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Chapter 1
 
The lights of Raljahar twinkled with life. They were the pulse of a desert city whose future had been on the brink of collapse a decade ago, until he’d inherited his father’s reign and breathed life back into it. 
Sheikh Rafiq al Hakimi stepped back from the palace window, pride sweeping through him as he turned his attention away from the vibrant nightlife below. It was a place of indulgence and pleasure, of wealth and elitism. It was his creation, and yet he wanted no part of it. 
He looked around the interior of his office, his fortress against a world that offered little mercy and even less compassion.
Rushed footsteps sounded outside in the hallway, followed by the urgent whispers of men who would give their lives for him. Men who served him faithfully and humbly.
What was going on now? 
Rafiq strode across the room, his kandura swirling around his legs. He swung open the double doors and scanned the hallway until he saw the commotion near the end of the hall. “What is happening?” he growled.
His servants turned toward him, their eyes wide. 
His closest advisor approached and bowed. “Your Majesty,” he said hastily. “Our apologies. It was not our intention to distract you. There is a situation, but it is being taken care of at this very moment.”
Irritation pricked and Rafiq gave a sigh of impatience. “You know I do not care for vagueness, Amjad. I would be apprised of the situation immediately.” 
“Of course, Your Majesty.” Amjad paled and his gaze remained lowered as he continued. “A woman was discovered outside the palace as she attempted to break inside to see you. Of course, her attempts were not successful and she was seized—”
“Who is she?” 
“We are not yet certain.”
Rafiq’s frown deepened and he glanced once more down the hallway that led to the marbled foyer of the heavily guarded palace. “Did you have any intention of telling me? When did this happen?”
“Just moments ago, Your Majesty, but there is no need for concern—”
“Do not tell me what there is need for!” he roared, and his advisor trembled in response. “Where is she?”
“Down the hall. She is being questioned. Everything is under control—”
“Min fadlak!” Angry, shrill, and most definitely female, the voice rang out. The two words echoed down the hall, somewhere out of view but within range of hearing.
“Yes. Quite under control.” He gave a sharp nod. “Bring her to my office.”
“But Your Majesty—”
“Bring her to me.” He didn’t need to raise his voice this time—the slight edge to his tone made his advisor whimper, before he scurried away with a mumbled reply.
Rafiq turned and strode back into his office to await her arrival, his curiosity piqued by the woman who hadn’t the sense to be afraid of the consequences of her actions.
Breaking into the palace? Was she dimwitted?
He’d garnered a reputation as a sharp, fair ruler of the kingdom of Raljahar. He’d brought the country back from the near destitution his father had let it slip into, and yet still his people feared him. 
But then, how could they not? 
It was not only because of his fierce temper. His fingers unconsciously rose to touch the jagged flesh of the left side of his face, tracing the line sweeping down across his neck. 
Footsteps sounded outside his office, and he turned in time to see a handful of his bodyguards swarm in, flanking the heavily garbed figure he assumed to be the woman. Rafiq’s mouth tightened and skepticism swept through him. Had he not heard the high-pitched plea in the hall, he might have his doubts the person before him was actually female. 
Nearly as tall as some of his guards, the figure struggled fiercely. The burka she wore hid any hint of curves and the veil shielded her face. 
An interesting choice in clothes. Though the attire was not entirely unseen among the females of his city, nowadays most women wore modest forms of western clothing. The woman before him could have been a traditionalist to his country, or perhaps just trying very hard to disguise herself…
He suspected the latter.
“Ma ismuk?” he called out sharply, and waited for her to give him her name.
The woman stilled in her struggle, seeming to stare right at him from behind her veil, and then replied almost inaudibly in English, “I don’t speak Arabic very well.”
No, she most definitely wasn’t a citizen of Raljahar, or likely any Arab nation.
Rafiq stood and approached her. Though she was tall for a woman, he still had a half a foot in height on her. Her hands were visible at the end of her sleeves—long, graceful-looking fingers. Her skin, smooth and pale ivory, flashed against the black robes she wore. 
“Remove her veil,” Rafiq commanded flatly in his own tongue. 
The guards reached for her and she renewed her struggle. 
“No, wait, please!” Her words grew frantic as they forcibly removed the veil from her head. 
Any fading doubts of her being a woman evaporated completely as long waves of chestnut hair spilled down past her shoulders. With a soft cry of frustration she ducked her head and stared at the floor, her face shielded by the curtain of brown.
A sliver of familiarity raced through him. Had it been his imagination, or had her voice also sounded familiar? Rafiq took a step toward her, ignoring the way his blood quickened. “You are quite fortunate that I speak English.” He stopped just inches from her, watching as her fingers knotted together. She was nervous. “Now, tell me your name.”
The woman hesitated long enough to increase the unease growing in him. He reached out and caught her chin between his fingers, then gently lifted her head. The curtain of brown hair slid away from her face, until his gaze clashed with crystal blue eyes. 
Recognition slammed into him like a punch to the chest, sending the air rushing from his lungs. “Holly?”
He blinked, certain she would disappear, but still she remained. His earlier irritation faded as adrenaline now soared through his veins.
Her kohl-eyed stare, initially fearful, flickered with a mix of confusion and hope. “Yes, it’s me.” 
Memories surfaced, of her sparkling eyes and a soft infectious laugh that could make anyone near her smile. And then the more intimate memories of how those lush lips had felt beneath his.
His hands instinctively itched to pull her into an embrace, to feel the warmth of her body flush against him. 
