the river.

‘You saw where I went,’ he said. His voice was as fearsomely blank as his face.

Anna tried to tug her arm free, but he wouldn’t let go. He held her so easily, so effortlessly. She swallowed past the sudden dry knot in her throat and said, ‘I don’t know what you mean, Robert. I care not where you go.’

‘I tell lies for my profession, Mistress Barrett,’ he said. ‘You can’t out-deceive an actor—especially with eyes like yours.’

‘Eyes like mine?’

‘So green and pretty—so transparent, like a clear country pool. You can’t hide from me.’

‘I have naught to hide.’ Anna stiffened her shoulders and threw her head back to look at him directly. She wouldn’t cower, no matter how frightened she might feel. ‘Not like you, it seems.’

‘Come with me.’ Still holding on to her arm, Rob steered her back to the walkway. Once again the crowd seemed to make way for him, and he moved quickly, so easily, though Anna had to almost run to keep up with him.

She wanted to break away, to run—not to know whatever secrets he held. But something deep in her heart, the spark of some long-lost sense of adventure she had worked so hard to erase after her marriage, did want to know. She had long thought there were many things Rob hid—angles and shadows he dwelt behind, where no one could follow.

Was she about to discover what they were? She felt as if she stood on a stony windswept ledge, peering down into a roiling sea. One small shove and she would topple over and be lost.

Rob looked down at her, his eyes very dark, like the bottom of that sea. She had the feeling he was already lost in those depths.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

He turned down one of the narrow, twisting lanes that led endlessly into other streets and squares, to a press of houses and people that formed an inescapable maze of their world. The light of the sky above was blotted out by the eaves of the roofs, and the flow of the river was lost behind them. All was stillness and darkness.

‘Look out below!’ someone shouted, and Rob pulled her under the shelter of a wall until the stream of waste water from the window above flowed into the latrine ditch in the middle of the road. He kept walking, not answering her.

At last they came to a tavern at the turning of the lane, not far from the White Heron. A sign painted with three golden bells swung over the half-open door. The place seemed quiet so early in the day. Only a few ragged men sat drinking in darkened corners, and a maidservant scrubbed at the floor.

Rob led Anna up the rickety wooden stairs, all the way to the top floor under the eaves. All the doors were closed along the narrow corridor, the rooms behind them silent, and the heavy smell of cabbage and boiled beef and tallow candles hung in the air.

He opened a door at the end of the corridor and pulled her inside. Only then did he let go of her arm.

As he turned away to bolt the door, Anna rubbed at her arm, where she could still feel the heat of his touch, and went to stand as far from him as she could. It was a small, spare room, with a sloping beamed ceiling and one window that looked out on the street far below. There was a bed with rumpled blankets and bolsters tossed about, a table under the window scattered with ink-blotted pages, and two straight-backed chairs. His fine red doublet from last night was tossed over a clothes chest.

Rob threw his cap down next to it and ran his hand through his hair, throwing the glossy dark waves into disarray. He looked somehow older today, his face drawn, his eyes shadowed and wary.

‘Please, Anna, sit,’ he said as he offered her one of the chairs. ‘I’m sorry I have no refreshments to offer you. The Three Bells is a fine, private place to lodge, but I fear it lacks some of the more gracious amenities.’ As Anna hesitated, he laughed. ‘I promise you, fairest Anna, I will not hurt you. You wanted to know where I went. Well, now I shall tell you, even though I’m quite sure to regret it in the end.’

She slowly sat down, not taking her gaze away from him. She placed her basket on the floor, along with her shawl, and carefully unpinned her hat. ‘I am not so sure I do want to know.’

‘Ah, but I have the feeling you already know. Or at least you have your suspicions.’ Rob took the other chair and swung it round to sit down on it backwards, facing her over its chipped wooden slats.

They watched each other, as if they could not turn away even if they tried. Anna felt those same invisible bonds she’d felt in the garden tighten around her again, binding them together in some mysterious way she could not escape. They were all alone here in this room, so high above the world.

‘Was that Secretary Walsingham’s house?’ she asked. She clasped her hands in her lap, twisting her fingers together to hold herself still.

‘You know about Walsingham?’

‘Everyone in Southwark knows about Walsingham. We can scarcely escape him,’ she said. ‘They say he has long known everything that happens in England, and beyond. That he has superhuman powers and uses them to protect Queen Elizabeth from plots of all sorts.’

Rob gave a bitter laugh. ‘He has no superhuman powers, Anna, but he is like a great, strong spider, looking over all of us. He thinks he sees terrible papist plots around every corner, and he will do what he must to crush them. He and his circle thrive in these days of suspicion and fear.’

Suspicion and fear—had there ever been days not filled with those? Anna could remember none such. ‘And are you one of his circle?’

Many people worked for Walsingham, or for his political rivals the Cecils, or for Lord Leicester before he’d died last year. Everyone knew that. Each person had to survive as best they could, and life was nothing but a succession of masks in the end. They were changed as needed, and no one knew the truth about anyone else.

But somehow to be faced with real evidence that Robert was one of those secret men, that he too wore masks upon masks, made her head spin. It felt as if her world was tipping, everything falling top to bottom in chaos—and the blinds crumbled from her eyes.

‘Writers and actors are among his favourite recruits,’ Rob said. ‘We have some education, we must be observant to ply our trade. We move about the country on tours, we know people of all sorts and ranks—and we always need money. I work for him sometimes, aye, when there is a task he thinks I can perform.’

‘And you have a task now?’

For the first time his steady, watchful gaze flickered away from her and he shrugged. ‘I keep in touch at Seething Lane. These are uncertain days, with the Spanish still hovering in every corner and the succession not certain.’

Anna slumped back in her chair. So this was his secret—or one of them anyway—he was an intelligencer. Recruited for his skills of observation, his deceptive acting abilities.

What had he observed of her?

‘How did you come to this work?’ she asked.

He shrugged again. ‘Because it is a way forward in the world, I suppose, and writers who live by their pens and their wits have few of those. It puts coins in my purse and I meet influential people.’

‘Such as Lady Essex?’

‘They do say her husband has taken his late stepfather Leicester’s place in the Queen’s favour. It can’t hurt to know them.’

Anna studied his face carefully, wishing she too had a writer’s power of observation, of knowing the secrets of the human heart. She had a disquieting sense that he was not telling her all his secrets. That there was more to his work than money and connections.

But she could only bear one secret at a time.

Rob suddenly knelt beside her chair and took her hands in his. Unlike the hard grasp he’d used to lead her here, his touch was gentle. He twined his fingers with hers and raised them to his lips for a swift kiss.

‘I have given my secret into these hands alone, fairest Anna,’ he said. ‘You now have the power of life and death over me. I may be only a lowly courier for Walsingham, but if others came to know …’

Anna was sure Rob could never be a lowly anything. There was more to this twisted tale of his, but she was content for the moment. ‘I will not say a word to anyone. If you will assure me of something.’

‘What is that?’

‘Are you in danger—great danger, I mean? More than usual? Or is anyone near us in danger?’

‘I promise you, Anna, I will protect you whatever happens. You are in no danger from me.’ He kissed her hands again, soft kisses to each fingertip and the hollow of her palm. He turned them over and touched the pulse pounding at her wrist with the tip of his tongue.

Anna caught her breath at the flood of sensation that washed through her at his touch. It was as if that invisible bond had become all too physical. They clung to each other as if that was all they had left in the world.

‘I know I ask the impossible of you, Anna,’ he said, cradling her palm against his cheek. ‘But believe me when I beg you to trust me. You don’t like me, I know—and with good reason—yet I will make sure nothing touches you in these matters.’

Anna laughed. She bent her head to softly kiss the top of his head, his hair tickling gently at her lips. ‘Don’t like you? Oh, Robert. It’s true that you drive me mad sometimes. Yet I fear I like you all too well—even when I know I should not.’

‘Then we share that. For I like you more than I should.’ Rob rose up on his knees in front of her and gently cradled her face in his hands. He studied her closely, as if he sought to memorise what she looked like, to imprint her features on his memory.

Anna wrapped her fingers around his wrists and studied him in turn. All traces of his laughter, his recklessness had gone now, and in his eyes she saw the stark seriousness of his true heart. Rob was involved in matters she could scarcely fathom, despite her life lived on the fringes of London’s underworld. She thought she knew greed and desperation, the turning of those masks from one false face to another, but she didn’t know everything. She didn’t know the truest depths.

She stared into them now, with Rob. And she had to admit it was frightening, but also so very enlivening. For once he did not hide from her. He trusted her.

Could she trust him? Did she dare to come out of hiding at last?

Then Rob’s own mask slid neatly back into place, and he smiled at her. ‘Always beware, fairest Anna, of all men,’ he said. ‘For we are the basest deceivers.’

His hands slid into her hair, loosening its pins until it fell free over her shoulders. He wrapped long strands of it around his fists, using them to tie her to him, and drew her slowly towards him. He stared at her mouth as if fascinated by it, drawn to it.

She closed her eyes just as his lips brushed hers softly, lightly, once and then again. She felt the echo of his moan against her, the tightening of his touch in her hair, and the kiss deepened. His tongue swept past her parted lips to taste her fully, and she opened to him in welcome. She couldn’t hide from him as she could from everyone else.

She remembered his taste, the way he felt, from the garden, and she had thought she remembered how his kiss made her feel and thus could be prepared for it. But that drowning, flying, exultant sensation swept over her all over again, and she was lost in it.

For so long she had been alone in life cold and afraid of feeling again, afraid of the terrible danger of vulnerable emotions. In his arms she didn’t feel alone any longer. She wasn’t even afraid, even as she knew he was probably the most dangerous man in her world. She just felt alive and warm—and free. The cold fell away at last.

She wanted to be alive, even if it was only for a moment. A moment couldn’t hurt her. A moment was nothing.

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders to bring him closer to her. She slid off the chair and knelt before him, until their bodies were pressed together and nothing could come between them at all. His hands fell free from her hair to unfasten the front of her jacket and push it away from her shoulders.

There was no smooth deftness to his movements, as Anna would have expected from a man so experienced at removing women’s garments. He was rough and quick, as if desperate to remove that one barrier—as desperate as Anna was to have it gone.

He tossed it away and his mouth slid from hers to kiss her neck, the soft curve where it met her shoulder just above her gathered chemise. His teeth nipped at her skin lightly, making her gasp, and then he traced the spot with his tongue. Anna’s head fell back to give his kisses greater access, and she closed her eyes to let the feelings wash over her.

For once she revelled in them, and did not push them away. After all, this was a fleeting moment in the sea of her life and she had to hold on to it before it ebbed away.

Blindly, she reached out to unfasten his doublet. The buttons stuck in the stiff velvet, making her groan with frustration, but at last they gave way and she peeled the cloth away from his body. She pulled off his shirt, as well, and tossed the garments away.

She ran her palms over his bare chest, the skin smooth and warm, slightly damp under her touch. She felt the roughness of the bandage on his shoulder—a stark reminder of just how dangerous his secrets were. How dangerous it was to be here with him. She bent her head and pressed an open-mouthed kiss below the bandage, near where his heart beat so strongly.

‘Anna,’ he growled, and he lifted her up in his arms as he rose to his feet. He spun round to the bed and laid her down amid the rumpled blankets that still smelled of him.

She opened her eyes to stare up at him as he stood before her, his magnificent body, honed by swordcraft and stage acrobatics, bare to her. He studied her, as well, his blue eyes almost a burning black.

She held out her arms to him and he fell to the bed beside her, kissing her again. There was no artful seduction to their embrace, no fine poetry or pastoral gentleness. There was only a fire, a raw longing that burned away all else.

He caught the hem of her skirt in his fist and dragged it up until she felt the cool air of the room rush over the bare flesh above her stocking. It was quickly turned to warmth as he touched her through the thin knit silk of the stocking, his finger dipping behind the velvet ribbon of her garter.

‘Such fine underthings you hide from the world, Mistress Barrett,’ he whispered teasingly. ‘So shocking.’

And he was the first to see them in a very long time—definitely the first to appreciate them. Anna tugged his lips back down to hers for another kiss, their tongues touching and tangling. He parted her legs and fell between them as she tilted her hips to cradle him against her. She felt the heavy, rigid press of his erection through his breeches, and it sent a tingling thrill through her.

He wanted her, too—just as she wanted him.

She wrapped her legs around his waist and held on to him as their kiss slid deeper and deeper. Through that blurry, hot mist of desire she felt him tug the loose edge of her chemise lower to reveal her pale breast. He slid down her body to kiss the soft swell of it.

The tip of his tongue circled her aching nipple, only lightly caressing and teasing. Anna arched her back, trying to bring him closer, but he laughed and kissed the other breast, the soft, vulnerable curve of it just above the angle of her ribs.

‘Such pretty bosoms you have, Anna,’ he said, blowing ever so gently on a nipple as she trembled. ‘It’s a shame you hide them away as you do, for they are rare beauties.’

‘Teasing wretch,’ she moaned.

‘Oh? Is this what you want, then?’ He kissed her again, just at the hollow between her ‘pretty bosoms.’ ‘Or—this?’

At last he drew her pouting nipple deep into his mouth to suckle it, wet and hot and hungry.

Anna wound her fingers into his hair, holding him against her. He was so good at that—too good, for she couldn’t see straight when he touched her like that.

Rob slid even lower down her arched body, his mouth open against her skin. He kissed every freckle, every soft, sensitive spot, until he knelt between her legs. As Anna watched, breathless, he rose up on his knees before her and reached for her leg.

Through the thin silk of her stocking he kissed the curve of her foot, nipped lightly at her ankle, the vulnerable spot just behind it. His lips traced a warm path up the back of her calf, the turn of her knee—the angle of her thigh. His tongue dipped behind her garter, as his finger had earlier, and touched her naked, hot skin.

‘What are you doing?’ she gasped as he knelt lower on the bed, looping her legs over his shoulders. She was open to him, completely bare—not even her husband had ever seen her thus.

She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, about such vulnerability, but Rob held on to her when she tried to close her legs.

‘Let me, Anna, please,’ he said hoarsely. ‘You are so beautiful. I have to taste you, feel you …’

And then he did just that. His fingers spread her hidden folds open to him and his tongue delved into her in the most intimate of kisses.

Anna’s head fell back to the pillow and her eyes fluttered closed. Slowly she let her whole body relax into the bed, let her thoughts and fears float away, and just—felt. Felt every touch, every sensation. Once she did it was as if she flew free into the sunlit sky.

A burning pleasure built up deep inside her, expanding and growing until it exploded and covered her in its sparkling light.

She had heard women at the bawdy houses and taverns laugh about such things, but she had never felt it before. It was wondrous. Dizzying.

Rob lowered her legs back to the bed and drew her skirts over her bare skin. He pulled himself up to lie beside her on the pillows and took her gently into his arms.

Anna felt him kiss her closed eyelids, her forehead, the pulse that beat in her temples. He smelled of mint and the clean salt of sweat—and of her own body.

‘Did I please you, fairest Anna?’ he whispered.

Anna opened her eyes and turned her head on the pillow to study him. His hair fell in tangled waves over his brow and his eyes were shadowed with—could it be worry? Concern? Did he actually think of her feelings now? A tiny fragment of worry and hope touched her deep inside, but she dared not explore that further.

She reached up and traced his cheek with the tips of her fingers. ‘I am overwhelmed,’ she said truthfully. He had swept over her careful life like a summer rain, exposing hopes she had thought long buried.

Rob laughed, and turned his head to kiss her palm. ‘Then I’m honoured to have overwhelmed you.’

She raised herself up on her elbow to study him. His face against the white pillow seemed dark and drawn, the elegant angles of his features tight, as if he was in some sort of pain.

‘You have not taken your pleasure,’ she said. She laid her hand flat on his naked chest and felt the erratic pounding of his heart, the thrum of his need. His penis was a hard ridge under his breeches.

‘I’m fine,’ he said brusquely.

‘And I know you are not,’ she argued. ‘I am no fine miss in an ivory castle. I know what happens to a man when he is unsatisfied.’ She slid her hand lower, over his lean waist, the hard plain of his hip. ‘Let me …’

Rob caught her wrist in a hard grasp before she could brush against his erection.

‘I’m quite well,’ he said. His voice sounded rough, and his hold on her was tight. Something about him told Anna she shouldn’t argue, even as she longed to with every fibre of her being.

He had just given her such pleasure—had given her the most intimate moment she had ever known with another person. Why would he not let her do the same for him?

Why would he not be with her in every way?

But he was surely right to cut this—whatever it was—now.

Anna nodded and he slowly let go of her hand. ‘I should go,’ she said. ‘You seem to want to be solitary.’

‘Nay, Anna, don’t go yet,’ he said, his voice growing gentler. ‘I don’t want to be alone. Not right now. I just …’

She nodded. Sometimes she also had no words when unexpected emotions overwhelmed all her senses and she couldn’t explain them even to herself. Moments just like this one. Lovemaking would only make that confusion a thousand times worse.

And what if there was a child? She had lost the one baby she’d conceived with her husband before it could even quicken, and had never had another, but with Rob who knew what could happen? She couldn’t have a babe now. She had to hide even as she longed for him to draw her out.

Still—her body did not know how to be sensible. It still wanted him, ached for him. She had to be stronger than her rebellious body.

Rob urged her to lie down on the pillows, and he eased her chemise back into place over her shoulders, re-tied the ribbons. As she closed her eyes, she felt him lie down beside her and take her into the circle of his arms. He smoothed her hair back from her brow and kissed her cheek in a soft, lingering touch.

‘Just sleep now, Anna,’ he whispered. ‘Stay with me. I’ll keep you safe here.’

Despite everything she had discovered today, against all odds, she did feel safe. Held there in his arms, she slowly drifted into dreams. Even if they were dreams that could never come true.

Rob gently smoothed the tangled waves of Anna’s hair as she slept in his arms, draping it like a silken cloak over his chest and shoulders as if he could use it to bind her to him. To make her his forever—even if she discovered the whole, terrible truth.

She slept peacefully, curled on her side against his chest, perfectly matched with him there as if they were made to be just so. Her breath was soft over his skin, and a tiny smile curled the corners of her dark pink lips in some secret dream.

She looked so young and soft in her sleep, her face free of the caution she usually carried with her, the hardness that reflected her life and the suspicion she bore so rightly for the people around her. As he lightly traced her cheekbone with the back of his hand, and watched as a pale pink blush suffused her skin, he had a sudden vision, as if in the pastoral romance of a poem.

He saw Anna sitting beneath a tree at the edge of a green meadow, the shade of its spreading leaves dappling her face and hair and casting patterns over her white dress. Her hair was loose, red-brown waves over her shoulders, and the silken strands were strewn with summer flowers. As she leaned back he could see the swell of her belly under the soft folds of her skirt—she was with child.

A brilliant smile lit up her whole face. A smile filled with such peace and joy. And she held out her hand to him in welcome …

Z’wounds, he thought. Such peace would never be his, or hers, either. They had their lot in life, their place in the world, and he had learned long ago it wasn’t beneath some pretty country tree. Anna would never welcome him thus—and certainly would never grow round and glowing with his child—once she knew what he had to do.

He had certainly tried his damnedest to stay away from Anna Barrett, ever since he’d joined Lord Henshaw’s Men. He’d never thought to have a moment like this one, and he wanted to hold on to it—hold on to her—as long as he could. As long as he dared.

At least he had shown a trace of self-restraint, though his body certainly didn’t thank him for it. It ached and throbbed with sheer lust, with the strong urge to drive itself into her and lose itself in her softness and heat.

He gently brushed aside a lock of her hair and kissed the curve of her neck. She smelled of roses still, a sweet antidote to the stinking world outside. She murmured in her sleep and burrowed under the blankets.

Rob drew them up over her shoulders and eased himself away from her to let her sleep in peace—and remove himself from temptation. Their clothes lay scattered on the floor, and he scooped them up to drape them over the chair.

‘Grey again,’ he muttered as he rubbed at the plain-cut sleeve of her jacket. Why did she hide herself behind its drabness like that? She should be arrayed in purples, blues and greens, satins and brocades that showed off her beauty.

Or perhaps that was the whole point—to disguise and conceal. Just as he did. Only he hid behind attention-getting antics that disguised his real purpose, and she shrank back behind a thick grey cloud. She deserved so much more than to hide herself that way. She deserved all the finest life could offer.

He glanced at her where she slept so sweetly in his bed and wondered what secrets she sought to hide.

She stretched against the pillows, and her breasts were outlined by the thin blankets. Rob remembered how they’d felt under his hands, the sweet taste of her pebbled nipples on his tongue. The way she’d moaned with pleasure as he suckled her.

His body hardened all over again—painfully. It was a blasted terrible thing to decide to be honourable so suddenly. He spun away from the alluring sight of her slumbering in his bed and braced his palms on the edge of the desk. He tried to study the ink-scratched papers, but all he could see was Anna. All he could hear was her breath, the brush of her beautiful body against his blankets as she turned.

He impatiently tugged free the knotted lacings of his breeches and curled his fingers hard over the painful erection. Closing his eyes to picture Anna again in his arms, her legs spread to welcome him, her bare skin, he rubbed brusquely once, twice, again, until a modicum of relief came over him.

He had not done such since he was a callow boy, as there was never a lack of willing women in Southwark. It was nothing to what he really wanted—to have Anna Barrett fully, to possess her—but it would have to suffice.

Feeling wretched, Rob quickly cleaned himself with the cold water left in the basin and reached for a fresh shirt. Suddenly a knock sounded at the door—a too-loud rapping that tore into the quiet afternoon. Rob looked quickly to Anna. A frown drifted over her brow and she slid lower beneath the blankets, but she did not wake.

As he hurried to the door, he swiped a dagger from the table and carried it low at his side. No one should be disturbing him at such an hour. It was too early for most of the citizens of Southwark to be about, and he had paid his rent on time. He opened the door a mere inch and peered out.

It was a servant clad in Walsingham’s sombre black-and-gold livery. His glance flickered past Rob’s shoulder, as if he would try to peer into the room—even Walsingham’s footmen, pages and maids were trained to be ever-observant, and to report back what they observed.

But Rob blocked the small opening with his body, and he was much taller than the servant.

The boy smirked and gave a little bow as he held out a neatly folded and sealed note. ‘A message from the Secretary, Master Alden.’

‘Did he fail to inform me of something earlier?’ Rob asked, snatching the paper from his hand. ‘I find that hard to believe.’

‘Mr Secretary never forgets anything. Nothing escapes his notice.’

Rob shut the door and listened carefully until he heard footsteps move away down the stairs. Only then did he turn back to his room.

Anna was awake on the bed, watching him. That taut wariness was back on her face, the soft peace of slumber gone.

Rob leaned back against the door and watched as she sat up amid the piles of bedclothes. She shrugged her hair from her shoulders and tugged the folds of her chemise closer around her.

‘Have you an errand to perform?’ she enquired.

‘Only one—to see you safely home,’ he answered.

‘There is no need. I know the way well enough, and I still have errands of my own before I return.’ She slid to the edge of the bed and flicked her skirts out of her way, baring her legs. As Rob watched, fascinated, she smoothed her stockings and carefully tightened the ties of her garter. She scooped up her shoes and looked about for her lost jacket.

Rob caught it from the chair and held it out for her to slip in to. After an instant’s hesitation, as if she was worried he planned some trick, she slid her arms into the sleeves. She stood very still as he skimmed her hair free of the collar and smoothed the strands down her back.

So, she was suspicious again. It stung, even as he knew she was quite right to be wary of him. She should suspect him.

She gently shrugged him away and went in search of her hairpins, scattered across the floor. ‘I must make it to Mother Nan’s before she grows too busy. She is behind on her rent, though she seems as thick with customers as ever.’

Rob reached for his doublet. ‘Then let me help you. I can be persuasive when I wish to.’

She glanced at him over her shoulder. ‘Aye, that you can. And I’m sure Mother Nan knows you well enough. Very well—come with me, then. But you shouldn’t feel obligated to me.’

‘Obligated?’ That was surely the very last thing he felt towards Anna Barrett.

She came to him and pressed her palms against his chest, where his doublet fell open. She went up on tiptoe and kissed him lightly, fleetingly. ‘It was a most pleasant afternoon, Robert. Thank you.’

Pleasant? Was that what she really thought? Rob caught her hand and reeled her back into his arms. He kissed her, hard and hot, with every rough bit of his longing and lust in it. His tongue pressed deep into her mouth, tasting her until she went limp against him. She held tightly to his shoulders.

He wanted to sweep her up, toss her onto his bed and make love to her as he had longed to do. Their capers earlier had only honed that desire to a feverish pitch, higher and higher, until it almost burned them both to ash.

But he was able to pull back from that fire at the last possible instant. He held Anna away from him as she stared up at him, her eyes wide and startled, her lips parted, glistening bright pink from his kiss.

‘We should go now,’ he said hoarsely.

‘Oh, aye,’ she whispered. ‘We most definitely should.’







CHAPTER EIGHT

‘ANNA? Is that you?’

Anna paused with her foot on the lowest step and silently cursed. She had taken great care to be quiet, gently opening the garden gate and creeping into the house with her shoes in her hand. It was an hour when her father was usually gone from home, seeking out a tavern or some other diversion, but she didn’t want to chance being caught. Not when she was so discomposed.

The house had seemed so quiet, so deserted and dark, but it seemed her father was home, after all. His voice floated out from the half-open door of the sitting room.

‘Anna?’ he called again.

‘Yes, Father,’ she answered. ‘It is me. My errands took longer than I planned, I fear.’

‘Come in. Sit by the fire. We have a guest.’

A guest? That was the last thing she wanted—to sit and chat with one of her father’s friends, calm and serene, as if nothing had happened at all. As if nothing had changed.

‘In a moment, Father. I need to refresh myself after walking all day.’

‘I’m sure you look quite well enough, Anna!’ Her father appeared in the doorway and held out his hand to her. ‘We have wine and a nice fire in here, and no grand company that expects fine satins and elaborate coiffures.’

Anna sighed in resignation and tucked a stray lock of hair back under her hat. ‘Very well. Just for a moment.’

She stepped into the sitting room and saw that her father’s guest was Henry Ennis. She wasn’t very surprised to find him at their hearth. He and her father had seemed to become good friends, despite the difference in their ages, and he was almost always at the theatre when she went there.

She remembered his declaration last night, the way he had taken her hand and said he wanted her to meet his family. She was used to drunken actors declaring passion for her, and had learned to easily fend them off. They seldom remembered when they were sober anyway, and if they did they laughed about it and it was gone.

But Henry looked at her now with such hurt in his eyes, as if he remembered every second and rued it. As if—as if he had been serious. He rose from his chair and gave her a low bow.

‘Mistress Barrett,’ he said. ‘You are looking quite lovely this evening. Most beautiful.’

She looked rumpled and dusty, and she knew it, but his words made her feel oddly uncomfortable—as did the way he looked at her. As if he expected something from her. Flustered, she turned away to put her basket down on the table beside the ledger books. The coins inside clinked—the rent paid at last from Mother Nan, thanks to Rob’s blandishments.

‘Thank you, Master Ennis,’ she said. ‘I hope you and my father have had a good conversation this evening.’

Her father sat down in his chair by the fire and propped his feet up by the grate. ‘Henry here says he has been working on a play.’

‘Have you really?’ Anna said. She sat down as far from the light of the fire as she could, sure that her afternoon of lust with Rob Alden showed on her face. Her cheeks felt warm, and her lips still tingled. ‘So you want to do more than act on the stage?’

‘I can’t be a player forever,’ he said. ‘But I want to stay in the theatre. Surely I have appeared in enough plays to know what the audience wants?’

‘Blood—that’s what they want,’ her father said. ‘And plenty of it. A funny bit for the clown can’t hurt, either.’

‘Surely they also want romance?’ Anna protested. ‘A grand passion they can cry over? At least the ladies do, and they are a large part of our daily receipts.’

‘The ladies want to look at a handsome lad, like Henry here, no matter what the plot might be,’ her father said with a laugh. ‘Eh, Henry?’

Henry laughed, too, and in the firelight Anna saw that he was very handsome—surely as much a draw to the White Heron as Rob was. His golden cap of hair gleamed above a face as perfectly sculpted as an ancient statue, and his lean-hipped body was as elegantly clothed as any courtier’s. He was the perfect romantic lead for any play, a vision of manly beauty.

And yet she was strangely unmoved when she looked at him, as if she were admiring a tapestry or carved chair, instead. He didn’t make her feel as if she would burst out, as Rob did, as if she had to cry out from looking at him.

If she was to be prudent again, surely she should spend more time with Henry and less—much less—with Rob. Rob made her feel alive again, which was the most dangerous thing she could think of.

‘There is blood aplenty in my tale, Master Alwick,’ Henry said. ‘But I will be sure there is romance, as well, to please Mistress Barrett.’

‘Then I’ll be happy to take a look at it when you have finished,’ her father said. ‘The White Heron always needs new plays. There’s never enough supply for the demand. The public is greedy for them.’

‘I hope it will be up to the standards of your usual writers,’ Henry said quietly. ‘Such as Master Alden. He is very popular.’

‘Robert is a great writer, and the audience does flock to his plays,’ said her father. ‘But he’s not nearly fast enough with his pen for their taste.’

Because he was so busy with Walsingham? Anna remembered that look on his face when he stepped out of Walsingham’s vast spider lair of a house, so inward and serious. And the note that had arrived when he thought she slept …

He said he was a mere messenger for Walsingham—a code-breaker and cipher-writer. But what if there was more to it? What was he not telling her?

Yet another reason to be prudent and stay away from him. Yet she seemed to have used up all her prudence long ago.

‘I must go now, I fear,’ Henry said as he pushed himself up from his chair.

‘Stay and dine with us,’ her father urged. ‘Tell us more about this play of yours.’

‘Thank you for the invitation, Master Alwick, but I have an appointment I must keep.’

Anna was glad he was going and leaving the house quiet again. She had so much confusion swirling in her mind, so much she had to think about.

On the other hand—perhaps it was better not to think. Perhaps what she needed was action and activity.

‘I will see you to the gate, Master Ennis,’ she said. She wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders and led him out of the door and into the garden as her father lit his pipe and settled in for an evening next to the fire.

It was almost nightfall now, the sky a deep purple-indigo tinged pale grey at the edges. The world seemed suspended in silence for just a moment, before darkness descended completely and Southwark came to noisy life.

‘Thank you for coming to visit my father,’ she said. ‘He seems to need company more than ever of late, and it’s good for him to think on business.’

‘I am happy to spend time with him,’ Henry answered. ‘Especially if it pleases you, Anna. I would do anything at all for you—you know that now, I hope.’

Anna shook her head and started to turn away. ‘I do know, Henry, and I am flattered by your kind attentions. But I …’

Henry caught her arm and swung her back towards him. His eyes gleamed in the twilight and his grasp was tight. She couldn’t leave him now. He wouldn’t let her go.

‘I’m sorry if I spoke too soon,’ he said. ‘I should have waited, bided my time. But I could not. Not any longer.’

‘Henry, please,’ Anna said desperately. ‘Can we not be friends, as we were? I do like you, but after my marriage I don’t—I can’t be married again. You have so many admirers—beautiful women far more worthy than me.’

His grasp tightened on her arm, crumpling the sleeve, and he dragged her closer. ‘Their beauty is false! I want something real and true for once in my life. Something truly my own.’

Anna felt tears prickle at her eyes. She felt for Henry so much; she too longed for something true—something she feared did not really exist at all. Sometimes she ached with that longing.

But she was not that something. Not for anyone. Not any longer.

‘Henry, nay, I beg you—’

Her words were cut off by his sudden kiss, his mouth hard and hungry on hers. His kiss wasn’t terrible, not smothering and fearful as her husband’s had been when he was drunk and lustful. She might even have enjoyed it another time—enjoyed being admired by a handsome young man who thought her something true and good.

But it did not make her feel as if she was falling, tumbling free into another world, as Rob’s did. It awakened a flicker in her, but no flame.

She pushed as hard as she could against his chest, until his hold on her broke at last and he stumbled back from her.

‘Anna,’ he gasped, looking shocked by his own actions. His face flushed a deep red. ‘I am sorry …’

She shook her head as she rubbed her fingers across her damp lips. ‘I must go inside now, Henry. I know this will not happen again when next we meet.’

She spun round and ran back up the garden path before he could say anything else or kiss her again. As she turned to shut the door she glimpsed him still standing there by the gate, watching her. Waiting for—something. Something from her. Something she almost wished she could give.

But she felt hollow and tired. There had been entirely too much passion for one day.

Her father still sat by the fire, staring into its flickering glow as he puffed on his pipe. Anna dropped down onto the chair across from his and rubbed at her throbbing temples.

‘Henry Ennis seems a fine young man,’ her father said, not looking away from the fire. ‘Ambitious and hard-working. He tells me he has a house in the country he intends to retire to one day.’

‘Aye. Where his mother and sister live now,’ Anna said.

‘It sounds as if he is looking for a wife to add to the household.’

She laughed. ‘Players should never marry.’

‘Some should not, of a certes. As a lot they tend to be hot-tempered and impulsive, and they lose their coin as soon as they earn it. But Henry seems a different sort. A lady might do well to consider him.’