It didn’t seem real that she stood before him in his palace. She’d haunted his mind often at night over the past two years, and without a doubt, Holly still remained as beautiful as the last time he’d seen her. 
Holly Winchester had a face and body that had likely earned her millions as one of the world’s most popular models. She had a flawless face with high cheekbones, full lips, and striking blue eyes a weaker man could lose himself in. 
Fortunately, he’d never been a man easily led by the fairer sex. Perhaps once he’d been foolish enough to let himself feel more than he ever should’ve with her, but never again. 
Reality seeped in like a heavy sand cloud that blocked the warmth and sunshine. His momentary euphoria at seeing her ebbed away, leaving wariness in its place. What was he thinking, wanting to pull her into his arms? They were not lovers who’d parted on good terms—quite the opposite actually. So why had Holly returned to Raljahar? 
She must have seen the change in him, because unease flashed in her eyes. 
Irritation slid through him. It was too late for regrets, he reminded himself, too late to make nice. “Why have you come here, Holly?”
“I…” Her gaze slid over him, lingering on his face, and she flinched, her teeth clamping down on her lower lip. 
Careful not to show any outward reaction, Rafiq’s stomach still twisted with pain at the way she recoiled from him. The realization sent a flush of anger up his neck. How foolish. The fearful gazes failed to surprise him anymore, especially when some women would cross the street to avoid crossing paths with him. Why should he expect anything different from her?
But then, this wouldn’t be the first time she’d rejected him. The memory of the day they’d parted raised his fury. 
If she’d come to apologize, then it was too late. 
Holly’s decision to return to Raljahar was a foolish one, and he’d make sure she soon realized it.
 
Why had she come? 
Opening her mouth to try to reply again, Holly couldn’t for the life of her make the words come out. She’d been asking herself the same thing for the last twenty-four hours.
Oh, what she wouldn’t give to be safe and cozy in her small home in Portland right now. Four days ago her biggest worry had been making sure her cat didn’t have bladder stones again, and figuring out how she would afford her books for the college courses she’d just enrolled in.
Amazing how your priorities could flip on a dime. This wasn’t about her anymore, and she needed to remember that. But seeing the antagonism flicker in the Sheikh’s eyes sent goose bumps over her flesh and a knot of dread forming in her stomach. 
Had she actually considered the possibility that Rafiq wouldn’t remember her?
Real smart there, Holly. Would you
like a side of delusional with that?
When her veil had been removed, the recognition had flared immediately in his eyes. At first she’d thought he’d been happy to see her, but then his gaze had slowly changed, until it burned with a loathing so intense she’d recoiled instinctively. 
Sheikh Rafiq bin Hakimi al-Raljahar was far too shrewd to forget a face, especially with hers plastered in magazines and on the television up until two years ago. Or maybe he’d never forgotten their time together, though that was probably wishful thinking on her part.
Then again, she’d never forgotten Rafiq either. He was still as tall, dark, and imposing as she remembered him to be and, heaven help her, as impossibly handsome. She hated that her body immediately responded to his presence, that her blood heated and quickened and her knees turned ridiculously weak.
It had been one week of her life, one week where she’d ridden an emotional roller coaster, but still, he should not be able to affect her this way. No matter that he carried the title of Sheikh—Rafiq was still just a flesh and blood man. 
His eyes, a rich coffee brown she’d always found so captivating, flickered with censure, fury, and something else. Something almost heated, but she knew that couldn’t be right. 
She dropped her gaze to try to compose herself, finding it easier to stare at the intricate mosaic pattern on the marble floor than to meet Rafiq’s condemning stare. 
She was insane. Absolutely insane to be here, and if she’d had any other choice she wouldn’t have come. So now, here she stood in an opulent, massive palace of blue and gold hues, of abundant wealth she might’ve once been comfortable around, but no more.  
“Perhaps you’ve forgotten the question already, Miss Winchester? Why are you here?”
How quickly he dropped the casualness of calling her Holly. Even still, her name on his lips sounded so foreign, almost exotic with his accent. Her stomach fluttered again and she bit her lip trying to quell it.
Remember why you’re here.
Holly cleared her throat and lifted her chin. “Rafiq, I’ve come to—”
The guard behind her made a roar of anger, and gripped her shoulder almost painfully. “You will address the Sheikh as Your Majesty.”
 “Your Majesty,” she choked out, trying to pull away from the brute of a bodyguard’s grip. She’d forgotten about their presence entirely.
Rafiq snarled something harsh at the guard, and Holly found herself abruptly released. She stumbled forward, nearly toppling into him. Her relief was short lived as Rafiq’s fingers—though much gentler than the guard’s—curled around her shoulders. A shock of energy seemed to pass from his fingers into her body, and a gasp of surprise fluttered past her lips as her pulse quickened. 
Almost two years later, and still his touch could do this to her? Impossible. It had to be the fear, or the adrenaline.
She lifted her head once more, and their gazes locked. Had he sensed it too? Some of the shock she felt was mirrored in his eyes, but his mingled with irritation. Holly couldn’t have looked away from him if she tried. 
He spoke harshly again to his bodyguards, to which they stammered replies. And then the rushing of footsteps sounded, followed by the door closing.
The realization they were alone sent a frisson of panic through her. Alone with the Sheikh. 
“What did you say to them?” She hated that her question came out husky and far too vulnerable.
“I asked if they’d searched you for weapons.” A semblance of a smile flickered on his lips, but it held no humor. “Beneath your burka, there is ample…space for you to hide a weapon.”