Did her father know about Henry’s attentions to her? Anna studied him carefully, but he gave not a hint of what he was thinking, what he really wanted for her. He just chewed on that pipe.

‘The right lady, perhaps,’ she said. ‘Are you going out tonight, Father, or should I send Madge to the tavern for some supper? I bought some apples at the market for our pudding. They’re small and rather hard, but might make a fine pie.’

‘Aye, my dear, if you are hungry. I will just take a little wine now, and sit by the fire awhile longer.’

‘Not too much wine, Father. Not on an empty stomach. Or I shall be calling for a physick.’ Anna went to kiss his cheek before she left the room. ‘I must go tidy myself now. It has been a very long day.’

He caught her hand in his as she turned to go. ‘You work too hard, dearest daughter. I tell you, you should consider Master Ennis. He could take care of you as you deserve.’

‘Never fear. I can take care of myself quite well enough—and you, too.’ Anna gave her father a confident smile and another kiss, but inside she was just not so very sure any longer.

Rob tossed the tiny scraps of parchment into the fire, watching intently as they turned to black flakes of ash and melted away. If only the words could be so easily erased from his mind, so easily cast out of the world.

Behind him, the main room of the Three Bells was crowded with its usual denizens, getting drunk either loudly or morosely, losing money at cards, grabbing the serving maids who slapped them down. The smells of fried onions and cheap beef, spilled ale and damp wool blended thickly with the acrid smoke of the fire.

But Rob didn’t see any of it. It was as distant as birdsong in the sky and as removed from him. He braced his fists on the arms of his chair and stared at the charred bits of Walsingham’s note.

The Secretary had new information on the traitor among Lord Henshaw’s Men—the one who hoped to profit from Spanish information passed under the disguise of the theatre. It was Tom Alwick.

Anna’s own father. And Rob was assigned to find the evidence that would bring him down forever, ruin him and bring him a traitor’s death.

Rob sat back in the chair and stretched his long, booted legs towards the fire, as if its heat could melt the ice forming around his heart. He thought of Tom, always so affable, yet so shrewd about the plays he could sell and what the audience wanted. Tom, who almost always seemed at best half-drunk, and lately more apt to leave business affairs to Anna. Could he really be such a good actor himself as to hide treason behind such a façade of jokes and drink?

Rob rubbed his hand hard over his jaw. Of course, Tom could be acting—anyone caught in Walsingham’s web had to be a good liar or he would be dead in an instant. Yet Rob had learned hard lessons ever since he was a child—lessons on seeing beyond what people presented to the world and into the very heart of the matter. He had to be observant to write his characters, and to do his job for Walsingham. It was how he stayed alive in the face of daily danger.

Tom seemed to be no actor, no deceiver. A ruthless businessman, aye, but one who was fair to his tenants and employees. A man getting on in years and seeking solace in wine and ale for a too-long life.

Rob didn’t believe he was the spy. Surely it had to be someone around him? Someone in his business …?

Someone like Anna?

‘Nay,’ he muttered. His remembered the sweetness of her kiss, the wonder in her eyes as she found pleasure in his arms. The softness she hid under her sharp tongue and stern grey garments. Anna wasn’t a traitor.

Yet doubt, once planted, lingered. She was clever and she had access to all her father’s business concerns. It was said around Southwark that her husband’s death had left her penniless, forcing her to return to her father’s house.

He had to consider all possibilities in this conundrum. It was often the least likely one that proved true. Even if it was not Anna, she could be helping the villain—whether wittingly or not. He had to discover the truth, and take care of the matter before Walsingham could.

He had become very good at taking care of matters over the years, ridding the Queen of her enemies any way he could. He couldn’t let Anna Barrett cloud his judgement or stand in his way. Too much depended on this one task.

He heard a footfall behind him—the tap of a boot’s sole on the sticky floor more purposeful than the general cacophony of the room—and he reached for the hilt of his dagger.

‘What visions do you see in those flames, Robert?’ Edward Hartley asked.

Rob relaxed, no longer preparing to do battle, and looked back at his friend. Edward stood out from the usual Three Bells crowd in his bright green satin Court clothes, but as usual no one dared assault him—even to steal his finery.

‘I was merely seeking a quiet moment to myself,’ Rob said.

Edward arched his brow as he took the chair across from Rob. ‘Here?’

‘I do my best thinking in the midst of a crowd.’

‘Then you must have something brilliant indeed in mind. It’s even noisier than usual here tonight, not to mention noisome.’

‘And you’re far from home for such a late hour. Is the beauteous Lady Elizabeth gone from London now?’

‘Not as yet. We’re to meet later tonight.’ Edward took a long drink from the goblet in his hand. ‘I heard you were at Seething Lane this morning.’

‘So I was.’

‘Any progress?’

Rob shrugged. ‘Perhaps. None I care for, though.’

‘Ah. Well, I may be able to help you in your task, my friend. I’ve had word that Sir Thomas Sheldon is back in London, penniless again and even more careless than usual.’

‘Is that so?’ Rob sat up in interest. Sir Thomas Sheldon had long been an enemy to Edward, as Edward blamed the man for his brother’s untimely death. Edward had been seeking a way to ruin him, and lately Rob had learned Sheldon’s loyalty could definitely be for sale to the highest bidder. He was possibly even involved in this threatened treason in Southwark, though likely not as the main mover. He seemed too clumsy for that.

‘We may have him now,’ Edward said. ‘I have a plan to set a trap that could benefit us both, and I need your help.’

‘Of course you have it. What are you thinking of?’

‘Elizabeth and I are having a party at Hart Castle next week. We have invited Sheldon and some of his friends, as I have heard he looks to sell his estate next to mine and considers me a possible buyer. Once we have them trapped on our own ground, they won’t be able to wriggle free so easily.’ Sheldon was a rich, thieving, Court-toadying man, who had recently attempted to marry Edward’s love Elizabeth’s young niece. She ran away with Elizabeth’s help—and inadvertently brought Edward and his Elizabeth together.

‘And Sheldon has agreed to come?’

‘Oh, aye. He is always seeking his own advancement—not to mention the sale of his estate. And I have also dangled the promise of some young heiresses before him. He has been seeking a wealthy wife ever since Elizabeth’s niece got away from him. He took the bait quick enough.’

‘And you want me to help reel him in?’

‘No one is better at that than you, my friend. And you must invite anyone who can help us to this little gathering.’ Edward grinned. ‘It should be a most rewarding few days.’

‘Anyone?’ Rob stared back at the fire, as if there truly were visions to be found there. Could he lure Anna to Hart Castle? Perhaps once she was away from London, from her father and his friends, he could find out more from her. He could discover if she or her father were involved in this scheme.

Then he would know what to do.

‘I will be there,’ he promised. He had to be. The game was afoot and he had to see it to its end, even as his guilt over hurting Anna pricked at him in a most inconvenient and painful way. He had set his course long ago. He had to finish it.







CHAPTER NINE

THE clash of steel blades rang out with a metallic clang in the morning air. Men shouted insults at each other, and laughed when their opponents responded with angry volleys of futile blows. It was the final, decisive battle between two warring clans.

Anna watched it all from her perch in the upper gallery, between stitches on a torn costume. She called out lines when an actor faltered, and noted repairs that needed to be made to the stage. The morning light, bright and golden for once, clear of the grey clouds, showed chips in the painted finish of the columns and faded spots on the mural of Zeus and the gods emblazoned below the musicians’ balcony.

One of the fighters tumbled off the stage into the rush-strewn yard and rolled nimbly back to his feet. If only all battles were so easy as that, Anna thought. A whirl of colourful insults and blows that hurt no one, and then everyone went to the tavern for tankards of ale.

But Walsingham and men of his high ilk didn’t work as simply as that. There were no shouts—just a dagger in a dark alley or a hidden room and it was as if nothing had happened at all.

She looked up from her needle to find Rob on the stage. He held no sword, only the pages of the play he had written, and he directed the men in their battle. The seemingly chaotic brawl was carefully choreographed for maximum effect as seen from the level of the audience, and Rob leaped nimbly among the action, shouting out encouragement. Sometimes he would clamber atop the base of one of the columns to direct the movement.

He waved up at Anna and gave her a merry grin, and despite everything she found herself smiling back. Rob was in his element on that stage, burning with raw, wondrous life. He was a different man from the passionate, intense lover, or the darkly brooding man who had left Walsingham’s house. Which was the real Robert Alden? It was too enticing a riddle.

Anna laughed and waved back at him. He swung lightly around the column and dropped back onto the stage.

‘Nay, Ethan, hold the sword thus,’ she heard him say. ‘It’s not a sow you’re herding to market. Rapiers are delicate and changeable, perfect for both cutting and thrusting attacks, and they need a light touch—like a woman. You can’t bash it around and expect it to go where you please.’

He took a stage blade from one of the apprentice actors and twirled the hilt in his palm. He swung it around, as if the heavy weapon weighed no more than a feather, and lunged forward with perfect control. ‘In stage combat you must make it look real and fearsome, not comical. Take advantage of space, as you would in a true fight. Back your opponent into a pillar or a door. Use the element of surprise.’

Anna slowly lowered the costume she was mending to the bench and watched in fascination as Rob twisted and turned, as nimble as any Court acrobat, the blade singing through the air as he made its movements dance. Where had he learned such things? His movements were as graceful and beautiful as they were fatal. She couldn’t turn her eyes from him.

One by one the other players stepped up to challenge him, and one by one he dispatched them. He laughed, as if having a merry time, as if fighting them off was no effort at all. His strongly muscled shoulders and back flexed beneath his thin shirt, the fabric growing damp with the exercise. He shook his hair back from his brow and with one flick of the sword sent another opponent tumbling from the stage.

No one else stepped forward. They all sat in collapsed heaps at the edge of the stage in their half costumes, defeated.

Rob laughed and tossed the gilded hilt from hand to hand. His own movements were slower now, yet still he leaped about the scenery as if defeating five men was as nothing. Only a fine morning’s exercise.

‘What? No one else?’ he said. ‘How will you endure a stage fight, my friends, let alone a street brawl?’

‘We leave such things to you, Rob,’ one of the others shouted. ‘You are so good at it!’

‘No thanks to my allies here at the White Heron,’ Rob said. ‘Come on—one more try.’

‘I will take that challenge, Master Alden,’ came a voice from the musicians’ balcony at the back of the stage.

Rob’s attention flew to the shadowed gallery. A man’s bright hair emerged from the gloom, and he stepped to the carved railing.

It was Henry Ennis, and unlike the other laughing, teasing players he looked in solemn earnest. Anna slowly stood up and braced her palms on the gallery balustrade. Something new was suddenly in the cool morning air—something that seemed to crackle and snap like a whip. The other actors seemed to notice this, too, as they pulled themselves to their feet and reached for their discarded blades. Despite Rob’s taunting words about his useless allies, Anna knew they were all well able to acquit themselves in a fight. They got into them often enough.

But she did not want to see one now, here at the White Heron. She thought of Rob’s shoulder wound. It didn’t seem to slow him at all, but surely he must feel it.

Yet he stood back, his arms held wide with the rapier dangling from one hand, and gave a low bow.

‘The field is yours, Ennis,’ he said.

As Anna watched in slowly dawning horror Rob raised his rapier, the greyish light from the sky beyond the open roof catching on the dull-coloured blade. She watched him assess his opponent with a strange half smile on his face. The two men circled each other warily, and then Henry let out a shout and lunged forward, with his blade arcing towards Rob’s chest. Even from where she stood Anna could see the palpable, panicked fury in Henry’s face and his movements. Why did he hate Robert so very much? This seemed no ordinary jealousy between players, but she could not fathom it.

Rob parried Henry’s blade, his own sword arcing down to block the advance. The two blades clashed, scraping against each other in a harsh clatter as they tangled, parted, attacked again.

Henry’s anger made him ruthless in his drive forward, and as an actor he was a practised swordsman. Rob managed to stay ahead of him, but Henry’s fury only seemed to grow rather than burn out. The sharp side-tip of his blade caught Rob on the upper arm, drawing blood.

Anna pressed her hand to her mouth to hold back a scream. Even the gathered actors, who had at first shouted encouragement, grew terribly silent. No one intervened in the fight.

As she watched, Henry gave a strangled shout and raised his sword, as if to thrust at Rob’s neck. Rob ducked nimbly under the attack and dropped down to deliver a counter-thrust. His blade cut Henry’s thigh—a shallow wound that sent Henry crashing to the stage.

Henry tried to stab at him again, but Rob kicked him back down and pressed the tip of his blade to his opponent’s chest.

‘Enough of this,’ Rob said roughly. ‘What are you even fighting me for?’

‘You care nothing for her,’ Henry shouted. ‘You are a hedge-pig, a heartless swine.’

‘Mayhap I am,’ Rob answered. ‘But I won’t fight a man so out of his wits.’ He tossed down his blade and turned away, stumbling suddenly as he pressed his hand to his wounded side.

His fingers came away stained crimson.

Some of the other men fell on Henry to restrain him as Rob’s friends caught him before he could fall. Anna ran down the narrow wooden stairwell and emerged into the pit as the scene broke into noise and confusion. ‘Follow me,’ she ordered them, and led the way backstage.

‘Bring him in here,’ Anna said, clearing piles of costumes from the crates and chests. ‘I will see to him while you take Henry to the physick.’

Once they were all gone, and everything was quiet in the little room, Anna felt the tense fear of those few, flashing moments of violence drain away and found she was shaking. Even Rob was quiet. He had said nothing since his fall to the stage, with his head bleeding and Henry Ennis left to shout from the wound to his leg.

Anna took a deep breath to steady herself, and leaned over to study the trickle of blood on Rob’s forehead. He watched her closely in that heavy silence.

‘This seems to be becoming a terrible habit of yours,’ she said. She carefully dabbed with a handkerchief at the gash, only to find it was luckily more blood than wound. ‘You were fortunate again. I don’t think this will need any stitches.’

‘I’m better off than Ennis, then.’

‘I should think so. That leg wound was beyond my meagre nursing skills.’

‘The fool shouldn’t have challenged me.’

‘True. Though I don’t think my father will see the distinction. He will only know you have robbed him for the time being of one of his chief players.’ She wiped away the last of the blood. ‘Why does Henry hate you so? I have never seen him like that.’ Except for that one flash of fury when she had turned down his offer. But that had been quickly gone.

Rob gave a humourless laugh. ‘Do you truly not know, fairest Anna?’

‘I know you have enemies, but why another actor? You provide their livelihood with your plays.’

‘I think Ennis prizes something more than a fine part in one of my plays. Ouch!’ he growled. ‘I think Ennis has seen how I look at you and he is jealous.’

Anna gave one last prod at the wound before she bound a strip of clean linen around his head as a bandage. She feared she did know what he meant—Henry had conceived some foolish passion for her, or rather for some imaginary lady he thought her to be. But she didn’t want to think of Henry and where his feelings had led him. She had other things to worry about.

Such as her own feelings for the man who sat before her now. She felt even more foolish than Henry. If he had noticed, surely others would, as well. She had to be careful.

‘Just keep your quarrels out of the playhouse,’ she said sternly.

‘I will do my best—for you, Anna. But I don’t control what some other hothead might do.’

‘Henry will have to learn to behave himself, as well.’ She sat down beside Robert on the chest and kissed him quickly. His lips parted in surprise beneath hers and he reached out for her, catching her around the waist to pull her closer to him.

‘I won’t always be there to mend your wounds, Robert,’ she said. ‘Promise me you will take care from now on. Try not to dash headlong into trouble.’ She tried to keep her voice brisk and impersonal, concealing her concern even as she knew it was too late.

Rob gently kissed her temple, the wave of hair over her brow, and smoothed it back from her face. ‘I fear trouble has a tendency to seek me out wherever I go.’

‘And you never seek it out, I suppose?’ she asked wryly.

‘Perhaps when I was younger trouble had a certain appeal. But I find I grow older and wiser with each day that passes.’

If only that was true, Anna thought, for both of them. But wisdom felt so far, far away.

‘You should leave London for a time,’ she said. ‘Go away to somewhere quiet where you can write.’

‘I have recently been invited to a country house by Lord Edward Hartley.’

‘Hartley?’ Anna knew him—or at least knew of him. He was one of Queen Elizabeth’s favourite courtiers, a man of good-looks and fashion, as well as a man of culture and sport. He sponsored poets and musicians, and often took the most expensive box at the White Heron for a play, bringing a party of friends with him. Surely at his house Rob could work and be safe from harm—at least for a time.

But while he was gone she would not see him. How grey would the days be then? How would she go back to her old ways once he was gone?

‘You should go there,’ she said, pushing away that sad pang she did not want to feel. ‘The country air will be good for you.’

‘And mayhap for you, Anna?’

‘Me?’

Rob tightened his caressing hold on her waist and gave her a cajoling smile. ‘Come with me to the country. We’ll stroll the green sylvan lanes, lie by the river, dance under the stars, be as the shepherd and his shepherdess …’

Anna laughed and tried to push him away, even as she was tempted. To be somewhere quiet and peaceful, with Robert, away from the troubles and stink of London—it sounded like a dream.

An impossible dream. A wild player like Robert was not for the grey likes of her. She had always known that.

‘I have work to do,’ she said carefully.

‘It can wait for a few days. Please, Anna, come with me to the country. You will give me inspiration for my work there, and meet my friends.’

‘I have nothing to wear at a grand house,’ she said, her protests growing weaker. ‘I only have grey, remember?’

Rob reached for one of the costumes and held it up—a handful of purple velvet and glossy satin ribbons. ‘We can borrow these. Stage costumes are as fine as anything seen in a palace.’

‘Aye, and as expensive, too!’ Costumes were the greatest expense of any company of players—the audience didn’t want to see kings and queens on stage clad in trumpery rags. She knew their price because she mended and laundered them herself.

But if she was careful, and took only what was not needed for the current productions, it should be well enough. She gently touched the velvet skirt and imagined wearing it as she strolled by a bright country stream on Rob’s arm. London, her father, Walsingham—all of it far away. Surely she could be someone else for just a few days? See what centre stage felt like, just once? If she could summon enough courage.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘I suppose someone should keep a watch on you, Robert Alden, and make certain you do finish this play and stay away from fights.’

‘Then you will come with me?’

‘I will. But only for a few days.’

Rob laughed and kissed her again—a hard, hot kiss full of promise. ‘You will not be sorry, Anna. I swear that to you.’

Anna wrapped her arms around his neck and held him close. Nay, she would not be sorry. Not this time.

Not yet.







CHAPTER TEN

ROBERT stared across the small garden at the country cottage, his gaze narrowed. It all looked so peaceful—half-closed shutters blocking out the bright day, flowers tangling over the gate. Calm and quiet and ordinary. Far from the bustle of London.

Why, then, couldn’t he bring himself to go inside? Why did the sight of it fill him with the hollowness of guilt?

Because he was guilty, of course. He knew that all too well. It lived with him day and night, drove him onward.

As he stared at the whitewashed walls he felt almost as he had in those days when his brawling had landed him briefly in gaol. The sky lowering over him, dark and oppressive. The terrible, sick knowledge he had failed those he loved.

That was when Walsingham had found him, dragged him from the cell and offered him a task. Given him a purpose again—a way to atone at last. But the walls still pressed in on him. They were built around his own soul.

Rob pushed open the gate and stepped into the garden. It gave a low, rusty squeak and sent a flock of birds soaring from the tree by the door. They flew into the sky, but he was still bound to the earth.

He knocked on the door and it swung open, to reveal a small, plump older woman in a stained apron. The sight of her round, reddened face calmed him. She was always the same, never changing since she had been his nurse when he was an unruly child, and she could control him with a quick swat and a kiss on the cheek.

‘Hello, Nelly,’ he said.

A smile lit her weathered face and she clapped her hands together. ‘Master Robert! We weren’t expecting you until later this month. London is a fair journey.’

‘Not so long when you are at the end of it.’ And when he had something he had to do. Rob stepped into the dim coolness of the hall and swept off his cap before he leaned down to kiss Nelly’s brow. ‘How are you, Nelly?’

‘Oh, I’m well enough, as always.’ Nelly shut the door and glanced over his shoulder at the silent depths of the house. ‘Is aught amiss with you?’

Everything was amiss, he thought wryly. Anna Barrett had thrown everything into tumult. That was why he was here today—because everything was changing. He had to protect everyone.

‘Why do you ask?’ he said.

‘Because we usually don’t see you here when the theatres are still open.’ She reached up to pat his cheek with a plump, roughened hand. ‘You work much too hard, Master Robert.’

‘Only to keep you in luxury, Nelly dearest,’ he teased.

‘Such a rogue,’ she said with a laugh. ‘You always were, even as a small lad.’

‘So I haven’t changed?’ He felt like an entirely different person now, no longer the careless youth who had rambled across the countryside.

‘Oh, you’ve changed.’ Nelly shook her head sadly. ‘When you were a boy you were always so light-hearted, laughing and running off on a lark with Lord Edward. Now you’re so …’

‘So what?’

She gently patted his cheek again. ‘There’s such a hardness in your eyes now. You never laugh much any more.’

Rob crossed his arms over his chest. ‘There is little enough to laugh about—am I not right, Nelly?’ That was why he had come here today, why he did what he did every day. The careless boy who had worn his heart on his sleeve was long gone. He had to be cold now.

‘How go things today?’ he asked, gesturing towards the rooms at the back of the house.

A frown creased Nelly’s ruddy cheeks. ‘Quiet enough. But there’ve been some sleepless nights of late.’

‘Nightmares?’ He had so hoped those would vanish in the quiet of the country.

Nelly nodded. ‘They went away for the longest time. Now they seem to have returned.’

What new fear could have brought them back, when there had been peace for so long? Rob’s jaw tightened. ‘Is it safe to go back there, then?’

‘It might do some good. She almost seemed to know you last time.’

Almost.

Nelly turned and led him down a narrow corridor to a small sitting room at the back of the house that overlooked the last bit of garden and the lane beyond. A fire crackled in the grate and the windows were half-open, making the space cosy but open.

At first Rob didn’t see her. A half-finished tapestry was stretched on a frame by the window, where she usually worked, and there was the usual clutter of workboxes and threads. But she wasn’t sitting there.

He found her standing by the fire, staring down into the flames with a pensive half smile on her face. A bright wool shawl was wrapped around her shoulders and her dark hair fell down her back in loose waves. She looked so much like his sister of vanished years—the shy, sweet Mary who had followed along behind him, eager for the attention of her older brother.

The brother who was meant to be her protector and who had failed her.

Then she turned, and the smile vanished. Her blue eyes went blank as ice, and he saw the scars on her left cheek. The stark reminder of her ruined life, of how he had to help her now.

‘Now, see, Mary love, your brother has come to see you,’ Nelly said in her hearty, cheerful voice. She put her arm around Mary’s thin shoulders and led her to the chair by the window. ‘Isn’t that lovely?’

Mary watched Rob carefully, warily, with no hint of recognition. She hadn’t really known him in years. To her, he was only a man, and thus an enemy to be feared.

But the manners Nelly had instilled in them both as children were still strong. She gave him a little nod and said, ‘How do you do?’

Rob stepped closer slowly, carefully, and took out a packet from inside his cloak. ‘I brought you some thread from London, Mary. Nelly said you required some green silk for a forest scene you are creating.’

‘For me?’ Mary stared at the packet as if it would bite her. Nelly always opened the packets for her when he was safely gone. ‘Why would you bring gifts for me?’

‘Because …’ Against his judgement, Rob took a step closer to her. He knew he had to keep his distance, to be very careful, but sometimes his love for his sister was too strong for his caution. Her fear was too painful. ‘Because I want you to be happy, Mary. I care about you.’

Some of his pain must have shown, because Mary suddenly shrank back against Nelly with a hoarse sob. ‘But I don’t even know you! Who are you?’

‘Mistress Mary—’ Nelly began, but Mary cut her off with a cry, shaking her head wildly.

‘Who is he?’ Mary cried. ‘Why is here? Has he come to take me away?’

‘Never, Mary,’ Rob said, his heart aching. She only cried louder.

Nelly caught his eye over Mary’s head and gave him a little nod, gesturing toward the door. Even though it went against all his instincts to leave without comforting Mary, he knew Nelly was right. Only his absence would soothe her now.

He spun round and left the sitting room. Once out in the corridor, he slapped his hands against the wall and closed his eyes against the anger and the pain. The raw, burning fury at the men who had done this to Mary. And at himself.

But he could still hear her sobs.

He had not been able to take care of her then. He would now. No matter what he had to do.







CHAPTER ELEVEN

‘YOU do have fine friends, Rob,’ Anna said with a laugh as their carriage flew past the outskirts of London’s looming buildings and burst out into the wide lanes of the countryside. It was a luxurious conveyance, painted red and black and upholstered in soft velvet cushions. Footmen and outriders in the Hartley livery guarded against highwaymen and vagabonds.

As Anna ran her palm over the lush fabric and rested her feet on the little gilded stool below, Rob sprawled out on the seat next to her. He seemed to match the rich carriage in his fine gold-button-trimmed velvet doublet with the pearl drop in his ear. Gold rings flashed as he reached for her hand.

‘Nothing but the best for you, my lady,’ he said, and kissed her wrist before twining his fingers with hers. ‘You should be carried thus every day, your feet never touching the ground.’

Anna laughed and squeezed his hand. ‘I would never get anywhere in London in such a carriage—it would be much too slow. But it is lovely. It’s like flying out here.’

She peered out of the window to see the country flashing by, a blur of green and brown as they passed hedgerows and towering trees, grey stone walls, a few cottages glimpsed in the distance and then gone. The wheels bounced along the rutted road, dry and dusty from lack of rain, and she could hear the whistle of the wind past the doors.

‘I can’t believe I have run away like this,’ she said, feeling her heart beat faster, her spirit rising at this change of scene—and at the man who sat beside her, holding her hand. It felt as if she hadn’t just run away from London, from her everyday work and duties, but run to Robert. To something she didn’t yet understand and couldn’t put into words, not being a poet like he was—but she knew she needed whatever it was. A deep, secret longing to be free. And it was Rob who made her feel this way, made her feel able to face the world and be bold once again.

She spun towards him on the wide cushioned seat and looped her arms around his neck. He gave her a wide, white grin and reached for her waist to draw her even closer.

He seemed free here, too, as if just leaving London’s walls had lifted a heavy chain from his soul. They could leave all else behind, at least for the short time they were alone here in the carriage, and just be Rob and Anna.

‘I wish I could keep you away for always,’ he said, lowering the leather shade of the curtain to close them in darkness.

‘Always?’

‘Well, at least for a year or two. Or five.’

‘And where would we stay for five years?’ she said, revelling in his smile, his touch. She resolutely pushed away all traces of fear. Today she would be brave. She would enjoy life, enjoy the moment.

‘In an enchanted castle, of course. An ancient stone fortress covered in flowering vines and hidden from the world.’

‘It sounds chilly.’

‘Ah, but you forget—it’s an enchanted castle, with magical hearths that light into warm fires the instant a chill creeps in. Ghostly servants bring wine and delicacies for the table, and jewels and gossamer silks appear for you to wear. There is sweet, dulcet music and perfumed oils, and long marble halls for you to dance in.’

‘Dance alone?’

‘Never! I will always be there to partner you, whenever you have the whim to dance.’

‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Anna tangled her fingertips in the waves of his hair that fell over the collar of his doublet. It was soft and rough all at the same time, twisting around her. ‘We’ll be alone in this castle?’

‘Until you tire of it and flee from me.’

Anna feared she would never tire of him. There were always new facets of him to discover, new secrets to learn. Would she ever break free of this fascination with him?

One day she would have to. Soon she would have to go back to her quiet life again and forget what the centre stage of life was like. Had to forget Robert. But not yet.

‘I couldn’t tire of a place where my food is prepared and fresh clothes appear whenever I want them,’ she said. ‘No darning, no rent collecting …’

‘Nothing but dancing with me.’

‘I could bear that well enough. For a time.’

‘Then I would have to see to it that you never grow weary of our time together,’ he said softly, and kissed the curve of her cheek, the side of her neck. ‘I would make you my prisoner for all time.’

Anna laughed, and her eyes fluttered closed as the warmth of his kisses flooded into her. Her head fell back as he nudged aside the high edge of her jacket and pressed his mouth to the delicate hollow of her throat.

‘I fear you would be the one bored by our little castle,’ she whispered. ‘No admiring audience for your plays, no applause …’

‘You’re the only admiring audience I need, fairest Anna. I would write my poetry only for you.’

His mouth met hers, rough and hungry, as if he was starved for the taste of her. Her lips parted to let him in, their tongues touching, claiming each other and the passion they had held back for too long. Her hands tightened in his hair, holding him with her.

Through the blurry haze of their kiss she felt his touch at the fastenings of her jacket. He tugged them free and she let him push the fabric away from her shoulders. The warm air swept over her through her thin chemise, the confines of her stays, and then his body was against hers.

He pressed her down to the seat, her back to the soft velvet, and eased the chemise out of his way so he could press his hot, open-mouthed kiss to her shoulder, the soft curve of her breast. Her heart pounded and she could only hear the rush of its beating in her ears, the rough sound of his breath. They were all alone in their enchanted world, just as he had said. There was only him and her, their bodies coming together, the exquisite, forgetful pleasure.

‘Rob,’ she gasped as he tugged down the edge of her stays and freed her breast to his avid gaze. The tip of his tongue traced around the pink, puckered aureole and lower, to the soft, sensitive spot just beneath.

She closed her eyes tightly, and bit her lip to keep from shouting out as he drew her nipple deep into his mouth. His hand slid over her hip, the curve of her thigh, to grasp the edge of her skirt. He crumpled it in his fist and dragged it up, up, slowly tracing the wool fabric over her sensitive skin. He didn’t stop until her legs were bare to him, the damp curls between her legs vulnerable.

Her thighs fell open in welcome and he knelt between them as he kissed her other breast. She felt the friction of his breeches against the soft silk of her stockings, the heat and iron strength of his erection.

As their mouths met again in desperate, artless need, Anna slid her hands down Rob’s back. Beneath the layers of his doublet and shirt she felt the ripple and shift of his lean muscles, the power of his shoulders as he braced himself above her. She traced the groove of his spine, the hollow of his back—his hard, taut buttocks.

‘Anna,’ he groaned as she explored the way he felt under her touch.

How strong he was, how beautiful. How she wanted him—more than she had ever wanted anything before. And he wanted her, too. She could feel that very well as she traced the length of his manhood under his velvet breeches. But the fear she had tried to banish rose up in her, cold, bringing her back to reality. They were in a jouncing carriage, nearing his friends’ home—this was no time for passion! No time to let herself go.

She eased him away from her and slowly pushed herself to sit straight on the seat. He went readily enough, though he turned his face away from her and she could hear the harsh rasp of his breath. Her head was still spinning, and she felt so light and giddy she feared she might faint. She shook her head hard to clear it, and smoothed her skirts back over her legs.

She tried to laugh. ‘I can’t meet your grand friends looking like this.’

Rob turned back to her to take her face between his hands, holding her as delicately as if she was a pearl set in gold, and gently kissed her lips. ‘You are beautiful, Anna. Never doubt that.’

Her heart ached at his words, and she feared she would start to cry. How overwhelming this day had been! How grand and strange, and most unsettling.

And it was not over yet.

‘I am sure Lord Edward will not think so when he sees such a slattern enter his fine house,’ she said. She reached for her discarded jacket and pulled it on over her wrinkled chemise. At least the fine grey wool was unmarred, and any creases could be blamed on travel. ‘Could you hand me my comb from the basket?’

Rob retrieved her travelling basket from beneath the seat and gave it to her in silence. He seemed to sense she couldn’t talk just yet—she had no words to express her feelings about what had just happened between them. She wasn’t even sure what those feelings were.

But she did know that very soon she would be faced with Rob’s grand friends and she would have to greet them properly.

As he sat down on the seat across from her, staring out of the window in silence, Anna tidied her hair and put on her hat. She smoothed the puffed sleeves of her jacket, the folds of her skirt and dabbed on some rosewater. Just as she finished her swift ablutions the carriage turned in to a pair of ornate iron gates, set in high brick walls and adorned with an elaborate crest. They had arrived.

The lane leading to the house was wide and neatly gravelled, meandering lazily past thick stands of trees and rolling meadows that offered enticing glimpses of distant ponds and columned temples. It was as vast and lovely as the park of any royal palace, and Anna couldn’t help but feel nervous as she studied it all. She was accustomed to grand courtiers, their manners and styles and expectations, but that was in the theatre, in her own world, where she knew how to conduct dealings with them.

This was their world, and she feared she had much to learn about it.

Rob, however, didn’t seem concerned at all. He buttoned his doublet and ran his hands through his hair to smooth back the tousled waves. And after such brief attentions, damn him, he looked more handsome than ever.

He glanced over at her, and some of her worries must have been written on her face for he gave her a reassuring smile.

‘Edward Hartley and his friends aren’t grand people, Anna,’ he said. ‘They just like to enjoy themselves and have a good time here in the country.’

‘Enjoy themselves wandering their grounds for hours and hours?’ she murmured. The lane turned, revealing the house just ahead. ‘Or maybe counting their chimneys and windows? That would surely take several days, at least.’

Hart Castle was a huge place, and despite its old title, conjuring up images of turrets and bare walls, it was built of gleaming new red brick and golden stone. The windows sparkled like diamonds in the daylight, a hundred watchful glass eyes surveying their approach. The drive led up to the front doors, sweeping past formal knotwork gardens and a tall maze, around a stone statue of Artemis and her bow. A few guests already strolled the pathways between the bright flowerbeds, their rich silks and plumed hats rivaling the blossoms for colour and shine.

Anna was suddenly quite glad to have the rich stage costumes packed away in her trunk. They would be a useful disguise.

As the carriage lurched to a halt the front doors swung open and Lord Edward Hartley appeared there. Unlike the garden strollers, he was dressed for the country in a brown doublet and tall, scarred leather boots. He waved at them as Rob bounded down onto the drive.

‘You’re here at last,’ Lord Edward said. ‘Elizabeth was saying we would perish of boredom before you arrived. Come and amuse us.’

‘Be quiet, Edward, or you’ll frighten my lady away,’ Rob said. ‘It took all my powers of persuasion to lure her away from London. I had to promise her a quiet time here at Hart Castle.’

He held out his hand to Anna, and she took one more deep breath before she reached out to take it. He helped her to alight, but her legs were still shaking from the long journey so that she had to hold on to his arm as she curtsied.

‘I can see very well why she was reluctant to leave London,’ Lord Edward said. He snatched her hand from Rob and bowed over it. ‘Her admirers must have been clinging to the back of the carriage as you left, I vow.’

Anna had to laugh at the silly, outrageous compliment, and the roguish grin on his handsome, aristocratic face. ‘And I can see why you and Master Alden are such friends. You are both ridiculous flatterers.’

‘You do wound me, Mistress Barrett,’ Edward cried. ‘I speak only the truth. And, as a teller of truth, I must say I don’t know how such an old reprobate as my friend here has persuaded you to come with him. You must tell me his secrets.’

‘Oh, my lord. I think both of you know far more about secrets than I ever could,’ Anna said.

Edward laughed and led her up the wide stone steps and through the open doors into the house, Rob trailing behind them. The entrance hall was richly panelled in polished dark wood, hung with tapestries, the floor an intricate pattern of white and black tiles. An elaborately carved staircase twisted up to the floors above, lit by a window of old stained glass at its turning. A suit of armour lurked in the corner, as if watching over all the comings and goings of the house.

A lady appeared at the top of the stairs and waved down at them. She was not very tall, and she was attractive rather than fashionably beautiful, with a heart-shaped face and dark brown hair drawn back under a pearl-embroidered cap. She wore a simple gown of blue velvet with an embroidered Spanish-style surcoat.

‘I’m quite sure the lady must be too tired for your teasing, Edward,’ she said, hurrying down the stairs. Her heeled shoes tapped against the gleaming wood. ‘It’s a long journey from London.’

Lord Edward’s face seemed to glow from within at the sight of her, and a gentle smile touched his carved lips as he went to her and took her hands in his. Anna watched the two of them with a sharp pang that was terribly like envy. They seemed to belong together, so perfectly fitting as they moved across the hall hand in hand.

‘Mistress Barrett, may I present Lady Elizabeth Gilbert?’ Edward said.

As Anna curtsied and murmured, ‘Lady Elizabeth,’ the lady reached for her hand and laughed.

‘I have been so eager to meet you, Mistress Barrett,’ she said. ‘I visit the playhouse as often as I can—as does Edward, as I’m sure you have seen. He makes a peacock parade wherever he goes.’

Edward clasped his hand over his heart. ‘My love, you wound me. I am the soul of discretion.’

Elizabeth just shook her head. ‘The Queen does not love you for your discretion, I fear.’

‘Indeed we do know Lord Edward well at the White Heron,’ Anna said, looking between the pair with wonder. She had seldom seen such a couple, so very comfortable with each other, teasing and joking, unable to look away from one another. How was such a match even possible? A vague wisp of hope floated through her at the sight of a couple so genuinely happy with each other.

She glanced back at Rob, who also watched Edward and Elizabeth with a little smile on his face. He leaned against the stone stand of the armour, all lazy elegance. He also seemed to belong here, in this beautiful house with these people, and Anna at last started to feel at ease herself. Rob had drawn her out into the wide world again.

‘But now we can come to know you, as well, Mistress Barrett!’ Elizabeth said. ‘I want to hear the secrets of a playhouse, and the secrets of Robert, as well. For all his wit, he is a great cipher to us.’

‘I fear I cannot help you with that, Lady Elizabeth,’ Anna said ruefully. ‘He is a cipher to me, as well.’

Rob’s brow arched, and Elizabeth laughed. She took Anna’s arm and whispered, ‘Then we must speculate about him between us. Come, I will show you to your chamber and leave Edward and Robert the dull task of going to look at the new stable.’

‘My love, I fear you only wish to be rid of us,’ Edward said.

‘Of course we do. Gentlemen are only in the way when ladies have confidences to share,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Now, run along. We will see you at dinner.’

As Edward and Rob turned back towards the doors Elizabeth led Anna up the staircase. Anna glanced down over the balustrade, but Rob had already vanished into the bright day outside.

‘Now, Mistress Barrett,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Tell me all about you and Rob Alden. I am so longing to hear he is tamed at last …’







CHAPTER TWELVE

ROB followed Edward out of the doors and back into the sunlit day, but his thoughts were with Anna as she went upstairs with Lady Elizabeth. Would she be all right on her own, in the midst of that vast house? Would she be nervous, or feel lost, or come to hate him for throwing her into the midst of these bright, brittle courtiers?

He had to laugh at himself for those worries—about Anna Barrett of all people. Surely she had never feared anything in her life? Especially not a pack of overdressed pleasure-seekers. He was turning soft-hearted towards her, and he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t afford to—not when he walked the tightrope of Walsingham’s task, dragging Anna with him. Below them both lay the waiting abyss, lined with flashing blades and snapping teeth. He did what he must for the work, but the guilt of involving Anna in his own chosen danger lay heavy on him.

If he was to save them both he needed all his hard, cold wits about him. So did Anna. She couldn’t gossip with Lady Elizabeth—who knew what she would hear?

Rob glanced at the upper windows of the house, sparkling like diamonds in the sun. He thought he glimpsed a pale face behind one of them, watching him, but then it vanished.

‘Don’t worry, Rob,’ Edward said. ‘Elizabeth will look after your lady.’

‘She’s not my lady,’ Rob protested. He hated the sudden smug touch of satisfaction those words gave—his lady, his Anna. No matter how easily those thoughts came to him.

‘Is she not?’ Edward said with a grin. ‘I’m sure Lord Maddingly will be glad of that. He arrives this evening, and Mistress Barrett seems just the sort of beauty he enjoys.’

Hot anger flooded through Rob, and he reached impulsively for the dagger at his belt. ‘He’d best keep his distance from her if he doesn’t want a blade at his poxy throat!’

Edward laughed. ‘A mere joke, Robert, I swear. But if she is not your lady you are doing a fair imitation of it. Are you up to some masquerade?’

‘I hardly know any longer.’ What was real and what was a counterfeit? He had lost his real self so long ago.

‘That sounds intriguing. I hope there’s a part for me in whatever you’re planning.’ Edward stopped to bow to one of the ladies in the garden who waved to him, a pretty blonde in yellow satin and gilded lace.

Rob recognised her—Lady Arabella Bowen, one of the Court ladies who lingered at the playhouse so often. She sent him secret notes and lacy garters, but that was as far as things had ever gone with that particular lady.

Thus far.

She waved to Rob, too, and covered her mouth as she giggled and blushed.

‘I have the feeling Lady Bowen would be glad to hear that you and Mistress Barrett are only travel companions, as well,’ Edward continued. ‘Elizabeth says she asked about you as soon as she arrived.’

‘There is no time for such things right now, I fear.’ Rob studied Lady Bowen as she cavorted among the flowers with her friends. She was pretty indeed, a fluffy Court sweetmeat, with an obvious liking for actors. But he felt strangely unmoved as he looked at her. He could see only Anna’s face now.

‘My friend, there is always time for such things,’ Edward said. ‘Except for men like me, whose hearts have been entirely claimed. If you are not in the same situation …’

‘I am not.’ Not yet—and never, if he guarded himself as well as he had in the past. If he kept his armour in place. Even as he knew Anna would hate him after, and that knowledge pained him as nothing else could.

‘Then Lady Bowen might be a fine distraction from your work.’ Edward led Rob down a winding path that twisted around the house to the meadows and fields that rolled away into the distance. Once they were alone by the decorative lake, with no one to overhear, he said, ‘Speaking of work, Rob, what progress have you made?’

‘Walsingham believes he is closing in on the plotters,’ Rob said. The plotters—including Anna’s own father. He scooped up a flat stone from the ground and sent it skimming hard into the water. ‘He still seeks their leader, and I think he does not yet know the essence of their plot. Only that they work for Spain.’

‘Always Spain,’ Edward said. ‘Even when we defeat them we are not rid of them. But perhaps some of our guests will know information of help to us.’

‘Which guests are you thinking of?’

‘Ah, we shall have to discover that later, won’t we?’ Edward pointed to the crest of a distant hill, where a dark grey stone wall snaked its way through the lush green. ‘Beyond that border lies Thomas Sheldon’s new estate, which he bought after the downfall of the unfortunate Carringtons.’

‘Sheldon lives there now?’ Rob said in surprise. ‘And you have not yet run him off?’

‘It amuses me to watch him squirm so close by,’ Edward said, his eyes narrowed as he studied that wall. ‘And his days are numbered now. He has many interesting visitors—and I have many watchers along the road to make note of them. He grows careless. With these comings and goings, and the papers Elizabeth’s enterprising niece snatched for us, he will soon be done.’

‘And you think he has something to do with these new Spanish plotters?’

‘The Spanish have gold, and lots of it. Of course Sheldon will deal with them. I will show you the papers later. I’m eager to see what you think of them.’

‘Will we have to break into his house to search for more evidence?’ Rob asked. House-breaking was not his favourite activity—it lacked the quick, sharp action of a fight, the satisfaction of meeting an enemy face to face. But sometimes it was the only way to accomplish a goal.

‘No need,’ Edward said. ‘He will be at the ball here at Hart Castle a few nights hence. Perhaps the lady who is not your lady might care to dance with him? She seems very observant, even if she is here with you.’

Rob stared hard at the hillside, imagining Anna in Sheldon’s fat arms, the villain braying down at her as he stared at her bodice. It made that hot fury return, stronger than ever.

He had never felt so possessive of a woman before—so protective. He could never do his task—clear her father, be rid of Walsingham—if he spent every moment waiting to skewer any man who looked at her, who wished to do her harm.

Especially when he feared he would be the first one to hurt her.

He shrugged, feigning indifference. ‘You must ask her yourself, Edward. I told you—she is not my lady.’

‘I do hope you will be comfortable here, Mistress Barrett,’ Lady Elizabeth said as she bustled around the bedchamber. She fluffed a cushion on a chair and opened the window to let in the fresh country breeze.

Anna carefully laid her hat and gloves on a small carved table, staring around her at the room that was larger than the first floor of her father’s house. An immense dark wood bed, etched with images of fruit, flowers and fantastical birds, was hung with deep green curtains and spread with an embroidered counterpane that matched the cushions of the cross-backed chairs by the fireplace. Large clothes chests lined the walls, which displayed a valuable oval looking glass and portraits of sumptuously garbed Hartleys. Her own luggage looked small and puny next to such furnishings.

‘Oh, yes,’ Anna murmured. ‘I dare say I will be comfortable enough here.’

‘If you have need of anything at all you need only ring for it, or ask me. My own apartment is across the corridor.’ Lady Elizabeth suddenly hurried over to clasp Anna’s hands in hers, a happy smile on her face. ‘I am so very glad you’ve come here with Robert! He has never brought a lady to one of our parties before.’

Startled by such a fine lady’s gesture of friendship, Anna managed to smile back. What a strange house this Hart Castle was! She was starting to feel as if she had tumbled down into a new, strange land, and Rob was her only anchor.

‘Has he not?’ Anna asked.

Lady Elizabeth shook her head. ‘I do fear he is very lonely.’

Lonely? Robert? Anna almost laughed at the thought as she remembered the bawd in the dirty yellow gown, the ladies who crowded the galleries at the White Heron to toss flowers at his feet, and the woman in the garden below who stared at him.

But then she remembered something else—the shadow in his eyes sometimes when he looked at her in an unguarded instant. The tender way he held her in his arms once the storm of passion had passed. There was something raw and aching he hid deep inside, and it was that which called out to her so strongly, which drew her to him even as she knew she should run.

But he would never reveal that vulnerable heart to her—not fully and freely.

A burst of laughter rang through the open window, and Anna hurried to see what was happening, Elizabeth right behind her. The view was down to the driveway and statues below, the curve of the lane, the formal gardens and the trees beyond. A new carriage had just arrived, its glossy, crest-painted doors opening to disgorge its passengers.

They were two men and three women, all dressed in sumptuous satins and velvets, creamy pearls and plumed hats. The guests who had been strolling among the flowerbeds rushed to greet them amid more raucous laughter and shouts.

Lord Edward and Rob appeared from around the hidden side of the house, and one of the ladies broke away to hurry over to them. Blond curls and bright ribbons flying, she threw her arms around Rob’s neck and squealed with joy.

Anna smiled wryly. ‘Terribly lonely, I see.’

‘Lady Arabella flirts with everyone,’ Elizabeth said.

‘And so does Robert.’

‘Does he?’ Elizabeth waved towards the scene below. Rob had unwound Lady Arabella’s arms and held her away as she pouted up at him. Rob just laughed and strolled lazily to the house, disappearing up the front steps.

Lady Arabella then bounced over to another gentleman and took his arm. He seemed rather more receptive.

‘Dinner tonight should be very interesting,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Now, Mistress Barrett, tell me all the news of London. I have not been back to town for many days, and I’m sure much has happened since then! Has the unhappy Moreton been released from the Tower yet? What of the French ambassador’s quarrel with Lord Meyers?’

As they shared gossip of the city, and maids appeared to unpack Anna’s borrowed trunks, Anna began to feel more at ease. Lady Elizabeth was not grand or snobbish, despite her title and the fact that she had been lady-in-waiting to the Queen, and they laughed and chattered as old friends. Anna could at last let go of her worry over her father, her confused thoughts of Rob and all that had happened between them, and just enjoy herself.

It was a strange and delicious feeling. It made her wonder what a life like this could be like—a life in the pretty countryside, with friends and a man to love, as Elizabeth obviously loved Lord Edward. It wouldn’t be such a grand house as Hart Castle, of course, but maybe a cottage with a little garden …

Anna almost laughed at herself. A country cottage was as beyond her reach as a palace would be, and a man like Robert would never share such a place. She just had to enjoy this fine holiday now. She was determined to find a way to enjoy life again at long last. Rob had given her that.

The light outside was turning a mellow golden-pink, the sun beginning to sink towards the horizon, when Elizabeth said, ‘How is it grown so late? I must see to dinner and leave you to change your gown, Anna. You have let me chatter on too long!’

Suddenly there was the clatter of more carriage wheels down the drive.

‘Who would be arriving so very late?’ Elizabeth wondered, and Anna went with her to peer out of the window once more. The carriage was a sombre black one, and only one lady stepped out into the deserted garden.

As she looked up at the house the hood of her cloak fell back and Anna glimpsed a pale face and light brown hair—a face she had seen only recently.

‘Lady Essex,’ she whispered.

‘So it is,’ Elizabeth said with a frown. ‘Whatever is she doing here? Edward and her husband do not get along at all.’

‘Mayhap she is on an errand for someone else?’ Anna wondered out loud. Someone like her father, Secretary Walsingham? Was she sent here with some new, dangerous task for Robert?

‘Whatever her purpose, I must go down and greet her,’ said Elizabeth. ‘I shall see you at dinner, Anna?’

‘Of course.’

‘I am glad you are here,’ Elizabeth called back to her as she hurried from the room. ‘I’m sure we shall be friends!’

Alone again, except for the maids setting up a bath by the fireplace and laying out her clothes, Anna turned back to the window. Lady Essex was gone now, and her empty carriage rolled towards the stables. Why was she here? And what was Robert really doing with someone as dangerous as Walsingham?

She had to find out if she was to help him and protect herself. And, just possibly, have a little fun while doing it.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

ANNA tiptoed down the staircase, past the glow of the stained-glass window and the silent hulk of the armour. She didn’t feel quite like herself, dressed in the deep red velvet gown with gold brocade sleeves, trimmed with gold and cream ribbons and false rubies, a starched lace ruff fanning out around her head. Elizabeth’s own maid had dressed her hair in a high swirl of waves and curls fastened with pearl pins, and she held a feathered fan clutched in her hand. Her grey gowns were packed away, along with her everyday life, and it felt strange and exhilarating not to be cloaked in their disguise.

Nay, she was not herself tonight. She was sure she was someone entirely different—someone flirtatious like the lady who had greeted Rob on the garden driveway, and assured like Lady Elizabeth. Someone who could coax secrets from a man.

She could hear the hum of voices from a half-open door at the end of the tapestry-lined corridor, a high-pitched burst of laughter. A servant hurried past, bearing a tray of silver goblets, and Anna followed him, slipping into the chamber behind him.

It was filled with the people she had glimpsed earlier in the garden, and even more she had never seen. They were all dressed fit for Court, in sumptuous, jewel-coloured velvets, flashing gold embroidery, and snow-white ruffs that all swirled together like the brilliant stained glass of the staircase window. One man was leaping about, seemingly to demonstrate new dance steps, and everyone laughed at his antics. Lady Essex, the surprise guest, was nowhere to be seen.

Rob stood by the fireplace at the far end of the room, with Lord Edward and a few other guests. He wore a black and purple doublet, and his hair was swept back from his face to reveal an onyx teardrop at his ear and the handsome, austere lines of his features. He didn’t laugh with the others, but watched them with an almost brooding look in his eyes. Anna couldn’t fathom what he was seeing and thinking as he observed all the merriment around him.

Then he glimpsed her there by the door. For an instant his eyes widened and he went very still, as if stunned. They stared at each other for a long, frozen moment, and it was as if everyone else in the room vanished. The colour and noise became a mere blur, and all Anna could see was him. All she could remember was her new determination to enjoy herself for a while.

He suddenly smiled at her, a dazzling grin that banished every hint of the darkness that had hung around him only a moment before. He snatched two goblets from the servant’s tray and made his way towards her. He came straight to her, ignoring any attempts to catch his attention, and bowed before her.

‘Anna,’ he said. ‘You look most beautiful.’

‘Beautiful? Nay, you’re just startled to see me without my grey!’ She felt unaccountably nervous with him. After the wild intimacies they had shared in the carriage, and in his bed at the Three Bells, she shouldn’t feel shy with Rob at all. Yet she did—as if she would start giggling and blushing at any moment. She took the offered goblet and drank deeply of its fine Rhenish wine, hoping it would steady her and bring her back to herself.

All he did was shake his head, and stare as if he couldn’t get enough of her.

The wine didn’t steady her. It just made her feel giddier, and she laughed. ‘Have you no poetic words for me, then?’ she asked. But she wasn’t sure she could take poetry just yet—the mere word ‘beautiful’ was sweet enough.

‘I fear poetry fails me when it comes to you, Anna,’ he said. He took her free hand in his and raised it to his lips. His kiss was warm and soft, lingering on her skin. He turned her palm over and pressed it to his cheek, the heat of him flowing into her and giving her strength.

‘Come, let me introduce you to the other guests,’ Rob said as he looped her arm through his.

‘I would like to meet your friends,’ she said. She wanted to be let into his world, his secrets. Would he let her in? Could she let herself in, and follow her resolve to enjoy herself? To enjoy her life, with Rob, for just a little longer …?

Rob watched Anna where she sat along the length of the banquet table. She was lit by the golden glow of the candles, the red lights in her dark hair like flames, her skin white as a pearl against the fine lace ruff she wore. She laughed at something the man beside her said, her cheeks flushing the palest of pinks.

The man leaned closer to her, as if to whisper in her ear, and Rob saw it was Lord Maddingly—one of the greatest libertines at Court. Women were said to follow him wherever he went, besotted, begging for his attention. And now that attention was entirely focused on Anna. He refilled her goblet from one of the silver ewers on the table and smiled at her.

Rob’s fist closed hard on the hilt of his eating knife.

‘Robert? Is something amiss?’ asked Elizabeth, who sat beside him.

He forced his hand to open and dropped the knife to the table. It seemed he became a hot-tempered fool when it came to Anna. He had no right to feel jealous of anyone she spoke to, anyone she liked. Not when he would soon be forced to hurt her more than another man ever could.

He thought of poor Mary, and the memory of her scarred face. His promise to her held him back from Anna.

‘Why do you ask that, Elizabeth?’ he said. He reached for his own goblet and took a long drink of the strong spiced wine.

‘Because you had that murderous look on your face. I thought perhaps one of our cook’s fine dishes had displeased you.’

‘Your hospitality is the finest, as always.’

‘Then what …?.’ She looked along the table, and when her gaze alighted on Anna and Lord Maddingly, their heads bent together in close conversation, her eyes widened. ‘I see.’

‘What do you see?’

‘Your fair young lady and Lord Maddingly. But you have nothing to fear from him.’

‘Mistress Barrett can do as she likes,’ Rob said. It took all his hard-won acting skills to make that sound convincing—even to himself.

‘I have not known Mistress Barrett long, but she seems too sensible to believe Maddingly’s nonsense.’

‘Then why did you seat her next to him?’

‘Why, Robert, is that jealousy in your tone? I thought she could do as she liked, with whomever she likes? I thought he might amuse her.’

Rob gave a snort. ‘Amuse?’

‘Aye, for his overblown compliments and attempts at poetry he can be most entertaining to those of us who don’t take him seriously.’ Elizabeth skewered a bit of chicken in cinnamon sauce from a nearby platter and slid it onto his trencher. ‘Mistress Barrett’s father owns the White Heron, does he not? I’m sure she knows just how to handle poetic blandishments from men who are too handsome for their own good. Even you.’

Rob looked again to Anna, who still whispered with Maddingly. She suddenly caught him watching her, and a soft smile touched her lips. She gave him a little nod before she turned away.

Perhaps she did know how to handle him, but he was beginning to suspect that all his long experience with women was no help at all when it came to Anna Barrett. She wasn’t like anyone else he had ever known. She was so much better, so much more beautiful, so much—everything.

‘Does she know about your work?’ Elizabeth whispered.

Rob remembered how she had followed him to Walsingham’s house, how she seemed determined to keep him from protecting her. But he was determined, as well. He had chosen his course. ‘Not really.’

‘You should tell her, then,’ Elizabeth said, surprising him.

‘Nay.’ She would turn from him in an instant if she knew all the truth. He wasn’t ready to lose her just yet. That would come all too soon. For now he wanted to revel in her smile, the touch of her hand, the very presence of her. He didn’t deserve it, but he craved it so very much.

‘She hardly seems the sort to swoon if faced with the realities of life. She does live in Southwark, after all.’

‘I will not see her hurt,’ Rob said hoarsely.

Elizabeth looked as if she wanted to say more, but she just shook her head. ‘As you will. But, as my dear Edward had to learn, you men cannot protect us by keeping us in ignorance. We try to make Hart Castle an escape, a place apart from real life, but I fear the world will encroach even here.’

‘And where is Lady Essex this evening?’

Elizabeth shrugged, a little frown creasing her brow. ‘She said she was tired from her journey and wished to dine in her chamber. I think she will complete whatever brought her here and depart in the morning.’

‘And have you discovered why she is here?’ That was what he should do—concentrate on his work, on what he had to do. Not watch Anna laughing at the other end of the table. Not think of what he would do to her in her chamber later that night.

‘She merely said she wished to escape the stench of London for a little while. Edward always invites her here—it’s best to keep in Essex’s favour right now, the Queen loves him so, and Edward has his own reasons for keeping well in with her father. But she has never actually come to Hart Castle before.’

‘Then is she here on her husband’s behalf or her father’s?’

‘Who knows? Perhaps she is here on her own errand.’ Elizabeth leaned closer and whispered, ‘Mistress Barrett and I might contrive to talk to her before she leaves. But Edward thinks perhaps Essex sent her here to steal his scientific manuscripts!’

‘His manuscripts? Are they valuable to a man as averse to books as they say Essex is?’ Rob asked, puzzled.

‘Essex seeks to discredit all those the Queen favours besides himself. Edward has made certain interesting discoveries. Perhaps Mistress Barrett might like to see his laboratory after dinner? I know Edward won’t mind at all if you see it.’

There was no time to share more secrets as a loud quarrel had erupted farther down the table and Elizabeth had to play soothing hostess and intervene.

Rob looked again to Anna, who was still laughing with Maddingly. She did look beautiful tonight, in her fine gown, her eyes glowing with enjoyment. Far from her home and duties she looked younger, freer, as if she had long missed fun and laughter. She shone in that bright gown, her drab grey left far behind.

He suddenly wished he could give her this all the time, make her life one of constant laughter and life. She deserved that—to be appreciated for her beauty, surrounded by merriment, working at nothing harder than embroidery and country rides.

Aye, she deserved all that and far, far more. She deserved far more than him, a player and intelligencer with a black past and a darker future. What had happened to Mary had changed him forever, just as it had her, and he could never go back to the way he was before. He could not afford tenderness.

But he could give her this time at Hart Castle and keep her safe in the days to come. If Maddingly could make her laugh, Rob shouldn’t mind. Yet he found he did mind, violently so.

He rose from his seat and raised his goblet. ‘A toast to our fine hosts!’ he called. ‘And to all the beauty they collect around them.’

‘And the music,’ Edward said with a laugh. ‘Mayhap you will play a fine tune for us after our meal, Robert?’

‘Oh, yes!’ cried Lady Arabella, clapping her hands. ‘A tender ballad full of love and longing.’

‘A tale of ancient battles might be finer for your sensibilities, Lady Arabella,’ Lord Maddingly answered.

‘I believe our fair hostess should choose the song,’ Rob said.

‘Then I choose a song of love,’ Elizabeth said, reaching for Edward’s hand. ‘Always.’

As Edward raised her jewelled fingers to his lips for a tender kiss, the company laughed and applauded. Rob looked to Anna, only to find that though she still smiled a cloud seemed to have passed over her face. She turned away from the sweet sight of Edward and Elizabeth’s affection and reached for her wine.

Rob couldn’t stay away from her. He hurried down the length of the table, past the laughing guests, to kneel down beside her. He took her hand in his amid the concealing folds of her skirt, and she gave him a startled smile.

‘Are you having an enjoyable time, fairest Anna?’ he asked quietly.

Anna smiled down at him, but he could still see that lingering, hidden sadness behind her eyes. ‘I don’t see how anyone could fail to enjoy themselves here. It seems like an enchanted house.’

‘A place of escape?’

‘Yes. But not as glorious an escape as your plays.’

‘Or as a song?’ He kissed her wrist quickly, breathing deeply of the sweet rose scent of her skin, and drew her to her feet. ‘Come, Anna—you shall name the song tonight …’

‘Where are we going?’ Anna asked, laughing as Rob led her up flight after flight of stairs. The reverberation of the company down in the great hall faded away below until there was only silence.

Rob held on to her with one hand and a lantern with the other, carrying it high to light their mysterious path. Up here there were no windows, no ray of light except the glowing circle of the candle behind glass. The dark panelled walls grew closer around them.

But Anna was not frightened. Rob held her by the hand, and she felt light and almost giddy from the evening they had passed. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt quite so carefree, able to laugh and eat fine food, drink good wine and listen to inconsequential talk of fashion and poetry that had nothing to do with ledger books and business. Surely she would soon tire of such frivolity, but for a night’s change, an escape, it was quite nice.

Yet she would never choose to leave this strange dark stairwell with Robert to return to the brightest, merriest party. It seemed a fitting end to a dreamlike day.

‘Rob! Where are we going?’ she asked again.

He glanced back at her over his shoulder, his eyes shining darkly like night stars in the candlelight. ‘You’ll soon see.’

‘Is it a chamber of horrible secrets, like in a play?’ she queried. ‘A dungeon where you keep all your enemies? Oh, nay, a dungeon could not be so high.’

‘And it would be no place for you, would it, Anna?’

She laughed. ‘Am I not your enemy, then?’ Sometimes when he looked at her she could swear she was—not his enemy, but someone who stood in his way. And at other times he looked at her as if he was starved for the touch of her. Just as she was with him. She could never understand him, never keep up with his quicksilver changes.

Rob suddenly stopped on the stairs, so quickly she stumbled against him. In a flash he let go of her hand and caught her around the waist, pulling her up against his body. The light wavered around them.

‘I hope you may never think of me that way,’ he said.

Puzzled, Anna shook her head. As an enemy? Nay. He baffled and angered her, and left her confused, but she could never see him as her enemy. He was so, so much more to her. But she could never tell him that—never let him see how he was changing her very heart.

‘Will I have to build a dungeon of my very own, then, just for you?’ she teased.

‘Or maybe I intend to lock you up here in the tower of Hart Castle,’ he answered. He bent his head to kiss the side of her neck, the curve of her breast above her borrowed bodice. His mouth was hot, hungry, as he tasted her, awakening her own desire all over again. ‘I could keep you all to myself here, away from the greedy eyes of rogues like Lord Maddingly.’

‘Maddingly?’ Anna said breathlessly. She wound her arms around his shoulders to keep from tumbling dizzily down the stairs. ‘He seemed rather nice. I’m sure he can’t be half as roguish as you, Robert Alden. You fly from lady to lady, leaving us all sighing sadly in your wake …’

He pressed her against the wall, holding her there with his body. Every curve and angle of them seemed to fit perfectly together, as if they were made to be just so. As Anna curled her hands into the soft fabric of his doublet, feeling the hard heat of his body underneath, he kissed her lips, open-mouthed, eager. Anna met him with equal passion and need.

‘Oh, Anna,’ he whispered as his kiss slid to her ear. ‘I don’t feel in the least roguish when I’m with you. I don’t see any other woman. You’ve cast a terrible spell on me.’

‘Terrible?’ she breathed, feeling unsteady and unsure, as if she was just a dizzy young girl again.

She didn’t like that feeling at all. She pushed Rob away and stiffened her shoulders. Too much had happened since she truly was an innocent girl—her bad marriage, her work, all she saw every day around her in Southwark that showed her how little men could be trusted.

Especially Robert, who looked at her now as if he was just as stunned and lost as she was by what was happening between them. She should mistrust him above the others, for he could make his way past her carefully built walls as no one else ever had. He was so stealthy she hardly noticed until there he was, in her heart.

‘Show me your dungeon, then,’ she said. ‘We have come this far.’

Rob gave a brusque nod and spun away from her. She followed him up one more short flight of stairs to a landing at the very top of the house and a single door. He removed a key from inside his doublet and used it to open the door. It swung inward, perfectly silent on its heavy hinges, to reveal more darkness beyond.

He stepped aside with a low, courtly bow and said, ‘If you care to enter, my lady?’

Anna peered past him doubtfully. Tall windows lined one wall of the space, letting in the faint glow of the moon which cast odd-shaped shadows on the floor and around incomprehensible objects. Perhaps it was a dungeon—a torture chamber such as the ones they said lurked beneath the Tower in London.

But she had come too far to turn back now. She swept inside and Rob followed, closing the door behind them. He set the lantern down and she could see the room better.

It was not a torture chamber, but something even more fantastical. The octagonal room was lined with shelves and shelves of books. Locked chests were stored beside them, and there were long tables and stools piled with more books. She saw globes in brass stands, and strange, shining metal instruments.

‘What is this room?’ she asked as she wandered inside, examining mysterious objects and enticing books. She paused at a long brass tube on a stand, fitted with mother-of-pearl decorations.

‘It is Edward’s room of wonders,’ Rob answered. ‘He and his guests come here for their studies.’ He swung the tube round and showed her a small hole at the end. ‘Look through here.’

Anna peered through the tiny lens of the contraption, and gasped at the sight that met her gaze. Rather than mere pinpoints of silvery light, the stars were great, glittering orbs that seemed to sparkle and burst against the velvet of the night sky.

‘‘Tis glorious!’ she whispered. ‘What is this thing?’

‘A telescope,’ Rob said. He moved it slightly, giving her another marvellous view of distant, magical worlds. ‘Edward had it made in Venice, by the master glassmakers there, and sent back here for his studies. He corresponds about optics with Master Kepler.’

‘I could never have imagined such a thing.’ Anna drew back from the telescope, half expecting the sky to have taken on a new cast. Yet it looked the same as ever. Even the sky here was terribly deceptive.

‘Edward has set up a place here at Hart Castle where new discoveries can be made and the truth sought out in all its forms,’ Rob said. ‘Mathematics, astronomy, philosophy …’

‘And you are a part of it all?’

He gave a wary smile. ‘When I can be. My work is busy in London, and sometimes there are dangers in studying the ways of numbers and the stars. Some people do not understand it.’