It was clear he’d been tempted to say something different after ample. The possibility, combined with the memory of the guards’ search, sent hot color searing her cheeks. “You know they did. It was barbaric, the way—”
“More barbaric than you forcing your way into my palace, habiba?” His tone cooled. 
Don’t even focus on the endearment he called you, it means nothing.
“It wasn’t my intention to break in, and I tried by normal means to get access. It’s vitally important that I see you—”
“Why? Have you returned with another request to strut around my desert in a bikini for a photo shoot?” 
Furious heat slammed into her cheeks at his cool, derisive words. What a jerk. He’d always been on the cocky side, though. How had she ever found him charming? All too easily, if you recall.
Holly drew in a deliberate breath in an effort to control her emotions. “I’m no longer modeling.” She lifted her head to meet his gaze again, then wished she hadn’t as she stared into his emotionless eyes. 
“Yes,” he murmured, “I’m well aware your modeling days are through.”
Of course he was. He must’ve known that the day he’d sent her away, everything changed and the tabloids had used her as fodder for months—it was one of the reasons she’d ultimately left the industry a year later. 
Holly swallowed against the knot in her throat, but she knew she didn’t mourn the loss of her career so much as the way things had ended between her and Rafiq. “Why did you have to pull off my veil?” 
God, had she actually muttered the words aloud? Holly bit back a groan as his lips twitched. 
But they were the truth. Rafiq would’ve never known it was her if he hadn’t removed the veil. Prior to flying out from Portland, she’d purchased the attire for that reason alone—she’d hoped to remain an unknown face and voice.
Again, someone really ought to give her the prize for being the most naïve. 
“Holly, I’m afraid your attempts at blending in were quite deficient.” Amusement laced his tone. “Had you paid more attention the last time you were here, you would’ve realized most of the women in Raljahar no longer favor the burka as a means of dress. A long shirt and skirt would’ve been less suspect.”
He was right—of course she could see that in hindsight. 
“I wasn’t sure what would be acceptable to wear,” she admitted grudgingly, “and I didn’t want to offend anyone by arriving in jeans and a tank top.”
Something hot and dark flickered in his gaze as his fingers traced lightly over the flesh of her shoulders. 
Holly’s pulse fluttered. Why didn’t he remove his hands from her? They unbalanced her, made her hyperaware of the power this man held. He had the ability to crush someone, probably physically as well as figuratively. His words, as well, could crush. She’d had firsthand experience of the fact.
“I wonder if it was your purpose to not offend, Holly, or simply a tactic to disguise your identity.” 
Her cheeks warmed with guilt. “Why would I disguise myself from you?”
“Perhaps you should tell me.” 
His silky words sent another hot shiver through her and she swallowed hard. She’d promised herself that this time she wouldn’t let him affect her and this time there would be no weak knees, butterflies in the stomach, or a racing pulse. 
But her attempts at emotionally bracing herself against seeing Rafiq again had been ridiculously inept, because she was just as susceptible to him today as she’d been two years ago. 
Unwittingly she flashed back to her first trip to Raljahar and when she’d first realized how quickly she was falling for the Sheikh. He’d charmed her. Oh, God, how he’d charmed her. That first day they’d talked for hours over a long, wonderfully decadent lunch. He’d made her laugh and turned her stomach into a playground for butterflies. 
And then he’d kissed her on the tour of the palace, in his room, and she’d melted. Her entire body had awakened to a sensuality and need she’d never experienced or explored.  
Soon, the light flirting and long glances escalated into deep kisses and passionate embraces in the shadows. And then, dinner in the exclusive restaurant in his casino…
“Would you like to go downstairs and play any of the card tables, habiba?” he’d asked.
“I’m not much of a gambler,” she’d confessed. Except with my heart.
The night had been so perfect, with their private room and delicious food served by candlelight. And the way Rafiq found reasons to touch her—stroke her hand or push a strand of hair behind her ear—never failed to send her pulse into overdrive.
He’d leaned down to kiss her, exquisitely gentle in a way that left her body heated and her heart pounding. “Come away with me—I have a vacation home in the French Riviera where we could be alone.”
She knew what he asked and saw no reason to pretend otherwise. “But what about everybody else?”
“I have no desire to make love to your manager or photographer, habiba. Only you,” he’d teased, his gaze smoldering.
She’d laughed softly, even though she’d been so out of her league, and so thoroughly tempted.
“Consider it, Holly. I have meetings over the next few days about the logistics of a possible photo shoot, but we could spend the weekend together.” 
And then his mouth had found hers again, more thoroughly this time, making her grateful for the privacy of their room within the restaurant.
“No answer, Holly?”
Holly blinked, snapping out of the memory. What were they talking about again? Oh, yes, he was accusing her of sneaking into his palace under disguise.
“I don’t think I should have to answer such a ridiculous accusation.”
Even if he’d been justified in making it.
Holly recoiled instinctively as the hostility in his expression increased. 
As he glared down at her with a face that could make even the strongest of men cringe, she could understand why the tabloids loved to paint a frightening picture of the Sheikh. Even if it was rare they’d capture him on film. 
Still, Sheikh Rafiq Hakimi was almost larger than life itself. Intimidating. Powerful. Frightening with the constant scowl and jagged scar that ran from his cheek to his neck, only to disappear beneath his robes. Combine that with his temper, and it was no wonder people often feared him. 
And tonight, knowing she came to beg for a favor from the man who hated her, Holly realized she was no exception.