Anna went to the open window and leaned against the ledge to study the faraway sky. It seemed so quiet, so placid, a sea of black velvet sewn with the tiniest of diamonds. Yet through that glass it was something else entirely.

‘Once you told me there were other worlds beyond the stars, full of wonders and stories we have never heard,’ she said.

‘Did I?’ Rob said. She heard him move close behind her, the rustle of velvet as he crossed his arms.

‘When we sat together in my father’s garden. I’m sure you know those stories, for I see them in your plays.’

He came to stand beside her at the window, his shoulder pressed to hers. He was with her now, yet still he felt as distant as those stars. ‘I do know many a hidden tale.’

‘I wish we could go there now, to that world beyond the stars,’ she said.

‘Perhaps we can,’ Rob whispered in her ear. ‘Just close your eyes, hold on to me—and let me take you there …’

Anna closed her eyes and felt his touch on her shoulders as he gently turned her in his arms. He softly kissed her temple, her cheek, each of her closed eyelids, and she couldn’t breathe at his nearness. The world spun in sparkling darkness behind her eyes and she felt warm and shivering all at the same time.

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and leaned into him, and his mouth claimed hers at last. Their kiss was hot and hungry, and she lost herself in it completely. The taste of him, the clean, spicy scent of him, the way his lips felt on hers and his fingers in her hair holding her with him—she did spin away into the stars, just with his touch.

And that was frightening, indeed.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

‘FAIREST Anna, you do drive me mad,’ Rob groaned as he carried her through the door of her chamber and kicked it shut behind them.

‘I’ve often thought the same about you,’ Anna whispered against his neck. She tasted the salt-sweetness of his skin with her tongue, a raw hunger for him sweeping over her like a hot summer wind.

Rob dropped her feet lightly to the floor, only to wrap one strong arm around her waist and tug her close to him. His mouth stopped her breath with a rough kiss, their tongues pressing deep to taste and possess. He lifted her up and carried her back against the door.

She wrapped her legs tight about his hips and moaned as she felt him grasp her heavy skirts and pull them up, tossing them out of his way. His erection pressed against her belly, hard and insistent through the layers of fine wool and silk and linen.

His mouth traced a fiery ribbon of kisses along the side of her neck, her collarbone, where her fine gown fell away from her skin. She could feel his hunger, his need, as he kissed her—it echoed her own. Their careful masks fell away one by one, and there was only them—Anna and Robert—bound by their desire for each other. Tied together by whatever it was they hid from the rest of the world, whatever it was in them that called out to the other.

Rob unhooked her ruff and tossed it away, crushing the stiffly starched lace, and Anna’s head fell back against the planks of the door. She closed her eyes and felt the searing heat of his kiss as he laid his open mouth against her breast. Her fashionable stays and velvet bodice pushed them into high, soft mounds, but it wasn’t enough for him. He hooked his fingers into the jewelled edge of the gown and with one hard tug they spilled free into his hands.

He held them on his palms carefully, lightly, as if they were rare, beautiful jewels, and Anna felt his long poet’s fingers reach for one of the aching, hardened nipples. He plucked at it, rolled it between his fingertips, until she cried out at the hot pleasure.

He bent his head and took it deep into his mouth, biting, suckling. She slid her hands into his hair, tangling her caress into the dark waves as her body arched and moved against his. He was hard between her legs, and she remembered what he had done to her in his room in London. Some mischevious spark flared into being inside her, and she let her legs fall away from his hips. Her feet touched the floor and she pushed him away from her.

‘Anna, what are you doing?’ he ground out roughly. ‘Let me …’

She smiled up at him. His eyes were black with hunger, and his lips damp and seductive. His whole body seemed to vibrate with lust, and it gave her a wonderful new feeling of—power. He did want her. No matter what troubles lay beyond their door, he wanted her just as she wanted him.

‘Nay,’ she said. ‘Let me.’

She reached down to slowly unfasten his breeches, letting her hands brush gently over his erection. His body stiffened and his eyes narrowed warily as he watched her, but he didn’t move away. He braced his palms flat against the door to either side of her head.

She eased aside the folds of cloth and ran her fingers over his naked penis. It was iron-hard and hot under her touch, velvet-soft, the veins throbbing. She rubbed harder, a smooth caress down its length and up again, and it jumped against her hand.

A tiny drop of moisture gleamed at its tip, and she caught it on her finger. As Rob watched her in close, avid interest, she raised it to her lips and tasted him.

He groaned and said, ‘Anna, you will surely slay me.’

She laughed, feeling entirely unlike herself. She had never been seductive or bold—and it felt rather good. With him, anyway. ‘I hope not. You would be no use to me that way, Robert, not tonight.’

She let go of his manhood and curled her hands into the front of his doublet to turn him, so their positions were reversed and he was the one against the door. Slowly she fell to her knees, her skirts billowing around her.

She held him again, the length of him balanced in her hands, and she leaned forward to run the tip of her tongue over him. His whole body shuddered and she felt his fingers plunge into her hair, dislodging her pins and sending the careful arrangement tumbling loose down her back. Feeling even bolder, she took him into her mouth.

She could smell the faint, salty musk of his male desire, his desire for her, and it fanned the flames of her own need higher, hotter. She curled her tongue around him and tasted him.

His hands wound the strands of her hair tighter around his wrists and he tugged her away from him. She looked up at him, puzzled, and he gave her a crooked, unsteady smile.

‘Enough, fairest Anna,’ he said, and his voice was deep, rough and shaking. He pulled her to her feet and reeled her body in close to his again, his arms wrapping hard around her waist. ‘Or this night will be over before it even begins.’

Anna took his face between her hands and found that she was also shaking. They were both trembling from the terrible storm of their need for each other.

‘I want to please you,’ she whispered. Just as he had pleased her. She wanted no debt outstanding between them.

‘You please me more than I could ever have dreamed possible,’ he said, and kissed the tip of her nose, the curve of her cheekbone. ‘But I do want this night to last.’

He lifted her up in his arms and carried her to the waiting bed. He laid her down amid the soft, rose-scented bedclothes, and Anna reached out for him to pull him down with her. But he evaded her arms and slid his touch slowly down the length of her body. He touched the flare of her waist, the soft curve of her hip, her outstretched leg where her skirts fell back in a froth of lace and linen and velvet.

He kissed her ankle, his mouth hot through the fine silk stocking, and slid her velvet shoe from her foot. Anna raised herself on her elbows to watch him, breathless as she waited to see what he would do—what he would kiss next. He tossed the shoe away, like her ruff, and slowly kissed a path up her leg, biting at the soft spot behind her knee, the angle of her thigh, until he came to the bare skin above her garter.

He untied the scrap of satin and carefully unrolled the stocking until it drifted away from her foot.

She felt his hot, open-mouthed kiss on the slight indentation where her garter had been tied, so close to the curls between her thighs. He tasted it, soothed it with his tongue, and lightly blew on those wet curls.

Anna fell back to the bed, sinking deeper into the soft feather mattress, the decadent fine sheets. Rob dispensed with her other shoe and stocking and bit at the tender inside of her thigh. He pressed a kiss to her damp seam, but he didn’t plunge deeper there, as she longed for him to do. Instead, he eased himself up along her body and nuzzled at the side of her neck as he untied her sleeves and undid her bodice.

He was most adept at divesting a woman of elaborate clothes, Anna thought hazily. Soon she wore only her thin linen chemise.

But he was much too overdressed. She sat up and pushed him back to the bed, straddling him as she unbuttoned his doublet and stripped it away from him. She tugged his shirt over his head and it drifted down to tangle with the blankets.

She studied his bare chest, the hard planes of fine, glistening bronzed skin over powerful muscles, the faint sprinkling of dark, curling hair that arrowed down to his loosened breeches. He was so wonderfully beautiful, with his broad shoulders and narrow hips, his skin glistening with the sweat of their active exertions. She could hardly believe that he was hers, even for this night.

She laid her hands lightly on his shoulders, feeling the heat and vitality of him against her, seeping into her, until it thawed that hard knot of ice she had carried with her ever since her marriage. She let her touch drift over him wonderingly, feeling every inch of him, the roughness of his hair, the hard, pebbled flat nipple that puckered under her hand, the flat hardness of his stomach.

His hands closed over her hips and he swung her down to the bed, his body covering hers as their mouths met hungrily.

He stripped away her chemise and left her completely bare to him. No one had ever seen her entire body naked before, and she suddenly felt ridiculously shy. She tore her lips from his and tried to turn away, but he wouldn’t let her. His fingers were gentle, caressing, but inescapable as he held her still for his study.

‘You are so beautiful, Anna,’ he said, kissing the curve of her shoulder. ‘Like a goddess of the night.’

And suddenly she felt beautiful. She felt free and light, totally wanton. She wrapped her legs around his waist and tugged him closer for another eager kiss. The hot brush of his roughened, ink-stained fingers on her sensitive flesh made her cry out at the flood of sensation.

Rob covered her mouth with his and caught her cry as he gave a deft twist of his hips and slid inside her, deep and slow. It had been a long while since she had coupled with a man, and at first the stretching, tight sensation of fullness felt very strange. As if he sensed this, he went very still for a moment. He braced himself above her and let her body adjust to his invasion, his breath harsh and alluring against her ear.

But once she was accustomed to the feeling it was far, far better than she remembered, and a deep, growing sensation of tingling delight grew where his body was joined to hers. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he drew back slowly, slowly, inch by inch, until she feared he would leave her. Then he thrust forward again, deeper and faster.

Anna rocked against him, drawing him even deeper, even closer. So close it seemed as if, for one vivid instant, their souls touched and she could see him. See his damaged, lonely, seeking self that was so much like her own secret self.

Then he drew back and thrust forward again, and that glimpse was lost in a burning sun shower of light. Anna cried out and he moved faster, harder, thrusting against her as they both desperately sought the relief they craved so very much and that they knew could only be found together. She wrapped herself close around him, meeting his every movement, his every stroke, until that climax broke inside her and she almost screamed with the burning force of it.

Rob caught her scream with his mouth, taking it deep inside him and answering it with his own ecstatic shout. She felt the warmth of his release in her, and the way his back arched like a taut bowstring under her hands. His head fell back, his neck muscles corded with the force of his pleasure.

‘Anna, Anna,’ he groaned. Then he fell to the bed beside her, their arms and legs still tangled, their breath laboured in the humid, perfumed air around them.

He lay on his stomach, his face hidden from her along with his emotions. Anna struggled to catch her breath, to catch herself as she tumbled back down from the sun. Her whole body trembled and the force of her feelings almost frightened her. She wanted to laugh and weep all at the same time.

Beside her, Rob’s breath slowly grew steadier, his legs heavy on hers, and she thought he slept. She knew she should sleep, too—dawn would come soon enough, and the party would resume. Something had been said about riding out to go hawking, and she needed energy for such exercise. Yet even though she felt heavy with exhaustion, spent with passion, her mind soared and fizzed, and she knew she would not sleep yet.

She slowly sat up on the edge of the bed, careful not to wake Rob. If he woke, if he spoke to her, she would hardly know what to say to him. Her feelings were so tangled and knotted inside her that she didn’t know what she felt. She no longer knew how to protect herself.

She caught up her chemise from the floor and took it with her to the half-open window. The night breeze felt wondrously cool on her bare, heated skin, and she let it wash over her like a cleansing tide. The moon glowed down on the slumbering garden, turning it into a shimmering, silent fairyland.

She liked the silence—the way it blanketed everything in a mysterious peace. It was never quiet in Southwark, and almost never peaceful. It slowly calmed her heart, and she breathed it all in deeply. She closed her eyes and let the peace inside.

She heard the rustle of bedclothes behind her, and the soft sound of Rob’s bare feet as he crossed the floor, but she didn’t open her eyes. She didn’t dare, for fear the silent spell would shatter.

He gently swept her hair from her back and let it fall over her shoulder as he kissed the nape of her neck and wrapped his arms around her waist. He drew her back against his body, the two of them naked as the night curled around them.

‘Can’t you sleep?’ he asked softly, as if he also feared to shatter the spell.

‘Not yet. I wanted to look at the moon again. It always seems to hide behind the clouds and dirt in Southwark—unless you are with me to coax it to appear.’

‘Hart Castle is a pretty place.’

‘Very pretty, indeed. Edward and Elizabeth are fortunate.’

‘Have you ever wanted a home like this?’

Anna laughed. ‘Of course I have. But that would be like wishing to possess that moon. A house like this—it is not for a woman such as me: a poor widow, the daughter of a man whose coin comes from theatres and bawdy houses.’

‘Nor for a poor, wandering actor like me,’ Rob said ruefully. ‘Yet surely it’s good to have aspirations and dreams, no matter how moon-mad? To have something to desire? Don’t you think?’

Anna shivered as she felt his warm mouth nibble at her neck and drift lower, over her shoulder and her naked back. His hands crept up to caress the soft underside of her breasts and her eyes drifted closed. Just as she started to fall back against him she felt his whole body stiffen and his head came up.

‘Anna, what is this?’ he said roughly.

And she remembered. The scars—the marks no one had ever seen. How could she have forgotten long enough for him to find them? It was as if a sudden cold rain doused the dreamlike night.

She drew away from him and tugged the chemise over her head, as if hiding them could make them vanish. ‘‘Tis nothing.’

Rob took her arm and turned her to face him. He wouldn’t let her turn away. ‘They are whip marks.’

‘Aye. A gift from my husband. But they are old.’ And the memories felt more distant with every minute. Robert made her feel new, reborn.

‘It does not matter how old they are,’ he said, and she heard the hard, sharp edge of anger glinting through his words like a sword. ‘He hurt you—he left scars on your skin.’

‘It is a wife’s lot,’ Anna said bitterly, repeating what everyone had told her when Charles had got drunk and beat her—even her father. Despite the sadness in his eyes then, he had sent her back to her husband. He’d said he had no choice.

Rob was the first person ever to show such anger over how she had once been treated, and it made her feel sad all over again—and heartened.

‘Nay, it is not,’ he said, that fury even harder and brighter. ‘How dare he do this to you? If I had been there …’

‘If you had been there?’

‘I would have killed him,’ he said, and there was the solid ring of truth to those stark, simple words.

‘I had no knight to ride to my rescue then,’ she said, her throat dry with the tears she had held back for years. ‘But I confess—I felt nothing but relief when he died.’

Rob drew her closer, slowly, gently, until she could rest her head against his chest and close her eyes. There in his arms, in his protective silence, she at last felt those bitter days of the past drop away and free her from their hard talons. They were gone, really gone, and she was here now with Robert.

Rob Alden was a dangerous man in many ways. She knew that well. He served Walsingham, which meant great secrecy and peril, and he brawled and fought—she had seen the wounds of that. He also threatened to invade her guarded heart, to make her care about him, want him in ways beyond the bedchamber—ways he couldn’t be hers. But he was not cruel in the way Charles Barrett had been. He took not the slightest pleasure from her pain, and in that she could be safe with him.

Rob softly kissed the top of her head and she felt him smooth her hair. Gentle, soothing movements, so at odds with that cold fury in his voice—I would have killed him.

‘How could your father have married you to such a villain?’ he demanded.

‘My father could not have stopped such a headstrong, silly girl as I was,’ Anna said with a laugh. ‘Charles was handsome and charming—though not as charming as you, Rob Alden. And he promised to take me away from Southwark, give me a new life. I was foolishly certain I knew what I was doing. But when we married and I left my father’s house it all changed.’

Rob took her hand and led her to sit down on the edge of the bed. She shivered, though whether from the night breeze or the old memories she couldn’t tell. He wrapped his doublet around her shoulders and she drew it close to her. Its soft, fine folds still smelled of him—clean mint and dark spice.

Strangely, even that made her feel safer. Wrapped around with a new armour that kept the past away.

He sat down beside her. ‘He was not what you thought?’

Anna shook her head. ‘In London he was charming and full of good humour. He flattered me and I was silly enough to let him. But once I was his wife he became so jealous and angry. He did not like me to leave the house, and when I had to go to market he made me bind my hair tight and leave off my London-style dresses.’

‘And wear grey,’ Rob said roughly.

‘Aye. I could never be perfect enough, modest enough for him, though. And then he would hit me.’ Anna pulled the doublet even closer over her shoulders. ‘Fortunately we were not so long married. When he was buried, I sold what I could and used the coin to return to Southwark for good. I told my father we wouldn’t speak of it, that our lives would go on as if I had never married. I’ve never talked about it—until now.’

‘Then you honour me with your secrets, Anna.’ Rob slid behind her on the bed and wrapped his arms and legs around her to hold her close. He gently urged her to lean back against him, to let him hold her.

At first she leaned away, still caught by the old memories, the thin bonds that still held her to the past. But then she sighed and relaxed into his arms, and it was as if those last bonds snapped and she was really free.

Rob gently rocked her in his embrace, soothing her, and she closed her eyes. She hadn’t felt so warm, so content, in a very long time—maybe never. She knew very well Rob could never be truly hers—not to keep. He was a vagabond actor and writer with troubles of his own, not likely to love a woman such as her. But he had given her the gift of listening to her, really listening, and had helped free her from those old ghosts.

He had shown her some men were not like Charles Barrett. For that she would always care for him.

And worry about him. As she ran her hand slowly up and down his muscled forearm she felt the rough, jagged line of a scar marring his skin. It reminded her of the perils of his life, and she shivered again to think of his constant danger. Of what a blank world it would be without him in it.

They both had scars to bear.

‘I wonder you have never found yourself married, Rob,’ she said. ‘Many of the players have wives.’

Rob gave a humourless laugh. ‘Because wedlock sounds such a fine state to you, Anna?’

‘I made a foolish choice. I see that now. But my father often speaks of my mother tenderly.’ She had to learn to make better choices now, to see things for what they were. Not always wrapped in warm, comforting night as she was now.

‘My parents, too, had a harmonious union. But I didn’t inherit their easy tempers. I’m too full of anger to make a good husband.’

Anna closed her hand over Rob’s, holding him close. ‘You use your anger to defend those weaker than yourself, never to bully them! I see that time after time.’ He had changed her life entirely, all because of the wonderful life force of who he was. She would never be the same again.

‘It is true that if your husband was alive now he would have to fear for his existence,’ Rob said. That anger was still there in his voice, but banked and solid. ‘Bullies should be thrashed in the streets and thrown into the Thames.’

‘My bloodthirsty side agrees with you wholeheartedly,’ Anna said with a laugh. ‘Were you bullied as child, Rob? Is that what makes you so quick to fight now?’ She found she wanted desperately to know this—to know more about him. To know every thing, all he kept hidden in his heart.

‘Nay, not I. Even as a child I was too eager with my fists, and the village lads avoided me. But there was someone I cared for who was hurt.’

‘A sweetheart?’ Anna asked, her heart aching at the deep, heavy sadness she sensed in his voice. It was as if for a single instant the dark core of his heart was opened to her and she glimpsed his hidden self. Just as she had dared show him hers.

Then the moment was over, as if a door had slammed shut, and Rob kissed her temple with a reckless laugh. ‘Just someone who is long gone from my life, fairest Anna. But, as you urge me to marry, I say you should be the one to choose a spouse. Not all men are as your late husband, and you deserve a kind companion who will look after you.’

Anna smiled sadly, thinking of Henry Ennis and his attentions. He seemed good enough—if a bit too eager, and burningly jealous when she looked at Rob. But Henry could never be the man for her. That bittersweet feeling lingered like a faint, lost perfume that faded with every passing tick of the clock. ‘Not I. I’m happy with my life as it is,’ she said, staring out into the night beyond the window. It was deepest dark out there and perfectly quiet, without even a bird’s song. ‘It’s a long while until morning.’

‘What shall we do with so much time?’ he asked teasingly. He bore her down to the bed and lay down on his side next to her, propped up on his elbow as he lazily studied the length of her body. His fingers deftly toyed with the ribbons of her chemise, his touch brushing her nipples through the thin linen.

A new sort of shiver took hold of Anna—a warm feeling deep in her belly of desire reborn. She had to hold on to Rob, on to her feelings for him, as long as she could. She had to relish the passion that sprang so easily between them, and remember it for the rest of her life.

‘I can think of a few things …’ he said deeply, seductively, and leaned over to kiss her mouth hungrily. It was a long time before she knew anything else but him.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

HENRY Ennis stopped at the end of Seething Lane, trying to catch his breath. He felt as if he had run all the way from Southwark, his chest tight and his throat aching. He loosened the high collar of his doublet with sweating hands, but still that heavy cloud pressed down on him.

He glanced back over his shoulder, but even as he thought to run away from his resolved task the door opened. One of Walsingham’s men stood there, bearded and grey-faced in his black robe. He gave Henry a humourless twist of a smile.

‘Master Ennis, at last,’ he said. ‘Secretary Walsingham has long been expecting you since he received your most intriguing message.’

Henry was forced to step into the dimly lit hall, and the door clanged shut behind him. He swept his cap from his head and twisted it between his hands as the man led him towards the stairs.

This had all seemed such a fine idea when his father’s old friend Thomas Sheldon had approached him with his proposition: gather bits of information from his fellow actors and pass them on to Sheldon, and sometimes slide coded passages into pages of the play he was writing. It was so simple, and gained him a few extra coins.

It had seemed even better when he’d realised the Queen’s Secretary would also pay for such nuggets of intelligence, and his coffers grew. Walsingham and Sheldon both paid for information that flowed both ways. He’d even dared to think that with the extra money he might marry Anna Barrett.

Until that hope had been shattered. He rubbed at the wound on his leg, and his hatred of Robert Alden, born when they were both newcomers to Lord Henshaw’s Men, vying for the same roles, and nurtured over the years as Alden’s star rose and Henry’s stalled, flowed even hotter. When he’d seen Anna smile at Alden so tenderly, he’d snapped. It had been the final straw.

Why, then, was he so nervous? His hands were damp, his head pounding. He had to be strong now. Follow through on his plans. Soon his tormenter Alden would be gone from his life, and Anna would smile only at him.

He followed the man up the carved staircase and along a long, narrow corridor to a chamber at its end. Henry had never been so far before. Usually his messages were taken and his money handed over in the entrance hall. He didn’t like this walk at all. But he had to carry on with his plan now.

He had no choice.

The door opened and he was ushered into a small chamber piled with papers and heavy with the smell of ink and herbs and close air. Walsingham’s assistant, Master Phellipes, a sallow-faced, ferretlike man, was carefully steaming open wax seals by the window. It was said he could tamper with seals so well no one was ever the wiser that they had been read. Walsingham himself sat behind a desk with a ledger open before him.

‘Ah, Master Ennis,’ he said. ‘I trust your leg is healing?’

‘It is, Master Secretary,’ Henry answered, swallowing past the nervous knot in his throat. Of course Walsingham would know about the fight at the White Heron.

‘Excellent.’ Walsingham sat back in his chair and studied Henry over his steepled fingertips. ‘Now, tell me how you know the traitor we seek within the White Heron …’







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

‘SHALL I race you across the park?’ Rob challenged as he led Anna down the stairs of Hart Castle towards the open front doors.

Anna laughed, trailing behind him. ‘You would win most handily, I fear. It’s been a long while since I was on a horse, and then it was only a docile old mare that carried me to country markets.’ She tugged on his hand, forcing him to stop and face her, and whispered, ‘In truth, I’m a bit nervous about this excursion today. What if I fall off and make a fool of myself in front of everyone?’

Rob didn’t laugh at her, as she’d half feared he might. He seemed to be afraid of nothing at all. He held her hands tightly in his and raised them to his lips for a gentle kiss.

‘You needn’t fear falling, Anna,’ he said. ‘‘Tis no wild hunt, racing through stream and bramble as the Queen enjoys. It’s just a day of hawking in the sunshine, and a picnic. I’ll be nearby, and so will Edward—we won’t let anything happen to you.’

She smiled at him. ‘You are quick in a fight, I know, Robert. Yet I doubt you are quite quick enough to fly to me in time to catch me, should my horse take a notion to throw me.’

Rob leaned closer and whispered in her ear, ‘I have talents you have not even seen yet, fairest Anna. If we but had time, I would demonstrate …’

Anna watched, fascinated, as he tilted his head and skimmed his lips in a soft, tantalising kiss over her cheek. Lower and lower, close to her mouth, until her own lips parted on a sigh.

But he drew back in a flash and tugged again at her hand, leading her towards the door. ‘I fear duty calls us, my dear,’ he said.

‘You are a wretch, Robert Alden,’ she declared. ‘I will have my revenge on you yet.’

He laughed. ‘I look forward to it.’

The party was gathering on the gravelled driveway in front of the house, a milling crowd of people, dogs and horses in the pale, misty morning light. Pages circulated amongst them with trays of goblets filled with warming spiced wine against the chilly morning.

Anna carefully smoothed her skirt and straightened her hat. She wore her own grey skirt and doublet for riding, but she had a new tall-crowned red-velvet hat and red leather gloves much like the riding ensembles of the other ladies. At least she would look well enough when she went tumbling to the ground, she thought. It was strange how Robert made her feel so very confident and carefree when she was with him. So very unlike herself.

Elizabeth stood with Edward and a russet-clad man holding a hooded hawk at the edge of the crowd. She waved at Anna and broke away to hurry over to her, her green and gold riding clothes bright and summery in the grey mist.

‘Good morning to you, Mistress Barrett! And to you, Robert,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Don’t you look quite … well-rested today.’

‘And you look most charming, as ever, Lady Elizabeth,’ Rob said with a bow. ‘The goddess of the sun, the herald of the day …’

‘Pah, it is too early for your poetry! Go and talk to Edward. He is aching to show off his new hawk,’ Elizabeth said with a shooing wave. ‘I will introduce Mistress Barrett to her horse.’

She didn’t wait for an answer, but looped her arm with Anna’s and led her towards a sleepy-looking grey mare. ‘Robert said you haven’t had the chance to ride very much of late, so I found the quietest mount in the stables for you,’ Elizabeth said. ‘She knows every inch of this park and will carry you most safely.’

‘That was very kind of you, Lady Elizabeth.’ Anna cautiously patted the horse’s soft nose, and laughed when it whinnied and nudged at her. ‘I’m sure we will do well enough together.’

‘I’m sure you will.’ Elizabeth laid her hand on the horse’s bridle, watching Anna closely. ‘Tell me, Mistress Barrett, are you enjoying yourself at Hart Castle?’

‘Very much. I don’t see how anyone could fail to enjoy being at such a fine house.’

‘Yes. Though, I fear it was not always so happy a place.’

‘How so, Lady Elizabeth?’

Elizabeth studied the gleaming windows of the house with a little frown. ‘When I first met Edward—when he brought me here—it was a house of great sadness and seemed very lonely. Since Edward had lost his brother he seldom came here, because he could not face the old memories. His grief was too deep, and he and the house were both sunk in some terrible spell of sad lifelessness.’

‘How awful,’ Anna whispered. She looked across the drive to where Edward stood with Rob, both of them laughing at some jest. ‘He doesn’t seem so sad now.’

‘Nay. Sometimes, my dear Mistress Barrett, a person merely needs a reason to truly live again. A purpose that banishes the past and awakens them to the wonders of the present moment. A true passion.’

‘And he found that purpose with you?’

‘Me—and other things. Life is too uncertain and precious to waste, and love too rare to lose,’ Elizabeth said with a smile. ‘He and I both had to learn that. Maybe what happened to us could be useful for others, as well—others who struggle.’

Anna stared at the horse’s grey neck, unable to quite meet Elizabeth’s gaze. ‘You think I struggle?’

Elizabeth shrugged. ‘I have not known you long, Mistress Barrett—Anna—but I see the light in your eyes when you look at Robert, the way the two of you smile at each other. It’s as if there is no one else in the whole room—nothing else you see. That is also how I feel when I look at Edward.’

Somehow the understanding in Elizabeth’s soft voice, the truth of her words, melted Anna’s reserve. ‘I do care about Rob. But there is so much I don’t know about him, and what I do know tells me I must be cautious. My feelings frighten me a bit.’

Elizabeth nodded. ‘We can’t choose who we love, and I fear our hearts have not chosen easy men to care for. But my first marriage was not a happy one. My husband was much older than me, and not very kind. I thought I could never feel for a man as I do for Edward. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to feel that way!’

‘I am not sure, either,’ Anna murmured. Could she put the past behind her forever, and move forward as she had these last few days?

‘But I came to see it as a great gift, Anna, and you should, too!’ Elizabeth declared. ‘Just remember what I said—life is too fleeting for fear.’

‘My friends, shall we ride out?’ Edward called. ‘The day grows apace!’

Elizabeth gave Anna one last smile and hurried over to her own horse as a groom came to help Anna into the saddle. As she settled her skirts around her Elizabeth’s words echoed in her mind. Too fleeting for fear. Should she—could she—reach out and seize this time with Rob, no matter how brief, as a gift?

Rob reined in his horse next to hers and gave her a wide, white grin of sheer pleasure in the day. ‘Are you ready to run, Anna?’ he asked.

She nodded and laughed. ‘Aye, Rob. I am assuredly ready to run!’

‘Where are we going?’ Anna asked as Rob led her along the soft green banks of the river. He laughed that she whispered the words, as if they were sneaking away from the party in stealth, even though the chattering voices of the others were now a mere echo behind them.

Now the sumptuous picnic that had been laid out for the hunters in a shady grove had been consumed they were all falling into a happy lassitude, induced by fine wine and Elizabeth’s soft song played on her lute. Rob had taken Anna’s hand and lured her away from the group.

‘‘Tis a secret,’ he said, tossing her a roguish smile over his shoulder. ‘Unless you don’t trust where I might lead?’

Anna laughed. ‘I don’t trust you a whit, Robert Alden! Yet you always intrigue me so greatly I fear that I forget all prudence and follow you.’

‘You are a secret adventurer, then, fairest Anna. I see it in your eyes. You try to hide it behind your sternness and your grey gowns, but you can’t conceal it forever. We are both much too curious about the world around us for our own good.’

Anna smiled, but Rob could see a dark cloud pass fleetingly over her face. ‘Perhaps I was curious once. Until I learned it is better not to be.’

He remembered her tale of her nasty husband, and the scars on her back from where the villain had tried to beat the curiosity, the bright spark out of her. Fury still burned within him that anyone would dare treat her so—would bully and oppress her, his beautiful Anna. Master Barrett was fortunate he was dead, or Rob would soon have tortured him most painfully into that state. He could never bear to see a woman scarred, like Anna and his sister.

Yet Barrett hadn’t extinguished Anna’s spark, her passion. He had merely forced it into hiding behind a brittle shell of caution. Rob intended to see it free once more. Surely he could give her that one small thing? A moment of freely won happiness, before he himself had to hurt her all over again?

Or maybe he was merely selfish and wanted to taste her happiness for himself. He found he yearned for it as he never had anything else.

‘Do you remember when I told you of my disobedient youth?’ he asked. He wrapped his arm around her waist, holding her against his side as they strolled beside the water.

She wrapped her arm around him, too, leaning close. ‘Aye, you said you would climb out of your window at night and run free to sit by the river and dream of your future plays and poems.’

‘This was that very river.’

She looked down at the water, burbling gently past below the banks, her eyes wide with surprise. ‘Is it truly?’

‘I lived in Hartley Village, not so very far from this estate, and I often trespassed on this land to swim in the river or wander the woods. Edward’s father was always at Court, waiting on the Queen in her younger days. There was no one to care what one small boy did here.’

‘And you imagined tales of knights and kings and gods here? Just like in your plays?’ she asked.

‘Perhaps then they were more bloody and full of battles and revenge,’ he said. ‘The fashion now is for tales more romantical. I had no liking for such things then.’

Anna laughed. ‘And now?’

‘Now they are my favourite tales of all. What poet is not inspired by the beauty of his lady?’ He caught her up in his arms and carried her over to a narrow wooden bridge as she laughed and held on to her hat. She was so very beautiful when she laughed, her face glowing in the bright day. ‘Or by the music of her laughter?’

‘Audiences do like tales of love,’ she said. ‘But they also love stories of bloody revenge just as much as ever.’

Rob didn’t set her back on her feet, despite her wriggling in his arms, but carried her along the overgrown path that led away from the river. He couldn’t let her go yet. ‘Then I must strive to give them what they want. Love and passion, ending in a noisy, messy battle.’

‘As it always does, I fear, in one way or another.’ Anna laid her head on his shoulder with a sigh. ‘I think you do give the people what they want in your plays. You see into their very hearts and your words speak to their deepest desires and fears. It is why they flock to the White Heron to see your work. You see the truth of people, deep down.’

He wished he could see the truth of her. All of her—not merely the tantalising glimpses she offered in the heat of their passion. But then he would have to show her the truth of himself in return, and he wasn’t ready to lose her. Not yet. He hadn’t realised how dry and barren his life had been before, how hungry he was for what Anna offered. Not just sex, but her laughter and secrets, too.

Had he found what he really needed now, all too late? Was this the true curse of his life? To see what he wrote of in his poetry but be unable ever to claim it? He would have laughed at the bitter irony if it did not make his heart ache.

‘Then I must finish my new play quickly for your father,’ he said. ‘And hope you will approve of it.’

‘I fear you won’t finish by going to country parties and wandering the woods with me,’ she said.

‘On the contrary, fairest Anna—walking the woods with you is the finest inspiration.’ Rob ducked beneath a low-hanging tangle of branches, Anna still held in his arms, and entered his old secret grove.

‘Oh!’ she gasped. ‘What is this place?’

‘It was my magical realm when I was a boy,’ he said. ‘I haven’t been back for many years. I’m surprised it’s still here at all.’

‘Who could bear to destroy such a spot?’ Anna asked. Rob gently set her on her feet and she drifted around the thick ring of trees, staring in wonder.

The trees were so closely grown that the circle was cast in deepest shade. The ground beneath was soft and emerald green, scattered with several large, flat rocks worn smooth by time. In the centre a blackened circle showed where there had once been an old fire-pit.

‘When I was a boy I imagined it was the realm of Druids and the fairyfolk, from the old tales our kitchen maid would tell me when my mother wasn’t listening,’ Rob said. ‘Or it could be the Dark Knight’s fortress—or a place where spirits could be summoned.’

‘It is an enchanted place. I’m sure of it,’ Anna murmured. She removed her glove and ran her fingertips over the rough trunk of a tree. ‘I’ve never been anywhere so quiet. So strange and haunted, yet so welcoming at the same time.’

Rob leaned against another tree, crossing his arms over his chest as he watched her. She tilted her face up to the faint rays of pale light that filtered through the trees, and spun around laughing.

He couldn’t look away from her at all. Her beauty held him spellbound.

‘This place likes you,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t welcome everyone into its midst.’

She twirled to a stop, her skirts swaying, and smiled at him. ‘Perhaps it welcomes you because you are the king of the enchanted grove and I am your guest.’

‘I would that I were king of so much more, with lands and jewels to shower on you.’ He wished he could give her everything, instead of the pain that was his only legacy to her. Wished he could be worthy of her.

‘No gift could be finer than this moment, here in this place.’ She slowly crossed the grove to stand before him, so very close, achingly close, but not touching. ‘With you, Robert.’

He could bear it no longer. He grabbed her hands in his and drew her into his arms, their bodies pressed tight together as she went up on tiptoe. He kissed her with all the hunger in his heart.

She looped her arms about his neck, his hat falling to the ground as she laced her fingers through his hair and held on to him. His tongue traced the soft bow of her lips, urging her to open to him, welcome him, before he pressed inside to taste her.

She met him with a soft moan that drove his need to even hotter heights. They fell together to the ground, wrapped around each other, their kiss deepening.

Rob traced his mouth over her jaw, the softness of her ear, the curve of her throat, until he rested his head on her shoulder and just held on to her. Breathed in deeply of the warm, summer rose scent of her.

‘I wish we could never leave this place,’ she whispered. ‘Do you think the fairies would carry us off to live in their realm forever?’ She gently cradled his head against her and kissed his brow.

‘They would make you their fairy queen.’

Anna laughed softly. ‘And you their clown. But surely in fairy realms a queen and a clown could be happy together.’

‘Happy forever, I’m sure.’

‘Then while we are here we are in our very own realm,’ she said. ‘Nothing can touch us—not here.’

They held on to each other in silence as the light turned sparkling and golden around them and time itself seemed to stand still. It was only them, Robert and Anna, in the perfect silence of their own realm, watched by fairy eyes that kept away the wider world with the force of their spells—or by the force of Rob’s own will, that wanted only one more moment with her.

But not even the most ferocious will, nor the spells of the fairies, could keep away the world forever.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

ANNA turned before the looking glass on her chamber wall, twisting her head one way then the other as she studied herself. She wasn’t sure it was really her, Anna Barrett, who stood there, even as the reflected woman obeyed her movements.

Lady Elizabeth had loaned Anna her own maid again to help her dress and fix her hair for the ball, and the woman had worked wonders. She could almost be a fairy queen in truth, with her dark hair piled high in smooth, shining waves, pinned with pearl skewers and crowned with a delicate wire and pearl headdress.

She wore another gown borrowed from the White Heron’s costume coffers—a bodice and overskirt of white and gold brocade, with a quilted petticoat of deep crimson velvet. Lady Elizabeth had also sent jewels—pearl earrings and a long, looping strand of more pearls—and a white feather fan and silver pomander hung from her waist.

Such a creature could surely sit upon a golden throne in Rob’s enchanted grove, presiding over the fairy revels. But was it her?

‘It is me tonight,’ she said with a laugh, and reached for her bottle of scent.

Ever since the visit to Rob’s fairy circle, ever since he had kissed her there and held her so close, she’d felt—different. Lighter. As if she drifted above the ground on a golden cloud, dancing with each step. She wished she knew the antidote to keep the spell from fading away. She wished that she could always feel just like this—always.

She turned away from the glass and the false image it held to tempt her. Soon this party would end. The days were flying past, faster with every moment, and soon she would go back to Southwark. Back to looking after her father, keeping his ledgers, badgering bawdy housekeepers for their rent. Wearing grey gowns and living backstage, behind the action and noise and colour.

‘But in the meantime I will dance and dance,’ she declared aloud. She whirled round and round in her fine skirts, whirling until she was dizzy and laughing.

Until she collided with a solid, strong male chest.

She heard the sound of Rob’s laughter, and he reached out to catch her in his arms before she could topple to the ground.

‘Have you begun the ball so early, my lady?’ he asked. ‘And without me?’

‘I thought I should practise my steps,’ she said, breathless from her spinning—and from his touch. ‘I fear that particular dance might be rather unpolished for company.’

‘Not once they’ve had their fill of Edward’s fine Malmsey wine.’ Rob nuzzled his lips just below her ear, his breath warm on her skin. ‘You smell delicious, Anna.’

She wanted to melt deeper into his arms, seize him by the folds of his crimson velvet doublet and drag him closer and closer, but she could hear the faint strains of music from downstairs. She pushed him away.

‘And you will muss Lady Elizabeth’s maid’s fine efforts,’ she said. ‘I fear one touch will bring this great edifice collapsing down.’

Rob kissed her hand in a most gallant, courtly manner, bowing low over it. ‘You will be the most beautiful woman there. All the men will be brawling for the chance to dance with you.’

‘I should hope not,’ Anna said sternly. ‘I should hate to see Lord Edward’s grand hall wrecked for the sake of my clumsy pavane.’

‘Nonetheless, you will have many partners tonight.’ Rob suddenly looked serious. ‘Edward has invited all the local gentry and some friends from London, as well as his house guests. The ball will be very crowded, and some of them are people you would not like to know.’

Anna laughed, but she was a bit discomfited by the sudden solemn look on his face. ‘Rob, I collect my father’s rent from Mother Nan and the proprietor of a bear pit. I work in a theatre. I am quite accustomed to the less genteel sort.’

‘Some of these people make Mother Nan look the image of honesty,’ he answered. ‘Just try and stay close to me. And don’t listen to anything they might tell you.’

‘Oh, Robert. I can take care of myself—even amongst preening courtiers.’

‘I know you can.’ He kissed her hand again, a lingering caress, and held on to her as if he didn’t want to let her go. ‘But you should not have to.’

The music grew louder, and Anna feared if she stood there with him a moment longer she wouldn’t want to leave. ‘Shall we go down now?’

Rob held out his arm for her to take and gave her a bow. ‘Your revels await, my lady.’

Anna laid her hand lightly on his arm, feeling his tight and corded muscles under her touch. He led her down the stairs to the foyer, where they joined a stream of guests pressing towards the great hall. It seemed as crowded as when the audience surged through the doors of the White Heron when a play was announced, with a jumble of laughter and shouted greetings, the hum of excitement, as if something was just about to begin.

As she was swept into the hall on the tide of people, Anna was glad of her borrowed finery. Everyone here was dressed as if at Court, in embroidered silks, fine lace ruffs and jewels. The air grew warmer as everyone pressed in around her, smelling of oiled perfumes, lavender sachets and wine. She held tightly to Rob’s arm as they jostled around her, and thought Lord Edward must be popular indeed for everyone to journey to his house for a gathering when they might have stayed in London and seen the same faces any day at Whitehall.

Then they pushed their way farther into the hall and the crowd fanned out and grew thinner. She could see the musicians in the gallery, half hidden above the room. They played a lively galliard—the newest Italian version of the dance that was all the rage at Court and which Lord Henshaw’s Men were attempting to learn for their next production at the White Heron. A line of couples along the centre of the hall performed it now, leaping and spinning lightly in a blur of stained-glass colours and flashing feet.

The long tables were pushed to the walls and laden with silver ewers of wine and platters of rare sweetmeats. Liveried footmen circulated among the laughing crowds with heavy trays loaded with full goblets.

Rob caught up two of them and handed one to Anna as he led her around the edge of the dance floor. She sipped at it and found it was a rich, honeyed punch, sweet and deceptive in its strength. It went straight to her head and made her laugh.

‘I’ve never seen such a party before,’ she said, dodging around a brocade train.

‘There are revels aplenty in Southwark,’ Rob said.

Anna thought of Southwark—the sounds of screams of laughter and shattering glass from taverns, the shrieks of Winchester geese in the streets. ‘Aye, there is drink and noise aplenty at all times. Just not …’

‘Not as well-dressed?’ Rob said.

Anna laughed. ‘Not quite so fine, no.’

‘A rich raiment can hide so much behind its glitter,’ he said, in a low, harsh, bitter tone.

Anna looked at him, startled. What did he hide behind those words, those watchful eyes?

‘Robert! Mistress Barrett!’ Lord Edward called. ‘So you join us at last.’

Anna turned to see Edward and Elizabeth standing together near the vast fireplace, both of them garbed in exquisite blue and gold satin, like peacocks in a glorious garden. Elizabeth’s hair was smoothed back and twined with a gold halolike headdress, while sapphires sparkled around her neck and on the bodice of her gown.

‘Robert, you must save me,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Edward refuses to dance tonight, and I cannot stand still when I hear such music.’

‘Refuses to dance with such beauty?’ Rob said, bowing to Elizabeth and holding out his hand to her. ‘His foolishness is to my gain, my lady, if you will allow me to be your partner.’

Elizabeth laughed and took his hand. ‘Most gladly I will. You’re a better dancer than he is, anyway.’

Edward snorted, but Anna could see the glow of laughter in his eyes as he looked at Elizabeth. ‘Go, then, minx—abandon me for a capering clown of a dancer. I will keep Mistress Barrett here with me, instead.’

Rob and Elizabeth hurried away, swallowed by the thick knots of revellers, and Anna was left with Lord Edward. He gave her another goblet of the delicious wine and took away her empty one.

‘What do you think of our little gathering here, Mistress Barrett?’ he asked.

‘“Little,” indeed, Lord Edward,’ Anna said. ‘I doubt there is anyone left in England outside this house tonight. You do have a great many friends.’

Edward surveyed the gathered company around him with narrowed eyes. ‘It doesn’t take much to lure anyone here to Hart Castle. A little wine, a little music. It is always useful to know people, Mistress Barrett, to hear their gossip and find out what is happening in their minds. To stay always a step ahead of them.’

Anna studied him over the silver rim of her goblet. There was a hardness about him as he watched his own party—a cool distance. He was there, a part of them, their leader even in fashion and courtly power, and yet he was so distant from it all.

Just as Robert was, when he thought no one watched him. When she felt that terrible longing to know what he hid in his heart.

‘That does not sound like friendship, my lord,’ she said.

‘True friendship is a rare thing, indeed, Mistress Barrett, as I’m sure you know,’ he answered. He looked at her and smiled, and those hard eyes softened. ‘That is why I’m glad Rob is here tonight.’

‘Is he your friend, then? Not merely your pet poet, as I hear Lord Southampton keeps?’

Edward laughed. ‘I pity anyone who would attempt to keep Rob Alden as a pet anything, Mistress Barrett. He is as unpredictable and changeable as the lion in the Queen’s menagerie. But as a friend he is loyal and honest. Aye, I do count him as a friend. We have known each other since we were boys.’

Anna was most intrigued by his words, by this rare glimpse of Robert before she knew him. Before he was Rob Alden, idol of the London playhouses. ‘He did say he grew up in the village here.’

‘His father was the local book binder and glover, and like me Rob had no brothers near his age to make mischief with. My older brother was much older, and my younger but a babe in arms then. My parents were often gone from home to serve at Court, and I had great freedom to roam the estate and get into trouble. Rob’s father was kind to me—let me hang about in his workshop when I was bored and lonely. Rob and I became friends, running wild over the countryside.’

‘And you knew each other all these years?’

Edward shook his head. ‘Nay. When my younger brother was in leading strings my parents sent me away to be a page in Lord Burghley’s household, so I could learn courtly ways. When I returned years later, as master of Hart Castle, Rob and his family were long gone. I didn’t find him again until I saw one of his plays in London. But we still have much in common.’

A lord and a player? Anna longed to know what those commonalities could be. ‘A love of poetry?’

‘And much else,’ Edward said with a smile. ‘Such as fair ladies and wild schemes to make things right again.’

Anna laughed. ‘I think anyone who would befriend Robert would have to favour wild schemes, Lord Edward. Such is the life of the theatre.’

‘Do you enjoy wildness, then, Mistress Barrett?’

‘I certainly didn’t before,’ she said. ‘But I am coming to see the advantage of a certain variety in life.’

Rob and Elizabeth danced past them in a peacock-blue whirl, and Elizabeth waved and laughed. Edward waved back at her, watching her as if she was the only person in the whole riotous hall.

‘You’re quite right, Mistress Barrett,’ he said. ‘There is much to be said for variety in life.’

The dancers parted into two lines with the figures of the dance, and for a moment she could see down the whole length of the room. A new guest appeared in the doorway, a burly, bearded man, red-faced and trussed in a gold-and-russet doublet, with a group of men gathered behind him. They watched the merriment with glowers on their hard faces and their hands on the daggers at their waists, while the bearded man beamed.

Edward’s shoulders stiffened.

‘Who is that?’ Anna asked. ‘Is it someone without an invitation?’

As she watched him, Edward slowly relaxed and gave her a smile. ‘On the contrary, Mistress Barrett. That is my esteemed neighbour, Sir Thomas Sheldon. Perhaps you have heard of him?’

‘I have, indeed,’ Anna murmured. Thomas Sheldon was known in the environs of Southwark for being a cheat at cards and a rough customer in the brothels. Even by the lax standards of the neighbourhood he was a man no one liked to see coming.

Luckily for the White Heron he favoured Lord Weston’s Men at another theatre, and never darkened their door. But many was the time Anna had heard Mother Nan complain of him.

She studied him now with some interest. He looked like a round, red-faced elf more than a troublemaker.

‘Surely he is not your friend, Lord Edward?’ she said.

‘It’s always wise to know what one’s neighbours are about, don’t you agree, Mistress Barrett?’ he answered. ‘Especially when they have only recently come into the estate.’

Rob and Lady Elizabeth rejoined them at that moment, both of them watching the arrival of Sir Thomas and his escorts. Rob also rested his hand on the hilt of his dagger, and though he smiled and moved with a lazy grace Anna almost feared a brawl would break out there, like a scene from one of his plays.

‘My dearest Elizabeth, I should greet our new guests,’ Edward said. ‘I would not wish to appear inhospitable.’

Elizabeth grabbed his arm. ‘Not without me, Edward. I have only recently finished the refurbishment of this hall. I don’t wish to see it wrecked.’

‘Whatever do you mean? I am the soul of civilisation, my love. Nothing will happen tonight.’

Elizabeth frowned up at him. ‘What are you about, then?’

Edward kissed her cheek and gently loosened her hand from his arm. ‘I will take Rob with me to greet Sir Thomas, Elizabeth. I don’t want you subjected to his filthy nonsense. Stay here with Mistress Barrett.’

‘Edward …’ she began warningly.

‘I promise you, love. Nothing will happen.’ Edward nodded at Robert and the two of them set off across the room, threading their way through the increasingly noisy revellers. They looked as if they were entering the field of battle.

‘Aye, nothing tonight,’ Elizabeth muttered. She snatched up a goblet and drained the wine.

Anna felt chilly even in the overheated room, and she rubbed at her arms as she tried to erase that heavy disquiet. ‘What is between Lord Edward and Thomas Sheldon?’

‘An old enmity,’ Elizabeth answered. She drew Anna to a quieter corner and whispered in her ear. ‘Edward’s younger brother died a few years ago—cheated of his fortune by Sheldon and then sent off to die on a ship to America. Sheldon has cheated many men of every status, but his villainy has not yet been proved to the Queen. He even tried to marry my poor niece last year—she was terrified of such a fate.’

‘How awful,’ Anna said. No woman should find herself married to a brute, as she herself had.

‘She is happily married to a man of her own choosing now, and in a strange way it was that which brought me to Edward. But Sheldon must be stopped, one way or another.’

‘You two must have great secret confidences, here in this dark corner,’ Rob said as he came up behind them.

He slipped his arm around Anna’s waist and tugged her close to him. Even though he smiled when she looked up at him, she could glimpse that familiar darkness lurking in his eyes.

Trouble and strife didn’t live only in the narrow Southwark streets. It followed them even into grand houses. Anna had the sudden urge to grab Rob’s hand and run from this place—from everything their lives held of secrets and plots and dark longings. To just—run.

But she knew running could not lead to escape.

‘Where is Edward?’ Elizabeth asked. ‘I hope you did not leave him alone with Sheldon!’

‘I’m not such a poor friend as that, Elizabeth,’ Rob answered. ‘We merely greeted Sheldon and found him and his men amenable dance partners among the ladies. Then your footman came to Edward with a question about the wine supplies. It seems your guests are so very greedy you are in danger of running out.’

‘That is ridiculous,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Edward’s wine is enough to last a century. Where is he now?’

‘In the kitchens, I believe. And Sheldon is just there, dancing with Lady Arabella—if you dare call it dancing.’ Robert waved towards Sir Thomas, weaving an unsteady path through the patterns of another galliard. Everyone else was having such a merry time they didn’t seem to notice when he went the wrong way and ran into them.

Elizabeth departed to look for Edward and the wine, and Anna was left alone with Robert. She snuggled against his side and rested her head on his shoulder, suddenly weary of grand people and their parties and schemes. She felt as if a long, dark evening had just passed—one filled with matters she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to understand.

But she feared that when it came to Rob she had to know. Her life was wound around his now, for good or ill.

‘Would you like to dance, Anna?’ he asked quietly.

She shook her head. ‘I think I grow tired of revels.’

‘Then let us find somewhere quieter and make our own revels,’ he whispered, and kissed her forehead.

Anna couldn’t help but laugh as he took her hand and led her towards the doors. The party had grown even louder as the night went on, and Edward’s generous supply of wine flowed, and more than a few of the guests seemed intent on making their own revels. They leaned on each other as they spun through the door, and couples kissed half hidden behind tapestries and in corners. Rob led her neatly around the crowds until finally they emerged into the cool quiet of the entrance hall.

There were people there, as well, but they whispered together and seemed to see nothing else around them. Anna followed Rob down a corridor, their path running beside closed doors and glowering portraits lit only by flickering torches set high in their wall sconces. The farther they went the greater the silence grew, until she could only hear their soft footsteps on the wooden floor, the swish of her skirts.

They ducked behind the shelter of a heavy velvet hanging into a small window embrasure, where moonlight streamed through the diamond-shaped panes of glass and broke into shards of light on the panelled wall. It was cool there, after the stuffy heat of the great hall, and Anna leaned back on the wall to finally take a breath.

Rob braced his hands to either side of her, his body pressed close to hers in their own little haven.

‘Better now?’ he asked.

‘Much. I had no idea Lord Edward was such a generous host.’

‘I think he would much prefer to just live quietly here at Hart Castle with Elizabeth and his studies.’

‘Then why does he invite the whole county and all of London to a ball?’ Anna thought of Sir Thomas Sheldon. ‘Even those he would prefer to keep away.’

‘He has his reasons—for now.’

‘And you take a share in those reasons?’ she asked. It was one more reminder to be cautious of Rob, that she truly knew so little of him. Not that she had heeded those cautions much of late!

Rob’s eyes glittered as he stared down at her. ‘Perhaps, I do. He is my friend.’

‘Elizabeth said you have been friends since childhood.’

‘And what else did she say?’ he asked.

‘She told me the tale of Sir Thomas and Lord Edward’s poor brother.’

‘Ah. She was talkative.’

‘Does Elizabeth also work for the Queen’s government?’ Anna asked.

Rob laughed, but she could hear no mirth in it. ‘Edward works only for himself, for his own ends—as we all do in our ways. Sometimes we use the assistance of others when it’s needful.’

‘And how are you assisting in this matter?’

‘So many questions, fairest Anna,’ he murmured, and lowered his head to kiss her ear, the curve of her neck, biting lightly at the soft skin and then blowing on it to soothe the little sting until she shivered. ‘It’s much too lovely a night to waste on questions.’

Anna laid her hands flat against his chest and pressed him back. ‘You will not escape me forever, Robert Alden.’

‘How can I escape when I can’t help running straight into your arms every time you look at me?’ he laughed. ‘But nor can you escape me now, and I fear you will rue that one day very soon. Perhaps you should flee now, while you still can?’

Anna pounded her hands against him before catching his doublet in her fists and drawing him back to her. ‘It’s much too late to run for either of us. Oh, Rob, how you drive me to madness!’

‘The feeling is quite mutual.’ His mouth swooped down to cover hers, open and hot, and she met him with equal need.

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pressed her body against his, holding on as if he would vanish if she let go. The air around them grew hot and blurry, crackling, and she felt his touch slide over her shoulders, skimming her collarbone, her arms, until he covered her breast with a rough caress.

Anna moaned as he stroked the soft underside of her bosom through the fine, stiff fabric of her bodice and covered her hard with his palm. His fingers stroked her sensitive nipple and she cried out against his mouth. Her hands dug into his back and traced down the groove of his spine, over the shift and hardness of his lean muscles, until she cupped the taut curve of his backside through his velvet breeches. She tugged his hips closer to hers, and felt the press of his erection through her skirts.

His head arched back and he groaned. ‘Anna! You’re killing me.’

She reached between them and stroked the length of his penis once, twice, wanting him to feel as wild with need as she was. As desperate for connection, no matter how brief their time in each other’s lives could be. She wanted to feel that he was hers—all of him, here and now—as she feared she was his.

He grabbed her wrist and held her away from him as he kissed her again, his tongue pressing deep to taste her, possess her. She felt him lift her up against him as he flipped her skirts back and she wrapped her legs tight around his waist. The fine cloth of his breeches rubbed against the sensitive skin above her garters and she moaned at the feeling of it.

He freed himself from the confines of fabric and drove into her, deep and hard. She welcomed him eagerly. The pleasure washed over her, hot and overwhelming, stealing her breath and thoughts. There was only him, only sensation—only the two of them together with everything else shut away.

He held her close against the wall, balancing her weight as he thrust again and again, deeper, wrapped all around her as they reached desperately for their release. It was a perfect moment of freedom, of soaring away, and Anna held on to him as she burst into a hundred sparkling stars.

She caught his shout of climax with her kiss, feeling his body grow taut against hers as he drove himself into her one more time. Then he let out his breath, his shoulders relaxing, and slowly lowered her to her feet.

Her legs trembled and she leaned into him, holding on until the warm weakness could pass. He held on to her, too, his forehead pressed to hers, and slowly they sank together to the floor.

They said nothing as they sat there amid the pool of her skirts, just holding on to each other as the night closed around them.

‘If this is madness,’ Rob said hoarsely, ‘then I should be carried off to an asylum at once.’

‘Oh, Robert,’ Anna whispered. ‘Are we not already there?’

Rob watched Anna as she slept, her face peaceful and pale in the moonlight as she drifted away in dreams. How beautiful she was. How impossible it was for him to resist her.

But he had to. He had his work to do. And when she discovered the full truth of what he was doing the desire in her eyes would die and there would be only revulsion.

Feeling hollow and cold inside, Rob drew the bedclothes around her bare shoulders. She sighed and snuggled deeper, and Rob lay down beside her again with his hands under his head to stare up sightlessly at the canopy. Aye, she would abhor him, then forget him, but he was beginning to fear he would never forget her. She would always haunt him. The one good, fine thing that had ever been his, even if it was only for one moment.

He had to be honest with her now—as honest as he could be without revealing himself too far. He owed her that much. Then perhaps one day she would look back and understand.

He would take her to meet his sister.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE early morning breeze was cool and crisp as Anna walked along the banks of the river, her hand in Rob’s. It smelled fresh, of clean water and green growing things, the loamy sweetness of earth. Birds chattered in the treetops, and she could hear the music of the wind rustling through the leaves. She had never felt farther from London or from her real life, her everyday self.

It struck her that this was her vision come true—the image she’d had as they’d driven to Hart Castle, of herself and Rob walking by a country stream. A sylvan dream that could not last.

‘Where are we going, then?’ she asked, laughing.

Rob smiled back at her over his shoulder. But even though he smiled she could sense he was in a strange, distant mood. ‘You asked me that before.’

‘And you did not answer. I’ll just keep asking until you do.’

‘You’ll see when we get there. ‘Tis a surprise.’

‘A pleasant one, I hope,’ she said. ‘After Thomas Sheldon’s appearance last night I could do without strange surprises.’

‘Ah, now, what’s a day without a strange surprise?’ Rob let go of her hand and looped his arm around her waist, holding her close as they walked along. ‘Are you enjoying yourself here at Hart Castle? Despite Sheldon playing the dark witch at our fairy ball?’

Anna thought about his question, and all that had happened in the short time since they’d arrived at Hart Castle. It seemed as if months and not mere days had passed. So much had shifted inside her since they’d come here. She saw some things more clearly—and other things not at all.

‘I have enjoyed being here very much,’ she said truthfully. ‘Hart Castle is beautiful, and Edward and Elizabeth have been so kind and welcoming. It’s a fine life here, despite such shadows as Sheldon. I have a feeling he is not a permanent annoyance, though.’

‘I have a feeling you are right about that,’ Rob muttered under his breath. ‘I am glad you like it here. It’s been a haven of sorts to me.’ There was a strange distance in his voice, a faraway look in his eye. He hadn’t left behind that strange mood he had been in ever since they’d woken up.

‘We should all be so lucky to have such a haven,’ Anna answered. Sometimes she felt as if there was no place to hide at all. At some moments she did feel safe with Robert, safe held in his arms where nothing else could touch her.

She knew it was naught but an illusion. But she treasured it nonetheless.

They turned a bend in the footpath, and the river wound away gently down to a valley. Rob led her up the slope of a hill, away from its banks. At its crest she could see the splendid view spread before her—rolling fields, the dark mystery of the woods in the distance and a village that looked like a doll’s toy of streets and houses. The pale, watery blue sky, dotted with fluffy puffs of low-hanging clouds spreading fleeting shadows on the ground below, spread over all.

‘It’s a beautiful prospect,’ she said. ‘Is this the surprise?’

Rob shook his head. ‘We have a farther walk, I’m afraid. Are you up to the exercise?’

Anna laughed. ‘I feel I could walk a hundred miles today! I feel so—new. It must be the fresh air.’

‘Fresh air is one thing that is most plentiful here in the country,’ he said as they made their way down the hill.

Even though he held on to her he didn’t seem to be really with her. Was he worried about something?

The tall grass caught at Anna’s hem, and she lifted her skirts up out of the way. She tried to ignore his distance and just enjoy the day, but she couldn’t quite forget or cease to worry.

‘Wouldn’t it be lovely to have a cottage here by this very hill?’ she said, determined to be cheerful. ‘To wake every day to such a prospect, and to the sounds of birds singing?’

‘You wouldn’t miss being woken by shouts and slop buckets tossed out of windows?’

Anna wrinkled her nose. ‘Who would miss that?’

‘The country has its faults, as well,’ Rob said. ‘Perishing cold in the winter, no theatres or booksellers nearby.’

‘No heads on pikes, either,’ Anna said with a shiver, thinking of the boiled eyeless heads that stared down from atop London Bridge every time she walked past.

‘Reminding us of the fate that awaits he who takes a misstep?’ Rob lifted her over a muddy puddle and led her across a small bridge into the village. Even as they walked so close he did not seem to be entirely with her.

Unlike most rural lanes, the main street was cobbled and wide, lined with half-timbered buildings of shops and dwellings. Thatched roofs alternated with slate tiles, and at the end of the lane was a solid, square old church of faded brown stone, its churchyard of leaning grave markers enclosed in a newer-looking stone wall.

Merchants were opening up for the morning, laying out their counters spread with wares. Silvery smoke curled out of chimneys, its sweet smell blending with fresh bread from the bake shop. Women lined up with their buckets at the well, children clinging to their skirts or chasing each other about. Older boys were following a black-clad teacher into the schoolhouse.

Everyone turned to watch them as Anna and Rob walked by, a few people calling out greetings that Robert paused to answer.

‘This is the village where you grew up?’ she asked.

‘Aye, in rooms above my father’s shop just over yonder,’ he said, pointing to a structure down the next lane. ‘And I went to school there, as those unfortunate boys are now.’

‘Learning your Latin?’

Rob laughed. ‘Getting my palms whipped for being un-serious, usually. And over there, in our village guildhall, I saw my first play.’

Anna looked to where he pointed—a long, low building just beyond the church. ‘What was the play?’

‘An allegorical tale of fortune and misfortune, presented by a ragged band of travelling players. I was five, and the hall was so crowded there was no place to sit, so my father stood at the back and held me on his shoulders so I could see. I was entranced, despite the shabby costumes and clumsy line readings. I had never known that mere words could take a person out of the everyday world and into a place that was so—magical. That they could make a person think of things in a way they had never considered before.’

‘Aye,’ Anna whispered. That was how watching his plays made her feel—as if she was in a new world, with thoughts and desires she had never imagined before. His plays were a part of him. Did they reveal some of the secrets she longed to know?

‘From then on I wanted only to write, to watch plays,’ he said. ‘My father wanted me to take over his business, as sons should do, but I was no good at leather-working. I wanted fine words and poetry. I wanted to move people and make them laugh. And I wanted adventure—to see the world away from this place.’

‘You could not be contained by the village any longer?’

‘Nay.’

Anna nodded. ‘I once thought the world I grew up in could not contain me, that I was for another sort of life far from Southwark. I used to dream and plan …’

Rob held on to her hand, surveying the streets where he had run as a child. It seemed he saw things there she could not even fathom. ‘But where we come from always draws us back.’

‘You left! You became what you wanted to be.’

‘Aye. When I was seventeen, Lord Henshaw’s Men came through here as they toured the countryside, and I persuaded them to let me leave with them as an apprentice despite my advanced age. My father was furious.’

‘Did you ever reconcile with him?’ Anna asked softly.

Rob didn’t answer. They had reached the outskirts of the village, and he pointed at a small cottage set back in a tidy little garden. His eyes were shadowed, secret. ‘This is our destination, Anna.’

‘What is it?’ she asked cautiously, examining the place. It looked like an ordinary cottage—painted shutters drawn back, smoke from the chimney, flowering vines curling over the doorway. But appearances, like the sweet words of a play, could deceive.

‘I want you to meet my family,’ he said. ‘What is left of it.’

‘Your family?’ Anna cried, stopping abruptly on the path.

He glanced back at her, a frown on his brow. ‘Is something amiss?’

‘I—am not prepared to meet anyone,’ she said. She smoothed her skirts and carefully touched her hair to be sure it was still tidy. ‘I should have worn something finer.’

‘Oh, Anna,’ he said, a strange, sad note in his tone. He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it, warm and tender through the leather of her glove. ‘It doesn’t matter in the least what you wear—not here. And you are always lovely anyway.’

‘And you are an unrepentant flatterer, even here,’ she answered. ‘Very well, then. Show me to your house.’

Rob looped her arm with his and pushed open the garden gate to lead her down the narrow front path. Though the space was small it was well kept, with neat beds lined with flat river stones and a vegetable patch around the side. It had an air of quiet, neat contentment.

Perhaps too quiet? Anna peered up at the gleaming windows but could detect no hint of life. No one peered down at them, awaiting their arrival.

Rob knocked at the door, and despite his words Anna felt herself growing nervous. She had no idea at all what to expect. And her trepidation grew as she glanced at Rob’s shadowed, closed face. He seemed so different here.

There was the sound of quick footsteps from within, and the click of a latch before the door swung open. Anna’s worries eased a bit as she saw the woman who greeted them—an older lady who was not in the least fearsome. She was as compact and tidy as the house itself, with a round, pink face under a white cap, and a dark blue dress covered with an apron. A smile spread across her lips as she saw them there.

‘Master Robert!’ she cried. ‘Here you are at last.’

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t visit until now, Nelly,’ Rob said. He stepped into the cool dimness of the small entrance hall, drawing Anna with him, and kissed Nelly on her plump cheek. ‘I’ve missed you very much.’

‘Ack, you have so much important work to do with Lord Edward you can’t miss us,’ Nelly said with a laugh. ‘And you’ve picked a fine day to visit.’

‘All is well, I trust?’ Rob said.

‘Very well. It’s been quiet since the last spell—and that was days ago, as you know. Things are very tranquil today.’ Nelly glanced curiously at Anna.

‘Nelly, this is Mistress Barrett, who has come with me from London,’ said Rob. ‘I wanted her to meet you, and to see the village where I grew up.’