Chapter 2
 
Rafiq watched the flicker of emotions on Holly’s face and cursed himself for not being able to let her go. There was no threat, no reason to keep his fingers curled around the delicate curve of her shoulder. Except touching her was like breathing air he’d long been denied. 
The soft scent of her perfume, subtle and light, caressed his senses. It was the same one she’d worn two years ago, and just the smell of it sent memories careening into him like a deadly sandstorm.
How was it possible to have missed something he’d never really had? How could he possibly still want this woman? 
Her tongue darted out, traced over the lush mouth he’d once had the pleasure of claiming. His groin tightened and he bit back a groan. Would he find her body unchanged beneath the burka? Would it still be as flawless as the face he now gazed upon? 
“You have yet to explain to me why you’ve come to Raljahar, Holly.”
The steel in his tone did little to intimidate her as defiance flickered in her eyes. It was one thing that had initially intrigued him about her. Holly had never recoiled from his appearance, had not been intimidated by him at all in their first meeting. 
“Raljahar is a worldwide tourist destination. Americans are often inclined to visit just as much as those on this continent, Your Majesty.” 
Amusement warred with irritation that she seemed to resent calling him by his title. Did she not even realize how fortunate she was to have gained a personal audience with him? It was rare even citizens of his country received this opportunity. Had he not intervened, she’d be sitting in a jail cell at this moment, awaiting a trial. “So you’re telling me you’ve come on holiday?”
“Of course not.” Her eyes rounded in horror. She shook her head, her cheeks tingeing a beguiling pink as her tongue swept across her mouth again. “I would never… My journey to Raljahar isn’t for my benefit.”
Warning bells rang in his head. “Then whose benefit is it for?” 
She swallowed hard and lifted her chin, desperation and naked agony in her gaze. “Andrew Gray. He’s in your prison, and I’m here to beg you to release him.” She choked on the last word. “Please, he’s all I have, Ra—Your Majesty.”
Rafiq’s world spun out of focus as her words echoed in his head. His heart thumped painfully against his chest and everything inside him clenched with shock. She came here to beg for her lover’s release? The idea of Holly with another man—let alone begging Rafiq to help him—made something dark and resentful build inside him.
With a growl, he reached down and caught her hand, abruptly pulling up the sleeves of the black garment. Holly gasped, attempting to tug her soft fingers away, but he tightened his hold as he searched her fingers again, looking for the ring that perhaps he’d missed initially.
“What are you—”
“You dare come to beg for the release of your lover?” 
“N-no.” Understanding dawned in her eyes and she shook her head. “Andrew’s not my lover. He’s my brother.”
Rafiq stilled and some of the tension eased, but he wasn’t certain he believed her. Perhaps she would say anything at this rate to save the man. “Your brother? Then why do you not share the same family name?”
“Winchester was an alias chosen for my modeling career. I ultimately changed it legally.” 
“And Holly?”
“Is my real name.”
The fury that had consumed him faded away almost completely. He was inclined to believe her, and all he needed to do was give the word and he could have her story confirmed. Without a doubt he would see it done, would find out if this Andrew was truly not her lover, but her brother. 
“Tell me more about your brother, Holly.” He drew his thumb across the knuckles of her hand, watching as her mouth parted and a shudder racked her body. 
Her gaze slid to his scar, lingering there, and Rafiq’s nostrils flared. His touch and his appearance repulsed her that much, did it? And yet he couldn’t bring himself to release her hand, no matter how unnecessary holding it was. 
There was a fleeting moment in the past where he’d been fooled into believing she enjoyed his touch and had seen beyond his flawed face. Until he’d discovered that not only was the American beauty a top model, but an accomplished actress. 
Holly swallowed visibly and hesitated before answering. “Andrew was arrested last week. He was allegedly caught cheating at a cards table in your casino.”
“Allegedly?” he mocked, his lips curling. How pitifully naïve she was. Or perhaps she just thought him a fool. “Are you calling into question the level of security at my casino?”
“No, will you stop twisting my words?” She jerked her hand from his grasp and stumbled backward. “What I’m saying is my brother would never cheat!” But he saw the flicker of doubt in her eyes, and it was compounded by her next words. “Though if he owes any money, I have brought the funds to pay.”
Watching him, she must’ve realized her words were a mistake, because she lifted a hand to her mouth.
“You think I need your money, Holly?” He asked the question with a chilling softness he knew would intimidate. 
“No, of course not, but the principle of it—”
“Your brother ignored principle when he chose to steal from my casino.”
She flinched and for a moment he saw the tears of desperation in her eyes. “Rafiq, please don’t be so quick to dismiss me. If you have any compassion, you’d consider my request.”
“If I have any compassion?” Rafiq ground out, unable to believe his ears. The words absolutely preposterous coming from her sensual lips after what she’d done to him. “You, Holly, are a fraud to even speak of compassion.”
Anger flashed in her eyes and she opened her mouth, appearing as if she were about to curse him to pieces, but then closed it again. Her hands balled into fists at her side, nearly disappearing into the long sleeves of her burka. Her head bowed. “I’m sorry. I haven’t come here to argue with you, Your Majesty. I’ve come to beg for help.”
Seeing Holly humbled before him sent a stab of satisfaction through him. Though she’d put space between them, he closed it again. His sense of power grew at the sound of the small, nervous breaths escaping her lips and the trembling of her body.