Nelly curtsied to Anna as Anna smiled back at her. Nelly’s look was full of frank curiosity. ‘We’re very pleased to meet any friend of Master Alden’s, mistress.’

‘As am I, Mistress Nelly,’ Anna answered. Any glimpse behind Rob’s ever-changing masks was to be treasured. She studied the plain, scrubbed hall of the curious little house and listened for any sounds, but there was none to hear.

‘I’m just putting together a pie for dinner,’ Nelly said. ‘You can make your visit while I finish it up. I hope you’ll stay to eat with us? There’s plenty to go round.’

‘Of course, Nelly. I would never miss the chance to taste your pie again,’ Rob said.

He looked to the closed door at the end of the hall, and Anna glimpsed that dark shadow passing over his eyes. She tightened her hand on his arm, and he gave her a quick smile.

‘Is it possible for me to go in alone, Nelly? Is that wise after last time?’

‘All has been quiet of late,’ Nelly answered with a smile.

She led them to the end of the hall and threw open the door. Anna followed Rob inside to find a sunny little sitting room, the window open to let in the morning air. The space was whitewashed, and laid with a dark wood floor that gleamed with polish, scattered with footstools and cushioned chairs covered with bright embroidery.

A girl sat by the window, her head bent over a tambor frame as she worked. She wore a simple white gown covered with a loose pale blue surcoat, and her hair fell in long dark waves down her back.

She didn’t look up at their entrance, until Nelly clapped her hands and said, ‘Mistress Mary, your brother has come to visit you!’

The girl turned to them, and Anna almost gasped at the sight of her face. She looked like a female version of Robert, with his bright blue eyes and elegant cheekbones. Her jaw and mouth were softer, yet it was obvious they were siblings.

But the left side of her face bore a terrible scar—a faded slash across her cheek that ended at her chin and marred the peach perfection of her skin.

She gave a vague smile, as if she had no idea who it was that stood before her yet was trying to be polite.

‘‘Tis a fine day, is it not?’ she said.

‘I will leave you to your visit, then, while I see to my pie,’ said Nelly. She backed out of the room and closed the door softly behind her.

Mary went back to her sewing, humming a little tune under her breath.

Anna watched her in astonishment. ‘This is your sister?’ she whispered.

Rob gave a grim nod. ‘She never knows me, though. She remembers nothing at all most days—which is surely a blessing. Sometimes she is violently upset, sometimes quiet. We must hope today is a quiet one.’

Before Anna could ask him more, he moved very slowly and cautiously to stand by Mary’s chair. She merely kept sewing.

‘What do you work on today, Mary?’ he asked quietly. ‘It’s very fine.’

Mary didn’t answer, and Anna edged closer to examine the half-finished cloth. It was in the same style as the cushion covers—a bright scene of flowers and leaves. The open workbox on the table beside her was filled with skeins of silk threads in all colours, even twists of gilded gold and silver. An expensive collection, and one Rob no doubt provided, along with the cottage and the nurse.

All for a sister who didn’t know him.

Anna knelt down carefully next to Mary and said, ‘I believe Mistress Mary is using a French satin stitch—a most complicated technique, indeed.’

Mary gave her a smile. ‘Aye, it is complicated, but I have been practising it. I used a cross stitch for the border, see? And I will bead the edges when I’m done to make it shine.’

‘You are very talented at the work,’ Anna said. ‘I can do plain mending, but I make a terrible mess of such fine work.’

Mary giggled, and Rob sat down on a chair to watch her. For the next half-hour Anna chatted with Mary about embroidery, slowly drawing Rob into the conversation. Mary seemed cautious of him, but all went well enough. She only looked truly fearful once, when a group of rowdy, loud boys dashed by outside the window, but Anna’s hand on her arm seemed to steady her.

When Nelly came to summon them to dine Mary went with her, happily chattering, and Anna followed slowly with Robert.

‘What is amiss here, Rob?’ she whispered. ‘Has she always been thus?’

He shook his head, watching his sister with hooded eyes as she fluttered down the corridor. ‘Nay, not always. Only the last few years. After something—happened.’

Anna swallowed hard in sudden cold trepidation. ‘Something?’

‘We must go to them now,’ he said. ‘I will tell you on our walk home, Anna, I promise. Though I fear it is not a pretty tale …’

Rob carefully studied Anna’s face as they walked along the river away from the village. She had been quiet ever since they’d left the cottage, her face calm and expressionless, as if she pondered mysterious things.

He hadn’t been sure he should take her to see Mary. Their time at Hart Castle had been precious to him—moments of passion and laughter in the midst of uncertainty and danger—and he didn’t want to mar the few moments they had left.

Yet he also wanted Anna to know him, the little he could reveal, and see what drove him to his actions. Perhaps then she would not hate him quite so much when the sword that hung over them came crashing down. She would see that he had gone into this to protect the scarred and the vulnerable, like Mary and Anna herself.

Or perhaps that was a vain hope. He knew Anna was fierce in protecting herself and those she cared about, especially her father. She had a core of steel. Yet she also had a tender heart she tried to hide away, a yearning for truth and understanding that matched his own.

He’d seen that tenderness clearly as she sat by Mary and talked to her so gently and patiently. She’d coaxed Mary to peek out of the shell that protected her from the world, and even made her smile.

Rob found that he craved that tenderness for himself—that he wanted the shelter Anna offered from the past and the terrible uncertainties of the present. Shelter from himself. He wanted her goodness, her honesty, her strength.

Her beauty. The sunlight filtered through the trees above her, casting long patterns of shadows on her hair as she carried her hat. She turned her face up to its warmth and a little smile touched her lips. Her whole face softened when she smiled, and for an instant she looked free and content.

She deserved to have that all the time. He wanted to give that to her—to give her all she deserved in life, all she longed for.

She turned to him, her smile fading. ‘You take such good care of your sister.’

Good care? When she shrank from the sight of him because he was a man? ‘I only do what I can. I fear it is not nearly enough.’

‘That can’t be true. You pay for her to have a quiet home, a nurse, fine clothes and the best embroidery silks, while you live over a tavern and write plays for the amusement of the crowds. You see to it she is safe and happy. Most families would have sent her to rot in a madhouse, out of sight and mind.’

‘You would not have done that,’ Rob said. ‘You look after your father with every bit as much care, and more so because you are with him every day. You would never abandon those you love.’

‘Of course I would not. And neither do you, no matter how much you play the rakish, careless actor to the world.’ She looked back to the river. ‘You love your sister.’

‘I love her more than life,’ he said simply, truthfully. He owed his sister for not being there when she needed him. For encouraging her romantic nature with his own poetry. ‘Even as she does not know me now.’

Anna stopped at a shady spot by the turn of the water, and Rob removed his short cloak to spread on the grassy ground for a seat. She put her hat and gloves down beside her and smoothed her skirts over her legs.

Rob lay down on his side next to her, propping himself up on his elbow. They were so close, close enough to touch, yet it felt as if the river flowed between them. He could see her, yearn for her, reach for her, but she couldn’t fully be his. Too many secrets lay between them.

But he feared now that no matter what befell them, nor what she would come to think of him, she was his and always would be. Anna was like no one else he had ever known. She was more beautiful, kinder—more everything. And yet she did not know it.

‘What happened to her?’ Anna asked. ‘You said she was not always thus.’

‘Nay, she was not. Mary is many years younger than me. By the time she arrived my parents had given up hope of more children. She was such a pretty, laughing babe, always into some mischief, and we all adored her. I fear we spoiled and indulged her, and only more so after my mother died. She had a great deal of freedom, and a great imagination.’

Anna smiled down at him. ‘A family trait, I see.’

Rob laughed ruefully. ‘Her imaginings were always more fanciful than mine, more romantic.’

‘More fanciful than running away to join a company of players?’

‘She wanted to fall in love—marry a fine gentleman who would carry her off to Court to meet the Queen. She had dreams of castles and silk gowns, of a man who would always indulge her as we did and whom she could adore in return. I fear I fanned those dreams higher with my own poetry. She was always begging for a fairy story.’

Anna drew her legs up to her chest and rested her chin on her knees as she watched the water wend its way past. ‘Did she find him?’

‘Strangely enough, she did. Have you heard of a family called Carrington?’

She considered for a moment, and shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. But I don’t know all the great families at Court—especially if they have no fondness for the playhouse.’

Rob plucked at the soft grass under his hand. He hated to come to this part of the tale. It sounded like a play—only far too real, with real people as its victims. And it was his fault for living in his dream world and not protecting those he cared for the most.

‘They are not at Court any longer,’ he said. ‘Most of them are dead now. But once they owned the fine estate now possessed by Thomas Sheldon, and they had a son named William who was so handsome and wealthy he was ardently pursued by every maiden in the county.’

‘And this was Mary’s sweetheart?’ Anna asked, drawn into the tale even as she feared the terrible ending she knew was coming.

‘Well may you be astonished. The golden son of a landed family and the daughter of a leather-worker? Such wickedness! Mary and William were clever. They met in such secret even my father did not know of it, and the village gossips had no idea. I was gone on my wanderings with Lord Henshaw’s Men by then, and only heard of what happened after.’ He had abandoned them to their fates. Only now could he try to atone.

Anna bit her lip. ‘What did happen?’

‘My father became ill, and Mary and her swain grew bolder in their meetings. It seemed he declared to her he would marry her, and even gave her a ring,’ Rob said, his voice flat and distant, though she could sense the terrible pain beneath. ‘But there was something he did not tell her—or perhaps he did not even know himself. His father and his elder brother had joined a plot to set Mary of Scotland on the throne and depose Queen Elizabeth.’

‘How terrible!’ Anna cried. She well remembered what had happened to the traitors in the Babington Plot to set Queen Mary on the English throne. The stench had hung over London for days. ‘Treason right here in this peaceful place.’

‘Treason raises its ugly Hydra head everywhere, Anna, and especially where Queen Mary and Spain had greater room to scheme.’ And Spain was not done with scheming, even with its grand Armada destroyed, as Rob knew too well. ‘It destroys the innocent, as well as the guilty.’

‘Innocents like your sister?’

‘Aye, like Mary. She had gone to see her sweetheart when Walsingham’s men raided his family’s house. The tale of what happened then is a confused one, but it can easily be imagined. The servants were beaten and terrorised, Lady Carrington locked up, the house ripped apart in search of hidden priests and treasonous papers. Mary’s suitor hid her in the kitchen before he went to help his family, but she was found.’

Anna’s arms tightened around her legs. ‘They—hurt her? Walsingham’s raiders?’

‘Not them. When she was dragged to the great hall of the house, she saw that her lover was dead. One of the servants who was there that day told me later Mary was hysterical at the sight, screaming and crying, trying to reach him.’ Rob kept his narration carefully quiet and toneless, but the old images still made her heart ache. She could feel the pain so horribly, so clearly. What would she feel like if it was Rob lying there dead?

‘His brother dragged her from William’s body,’ he continued. ‘But he did not release her. He used her as a hostage to shield him as he left the house, shouting that she must be the “traitorous bitch” who had seduced his brother and set Walsingham on them all. Mary wept and protested, fought him, but he dragged her through the fields to a deserted barn where he raped her and cut her face.’

Rob’s fist closed hard on the earth, and his mind clouded with hot blood and fury, as it always did when he remembered the monster who’d hurt Mary. And his own part in it all.

Anna reached out and laid her hand gently over his clenched fist. Her cool touch scattered some of the pain of the old memories, tethered him again to their present moment there under the trees.

‘Was he captured?’ she asked softly.

‘Of course, and carried away to a traitor’s death. But it was too late for Mary. Her mind had snapped and would never be repaired. My father sent for me, and I returned just before he died. He beseeched me to care for Mary, though she shrank from the sight of me as a man. I set her up with Nelly, who had been our nurse when we were children, in that cottage, and went back to London to earn my coin.’

Anna’s fingers curled tighter over his hand. ‘And to work for Walsingham?’

‘Aye.’ Rob rubbed his other hand over his face and rolled to lie on his back. The sky arched overhead, blue and endless, and the curve of Anna’s cheek was kissed by a stray curl of her dark hair. He reached up to brush that strand back, and his touch skimmed over her warm, soft skin.

‘I told you I worked for Walsingham for money and advancement,’ he said. ‘And I do. I can’t lie about that. But mostly I work for him to bring down men like the traitor who attacked my sister and who would destroy the peace of our country.’

‘Oh, Robert.’ Anna lay down beside him and rested her head on his shoulder. ‘You do like to play the careless cynic, but now you have revealed the truth.’

‘And what might the truth be?’ he asked, doubt heavy in his voice.

‘That you are a defender of women and the weak. A white knight.’ Her hand flattened against his chest, stroking him through the thin linen of his shirt. ‘With armour that is a bit rusty, perhaps …’

‘Rusty?’ He seized her hand and raised it to his lips for a kiss. ‘I am quite ready to defeat all challengers.’

And he was. With her by his side, his secrets safe in her hands, he finally felt he could move ahead. That he could somehow make wrongs right and slay all her dragons. That he could be her protector and her love forever, be worthy of her.

If only he himself was not her greatest dragon of all.

‘I know you are ever ready to charge into battle, Robert,’ she said with a sigh. ‘That is exactly what I’m afraid of.’







CHAPTER NINETEEN

ANNA sat on her bed, the breeze from the half-open window cool through her light chemise. From the garden below she could hear music and laughter as the other guests of Hart Castle danced in the moonlight. It sounded so light-hearted and merry, as if it all came from another world—the realm of fairies and dreams.

She knew she should go down to them, put on the fine gown spread before the fire and go dancing. But she felt frozen in place, and the silence of her chamber wrapped around her like a comforting blanket.

Her mind kept seeing Mary Alden, with her pretty blue eyes as blank and empty as a summer sky and that scar on her cheek. Lost deep in the maze of her own mind.

And Robert, who loved his sister so very much he had given his life over to protecting innocents like her in the only way he knew how—with his pen and his sword. The servant of the great spider Walsingham.

Anna had thought she had begun to know Rob. Now she saw she knew nothing at all.

‘Masks upon masks,’ she whispered. She slid down from the bed and went to peer out of her window. The gardens were lit up by a multitude of torches, blazing so brightly the night itself was kept away. Everyone danced between them, like a sumptuously coloured glittering serpent, winding round and round.

She smiled to see their merriment, and wished she could revel in that one fleeting moment as they did. She wished she could feel Rob’s arms around her, twirling her until the sky was a blur and all she knew was him.

She wished that life could be as a play, with heroes and villains and romances, a clear line from beginning to end and a happy jig to close all.

‘But make it a comedy, please,’ she said. A tale of disguises revealed, love triumphant, no tragedy or bloody revenge. No more bloodshed.

Her heart ached for Mary Alden, and for Robert. His life was a revenge play, and she feared there was no place in it for her. No place for tenderness and caring. He felt he did not deserve it, when she knew he was the most deserving of all. But it could never be, not now.

She heard the soft click of her door sliding open, and she turned to see Rob standing there. He wore only his breeches and shirt, the soft linen unlaced to reveal his glistening chest. His hair was tousled and he held a book in his hand. And she suddenly knew—he had been standing there waiting for her all the time.

He closed the door and leaned back against it, watching her across the room. ‘You don’t care to dance tonight?’

Anna shook her head. ‘I am tired. It is odd, Robert—I feel as if I have passed a hundred years today, many lifetimes.’

‘I wearied you with the long walk.’

‘Nay. I am not weary, not now. And—and I am more grateful than I can say that you allowed me to meet your sister.’

‘I could have done nothing else after you shared your own secrets with me.’

‘Secrets?’ she asked.

‘About your marriage.’

Anna glanced back down at the party guests, dancing on as if in giddy oblivion. ‘Mine was not a secret so much as a pitiful tale I don’t care to remember.’

‘Then I’m doubly honoured you remembered it with me,’ he said.

She heard Rob move, felt his warmth against her back as he shut the window and silence fell over the chamber.

‘You’ll grow cold there,’ he said. ‘Come, sit by me on the bed for a while.’

He took her hand in his and led her back to the bed. Anna let him help her slide beneath the bedclothes and tuck them round her before he sat beside her against the bolsters. His arm lay lightly over her shoulders and she smiled up at him. Aye—this was what she had waited for. To be with him, alone in the quiet.

‘I’m certainly warm enough now,’ she said. ‘And the walk today was not too far at all.’

‘Mary liked you very much, I could tell,’ he said. ‘You were very gentle with her.’

Anna rested her head on his shoulder with a sigh. ‘That poor, sweet girl. You have made her a safe haven, Robert.’

‘Whether I can keep it safe for her is less certain,’ he muttered. ‘I brought this for you in thanks.’ He laid the book he held on her lap, and its fine red-leather cover glowed in the low firelight.

‘I need no thanks,’ she said. ‘But I’m always willing to accept books.’ She ran her palm over the soft leather and traced the title in raised gilt letters. Demetrius and Diana—the poem she had been reading in London, the tale of the poor shepherd and his impossible love for a goddess.

She opened it, and saw that it was not a printed book but one handwritten on vellum, as if it was the original manuscript especially bound. She knew that writing well; she saw it often on scripts at the White Heron.

‘You are the author of Demetrius and Diana!’ she whispered, astonished. How could he keep that a secret, when it was the most astonishingly wonderful thing she had ever read? ‘Why did you not tell me before?’

Rob shrugged and laid his hand atop hers on the book. His fingers moved like a whispering caress over her skin. ‘My plays are there for all to see, but my poems—they come from somewhere deeper, I think. Somewhere I don’t want everyone to know.’

‘But this work is beautiful! And very popular, too, though no one knows the real author yet,’ Anna protested. ‘The language and images are so vivid and real, and the emotions—This work could bring you great fame if you let it be known. They do say Queen Elizabeth rewards her favoured poets richly.’

‘What would I do with more fame?’ he asked with a laugh. ‘Or with the Queen’s rewards?’

‘Do you never seek a new life, Robert?’ she questioned. She remembered how he had looked as they walked by the river, so happy and carefree. Or perhaps she had only misread that, putting her own secret desires on to him, and he missed the constant movement and upheaval of London. ‘You would miss having everyone hear your words onstage, I’m sure.’

‘My truest words are in here, fairest Anna, for those who care to seek them.’ He tapped lightly at the book’s cover. ‘And now I give them to you.’

‘It is a very fair gift,’ she said. ‘I will use it to remember these days at Hart Castle, the good and bad of them alike.’

He raised her hand and pressed a warm, open-mouthed kiss to the centre of her palm. ‘I hope you only ever remember the good, Anna. You deserve naught but sunshine and laughter all your days.’

She smiled at him, tenderness flooding her heart at the sight of his tousled hair and shadowed eyes. That ice she had built around her heart in the bleak days with her husband had melted entirely away, and she felt only those sunshine wishes.

She laid her other hand against his face, cupping his cheek, and said softly, ‘How dull that would be, with no poetry to fill my hours.’

Rob’s arms came around her and he pulled her against his body as they both rose to their knees in the middle of the bed. His mouth came over hers in a hungry kiss, and she closed her eyes to tumble head-first into that dark, swirling, heated world she always found with him. She had never felt closer to anyone before, bound to him by desire and joy and sadness all tied into one.

She parted her lips in welcome and felt his tongue sweep against hers, tasting her just as she was hungry for him. She met his kiss with equal fervour, full of all the terrible, passionate longing she always felt with him. It was a primeval, overwhelming force she couldn’t deny. She wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him so close there could be nothing separating them now. She wished she could be even closer, that she could make him entirely her own.

His lips slid to her throat, to the bare skin where her chemise fell away from her shoulder. Gently he urged her back down to the bed and drew the fabric away from her legs, up and up. He kissed her ankle, tracing his tongue over the arch of her foot. It tickled and tingled, and it made her want to laugh and cry out with need all at the same time.

He kissed the soft skin just behind her ankle. He lightly bit at it and traced his mouth up to her knee, the back of her thigh.

‘Robert …’ she whispered.

‘Shh, just lie still,’ he said against her skin. He rose up on his knees between her legs and urged her thighs farther apart as he eased her chemise up to her waist. He used the fabric to draw her closer and softly blew on the damp, sensitive curls above her womanhood.

‘Robert!’ she cried out. The sensation of his breath, his mouth, was almost too much. She arched her hips away but he wouldn’t let her go. And she didn’t really want to get away from him. She wanted to stay with him, just like this, with a desperate need she had never known before.

He leaned closer and kissed her just there. With one hand he held her down to the bed, and with the other he spread the wet folds of her so he could kiss her even more deeply, more intimately. His tongue plunged deep inside her, rough and delicate at the same time, tasting her, pressing at that one rough, sensitive spot. She moaned and twined her fingers in his hair to hold him with her.

It was so terribly intimate, somehow even more than when they joined together in sex, and she felt utterly open and vulnerable to him, yet also strong and powerful. She wanted to shout out at the joy of being with him!

His mouth eased away from her to kiss the inside of her thigh. He slid up along her body and caught her by the hips as he kissed her lips. He tasted of wine and mint, and also, shockingly, of her, and it made her cry out against him. She tilted her hips and felt the hardness of his own desire on her stomach.

They fell together, entwined, to the bed. She moaned again, the only sound her blurry voice could make. She could hold no thoughts now, only emotions, feelings she had pressed down inside for so long that they overwhelmed her now. Tears pierced her eyes as she turned her head away from him, and his open mouth traced her cheek, her eyelids, her temple where the pulse beat so frantically. He bit at her ear-lobe, his breath hot in her ear, and they shuddered together.

Her hands tunnelled under his shirt to trace the groove of his spine, the hard muscles of his back and shoulders. His skin was taut and damp under her touch, so warm and alive it was amazing.

He reached between them to unfasten his breeches and release his erect penis. It was hard and ready, and she spread her legs wider in invitation. With a deft twist of his hips he drove into her and buried himself to the hilt.

She wrapped her legs around his waist and moved with him, hard and fast, and then even faster. She held tight to his shoulders, letting that rough, burning pleasure build inside her. Together they climbed higher and higher, until they could leap free and soar into the sky.

‘Anna!’ he shouted above her. ‘Anna, Anna—I can’t …’

‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘I know. I’m here. I’m here.’

He collapsed beside her, and they held on to each other as the night closed in around them.







CHAPTER TWENTY

‘SHELDON is in debt to some very powerful people,’ Rob muttered as he examined the papers spread over Edward’s desk. The documents Elizabeth’s bold niece had stolen from Thomas Sheldon’s London home were a scattered lot, snatched up quickly and in places incomplete, but they painted a dark picture of financial desperation.

And, for a man as socially ambitious as Sheldon, desperation was not a good state.

Edward tossed down the half-finished letter he studied. ‘He has made promises to the Queen’s courtiers he can’t keep in return for their loans. Now it seems he has turned to less exalted means of finding money.’

‘Bankside moneylenders, pimps and swords for hire,’ Rob said. He slumped back in his chair and propped his boots up on the table. Outside in the garden could be heard shrieks of happy laughter as Elizabeth led a game of blindman’s buff, but that light-hearted scene seemed far away from the closed-in library. This was his real world, and he could never escape it for long.

‘Such a man would not stop at taking Spanish or French coin, either,’ said Edward. ‘Treason is not so far beneath him—especially if he feels he is not getting his due attention from Queen Elizabeth.’

‘Is he the one we seek?’ Rob said. ‘The man who used the theatre as his base of traitorous communications?’

Or was Rob searching for straw men—anyone to replace Anna’s father in Walsingham’s suspicions? Perhaps Sheldon was too stupid, too desperate for the patient planning of such a scheme.

But traitors were often simple-minded and overconfident—it was what got them caught in the end. Look at Babington and his friends, and their wild scheme to free Mary of Scotland.

‘We must trap him well and good,’ Rob said.

‘I’ve made a fair start—inviting him here, flattering him, cajoling him, even as it has made me feel ill,’ Edward said. He went to the window and watched Elizabeth as she laughed with the others. ‘Elizabeth hates him for trying to wed her niece … She doesn’t see how I can stomach his presence even for our scheme. But I can invite him here again, if I must.’

‘I fear our time to spring the trap grows short,’ said Rob. He reached inside his doublet and withdrew the folded message that had arrived only that morning, before Anna and most of the house were even awake. ‘From Seething Lane.’

Edward scowled and snatched the note from Rob’s hand, reading it hastily. ‘They are closing in?’

‘They want this business done—one way or another,’ Rob said grimly. ‘We must find out if Sheldon is our man and make haste back to London with the evidence.’

‘Damn it all!’ Edward cursed, slamming the paper onto the desk. ‘If only Lady Essex had stayed here longer, until we had more evidence for her to carry to her father.’

Rob shook his head. ‘‘Tis better she is there, to delay them if she can. You should visit Sheldon yourself—ride over to his estate this afternoon and see what you can find. I will talk more with your other guests. They should know the latest gossip.’

Suddenly there was a shout from the garden and ladies’ screams—not of joy but alarm. Edward threw open the window and leaned out to see what was happening. Rob sauntered over to peer over his shoulder.

Two of the men were arguing heatedly, it appeared over one of the sobbing ladies, and it looked as if blades were in imminent danger of being drawn.

‘And now a brawl in my house, on top of all else,’ Edward growled. ‘Come, Rob, let’s break up this dog fight before it destroys my fine garden.’

They snatched up their own swords from where they lay on the desk and ran out of the library after sweeping the papers into the drawer. Even the servants had gathered at the open front doors to watch the fight.

‘Another dull country day,’ Rob said with a wry laugh. Merriment could turn to violence in only a moment.

‘Is anyone here?’ Anna called. She made her way slowly down the corridor, peering past darkened doorways. She had slept late, and awakened to find Rob gone and her stomach grumbling with hunger, so she’d quickly dressed and ventured out to find some food.

But the house seemed eerily quiet—no guests laughing or playing cards, not even a servant to be seen.

Anna heard a muffled shout from beyond a closed door, and tested the latch to find it unlocked. It was a small library, the panelled walls lined with shelves of valuable books and a desk piled up with blank sheets of parchment and pots of ink and quills. The window was half-open, and that was where the noise came from.

She hurried over to peer outside. When she had first awoken and looked out to the garden there had been a merry game going on—men chasing ladies between the flowerbeds as everyone shrieked with laughter. Now it seemed turned to sudden strife. Two men stared at each other in smouldering fury, blades half drawn, while one of the women sobbed.

Rob and Edward held them apart, and Rob was speaking to them in a low, quick voice. It seemed he was as good at defusing fights as he was at causing them. She learned new aspects of him every day, yet still she couldn’t believe she would ever know all of him.

A cool wind rushed in from the garden and ruffled the papers on the desk, sending some of them fluttering to the floor. Anna knelt down to retrieve them before they could blow away. Most of them were blank, but one, torn in half and then quarter-wise, so only a portion remained, was covered in tiny, smudged cross-writing. As she rose to place them back on the desk, a scribbled name on the page caught her attention.

Peter Spencer. One of the Lord Henshaw’s Men at the White Heron.

‘Why would Lord Edward have a list of actors?’ Anna whispered. For a proposed performance at Hart Castle, perhaps? Curious, she turned the fragment over and tried to read its closely writ lines.

There were more names, but not all of them were actors. She recognised a few as young, rebellious noblemen—second sons with nothing to do but get into trouble gambling and drinking, and perhaps dabbling in forbidden Catholicism. There were numbers after each name, various amounts of money, and with some there were other notes. A Spanish name—D. Felipe—and amounts in scudas plus one word—’Received.’

Had these men received Spanish money, as well as English? A double-cross scheme?

But who was being crossed? And why did Edward Hartley have such a list?

As Anna stared down at the strange document in her hand, a terrible thought struck her. Did Edward work for Walsingham, as Rob did? Were they here to conspire on some scheme? Catching double agents and traitors? The paper looked messy, harmless, but she suddenly feared it would burn her if she held it too long.

Her fingers trembled and she felt as if the warm garden breeze had turned to freezing ice on her skin. Rob’s dangerous work followed him everywhere, touched everything—now it followed her, as well.

She turned back to the desk and tried to organise the papers just as they had been, as if she could thus put the world back the way it had been. As she tugged a blank sheet over it a name scribbled in tiny letters at the bottom of the list stood out to her.

Tom Al wick—and a question mark and a star.

Her father. On an intelligencer’s list.

Anna pressed her hand to her mouth to hold back a cry. Her father suspected by Walsingham? Nay, it could not be. He thought of nothing but the theatre and the tavern, his friends and his ale. He could never have the discretion and the caution needed for spying. He could never be …

A traitor.

Surely that question mark meant he was only suspected? Considered because he knew so many actors—the men Rob had said were especially sought out by Walsingham for their skills and their need of money. All people of the theatre, of Southwark’s businesses, were liable to suspicion.

But mere suspicion could so easily get men tortured and killed.

Anna heard voices again outside the window. She quickly straightened the pages back into place on the desk and looked to see what was happening in the garden. The quarrelling company had dispersed, and Rob and Edward were walking back to the house. They talked together quietly, confidently, as old friends did. Anna remembered how Rob had said they’d known each other since boyhood.

Did they work together now to find traitors in the people around her?

She hastily brushed away the hot tears that prickled at her eyes and spun round to rush out of the library. She had to leave Hart Castle at once—to get back to her father in London and warn him to be on his guard. He had to look hard at his friends, be wary of what he said—and perhaps even leave London for a time.

And she had to hide from Robert the fact that she’d seen that paper. What if he was working against her? Searching for a way to trap her father while—while making love to her?

‘No,’ she whispered. Her whole body felt so cold and brittle, as if she would snap in two. The room turned hazy and pale at the edges, as if in a dream. Perhaps this was a dream, all of it, and she would soon awake in her own narrow bed in Southwark.

She hurried up the stairs, past the servants who had finally reappeared to do their morning tasks, and back to her fine borrowed chamber. She had to be gone from this place, and all its deceptive dreams.

She quickly traded her soft leather shoes for boots, and pinned her hair up under her hat. The rich costumes would have to be left behind in her haste to leave, but perhaps Elizabeth would send them on to the theatre once Anna had seen her father safe.

As she tucked her few coins into her purse, and tugged on her gloves, she saw Rob’s book on the rumpled blankets of the bed. Its fine cover gleamed in the light, concealing the beautiful words of romance and longing within its pages. She remembered last night—the tender desperation of their love-making, the way she’d felt when Rob held her in his arms. Everything else had disappeared then—even her old self, encased in icy fear and mistrust, was gone. There had been only the new joy and freedom of being together, of sharing their secrets and coming to a true understanding.

It had felt so very real, she thought as she stared at that book. How could her own emotions have so deceived her?

She caught up the book and tucked it away in her purse. Somehow she could not abandon it.

She ran back down the stairs and into the bright light of the warm day. It seemed spring was truly here at last, but even that couldn’t warm her heart again. Some of the guests were strolling in the gardens, the earlier quick explosion of temper just as swiftly forgotten. She could hear voices and giggles from behind the maze.

Rob and Edward were gone, but Elizabeth waved to Anna from where she sat on one of the marble benches. Anna waved back, but she didn’t slow her steps. She turned away from the party and rushed around the side of the house towards the stables.

‘I need as fast a horse as possible,’ she told the groom.

‘Are you sure of that, mistress?’ he queried uncertainly.

Perhaps he remembered her lack of skill on a horse from the hunt, Anna thought. She remembered it, too, and eyed the rows of horses with some trepidation. But necessity was pressing in on her.

‘I’m quite sure,’ she said decisively. ‘Perhaps the mount Lady Elizabeth rode?’

‘If you insist, mistress,’ he answered, turning towards Elizabeth’s restive grey mare. ‘Two of the lads can soon be ready to ride with you …’

‘No,’ Anna said quickly. ‘I must go alone today.’

Alone—as always now. She was truly the only one she could really trust.

‘Elizabeth, have you seen Anna?’ Rob asked Lady Elizabeth as he came upon her where she sat in the garden. ‘I have searched all over the house and she is nowhere to be found. I promised her a walk this afternoon.’

Elizabeth smiled at him and lowered the open book she read to her silk skirts. ‘You are an eager swain today, Robert, setting out on a romantic stroll with your lady.’

Rob grinned. He was eager—ridiculously so. He looked forward to every minute spent with Anna. Every chance to make her smile, hear the rare music of her laughter, kiss her. ‘‘Tis a fine day to walk outdoors.’

‘Edward seems to think it a fine day to visit the neighbours and leave me alone, alas,’ Elizabeth said lightly. ‘I’m glad someone thinks of romance today.’

‘Yet I cannot think of romance when my lady is not here,’ said Rob. ‘I hope she has not abandoned me to hide in the maze with another swain.’

‘I do doubt that. Anna has eyes for none but you, just as you do for her. I think she went for a ride.’

‘A ride?’ Rob asked in surprise. ‘She doesn’t much care for horses.’

‘We all have to overcome our fears, I think. I saw her not an hour past, going towards the stables. She wore her hat and gloves.’

He felt a sudden touch of disquiet. It wasn’t like Anna to slip away so—and to go riding of all things. Yet nothing had been missing from her chamber except the book of poetry.

‘Perhaps one of the grooms saw which way she went,’ he muttered. ‘I’ll go after her.’

Elizabeth frowned, as if she sensed his doubts. ‘Shall I come with you? Help you look for her?’ She paused. ‘Did you two quarrel? Is that why she left?’

‘Not at all. We were getting along very well.’ Rob remembered how Anna had looked as he had kissed her once more before slipping out of her chamber at dawn. Her soft, sleepy smile, the way she’d wound her arms around his neck for one more kiss before she drifted back into slumber. The way he craved so much more.

Surely it was just a simple country ride and she would soon return. Yet still that dark cloud of doubt lingered, and Rob had learned in his work to trust his instincts.

‘I will go and find her now,’ he said.

She could not escape him, not now. Not yet.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

ANNA held tight to the reins as she let the horse have its head and run free down the lane. The wind rushed past her, whining in her ears and tearing at her hair, and she vowed never to go near a horse again if she could help it. But for now all she could do was cling tight and pray she arrived in London in time—and in one piece.

She met few people on the road—just some farmers with their carts, and one fine carriage that thankfully was going much too fast to take note of her. She tried not to think of what lay behind her, or what might wait in London. She could only think of what she had to do right now—get her father out of Southwark, and find out exactly what he was suspected of so he could be cleared.

If she thought of Robert, of what his part in all this might be—or what he had been doing with her—she would go mad.

She pulled up at a crossroads to rest for a moment, and peered at the sky. The sunny morning, which had seemed so ridiculously full of hope, had turned overcast and grey. Strings of clouds hid the light and cast shifting shadows over the fields.

As she tried to catch her breath she heard a rumbling sound like thunder in the distance. But it didn’t fade. It just persisted and grew louder and louder. She twisted in her saddle to glance at the road behind her, but it was clear. Only as she turned back did she glimpse a horse rushing towards her from the cross lane.

It was a large black horse, a dark blur that threw up a great cloud of dust in its wake. It moved fast and with purpose. Anna turned and gathered the reins tight again, ready to flee.

‘Anna!’ she heard a shout. ‘Wait! Don’t go.’

It was Robert. She saw his face as he came ever closer, his jaw set in a hard line, tense and dark. She started to flee, yet something held her back. Something inexorable and inevitable, holding her fast where she was. She watched him come, anger and hope and fear all boiling inside her. She couldn’t run from him any longer.

He reined in his horse just in front of her, dirt and gravel flying. His boots were splashed with dust, his doublet unfastened to show his loosely laced shirt and the gleam of sweat on his bare skin. He had ridden hard indeed to catch her, and Anna sat tense in her saddle, unsure of what he would do.

‘Where the hell are you going?’ he demanded roughly.

‘To London,’ she said. She tightened her hold on the reins as the horse shifted restively under her.

‘Now? Alone?’

He looked at her as if she had suddenly gone mad and he couldn’t fathom her, and that made her angry all over again. She was not the mad one here—not the double-deceiver. He was the one who owed her an explanation.

‘I must see to my father,’ she said. ‘Unless you and Lord Edward have already seen him arrested.’

Rob’s eyes narrowed at her words, and she rued the way her anger and confusion made her so rash. If he did suspect her father, she had revealed her discovery. And if he did not she had landed him in greater danger than he had been in before.

Either alternative felt intolerable to her.

Rob suddenly moved his horse closer to hers and reached out to grab her bridle. ‘What do you mean?’ he drilled out in a voice made all the worse by its quiet calm. A hot-tempered Rob was bad enough, but Anna had seen how his temper was changeable and quickly cooled. This darkly intense Robert …

‘Is my father in danger?’ she asked, holding her head high. She had to be strong now—to find the truth and face it, no matter what. It was the only chance she had to save the ones she loved. ‘Did Walsingham set you to spy on him?’

‘What do you know, Anna?’ he demanded, his grasp firm on her bridle. He held her fast.

‘I found a torn list in Lord Edward’s library. A list of purported traitors. In your writing.’

Rob’s jaw tightened. ‘Did you keep it? Do you know what would happen if you were found with such a thing?’

‘Nay, I did not keep it! I put it back on the desk where it came from. But I remember what it said—that my father’s name was on it,’ she said. ‘What is that list, exactly, and why is he on it?’

He shook his head. ‘I wanted to protect you from all this, Anna. To keep you safe.’

‘To be ignorant of the danger around us is not to be safe,’ she protested. ‘Tell me! Is my father suspected of something? Is he …?’

A traitor. She could not even say the words aloud.

Rob raked his fingers through his hair, and she could see the tension of his muscles, the rigid way he held himself, as if he had to restrain his temper.

‘Someone connected to Lord Henshaw’s Men is taking Spanish bribes,’ he said at last. ‘For what exactly we do not yet know, but Walsingham and his men will soon find out. And anyone involved will pay dearly.’

‘They think it is my father?’ Anna squeezed out, her throat tight.

‘He is only one possibility,’ Rob answered, his voice tense, as if he held a hard leash on his emotions. As if he didn’t want to tell her anything at all.

‘And how many possibilities have been tortured and killed?’ she asked. She closed her eyes, but the terrible images were still there. The taste of fear in her mouth.

‘Walsingham will not act without some kind of proof,’ Rob said quickly. ‘He knows the cost of moving too quickly and losing evidence of a wider plot. Your father is safe for now. The information Lady Essex brought to Hart Castle shows that.’

Anna shook her head. ‘But for how long?’

‘I am working fast, Anna, I promise you. I will find the villain.’

She heard him slide down from his horse and come to her side. She opened her eyes to stare down at him, and he reached for her hand. She let him take it, and she tried to read the truth in his eyes, feel it in his touch. She wanted to trust him so desperately.

‘Who do you really work for, Robert?’ she said. ‘What do you really know?’

‘Anna, I—’ he began, and suddenly broke off with a frown. He looked back over his shoulder as his hand tightened on hers.

‘What is it?’ she said, but then she heard it, too. Hoofbeats, coming swiftly closer along the road from London.

A cloud of dust in the distance suddenly revealed five black-clad horsemen, moving towards them.

‘Alden!’ one of them shouted. ‘We have been searching for you.’

Rob slapped Anna’s horse on its flank and called, ‘Run, Anna—now!’

‘Nay, not without you,’ she cried out, but the horse had already taken off across the field. She could only halt it at a distance, and she twisted around in her saddle just in time to see the riders overtake Rob as he climbed back into his saddle.

One of the men leaped from his horse, and there was the heavy, metallic clang of steel as he and Rob both drew their swords.

It was a quick and furious fight, a confusion of clashing blades and whirling dust. The two men grappled closely, viciously, and Rob managed to kick out at his opponent’s leg and land him in the dust.

But Rob was outnumbered. Before he could lunge forward with his blade he was set upon by the other men. When the dirt cleared and they backed away Anna saw him lying still in the road, his leg bleeding.

Anna couldn’t hold back her scream at the shocking sight. Her horse, already panic-stricken at the rush of noise and violence, wheeled around and Anna lost her grip on the reins. She felt herself falling, falling, the sky wheeling above her in a grey-blue blur.

Then she hit the ground, and pain shot through her body like a hundred knives. Her head struck something hard and everything went dim and hot.

She heard a man say, ‘And who might this be? Our little lamb, dropped right at our feet? Good fortune, lads.’

Someone touched her shoulder, and fiery agony shot down her side. She couldn’t breathe through it, couldn’t hold on to the light. She tried to gasp Rob’s name—and then all went black.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE first thing Anna knew was the sound, faint and fuzzy, of blurry voices and the patter of wheels over gravel. She tried to reach out for it, hold on to it, but the noise kept fading in and out.

She slowly prised open her gritty eyes and saw what looked like wooden slats turned askew. Her head pounded, as if it would split open at the slightest movement, and her whole body ached. She struggled to remember where she was, what had happened, but all was blank. A sudden coarse, loud laugh from somewhere above her was as piercing as an arrow to her skull.

She closed her eyes again and tried with all her strength to move her limbs. Her legs were so heavy, every movement painful, but she managed to wriggle them around against her skirts. Gradually she felt other things—her hair fallen loose on her neck, the cool air on her arm where her sleeve was torn, the prickle of straw under her cheek.

She seemed to lie on her stomach in a cart of some sort, jolting as it moved along. She struggled to open her eyes again and saw the blur of green hedges beyond the wooden slats, and a figure in black on horseback that rode alongside and led Anna’s horse.

And then she remembered all too clearly, as in a great flash of light. The men galloping towards them on the road. Rob shouting at her to run.

Rob falling, set upon by those men with their swords. She had tried to run to him, but she too had been brought low as she struggled to reach Robert. To see if he was alive or—or not.

No! No, he could not be dead—not Rob. He was the most burningly alive person she had ever beheld. Surely she would feel it, deep in her heart, if he was dead. She would sense if he was no longer in the world.

Yet when she took in a deep breath and quieted her mind to try and search in her heart for him she could feel nothing. She could see nothing but his handsome, strong body crumpled on the road, so far away from her.

But he had to be somewhere. She had to find him, to be with him no matter what.

Anna summoned every bit of her strength and slowly pushed herself up to a sitting position. Her head spun, and pain shot up her arms as she used them to brace herself. But she kept breathing, and gradually the world righted itself. She opened her eyes to see two men on the cart’s seat above her, one holding the reins and the other watching her. His eyes were bright and beady above his thickly bearded jaw.

It was the same man who had leaned over her when she’d tumbled from her horse. She remembered it all now—every terrible, vivid detail.

‘Well, well, it seems our lamb is awake,’ he said, as cheerful and affable as if he greeted her in a tavern. ‘And just in time, as we grow near our destination.’

Anna pushed her tangled hair back from her face. ‘Where are you taking me? Who are you? I demand to know what is happening!’

The man smiled. ‘I hardly think you are in a position to demand anything, Mistress Barrett.’

‘You know who I am?’ she asked, trying to remain calm and not give in to hysterics. That would help no one. Not herself, her father, nor Robert. But the uncertainty, the not knowing, was terrible.

‘Of course I do. I was sent to find you. Someone is eager to speak with you. It was very kind of you to meet us halfway as you did.’

‘Then may I not have the courtesy of knowing your name in turn?’ she demanded, struggling to hold on to cold, un-revealing politeness. To keep her distance from the whole scene.

‘I am called Smythe. But that hardly matters. My part in this assignment is nearly complete.’

Anna turned away from his piercing stare to study her surroundings. Perhaps she could leap off the cart as it slowed and run into the woods? But there was that horseman close beside them, with his hard face and shining sword.

‘I wouldn’t try to leave us if I were you, Mistress Barrett,’ Smythe said. ‘It would only go the worse for you when you are caught.’

‘I doubt I am in any condition to run,’ Anna murmured. She had hoped to see another cart, one carrying Rob, but they were alone on the road. The fields to either side grew narrower, and in the distance there was a grey cloud of hovering smoke. It seemed they neared London.

‘Where is Master Alden?’ she demanded. ‘Did you murder him?’

The man suddenly climbed over the back of the seat and dropped down beside her in the straw. He no longer smiled.

‘Master Alden should not be your concern, mistress,’ he said. ‘You must look to yourself.’

‘How can I do that when I do not know what is happening?’ she ground out. ‘I have done no wrong.’

‘Have you not? Then you need have no fear.’ He leaned closer and whispered, ‘Yet I think the same cannot be said of Master Alden. You should have a greater care of those with whom you associate.’

Anna bit her lip and said nothing. It was clear she would learn nothing else here. She’d have to wait until they reached wherever they were going. And she refused to show even a hint of fear.

Smythe reached for her hands and bound them tightly with a coarse length of rope. As they sat there in silence, the cart slowly joined the stream of people passing through London’s gates and into the city itself. The silence of the country gave way to the clang of shouts and cries, the shrill call of merchants selling pies and ale and broadsheets of all the day’s scandals. The fresh green air became thick with smoke and humanity, and the buildings grew closer and closer together until their eaves nearly blotted out the sky.

Anna was back in London, her home, yet she had never felt so strange before, so cut off from all that was familiar.

So very alone.

The cart halted by the riverside. In the distance along the crowded ribbon of water she glimpsed the edifice of London Bridge, its decoration of traitors’ heads mere black dots against the gray sky. Beyond that somewhere was the round wooden O of the White Heron, and her father’s house tucked behind it.

Smythe took her arm and helped her to stumble down from the cart. She was quickly surrounded by the other guards, their tall frames blocking her view, and they hurried her into a waiting boat. As they were rowed across the river she glimpsed the impenetrable stone walls of the Tower, and she remembered the day she had followed Robert there. They had taken much the same path then—across the river, beyond the Tower.

Had that been the first step that had led her here?

Once on the other side she half feared she would be led into the Tower itself, but she was hurried past its silent bulk and into the narrow lanes just past. Then she did see where they were going. The house in Seething Lane.

Smythe held her arm in a hard grasp as he rushed her down the narrow street, almost lifting her from her feet. They went not to the front door, but to a half-hidden entrance at the back of the garden. She was borne down a narrow staircase, dim and dusty, and along a silent corridor. The house seemed like a maze, one where a person could wander lost forever.

Smythe unlocked a door at the end of the hall and pushed her inside. ‘Please wait here, Mistress Barrett,’ he said, with another of those terrible smiles, before he untied her hands and shut the door behind him.

Anna heard the grate of the lock turning, trapping her there. The man’s footsteps retreated and she was truly alone.

The chamber was cold, and Anna rubbed her hands over her arms as she studied this new prison. It was a small, grey space, far away from the luxuries of Hart Castle, with plain whitewashed walls and only one tiny window high up for light. There was a fireplace, but no blaze lit within it, and only one backless chair and rough table. An ewer of wine and a plate of bread sat on it.

Anna dared drink nothing here. She needed to think, and what if it was drugged or—or poisoned? She slowly sat down on the chair and rubbed her fingers over her aching temples.

She felt the weight of her purse still tied around her waist, and quickly pulled it open. Her coins were gone, but they had left her the book of Rob’s poetry. It gleamed ruby red in the murky light, a precious jewel to sustain her. She raised it to her face and inhaled deeply, as if somehow his essence would still be in those pages.

‘Where are you, Robert?’ she whispered, pressing the book to her heart. ‘Oh, my love, where are you?’







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

ROB paced the length of his gaol, ten steps one way, ten the other, prowling like the caged lion in the Queen’s menagerie. He knew now how those creatures felt, burning with the need to run, to howl with fury and frustration. He had pounded on the stout, iron-bound door until his fists bled, but he was no closer to freedom.

And no closer to knowing where he was—or where Anna was. Was she even still alive? Had she escaped?

He braced himself against the cold stone wall and stared up at the beamed ceiling as if he could peer into the building above him and know what was happening. The room was very small, like an underground dungeon lined with stone. The packed-earth floor was covered with straw, and there was a low cot and a slop bucket in one corner. A small table was set against the wall, where a rush light cast a precious warm glow. It was a much cleaner prison than others he had found himself in before. There were no rats.

But there was also no Anna.

Rob slid down to sit on the floor and rubbed at the hard knot at the back of his head. It still burned like hellfire, and he cursed the man who had knocked him unconscious from behind. They had also left him with a wound on his thigh, but he had given as good as he had got. He had stabbed one in the shoulder and hit one on the head before they had taken him down, still struggling to give Anna time to flee.

After they had beaten him down onto the road he remembered nothing more until he had woken here. Had she got away? Was she safe? If she was safe, they could do with him what they would.

His heart had never felt heavier, darker. He had taken on this work to protect the vulnerable, like his sister and Anna, to try and make their lives safer. All he had done was expose them to greater danger. He was cursed, and he had brought the curse upon them, as well. He had to get out of there, to make things right somehow and let Anna go free again.

Rob carefully stretched his leg out before him to examine the wound on his thigh. Someone had roughly bound it up with a cloth, but blood had seeped through and dried so it clung to his skin. He set his jaw and carefully prised it free. The cut was not very deep, but it needed to be cleaned and tended to.

He shrugged out of his torn and dusty doublet and tore a strip from the bottom of his shirt for a makeshift bandage. As he bound it carefully, he remembered Anna’s soft, cool hands as she mended his wounds, the warm rose scent of her hair as she leaned close to him.

He had so many scars, she had said. And now he had one more. But it was nothing to the scar of remorse on his soul. He had wanted to keep Anna safe, and instead he had driven her right into danger. He was worse than her brute of a husband.

‘I will find you,’ he vowed. ‘No matter what, I will find you.’

He heard the sudden rusty scrape of a bar being drawn back from the door, and he stood up to face whomever was coming. He had no weapons, only his determination to find and protect Anna however he could.

Only one man appeared in the doorway, thin and bent, swathed in a black cloak and shadowed by flickering torchlight from the corridor outside. The only things that stood out from the darkness were his grey-flecked beard and waxen skin.

‘Walsingham,’ Rob said tightly. Of course—who else had the resources to snatch a man from the public road and make him vanish?

A faint smile whispered over the Secretary’s gaunt face. ‘Were you expecting someone else, Master Alden? We had an appointment, you and I.’ He shut the door behind him and slowly crossed the small room with his walking stick before lowering himself onto the cot.

‘Where is Mistress Barrett?’ Rob demanded.

‘Is that your only concern now? The theatre owner’s daughter?’

‘She has naught to do with any of this,’ Rob insisted, struggling to hold back the primitive urge to shout, to fight, to find his way to Anna however he could. Only a coldness to equal Walsingham’s own could save them now.

‘Does she not? Yet she was with you at Hart Castle. Does she know nothing of what her father does?’ Walsingham demanded.

Rob watched Walsingham warily, feeling as if he walked a sword’s blade. Which way to jump? Which way lay safety for Anna? ‘She is innocent.’

‘Innocents are caught up in plots all the time, I fear. As you well know, Master Alden. Her father has a finger in many pies—not all of them to Her Majesty’s advantage.’

‘It is Thomas Sheldon you want in this plot.’

‘So you and Lord Edward say—and so say the documents you kindly sent via my daughter. But we must find his conduit in Lord Henshaw’s Men before we can move. Mistress Barrett can surely help us with more information concerning that.’

‘So you do have her,’ Rob said, cold fury pounding at his heart as he thought of her locked in a dungeon like this one. His sweet, fair Anna. Surely she was in fear and pain because of what he had done.

‘She is in a comfortable place, never fear. We seek only to speak with her. Often people know more than they realise they do.’

And torture was used to help them ‘remember.’ ‘I wish to see her.’

‘Of course you do. But I don’t see how you can help us in these circumstances, Master Alden. You are much too—engaged. Perhaps closer to the scheme than you should be?’

Rob froze. Walsingham’s calm words were filled with menace. Was this the end, then? How could he save Anna if he was dead? ‘Am I accused of treason?’

Walsingham studied him closely for a long, silent moment, his thin face giving away not a flicker of his thoughts. ‘We have been speaking to someone else inside Lord Henshaw’s Men. He makes certain claims, but I do have my suspicions of him. He is not entirely what he claims, and he is much too emotional—like all you actors.’

‘If this man accuses me, I have the right to refute him, surely?’ Rob demanded.

‘You have only the rights the Queen chooses to bestow upon you,’ Walsingham said. He waved his stick around the cell. ‘And you should think of yourself now. Will you help me bring this to a conclusion? To save yourself and Mistress Barrett—if you are not lying to me?’

Rob crossed his arms over his chest. He felt a faint glow of hope, which he pressed down under cold calculation. ‘You know that I will.’

Walsingham seemed to consider this. Finally, he nodded. ‘You have served us well in the past. And I am in need of a fresh scheme to close in on our quarry. Very well. The young man who has been speaking to us of you and Mistress Barrett and her father is an actor by the name of Henry Ennis. I am sure you know him.’

‘Ennis,’ Rob muttered. It would be him—he followed Anna about like a besotted puppy, and picked quarrels with Rob in the middle of the White Heron when he only saw Anna smile at Rob. Rob remembered the burning hatred in Ennis’s eyes as he had swung his sword at Rob’s head.

‘Yes. You do know him, then? He certainly seems to have taken against you,’ Walsingham said.

‘I believe he is in love with Mistress Barrett and she spurned him,’ Rob said slowly.

Walsingham’s eyes widened with interest. ‘Is he, indeed? Men are so foolish in love. That is certainly a bit of information we can use to our greater advantage …’







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

ANNA reached up as high as she could and tried to grab the ledge of the window with her fingertips. She had pushed the table up against the wall and climbed atop it in the hope she could peer outside. Maybe if she could see what lay outside Walsingham’s house she could plan some sort of escape.

But that was a vain hope. The tiny window was too far above her head, and she could hear almost nothing beyond her room. She wasn’t even sure how much time had passed since she had been carried here. Was it another day now?

‘Z’wounds,’ she cursed. ‘Robert, where are you?’

She scrambled down from the table and sat back on the chair to stare into the empty fireplace. She reached for the book again and held it tightly in her hands, as if it was a talisman against fear.

She couldn’t afford fear. Not now.

Suddenly the silence was shattered by the faint click of the key at the door. Anna jumped to her feet, the book held before her like a shield against whatever was coming.

The entrance slid open, creaking on its heavy hinges. Anna blinked at the sudden rush of torchlight, dazzling after the dimness of the room. When the glare cleared, she looked again—and beheld the most welcome of sights.

It was Robert who stood before her, alive and whole. He braced his hands on the doorframe, studying her in turn just as greedily as she watched him.

‘Are you real?’ she whispered. ‘Or am I merely dreaming?’

‘If you are, I hope it is a dream from which we never wake,’ he answered hoarsely. He rushed across the room to snatch her into his arms and pull her close, his arms around her.

Anna held on to him desperately, as if she would never let him go, never let him be snatched from her again. She felt the heat of his skin, the pounding of his heart, and sighed a deep prayer of thanksgiving that he was alive—here, now, with her. Even if they were prisoners together, she could fear nothing with him.

‘You are alive,’ she whispered. ‘But what happened there on the road? Are you Walsingham’s prisoner, as well?’

‘So many questions, fairest Anna,’ he said, pressing a kiss to her hair. ‘I would have thought you would be waiting here to kill me yourself for getting you into this.’

‘Were you the one who landed us here in this gaol?’ she asked. ‘It seems strange you would contrive to have yourself locked up thus. Unless …’

She drew back to look up at him. She had thought him unable to hurt her, but she wanted to see the truth of that in his eyes. ‘Unless this is some sort of twisted scheme to coax confessions out of me? Is my father here?’

‘Oh, Anna. You do have every right to distrust me,’ he said sadly, wearily. He held tight to her hands, not letting her pull away from him. She didn’t want to leave him, though; she wanted only to know the truth. ‘But I fear I am bound here as you are, and I need your help now to discover the truth.’

Anna shook her head in confusion. ‘What truth do you seek? I know my father is on your list, but I also know he can be no traitor.’

‘And I know that, as well. But someone in Lord Henshaw’s Men has been taking Spanish coin, and we must find out who and for what purpose. Then we will be truly free.’

Her head spun and she struggled to bring her thoughts together. ‘There are so many people around the theatre, and as you said yourself they are all constantly low on funds. And there are so many grudges and quarrels—it could be any one of the actors. They are as adept at hiding their true selves as …’

His hands held even closer to hers. ‘As I am?’ he hinted, a tiny flicker of emotion finally there, deep in his voice.

‘Aye, Robert, as you are. At Hart Castle I thought I could see you at last, but now I fear I know so little.’

‘You do know me, Anna, and I swear to you now I want only to help you.’ He raised her hands to his lips for a kiss, and inhaled deeply of the soft turning of her wrist, as if he tried to memorise her, savour her and this moment together no matter how fraught it was with fear and uncertainty.

Anna swayed towards him, a heavy longing for so many things sweeping over her. She wanted to believe him, to be close to him, to have all this vanish and life be as it was in those too-brief moments at Hart Castle. But she couldn’t let herself fall. Too much depended on it.

‘Let me show you,’ he said urgently. ‘Give me a chance to set all this right before you refuse me.’

‘Refuse you what?’

He shook his head with a frown, as if he felt confused and desperate, just as she did. But that couldn’t be—not for Robert Alden. ‘The chance to see you. To touch you as I do now. To be near you.’

‘How?’ she demanded. ‘How will this be set right? How can we be free?’

‘I have a suspicion who our villain is—or at least who is in the pay of the villain,’ Rob said. ‘Come, sit, and I will tell you of my scheme. I fear it is a wild one, but for all that I think we can succeed.’

Anna let him lead her back to her chair and help her to sit. As he knelt beside her, he glimpsed the book where she had dropped it at the sight of him.

‘You were reading Demetrius and Diana,’ he said.

‘Aye,’ she answered softly. ‘It has kept me from going mad today, I confess.’

‘Then I am glad I could help you in some way.’ His tone said clearly he could help her in no other way.

‘I think you can help me in other ways, as well,’ she said. ‘Tell me your suspicions.’

Rob pressed the book into her hand and closed her fingers around it. ‘You know Edward and I have been working to trap Thomas Sheldon in one of his schemes? We have known for some time that he is in the pay of the Spanish, and possibly of the French, as well—he is in very deep debt and has made many errors. He grows desperate and careless now. And he uses equally desperate men to help him.’

‘Actors?’ she cried, her heart freezing. It was someone near to them who had betrayed them?

‘One in particular, who passes messages between Sheldon and his contacts in verses and takes their coin, while also claiming to inform on others to Walsingham. He is a double agent, but his desperation makes him a good one no longer.’

Anna closed the clasp on the book as if it was this double agent’s neck. ‘Who is it?’

‘You know him well, I think. And now he tries to turn on me, since fighting me did not work. It is Henry Ennis.’

‘Henry!’ Anna cried, shocked. Henry Ennis? Who had declared his love for her? Who tried to kiss her in her father’s garden? Could it be true? She had seen there was something obsessive and strange in him, but being so hopelessly passionate and unrealistic was often a stock in trade for actors. It shouldn’t make a man turn to treason.

She looked deeply into Rob’s eyes and studied the steady glow of truth she found there. Any person was capable of anything when pushed far enough. She saw that around her all the time. If Henry Ennis had been insulted by her refusal and was jealous of Robert—if he needed money or revenge—aye, it could be him. It could be anyone.

And she needed to know. She needed to reclaim her life and move forward once again, to examine her feelings for Rob and discover the truth of his for her. But before she could do that she had one single imperative—to save all their lives.

‘Tell me how I can help you,’ she said.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

ANNA took a deep breath and carefully folded her hands in her lap. The soft silence around her made the waiting feel interminable, and she had to press down the urge to cry out and run about in futile circles.

Could this scheme of Robert’s and Walsingham’s work? She wasn’t sure her meagre acting skills were up to the task. But it had to be worth a try. She had to do what she could, before Walsingham and his men resorted to Tower torture threats. If Henry Ennis had truly joined forces with Sheldon in treasonous schemes, he had to be brought to justice and her father cleared.

Anna sat back in her chair and listened carefully for any approach that signalled her waiting was over. She had been moved from her small, cold gaol to this sitting room, where there was a fire in the grate and fine tapestries on the walls. Refreshments had been laid out, but she couldn’t eat or drink. She couldn’t do anything but think.

She refused to consider what would happen if this scheme failed and the villains escaped. But what would happen after, when Sheldon and Henry and their cohorts were gone and she was back home with her father? Would Rob vanish and she would never see him again? Would she have only the memories of those days at Hart Castle to remind her of him and what they had been to each other?

And yet—could she forget all the danger and the lies?

Anna shook her head. Her feelings for Rob Alden could not be fathomed now. They were all too tied up in emotion, in hope and fear all tangled together. She had to concentrate first on this one task.

At last she heard footsteps outside her room, and jumped to her feet as the door opened. A tall, thin man clad in the black they all wore in that house appeared there, and gave her a short bow.

‘Secretary Walsingham is ready to see you, mistress. If you will follow me?’ he said.

Anna nodded and followed him along the corridor and down a flight of stone steps that led back to the damp lower floors where she had been kept before. There was a row of stout closed doors and all was quiet behind them, but a cluster of men waited at the far end.

It is just a play, she told herself as she followed her escort. Imagine it is the stage at the White Heron.

But the solemn cluster of men who watched her approach seemed all too real.

Two of them bore swords, and Anna’s escort said quietly, ‘Those men will act as your guards. The ones who are being questioned have been searched for weapons, of course, but it would be best if you stayed close to the guards.’

Anna nodded, and as he opened the door the guards stepped in behind her. They walked in together—a small, curious procession. Anna clasped her hands before her to keep them from trembling.

To her surprise, it was not a dark, cramped cell, but a large, panelled room lit by several lamps and torches that showed every detail of the careful stage set. Walsingham and two other men sat at a long table at the far end of the room, papers scattered before them. Henry Ennis sat to one side, slumped on a stool, his fine clothes torn and dishevelled, his handsome face sunken and grey. He looked up as she entered the room.

And stared at her as if a ghost had just glided into his presence. His skin turned pale, his eyes growing wide. One hand lifted as if he would reach out for her, but then it dropped back to his side.

Anna’s guard pushed her down into a chair, and she noticed a small gap in the dark panelling behind Walsingham. She glimpsed a flash of white cloth, and realised that was Rob’s hiding place. He was with her in this strange playacting.

She stiffened her back and looked straight ahead, refusing to acknowledge Henry even as he couldn’t cease staring at her.

‘Thanks to your excellent work, Master Ennis, we have been collecting Her Majesty’s enemies in this case,’ Walsingham said, calmly sorting through the papers before him, as if bringing down traitors were an everyday chore in his life—too close to the truth for Anna’s liking. ‘We have already been questioning Sir Thomas Sheldon, and now Lord Henshaw’s Men are being cleaned out. Mistress Barrett here and her father have much to answer for.’

‘Nay, she is not involved in this matter!’ Henry cried, his face growing even whiter.

‘But we have evidence of her father’s schemes, thanks to you,’ Walsingham said coolly. ‘And we know Mistress Barrett keeps her father’s business ledgers and runs most of his concerns. She is the one able to send information to any foreign contacts. Is that not so, Mistress Barrett?’

Anna kept staring straight ahead. Despite the fact that this was all meant to be a play, she couldn’t help shivering. No wonder Walsingham had captured so many over the years—the very calm ordinariness of his demeanour was chilling. ‘I have nothing to reply to that. I have declared my innocence.’

‘So you have. But we all know the truth, do we not, Mistress Barrett?’ Walsingham queried grimly. ‘As does Master Ennis, who has been of such help in this matter. Perhaps Lord Henshaw should make you a sharer in his company now, Master Ennis? He will be in need of them once we are finished here.’

‘I told you—Robert Alden is the traitor in the company,’ Henry cried. ‘I was wrong before. Mistress Barrett has nothing to do with it.’

‘Ah, but Mistress Barrett is Master Alden’s lover,’ Walsingham said. ‘Surely she has some interesting information to share.’ He studied Anna and added, ‘Is that not so, Mistress Barrett?’

‘A woman can take a lover as she chooses,’ Anna answered. ‘It does not make her a criminal.’

‘It depends on who that lover might be,’ one of Walsingham’s men said with a coarse laugh.

Henry’s face shaded from white to deep red as he stared at Anna. ‘So it is true?’ he whispered. ‘You are with him?’

Anna looked to him, careful to keep her expression smooth and cool. ‘Is what true, Master Ennis?’

‘You spurned my honourable offer to whore for him,’ Henry said. ‘I suspected, but I never …’

‘Why should I not choose him?’ said Anna. ‘He is handsome and dashing. He is a skilful lover. And he is not the one whose accusations have led me to this place. I could never have been your wife, Henry. Or even your whore.’

‘I would have given you everything! A respectable life, my name, my love.’ His voice grew hotter and wilder as he spoke.

‘Love?’ Anna rose to her feet and stalked towards him, a wave of disgust washing over her as she looked at his face. He was a weak man, acting like a cruel, spoiled child denied the toy he desired. He had tried to destroy her father with these lies and secrets, and thus destroy her.

‘Love would never have brought me here,’ she said. ‘You wanted to possess me, or at least the woman you thought I was. You did not even know me, and when I refused you I was arrested as a traitor.’

She stopped mere inches from him and stared up at him steadily. ‘As I die on the scaffold, Henry Ennis, brought low by your revenge, I will curse your name to eternal damnation. And I will take my love for Robert Alden with me into eternity. Nothing you have done can erase that. He is a hundred times the man you could ever be.’

She started to turn away, but Henry suddenly grabbed her arm and dragged her back to him, nearly pulling her arm from its socket. His clasp was bruisingly painful, and Anna cried out.

‘I loved you—I worshipped you as a gentle goddess,’ Henry shouted, as if years of frustration and anger were falling out. ‘And all along you were another one of Alden’s bawds, wallowing in the dirt.’

‘Let go of me!’ Anna demanded, a bolt of fear running through her as she remembered her husband’s beatings.

The other men clambered to their feet, her guards drawing their swords, but Henry’s blind fury made him faster than them. He wrapped his arm around Anna’s waist and dragged her against him, her back to his chest, and snatched a sharp letter opener from the table. It was a small but lethal-looking object, and he held it right at the pulse pounding in her neck.

She felt a sharp prick on her skin, the warm trickle of blood, and Henry cried, ‘Stay back, or I will rob the hangman of his victim!’

The panelling where Rob hid crashed open, and he leaped out with his dagger in hand. ‘Let her go now, Ennis,’ he said roughly. ‘I am the one on whom you seek revenge, not her.’