How was it possible he still wanted her? Wanted her mouth on his. Wanted her beneath him in bed, begging for pleasure and calling his name in abandon.
“Just what are you willing to do to garner his release?” 
Her head jerked up, sapphire eyes widening with shock and wariness. “What do you mean?”
Rafiq’s gaze slid to her mouth, so full and currently unadorned with lipstick or gloss and yet so tempting and bewitching. She’d always been uncommonly beautiful, with or without her face painted. The day he’d met her she’d been without makeup, and he’d still been struck dumb by her beauty.
With lightning-quick movements, Rafiq slid his arm around her waist and drew her body flush against his. Her gasp of shock coincided with her hands flying up to press against his chest.
“I think you know exactly what I mean.”
Comprehension dawned in her gaze, followed by something that looked like disgust. 
Pain ripped through him and he clenched his jaw. She made no effort to conceal how repulsive she found him, even when her supposed brother’s future was at stake.
“What would you do, Holly?” he rasped again, harsher this time as he lightly ran his palm up her back and then down low again, until it rested just above the swell of her buttocks.
 A tremble ripped through her and she shook her head. “You misunderstand. I would never…”
“Ah, but you could, habiba.” He cupped her face with his free hand and held her head still.
He wanted to punish her for what she’d done two years ago. And for appearing in his life again when he tried so hard to never think of her—to never think of their passionate moments together.
But more than that, he wanted to feel her lips beneath his and taste her again. Hear her cries of pleasure, even if they were a lie. 
She must’ve seen the intent in his expression, because her eyes widened with panic and awareness. “No. Please, don’t do this, Rafiq—”
“Your Majesty,” he ground out, and then claimed her mouth.
Her lips parted on a cry of protest, allowing his tongue to sweep in and conquer. To demand a surrender he knew Holly would never give willingly. 
 
Rafiq’s arm around her waist was like a steel band, holding Holly captive to a sea of sensation and memories. His mouth on hers sent her plummeting back to another time. A time where she could’ve had any luxury in the world, but where she craved one man more than anything money could buy. 
She’d been hopelessly naïve with Rafiq back then, and she couldn’t afford to make the same mistake again. Couldn’t afford to give in to the pleasure threatening to overtake her.
Holly renewed her struggle, shoving against his chest in an attempt to free herself. Her hands encountered the solid wall of muscle beneath his robe, and the realization made the heat and tingling in her body skyrocket. No, she couldn’t let this happen. Couldn’t let him think for one moment she’d come here to exchange this for her brother’s freedom.
Again she tried to pull her mouth away, but when she twisted, he followed. His tongue coaxed and teased hers, gentling now, until it stroked away her ability to think. Until all she could do was feel. And oh, heaven help her, but did she feel. Her body buzzed with excitement and her breasts swelled as she responded to the sensual assault of his mouth. 
Instead of trying to push him away, Holly curled her fingers into the fabric of his robe. She clung to him as her world spun out of control into a heady vortex of need and hot desire. Only Rafiq had ever made her feel like this. He made her feel so alive, awakened a usually dormant passion inside her.
She wasn’t even aware he’d lifted his mouth from hers until the loss of sensation slammed into her. A cry of protest spilled from her lips before she realized what it was.
The silence in the room shocked her back to her senses and brought her right back to reality. Her face grew hot and she squeezed her eyes shut. How quickly she’d lost her mind. Again. 
“You are embarrassed by your body’s response?” Rafiq made a confident stroke of his thumb across her lips, and she jerked her head away as another tremble of awareness slid through her.
Oh, God, what he must think of her right now—the assumptions he would be making. That he had every right to make because her body betrayed her.
Very nice, Holly. Way to lose complete control.
“Women may find my appearance repulsive,” he murmured matter-of-factly, “but in my arms they will still find pleasure.”
What? Her eyes snapped open, her brows drawing together into a scowl as she glowered up at him. Okay, she wasn’t buying the poor-me bit about women thinking he was ugly. Not for a minute. So he had a scar. It was one flaw on an incredibly sexy man. “If anything is repulsive, it’s your behavior and the way you treat people. Let me go, Rafiq.”
The smug smile hardened, as did his stare, but he didn’t immediately release her. Had she angered him again by not calling him Your Majesty, or by calling him out on his behavior? 
“I am not familiar with your brother’s case, Holly. But I will look further into the matter this evening.”
A bloom of hope quickly deflated her anger. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so quick to lash out at him with her tongue. Though the small prickle of guilt inside her made Holly wonder if he was ‘looking further’ into her brother’s situation because of the kiss. 
A kiss that meant nothing, she reminded herself. It was a move to display power. To show he held the cards. And unfortunately, that was painfully undeniable. 
None of this had gone as she’d planned today. But what had she expected? That Rafiq would welcome her back with a smile, eager to accommodate her plea? 
From her research, it seemed Andrew would be imprisoned for almost a decade if she didn’t secure his release. She couldn’t let that happen, couldn’t allow the brother who’d raised her since she was fifteen to sit in a jail cell.
She hadn’t even realized Andrew had come to Raljahar. Usually if he took a trip to a casino, it was a short flight over to Las Vegas from his home in Portland. Raljahar was a country in the middle of the desert, catering to the wealthy and the privileged. Andrew was neither.
Maybe once, when she’d been at the height of her modeling career, he’d enjoyed a few more luxuries. But not now. Those elitist circles had closed once she’d left the industry. 
She would have to take Rafiq at his word—trust that he would indeed look into her brother’s case—and go back to her hotel and try to forget this kiss had ever happened. 
She forced aside her unease. “Thank you. I really do appreciate it. I can leave my number for you to contact me when you make a decision. In the meantime, I’ll return to the hotel—”
“You will stay here.”
Holly stilled, her stomach sinking. Surely she’d heard wrong. “That won’t be necessary. I have a room booked at the—”
“There is no need to throw away your money.” He turned and walked to his desk. “I insist you stay in the palace. I have plenty of room.” 
Panic rose inside her as she watched him lift his phone, press a button, and speak in Arabic to someone on the other line. 
No, she couldn’t possibly stay here. Her fingers laced together and she bit her lip, looking around the stylish office, where even the pens looked like they cost a fortune. Staying in the palace would be terribly inappropriate. Already Rafiq must have the wrong idea about their kiss—even if he’d been the one to take it.
And he had taken it. There’d been no softness or slow seduction. There’d been anger, punishment, but with the hint of the passion that ensnared her the first time they’d met. And that’s what she’d responded to—it had to be. Otherwise she’d never have had such an irrational reaction.
Rafiq replaced the phone receiver and turned back to face her, his smile smug. “You see? It was no trouble at all. Your room is being prepared at this moment.”
The knot in her stomach grew. Stay here and essentially be his prisoner? She shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t accept your generous offer.”
Rafiq tilted his head and raised one dark brow. “You can if you’d like me to consider your brother’s case.”
She never should’ve come. Never. There was no reasoning with a man like Rafiq. A man who it seemed earned his reputation for being ruthless and always getting what he wanted.
The doors to his office opened, and she heard the footsteps of his guards approaching from behind. 
She couldn’t afford to not have Rafiq consider Andrew’s release—to consider accepting the small amount of money she had left to offer. She bit the inside of her cheek as she remembered how different her life had become since their last meeting.
“Miss Winchester.” A pleasant voice came from behind her. “If you would please follow me.”
Still, she grasped at straws. “But my luggage is at my hotel.”
“I’ve already had it sent for.”
Her eyes widened at Rafiq’s arrogant response. “But how could you possibly know where I’m staying?”
The smile he gave her was nothing if not patronizing. “Holly, I know everything about what happens in Raljahar.”
Of course you do. It took all the willpower she had to keep from spitting the words at him. Instead, she dredged up a smile from somewhere deep inside her—hoping it didn’t appear as brittle as it felt—and nodded. “Thank you. Your hospitality is appreciated.”
When his expression only grew more amused, she spun away, cursing silently as she followed the guards to her room.
“And Holly?”
She froze as her name slashed through the silence. “Yes?”
“I will send someone for you early in the morning for breakfast. So try to have a good night’s rest.”
Right. Fat chance that was going to happen, and the jerk probably knew it. 
No, being under the same roof as the Sheikh was going to prove for a restless night.


Chapter 3
 
Rafiq’s smile, and amusement, faded as Holly walked stiffly—and yet with that trademark grace—from the room.
Your hospitality is appreciated.
Doubtful. It was quite obvious she’d resented both the offer and feeling forced to accept it. He hadn’t lied. Of course he would review the footage of the casino the night in question, because the last thing he wanted to do was convict an innocent man. But if it showed illegal activity, and he suspected it would, then Andrew Gray would have to serve out his sentence.
Rafiq stared at the doors Holly had just exited through. Truthfully, there was no reason to keep her here in his palace. No reason other than hating the idea of her walking out of the palace doors, and possibly his life, again.
He couldn’t allow it, not with the sweet taste of her kiss still on his lips.
What was wrong with him? He’d never hungered for a woman so fiercely. She was the craving he’d once denied himself, because he could’ve had her. And now she’d returned and was again within his reach. 
“Your Majesty?”
Rafiq glanced up as Amjad appeared in the doorway. “What is it?” he asked, hit by a fatigue that seemed to have crept up on him.
“I have made a request for the video footage you requested and for the background check on Mr. Gray.”
“Thank you.” 
Amjad hesitated and then cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, if I might remind you about another matter?”
“Of course.”
“The proposed dinner with the King of Kepdaer’s daughter.”
A weight settled on Rafiq’s shoulders as he nodded absently, thinking of the letter that had been placed on his desk earlier this morning. 
Dinner with Princess Hadiyyah sounded like more of a chore than pleasure. She was just one of the many potential women who could be a candidate to become his wife. He knew exactly how the night would progress. With panicked glances from the woman, forced conversation, and an overall impression she’d rather be anywhere but with him.
And yet, it was a necessary part of his life. Already, at thirty-two, he was overdue for choosing a wife. He’d put it off for years. But it couldn’t be avoided. Soon, he would be urged to take a proper wife who’d bear him a child. 
Heaviness settled on his chest as he gave a terse nod. “Tell the King that now is not a suitable time, and I will be in contact.”
“Of course.”
“And please, Amjad, bring me the video when it arrives.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
Amjad disappeared, leaving him once again alone. Rafiq turned to walk back to the office window and stare out at the late night view.
There had never been a woman who stirred his blood the way Holly did. The way she did tonight, and the way she had when she’d arrived in Raljahar two years ago. 
He’d wanted her the first moment he’d seen her. When she’d sauntered into the country with her entourage of photographers, manager, and countless other faces. Their request had been the same as many others. To use beautiful, sacred grounds in his country to take photographs of half-naked women.
His lips twisted derisively.