Henry laughed wildly. ‘So you are here with her. You scheme against me.’

‘You have trapped yourself,’ Rob said. ‘But no one else needs to be hurt. She never meant to wound you.’

‘Ah, but she did. She did it most deliberately.’ Henry’s voice was suddenly terribly calm. ‘As did you, Alden.’

Henry kissed Anna’s cheek tenderly—and plunged the dagger into her side.

He let her go and she slid to the floor. For an instant she felt searing pain, burning down her ribs and through her legs, an agony that stole her breath and left her unable even to cry out. Then there was only numb ice, closing in around her.

She lay on her side on the flagstone floor, vaguely aware of shouts and metallic clashes, pandemonium in that cold, cold room. Yet it all seemed to be happening far away, in a soft bubble of silence.

She forced herself to move, to push herself up on her elbow and try to call out Rob’s name. Only a strangled gasp escaped as she watched him grapple with Henry Ennis.

In a strange, sparkling haze she saw Rob’s dagger plunge into Henry’s shoulder, and Henry fell to the floor as the guards closed in around him. His threat was done. Anna let herself collapse. The darkness was closing around her, and even as she fought it with all her fading strength she felt its grip tightening.

‘Anna,’ Rob said, and in his voice she heard anger and horror—and stark fear.

Rob fearful? How could that be? She had to be worse off than she feared.

She felt his arms go around her, lifting her up against him. She tried to hold on to him, to use his great strength as her own, but her hands felt so numb.

‘Robert,’ she whispered.

‘Don’t talk,’ he said. ‘Rest now. You’re safe. I have you.’

Anna nodded, but she could hold back the darkness no longer. She closed her eyes and it covered her in its thick, icy oblivion.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

ROB hummed a soft tune to Anna as he bathed her shoulders and arms with a cool cloth. She didn’t wake at the sound of his voice, but murmured and frowned in her sleep. Her head tossed on the pillow.

He laid another cloth, freshly rinsed with cool water and essence of lavender, on her brow. She was still warm with fever, her body fighting off infection. Two days she had lain there in the bed at Walsingham’s house, tossing in restless dreams only she could see. She would cry out incoherent words or clutch his hand weakly.

Rob smoothed the tangled hair back from her face and softly kissed her brow. ‘Anna,’ he whispered. ‘My beautiful Anna, please don’t leave me now, I beg you. I can’t live without you. Anna, please.’

He had never begged before in his life, but he would now if it would bring her back to him. He would do anything at all to save her, and the realisation of that, the primitive fear and fury at the thought of losing her, hit him like a sizzling lightning bolt. He, who had never needed anyone in his life, who fought his battles alone, needed Anna.

He loved her. He couldn’t deny his burning, raw feelings for her any longer, but now she was slipping away from him. All her goodness and beauty was tumbling further and further from him, and without her the world would be cold and cruel again.

‘Anna, fight with me!’ he called out fiercely. ‘Stay with me. Let me show you that I can be a better man. That I can be worthy of you. Or stay just to fight me, to despise me. Just don’t go.’

She turned away from him on the pillows, whispering incoherently. Rob held on to her hand, drawing her back. He kissed her palm and held it against his cheek. Her pulse still beat, just under her pale, fragile skin. She was still alive. There was still a chance.

‘Just hold on to me, Anna,’ he said. ‘I won’t let you go.’

Anna grew quieter, as if she could hear him. Her fierce frown eased and her hand relaxed in his.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Sleep will help you find your strength again.’ And when she was strong again he would leave her, as he should have long ago. He had hurt her, and he could not bear to do that again. He had failed her as he had Mary.

The bedchamber door opened and Rob glanced back, expecting one of the maids again, or perhaps the doctor he had already tossed out once. But it was Lady Essex who stood there, a tray in her hands.

‘Is Mistress Barrett better?’ she asked.

‘I think she is resting now, Lady Essex,’ he said wearily, rubbing at the back of his stiff neck.

‘That is good. My mother says a fever will never break without quiet. She sent some of her own herbal mixture for Mistress Barrett to drink, and more salve for the wound.’ She put the tray down on the table by the bed, and her jewelled hands quickly set about mixing the sweet-scented herbs into a goblet of wine. She moved with brisk efficiency, but Rob could see the deep-set lines of sadness and weariness on her pale face.

‘It is very kind of Lady Walsingham,’ he said. ‘And kind of you to bring it yourself, Lady Essex. You must have many duties at Essex House.’

A bitter smile touched her lips. ‘My duties are here at the moment, with my father ill. And my husband rarely misses me. He is much too—occupied.’ She stirred the wine mixture and held it out to him. ‘This will help ease her.’

‘Thank you, Lady Essex,’ Rob said as he took it from her.

‘Let me help you give it to her,’ she said. ‘I am very good at dispensing medicine to the reluctant patient by now.’ She slipped behind Anna on the bed and lifted her to a half-sitting position as she steadied Anna’s head on her satin-covered shoulder.

Rob poured the wine past Anna’s white lips, drop by precious drop, until it was gone and she lay back down among the pillows. She did seem to rest easier with the herbs, not tossing or crying out.

Lady Essex smoothed the sheets and tucked the blankets closer around Anna’s shoulders. ‘My father still thinks the doctor should be brought back.’

‘Your father is a wise man in many ways,’ Rob said. ‘But the doctor has already bled her twice, and it only seemed to weaken her more. I won’t have him do it again—or feed her powdered unicorn horn or lamb dung mixed with pearls.’

Lady Essex chuckled. ‘Indeed such things have not helped my father very much. I’m sure rest will do her more good.’ She paused, and then went on, ‘My father does want to make amends for what happened to Mistress Barrett.’

‘Does he?’ Rob muttered. He doubted Walsingham regretted anything that gained him his goals. Not even the pain of an innocent woman. But wasn’t Rob himself just the same? That was what had brought Anna to this bed.

‘I know it does not always appear so, but he has a heart in his way.’

Rob just nodded and reached for the basin of water to bathe Anna’s fevered skin again. He had no time for Walsingham’s complexities now, or to think of the future at all. He could only think of Anna.

‘You do care for her very much, don’t you, Master Alden?’ Lady Essex said questioningly, as she watched him.

‘I love her,’ he said simply. And somehow merely saying those words aloud made him feel free. He had been a fool to think anything mattered but the people he loved. And that was why he would leave her. He had to be unselfish for the first time in his life and think about her first.

‘Do you?’ she asked sadly. ‘What must that feel like?’

Rob heard her move away across the room, the click of the door closing behind her.

What did love feel like? He had thought he knew the answer to that before. He made his living by his pen, creating words of love and desire, but he saw now that had all been counterfeit—a pale reflection of real love. He had lived all his life thinking only of himself, but that was impossible now. He must think only of Anna.

‘Anna, you must live,’ he said. ‘And I swear to you I will not put you in any more danger. I will leave you to live your life in peace, as you deserve.’

She deserved a man of kindness and tranquillity after all she had been through. A man not like her boar-pig of a husband, nor a man with a twisted life and past like himself. It would be the hardest thing he had ever done, but he would give her that.

‘I will do anything for you, Anna, if you will fight to live,’ he said.

As if she could hear him, Anna shuddered. The chills were returning, hard behind the hot fever. Rob climbed onto the bed beside her and took her into his arms to hold her close to the warmth of his body. She trembled and shivered, as if buffeted by icy winds, and he held her even tighter.

He would hold her tethered to earth, to life, no matter what.

The softness of a feather bed under her was the first thing Anna felt as she slowly swam up from the hot, smothering folds of dark sleep. It felt smooth and cool against her body, so fluffy she could sink back into it and let it surround her.

But then—then there was pain. It swept over her from her scalp to her toes, a deep, raw aching feeling that held her pinned down and wouldn’t let her move. Her mind went blank and white. She could remember nothing but the ache.

I must cease these adventures, she thought. Too often of late she had woken in such a state. But where was she now?

With all her strength, Anna prised open her eyes and focused them until she saw the pleated folds of dark blue bed-hangings high above her. She could smell smoke from a fire and hear its crackle, and soft pillows were piled behind her head. She was not in some bare prison, but neither was she in her own bed at her father’s house.

She tried to move, but a sharper pain shot up her side beneath the folds of her chemise. She carefully laid her hand over her ribs and felt the lump of a bandage there.

Then she remembered. Henry Ennis grabbing her, driving his blade into her side. Rob falling onto him. The whole violent, chaotic scene came crashing back over her and she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

But Robert! Where was he now? Had he been hurt in that fight?

She gritted her teeth together and levered herself up on her elbow to try and rise from the bed and call for help. Surely someone was nearby?

That was when she saw him. Rob slept in a chair by her bed, slumped over with his head cradled in his arms at the edge of her mattress. His wrinkled shirtsleeves were pushed back from his bronzed forearms, his hair was rumpled, and dark purple circles were etched under his eyes. He was the most beautiful sight she had ever seen.

Cursing the weakness that made her move as slowly as an old woman, Anna gently shook his arm. ‘Robert,’ she whispered.

He leaped awake, his hand flying to his hip as if he would draw a sword that was not there. For a second he looked baffled, but then his gaze focused on her and a brilliant smile broke across his face.

‘You’re awake!’ he shouted jubilantly. ‘Anna, you’re awake.’

‘Am I?’ she said. It felt as if she still dreamed—a wondrous vision of being with Rob, the two of them alone together, safe at last.

He gently cradled her face between his hands, his touch cool on her skin. He kissed her brow, her cheek, and smoothed her tangled hair back from her temples. ‘The fever has gone,’ he said. ‘How do you feel?’

‘Battered and sore, and rather tired, but alive,’ she answered. She covered his hands with hers, holding him to her as if he would fly away like one of those dreams. ‘What happened? I remember Henry and that dungeon, but nothing after. Where are we?’

‘In a chamber at Walsingham’s house. We’ve been here three days now.’

‘Three days?’ Anna stared at him and saw that his face was drawn, his eyes hollow, as if he too had been ill. ‘Have you been here with me all that time?’

He kissed her hand. ‘Someone had to drive away that clownish doctor before he bled you dry.’

‘Oh, Robert.’ She almost cried at the realisation that he had stayed with her in her fever, that he had nursed her. ‘Are we safe, then? Or are we prisoners still?’

‘Safe? Your fever has broken. Surely you will recover your strength now.’ His voice was low and terribly gentle, as if to hold her at a distance.

‘Nay, I mean—you are not under arrest? My father is not suspected?’ she asked, desperate to know.

Rob laughed wryly. ‘The last we heard of your father he was drinking ale at the Three Bells. It was thought better not to tell him of your illness until you were improved. And Sheldon has given up all his allies under Walsingham’s questioning. The mere sight of the torture implements made him tell all. It was only Ennis and two other actors, as well as another disgruntled man in Sheldon’s circle. Not the most organised conspiracy Walsingham has ever faced.’

Anna nodded, feeling the deepest sense of relief—and a deeper wave of exhaustion. Rob and her father were safe—for now, anyway. Rob was with her. She was alive.

But she was also so very tired. ‘I think I need to sleep now,’ she murmured.

‘Of course,’ Rob said quickly. He helped her lie back down on her soft pillows and drew the bedclothes around her. ‘You need to be strong again, and rest will make you well.’

Anna held on to his hand as she drifted back into sleep. Surely she had all she needed to make her well now.

Just before the darkness claimed her, she felt his kiss on her brow and heard him whisper, ‘Sleep now. I will see you well and happy before I go …’







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

‘I cannot wait to leave this place,’ Anna whispered as she tucked her meagre belongings into a travel case. The Walsingham house was a silent, dark edifice that seemed to press in around her with the terrible weight of all that had happened there, and Secretary Walsingham’s illness. The very walls seemed to hold on to Anna’s own pain and fear, and even though Lady Essex and her mother had been very kind Anna wanted nothing more than to go home.

Wherever ‘home’ was.

She paused in folding a chemise to consider that word home. She would go back to her father’s house behind the White Heron, of course, for there was nowhere else to go. Back to the bustle and noise of the Southwark streets, ledger books and collecting rents, and keeping her father from drinking too much.

Yet in her illness she had had such dreams—a tantalising glimpse of other possibilities. A place of her own, quiet and peaceful, with her own garden, her own books of poetry to read, her own hearth to sit by in the evenings. And Robert sitting there with her, talking and laughing about the day they had just passed and their hopes for tomorrow.

Anna reached for Demetrius and Diana, cradling its soft cover in her hands. It was already worn with all her reading. Could Robert ever leave his London house of adventure and danger, his adoring audiences and tumultuous street brawls, to write poetry in the country with her? Could he be happy there?

She thought of how he had sat by her in her illness, bathing her fevered skin, holding her hand. How tender and careful he was—and how close they were bound by all that had happened. Surely there was hope in that? Surely he cared for her, and one day might …?

Might come to love her as she loved him?

Did she even dare to hope?

There was a knock at the door, and Lady Essex peered inside. ‘Mistress Barrett, I came to see if you needed any assistance in packing, but I see you are nearly done. I hope you haven’t tired yourself too much.’

Anna smiled at her. She had come to like Lady Essex in the time she had spent sitting by Anna’s bed while Rob rested, reading to her or talking of Court fashions and gossip. There was a kindness to her, but also a great sadness that showed how even the greatest nobility were not excluded from the troubles of the world. The pains of love.

‘I have so little to pack I could hardly grow tired from it,’ Anna said. ‘I needed to move about before I became too accustomed to sitting by the fire being waited on. You and your mother have been the most excellent of hostesses.’

‘Although the circumstances have been deplorable, we’ve been glad you’re here. You’ve given my mother a welcome distraction when she most needs it.’ Lady Essex carefully folded a pile of snowy handkerchiefs. ‘Now I suppose you will go back to your theatre?’

‘Yes. My own father needs me, as yours needs you.’

‘My father does not need anyone—not really,’ Lady Essex said. ‘Nor does my husband. Not as Master Alden needs you.’

‘Rob doesn’t need me. He only …’ Anna suddenly heard a noise from the courtyard below her window, and she hurried over to investigate. A groom had led a horse onto the cobblestones and was settling a saddle on its back. It was an unusual sight, for it seemed no one had come or gone from the house since Sheldon and Ennis had been hauled to the Tower.

‘Does your father have an errand today?’ Anna asked.

Lady Essex peered over Anna’s shoulder and shook her head. ‘My father hasn’t ridden in a long time. Everyone comes here to him now.’

As they watched, it was Rob who emerged from the house with a leather messenger bag slung over his back. He spoke to the groom and glanced up at Anna’s window. She instinctively shrank back behind the curtain, where she could not be seen, and saw him climb up into the saddle.

He looked grim and sad, and very determined, and that look on his face planted a touch of chilly disquiet in Anna’s heart.

‘Is your father sending him on another mission?’ Anna asked Lady Essex, who shrugged and looked just as confused as Anna felt.

‘My father sometimes lets me deliver messages for him, as lately I did to Hart Castle,’ she said, ‘but he seldom talks to anyone about his work, or about the people he employs. I would have thought Master Alden would be of no use to him now, after this escapade.’

‘Why is that?’ Anna asked in alarm. To be ‘of no use’ to Walsingham sounded like a dangerous thing.

‘It has gained attention, and Master Alden has worked for my father for a long while now. Such people are usually given a pension and retired.’ Lady Essex took Anna’s hand and said soothingly, ‘I am sure he is only on an errand of his own and will soon return.’

Anna was not so sure as she studied Rob’s solemn face through the windowpane. She knew him well by now, and had learned his expressions and gestures—the way he tried to hide his darker side from her and protect her. Something told her something was amiss now.

She lifted the hem of her skirts and ran from the chamber and down the stairs, ignoring the pain in her side from the bandaged, healing wound. She took a couple of wrong turns, but finally tumbled out into the courtyard as Rob gathered the reins in his gloved hands.

‘Where are you going?’ she demanded.

He looked at her calmly, as if he had been expecting her, but his face was cool and polite. So very different from when she’d been ill and he had never left her side. ‘I have a new task to perform for Secretary Walsingham, since my old one is now concluded. Clumsily so, I admit, but I have been given another chance.’

‘Another chance to risk your life among villains?’ Anna demanded, fear rising up in her.

‘To do my work,’ he said impatiently, and Anna felt she had never known him at all. Never sighed in passion in his arms, never felt his tenderness. He was a stranger.

‘And where might this work be?’ she countered tightly.

‘In France,’ he said, as lightly as he might have said in Spitalfields.

‘France!’ she cried. He was going away to France—across the sea, to hunt down En gland’s enemies and perhaps die—and he had not even said farewell? After everything they had done together?

After—after she had thought herself in love with him, and even dared think he might come to love her, too?

She felt as if she was sinking into the ground, her heart like a stone in her chest, and a loud buzzing grew in her ears. She grabbed on to his saddle to keep from falling.

‘Why didn’t you come to tell me? To say goodbye?’ she asked, a feeling of numbness spreading over her body.

‘I left a letter with Lady Walsingham to be given to you,’ he answered.

He swung down from the horse to land lightly beside her. He took her hands in his, but Anna could hardly feel it. She stared down at their joined fingers and felt as if she watched from a great distance.

‘What does the letter say?’ she said. ‘That we had a merry time together but now you are off to France and adventures new?’

‘Anna, I would hardly call our time together merry,’ he said, his hands still tight on hers. ‘Kidnappings, fights, imprisonments, wounds—you deserve much better than what I brought you.’

‘Is that why you are leaving? Because we are a curse on each other?’ she cried.

‘It’s for the best. I must do this if I am to hold my promise to you,’ he said, his voice cold and distant, as if he was already gone from her.

Anna shook her head. ‘And what promise is that?’

‘To protect you. I failed in that before. I will hold to it now.’

‘How can you protect me if you are in France?’ she whispered in confusion.

‘Men like Sheldon and Ennis will have no need to hurt you if I am not here,’ he said. ‘You can find a better man—a man with no secrets. A country squire who can give you the peaceful home you want, children, quiet days.’

That had long been her dream. But now she found those dreams were as nothing beside her feelings for Robert. She had come to crave his fire and passion, the passion that ignited something long frozen in her own soul and brought her to life again.

‘You deserve a life, as well,’ she said. ‘Please, Robert, don’t go now. Stay here in England.’

He raised her hands to his lips and kissed them with a lingering caress, as he had so many times. She tried to study him, to memorise the way he felt and looked, but it all seemed too unreal. He was leaving, their affair was over, and she couldn’t quite hold on to that terrible knowledge.

‘I must go, fairest Anna,’ he said. ‘Please—don’t forget me.’

He pressed a soft kiss to her brow and set her away from him. As Anna watched, rubbing her arms against the cold inside her, he swung back into the saddle and led the horse through the courtyard gates and out into the lane.

She hurried after him, but she didn’t call his name or try to bring him back. She knew that would be futile, and now she could only hold on to the tattered remains of her pride.

But she watched him until his horse turned the corner and he was gone from her sight. Gone from her life as suddenly as he had landed in it. She felt hollow inside.

‘Godspeed you, Robert, and keep you safe,’ she whispered. If only she could have done the same. If only—if only he could have loved her as she did him.

Rob stood on the crowded, bustling docks, watching as the ship that would carry him to France was loaded. Yet he truly saw none of it—didn’t hear the shouts and cries around him, the shove and clamour of the crowd.

He could only see Anna’s face as he had told her goodbye—how pale she’d been, her eyes huge and dark with pain. An echo of the same pain he felt in his own heart, sharp and more cruel than any dagger. That pain had grown and grown ever since he’d made his decision to leave her, and he knew it would never be gone from him. The loss of Anna was a mortal wound.

He gave a bitter, self-mocking laugh at the thought. He had spent his career creating the illusion of passionate, tragic love while keeping himself at a distance from such tumult. He had never really believed it—not until Anna.

She had slipped into his soul before he knew it, and she was there forever. No matter how many seas and mountains there were between them.

He turned away from the ship, telling himself he had to follow his chosen path alone. He had left Walsingham’s service. He was of no use to the Secretary now. He could carry on with such work no longer—not after it had injured Anna. But Walsingham had found him a place with a troupe of players connected to the Queen’s ambassador in Paris, and Rob had chosen to take it. If he was in Paris, Anna could move on with her life, free of him.

But, z’wounds, he did not want her to move on without him! He could still feel the touch of her hands, trying to hold on to him, still see the hurt and love in her eyes. She was his, just as he was hers. She had stood with him in the darkest moments, believed in him.

How could he ever do less for her?

Rob was suddenly filled with the burning, urgent need to find Anna, to beg her to give him a chance to prove himself to her. To spend his life trying to make her happy.

He would do anything at all just to stay with her.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

‘SO you are home at last, Anna!’ she heard her father call from the sitting room as she stepped into the house behind the White Heron.

She put down her case on the floor and looked around her. The house looked so much the same she might never have left. There was more dust, and the smell of old food and spilled wine in the air without her housekeeping, but otherwise the days seemed to have stood still. Yet she felt so much older.

‘Aye, I’ve come back, Father,’ she answered. She took off the hooded cloak she had borrowed from Lady Essex and went to greet her father.

He embraced her and gave her cheek a hearty kiss, squeezing her until her side hurt and she had to suppress a gasp. ‘I’ve missed you, daughter,’ he declared.

‘So I see,’ Anna said with a laugh, extracting herself from his arms to sit down in her usual chair. She suddenly felt very tired. ‘I don’t think the hearth has been swept since I left.’

‘You haven’t been here to keep an eye on Old Madge, and it’s been busy,’ Tom said. ‘We’ve started rehearsals at the White Heron! So I have kept myself occupied while you were on your grand travels.’

‘Rehearsals for what? I thought you were reviving old productions for the time being.’

‘Why, Master Alden’s new play, of course. It is sure to be a great success.’

Anna sat up straighter in her chair. It was as if someone she’d thought dead—someone she mourned fiercely—had suddenly appeared before her at the mention of his name, and her emotions ran hot. ‘He sent you a new play?’

‘Certainly. It was delivered here only a few days ago, and then this morning another package arrived. The messenger said it was a gift for you.’

As Anna watched in puzzlement and confusion, her father fetched a small wooden chest from the desk and laid it on her lap. It was heavy and solid.

‘Have you opened this, Father?’ she asked.

‘Certainly not! It is for you.’ He gave a sheepish smile. ‘I may have given it a shake or two, though. Go on and open it.’

Anna slowly turned the little key in the lock and eased back the lid. It felt so strange to find a gift from Rob after their parting—as if a conversation she’d thought abruptly over still went on.

And what a conversation it was. Before her lay a pile of gold and silver coins, along with a smaller box and a note.

She unfolded the paper and read Rob’s bold, slashing hand: For your peaceful country cottage, fairest Anna. Don’t forget me. That was all. But when she opened the little box she found a ring—a band of small pearls set in gold. Another note, a mere sliver of parchment, told her this had once been his mother’s but now was hers, if she cared to wear it.

Cared to wear it? Anna pressed her hand to her mouth to keep from crying as she looked down at the ring. She felt doubly foolish now—first for letting Rob leave, and then for believing he cared nothing for her when her instincts had told her that he did. Their time together had not been a lie. It could not be.

‘Father,’ she said in a choked voice. ‘What is this new play about?’

‘It’s quite splendid—exactly what an audience could desire,’ Tom answered. ‘A faraway kingdom where a princess falls in love with an assassin who saves her from a murderer, and she in turn saves him and redeems his soul from damnation. But they are parted, and he dies of love for her. Most moving, and several good fights, as well.’

‘What else does a story need?’ Anna murmured. She slid the ring onto her finger and locked up the chest of coins. It would not be for a country cottage where she would live alone, but for one to be shared. The princess had to fight for her assassin and his soul. She had to fight for her love. Rob had given her that strength, that belief in herself, and now she had to use it to bring him back to her.

‘I must leave again, Father,’ she said. ‘But I will return soon.’ And hopefully not alone.

The docks were crowded and chaotic as Anna pushed her way through, past sailors and confused passengers, stacks of crates waiting to be loaded. The salt-fish smell of the water and the hot tang of tar was thick there, and she was elbowed and jostled as she struggled to find her way.

Lady Essex had found the name of Rob’s France-bound ship for her—the Royal Henry—and it was to depart on the evening tide. But there were so many ships being boarded for just such voyages, and Anna could not tell them apart.

She was determined to find him, though, and to learn the truth once and for all. If he preferred his work—a life of danger and excitement—to a life with her, then she would have to let him go, no matter how hard that would be.

But if he did leave because he thought it was best for her—because he thought to protect her as his assassin could not protect the princess—then she would have to gather her courage and tell him her own truth. She would rather face any danger with him than a hundred quiet years without him. She had found life again with him—life and hope and passion. If there was any chance at all that he felt the same, she had to seize it.

She stood up on tiptoe and strained to see past the people pressed in all around her. Time grew shorter. Soon all these vessels would slip their moorings and head one by one to the sea, and Rob would be on one of them.

‘Where are you?’ she whispered.

Then, as if to answer her, the crowd before her parted for an instant. In that space she caught a glimpse of Rob, clad in his black leather doublet and breeches and purple short cloak, hurrying past. It looked as if he, too, searched for something, with a fierce frown on his face.

‘Robert!’ she called. ‘Robert, wait for me. I beg you!’

She pushed the people out of her way and ran towards him, dodging around crates and coils of rope. Don’t let him vanish, she thought frantically. Don’t let him be my imagination.

Her prayers were answered when she saw him again. He was hurrying towards her, and she dashed to him to throw herself into his arms. His embrace came around her, hard and fierce, and he lifted her from her feet.

She wound her arms around his neck and held on tightly, relieved he had not pushed her away or run from her. She—they—had this one chance.

‘Anna, why are you here?’ he demanded. ‘Did you come alone?’

‘Lady Essex wanted to send a footman with me, but there was no time to wait.’

‘Lady Essex?’

‘I was at Seething Lane, looking for you, and she found the name of your ship.’ He slowly lowered her to her feet but they still held on to each other. ‘I had to find you before you left—to ask you …’

Anna swallowed hard before she plunged forward. This was no time to hesitate, no time to be scared.

‘To ask you to stay,’ she said quickly. ‘Or to beg you to take me with you. Either way, Robert, let me be with you.’

He stared down at her for a long, silent moment and her heart began slowly to sink. Then he laughed, and lifted her from her feet again to twirl her around.

‘Anna, you have read my mind,’ he said. ‘I had come to the ship only to turn back again. I tried to be noble, to leave you—but I cannot. I’m too selfish. I need you too much.’

Anna laughed in giddy, heady relief. All her fears vanished like a spring storm banished by the sun. ‘Then we are both selfish creatures, for I couldn’t let you go. I had to know how you truly felt—if these days together meant anything to you.’

‘Fairest Anna, they meant everything. All is changed for me—you have changed it. I never thought to know joy or peace again, and you brought them to me.’ He kissed her tenderly, and in that soft touch of his lips on hers she tasted the truth of what he said.

All was changed for both of them. They had found the whole world with each other, and that was all that mattered.

‘I love you, Anna,’ Rob said. ‘And if you will let me I will spend all my life striving to be worthy of you.’

‘Robert Alden, I believe you have not said anything so poetical before,’ Anna said with a happy laugh. ‘I love you, too, and I promise you I will follow you wherever you go. To Paris, or Turkey, or an island jungle—you will never be rid of me.’

Rob grinned and kissed her again as they clung together against the world. ‘That is a promise I will assuredly hold you to, my fairest Anna.’







EPILOGUE

‘I will race you to the top, Mistress Alden!’ Rob called.

Anna laughed and tugged on her horse’s reins as she followed Rob up the slope of the grassy country hill. She had lost her hat, and her hair whipped around her shoulders, but she didn’t care. It was a glorious high summer day, the sun warm and golden in the cloudless sky, bright green fields spread around them as far as could be seen. Hart Castle, which Elizabeth and Edward had loaned them for their honeymoon, loomed in the distance—their own private sanctuary for this precious time.

And she was on her way to a picnic with her new husband. She glanced at Rob as they galloped along the path, dirt and grass flying with their speed. He looked more handsome than ever, his skin darkened by the country sun, his hair tousled and waving over his brow, his leather doublet open over his unlaced shirt. He laughed with her, light-hearted and happy.

Since he had left Walsingham’s service and they had married, it seemed as if a great burden was lifted from them—a rock rolled away to let light and fresh air stream in. Living in the Southwark house behind the theatre was not ideal, but Rob was writing his poetry and they were together.

It was wondrous to Anna—the way the more they were together, the more she learned about him, the more she loved him and wanted to be with him.

They drew in their horses at the crest of the hill, and as Anna caught her breath she studied the landscape before them. The summer fields were as rich and green as a velvet counterpane, promising a good harvest in the autumn. Off in the distance one way was the little village, where they often walked to visit Mary Alden. Anna could see the church spire there, the curl of smoke from the bake-shop chimney.

And the other way lay the old Carrington estate—empty and abandoned since Thomas Sheldon had been arrested and his lands seized by the Queen. The gates were closed and padlocked, but she could make out the tall brick chimneys of the grand house, the rich gardens and groves of trees.

‘It’s a pretty prospect, is it not?’ Rob asked.

‘Very pretty, indeed,’ Anna answered. ‘I think it will be hard to go back to the soot and stink of London.’

‘What if we did not have to?’

‘Did not have to?’ she said in surprise. She twisted in her saddle to look at her husband, who gave her a mischievous grin. ‘What do you mean, Robert?’

‘I have a surprise for you, wife. I received confirmation of it today, when the messenger came from London.’ He swung down from his horse and reached up to take her by the waist and lift her to the ground beside him. ‘Walk with me for a moment.’

Anna looped her arm through his and let him lead her down the other side of the hill. ‘I’m not sure I can bear any more surprises.’

‘I think you might like this one.’

‘Tell me, then, before I burst from curiosity!’ she demanded. He had already given her so, so much. What else was there in the world she could want?

‘Walsingham has been persuaded that I should be rewarded for my good work,’ he said. ‘And he has at last agreed—I am to be given a portion of the Carrington estate.’

‘The Carrington estate!’ Anna stopped suddenly, staring down at the abandoned woods behind the locked gates.

‘Not the house, of course,’ said Rob. ‘Not that we would want the cursed place. That’s to go to some crony of the Queen’s. We are to have the hunting lodge, along with a caretaker’s cottage for your father and a portion of the farm. If we can learn to be farmers, there should be a fine living in it. And I can finish my new sonnets.’

‘This is ours? Our home?’ she whispered. ‘Is this some sort of dream?’

Rob laughed. ‘No dream, Anna dearest, and no trick, either. This is our home now, if you wish it to be. I will show you the letter for proof.’

‘I need no proof, Robert, for I feel it in my heart. This is our home,’ Anna said, her throat heavy with happy tears. She twirled round to her husband and rested her head on his shoulder as the fresh, sweet air of their new home wrapped around them. A beloved husband, a home, a place for them—it was all she had once thought could never be hers, and her heart was bursting with it all.

‘And we will be happy here together for always?’ she said.

Rob laughed and held her close. ‘Yes, my love. For always.’







AUTHOR NOTE

In so many ways, writing historical romance is the perfect job for a ‘nerd’ like me! I can bring in many of my history obsessions and apply them to my characters, spend hours reading history books, and watch Shakespeare in Love over and over and call it ‘Important Research.’ What could be better?

Anna and Rob’s story was inspired by a wonderful evening at the new Globe Theatre in London, watching a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I had long been obsessed with the Elizabethan theatre, and this trip was a dream come true—the closest I could come to experiencing a play the way sixteenth century audiences did. I knew I had to write a story set in the thrilling, dangerous environs of the Elizabethan underworld, and Robert, the writer/spy—inspired in part by the brilliant Christopher Marlowe, and by the famous actor Edward Alleyn, who married the daughter of theatre impresario Philip Henslowe—jumped into my mind right away. He was so dashing, and I fell a bit in love with him myself. Sadly, I had to relinquish him to Anna …

I was able to research several aspects of Elizabethan life for Rob and Anna’s story—theatre, Sir Francis Walsingham and his espionage work, life in Southwark and other suburban —and lawless!—neighbourhoods, and the relations between the different classes of Elizabethan London. A backstage tour of the Globe and some books purchased in their shop gave me a very good start.

I also loved looking more deeply into the life of Spymaster Walsingham—one of the many fascinating characters of the Elizabethan era. He spent his life corralling information in a time when such an endeavour seemed impossible, managing a vast network of informants and agents in an effort to keep the Queen safe. He liked to use actors—such as the ill-fated Marlowe—due to their literacy, their powers of observation, their fluid movements, both geographically and socially, and the fact they always needed money.

Walsingham died in 1590, soon after the action of this story, but I enjoyed giving him a role in this tale, as well as his daughter Frances, Lady Essex—who, despite reputedly being rather plain, married first the famous poet Sir Philip Sidney and then the Court heartthrob the Earl of Essex.

And I also loved seeing what happened to Edward and Elizabeth, whom I first met in my Undone short story, To Court, Capture, and Conquer! They set me on this journey in the first place, and I’m glad to see they are still happily in love and having adventures.

Please visit my website—http://ammandamccabe.com—for more behind-the-book history!
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