Never had he granted permission. But he’d entertained the possibility with Holly, because he’d been so enchanted by her. He’d invited her and her people to spend the week in the palace as he considered their request, never imagining she’d agree. But she had.
There’d been a captivating shyness about Holly, and unlike the women of his kingdom, she’d never seemed to judge him by his flawed appearance. Quite surprising, and refreshing, for someone whose entire world had been based around beauty.
He’d initially been wary of her, but with each day she’d spent in his company his trust in her had grown. And so had his desire for her. He’d seen nothing but goodness, beauty, and innocence in Holly…an uncommon combination. 
He closed his eyes, remembering the day they’d swum in his lavish pool, surrounded by palm trees that overlooked the desert.
“Have you thought about coming away with me this weekend?” he’d asked.
She’d nodded and cast him another heated glance from beneath her lashes. “I have, and yes, I want to go with you.”
Her words had sent another frenzy of desire through him and he’d claimed her mouth in another thorough kiss.
“Rafiq, I’ve never felt like this with anyone.”
He could still hear her whispered words after he’d lifted his head. Her trembling body had been pressed between him and the pool’s edge, the hardened tips of her nipples scraping against his naked chest.
“You’ve bewitched me, habiba. I am a different person with you.” It wasn’t a confession he’d made lightly, or had ever felt the need to make with another woman, but Holly was different.
He’d known she would go away with him for the weekend, but he couldn’t wait. He wanted her, there and then.
Rafiq had deftly removed her bikini top and discovered her breasts with his hands and mouth. Tormenting himself as much as her. When he reached for her bikini bottoms to claim her, her husky words stopped him.
“Rafiq, I should tell you…I’ve never made love before.”
He’d been skeptical, then shocked, that someone whose image was so exploited could still be a virgin. Her gaze had reflected her words though, and it became the reminder of just how young she was.
Ashamed at himself for nearly taking her virginity so casually, he’d pulled her bikini top back and promised to wait until they traveled to the French Riviera for the weekend. 
Rafiq opened his eyes and stared out over his city again. A bitter smile twisted his lips. He should’ve simply taken what she had so blatantly offered in the pool that day, because it was apparent now her virginity had been as real as a desert mirage.
Holly was quite good at playing the innocent. All too skilled at deceiving a man into thinking he alone was the most fascinating, irresistible, charming person on the planet. And during the week he’d spent with her—those moments he’d touched her—Rafiq had almost been convinced he was.
Until later, when the truth ultimately came out.
Another, darker memory slid through his mind, and he tried to stop it, but it was there, replaying in his head like malfunctioning film. It was always there.
He’d arrived early to pick Holly up for their weekend away when he’d heard their voices.
“The Sheikh is a ruthless beast of a man, Holly. If he hasn’t given us an answer by now he’ll likely turn us down. I think it’s brilliant you’re encouraging this little crush he has on you. Sleep with him. What’s one quick tumble over the weekend?”
“One quick tumble? You would have me go so far as to sleep with him to get him to agree to the shoot?” 
It had been Holly’s voice, clear as day, sounding utterly horrified by the suggestion.
“You’re Holly Winchester. The Sheikh is probably so grateful for your attention, I wouldn’t be surprised if he signed over his entire kingdom to you if you ended up in his bed!”
He’d been such a fool two years ago, and apparently nothing had changed because he still wanted her. Tasting her tonight had proven he wanted her with an intensity that rocked him to the core. 
Though one thing had changed. Holly was no longer a famous model. She’d silently disappeared from the world of fashion in the past year or so, her face vanishing from the spotlight.  
And now, here she was in Raljahar, still achingly beautiful. Enough so to make any man crave her in his bed and even the gentlest of women green with envy to be her. If the women of his country saw someone like her on his arm, they would not be so quick to fear him.
He slowly opened his eyes and his blood quickened as an idea flickered through his head, hesitant at first but gaining momentum. 
That was it. The key to everything.
Perhaps there was a way to…how did they say it? Have his cake and eat it too?
 
Even though the room she’d been placed in was nothing short of luxurious, Holly knew sleep would be elusive. Her body was heavy with fatigue from a day that had been an endless nightmare of flights, customs, and trying to gain entry to this palace. But she avoided the temptation to crawl into the king-sized bed with the beautifully woven coverlet in shades of gold and burgundy.
Lying in that bed would be too painful a reminder of where she was and the memory of her time here.
Now she sat on the lovely, hand-carved settee in the middle of the room, lush and elegant, almost sensual in its curves and soft cushions. And even there, as she awaited the tea she’d ordered, it was hard not to think about the week she’d spent two years ago in Raljahar.
She’d been entrenched in a world where attractiveness and money were the mechanics. It was a world where she’d never really belonged but had endured for her and Andrew’s survival. 
When she’d met Rafiq he’d been so different. So foreign and forbidden. Not that he wasn’t handsome, because he was breathtakingly so in such a raw, primitive way. He hadn’t been impressed by who she was or the people that surrounded her. And rather than be offended by his manner, she’d welcomed it as a breath of fresh air. She’d seen past his surliness immediately and coaxed out the gentleman who lingered beneath.
She’d immediately discarded the rumors of what a ruthless, intimidating tyrant he was. Had never believed them, really. She’d heard Rafiq hadn’t always been so intimidating. Up until he’d turned twenty-three, he’d had Adonis-like looks that could’ve placed him beside her in fashion magazines. His reputation had been a bit wild, his playboy lifestyle followed by all the tabloids. 
Until an assassination attempt changed all of that, claiming his parents’ lives and leaving Rafiq scarred and heir to the Kingdom of Raljahar.
Before she’d met him she’d already had compassion in her heart for what he’d gone through, but she’d never expected to be so drawn to him, so overwhelmed and aware of him as a man.
Her heart squeezed painfully and she dug her fingers into the silk fabric of the settee. Everything surrounding her in this palace displayed the lavishness and power of the man who owned it. 
Oh God, if she didn’t have to be here right now, she wouldn’t. But Andrew was counting on her, and she would see to his freedom. She simply had to. He couldn’t be guilty of what they said. Could he?
Andrew had changed; he’d promised. She swallowed the unease and doubt, drawing in a deep breath. She had to think positive. Rafiq was a fair man and if Andrew were innocent, he would release him. Even if Rafiq believed the worst about her, surely he wouldn’t still be bitter over the past, would he? 
The churning of her stomach raised more doubts than she cared to admit.
 
“I trust you slept well, Holly.” 
“Very well, thank you,” Holly lied through her teeth as she sat down the next morning in the chair Rafiq held out for her. She avoided looking at him, all too aware of the enticing scent of him, a hint of musk and some exotic spice. It stripped her already frayed nerves, having him so close to her.
 “You look beautiful.” Rafiq sat down across from her at the elegantly carved table and unfolded his napkin in his lap. “The color of your blouse brings out your eyes.” 
True to his word, her luggage had been delivered to the palace late last night and this morning she’d seen no reason to wear the burka anymore. Rafiq had already scoffed at her attempt at blending in, so she’d abandoned the garment for the one pair of jeans she’d packed, paired with a blue blouse. 
She hadn’t checked the mirror before leaving her room, because mirrors seemed to be absent within the palace. The only one she’d seen had been the small one above the elegant sink in her bathroom. It was almost as if Rafiq had an aversion to them.
“Are we really going to resort to small talk?” Her fingers twisted her napkin.
Amusement flickered in his eyes. “Is there something else you’d prefer to discuss?”
“Will you just stop this?” she cried, losing any ability to stay civil. “You forced me to stay here at your palace last night under the pretense that you’d consider my brother’s case, but you never had any intention of letting him go. Did you?”
Rafiq leaned back in his chair, watching her through narrowed eyes. 
Holly closed her eyes briefly, instantly regretting her outburst. Stupid! She’d made it this far, only to scream at him like a fishwife the moment they sat down for breakfast. 
“Your brother is guilty.”
The world around her spun out of focus at his flat declaration. A clammy cold sweat broke out on the back of her neck and she forced herself to suck in a needed breath. Her hands shook at the image of her brother locked in a prison in this intimidating, foreign land for ten years. “You condemn him as judge and jury without a trial.”
“I have seen the footage. He was as discreet as a three-year-old stealing from a cookie jar.” Rafiq leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “And it’s not the first time he’s done this, is it, habiba? Your brother has also stolen money from you in the past, countless times.”
“He’s changed,” she whispered. How could Rafiq possibly have known about Andrew stealing from her? “He promised me.”
“I understand why you would like to think as much, but the evidence says otherwise.”
Bile rose in her throat. She believed him. She didn’t want to, but oh God, she did. “So you intend to lock him up? For how many years? He’s all I have, Rafiq.” She didn’t care that she’d dropped his respected title. What would he do? Call in his servants to scold her again? Throw her in prison next to her brother? Let them!
Tears blurred her vision as she plunged on. “He kept me from going into foster care after our parents were killed. He gave up everything and quit school to raise me. Please, you can’t throw away his life like this.”
“I would think twice before trying to place the blame on me.” His words snapped like a whip through the empty dining hall, his stare glacial. “You’ve protected him for too long, Holly. When will it end? He’s a grown man who lives the life of a spoiled boy.”
“You’ve known all along you wouldn’t help him.” She thrust back her chair and stood. “I don’t even know why I let myself think you would. You’d probably rather face a firing squad than assist me. I’ll go to the American embassy. I’ll—”
“No one would dare challenge my decision.”
Her heart pinched with helplessness and the despondency that flowed through her blood thickened until it consumed her. “Then why did you do this?” Tears burned. “Why toy with me and keep me here last night?”
“It’s simple, habiba. Because I want you.”
Holly’s heart slammed into her ribcage. He still wanted her? For a moment she didn’t believe it, refused to believe it. Until she stared long enough into Rafiq’s eyes to see the smoldering heat and desire.
It was so potent it sent a rush of warmth through her body and quickened her blood. 
“What are you saying?” 
Rafiq stood and approached her, or rather, stalked her like a lion with his prey. Holly just barely resisted the urge to turn heel and run, and then it was too late as he stood in front of her, blocking her exit.
Every harsh and beautiful feature on his face came into focus, especially the thick scar that began barely an inch away from his captivating dark eyes. “I will release your brother under one condition.”
She knew. Even before he could say it, she knew. Her head jerked from side to side in denial, but her gaze was riveted to his lips as named his price.
“You will agree to stay in Raljahar as my mistress.”
Her knees nearly gave out and she gripped the back of the chair, closing her eyes. She’d come so close to losing her heart once, it was ludicrous to consider putting herself at risk again. Especially after the way he’d ended things, the way he’d humiliated her.
How dare he think she could be bought? That she would essentially trade herself for her brother’s freedom? Never would she agree to such degrading terms. 
Never, ever would she let him hurt her again.


Chapter 4
 
Rafiq waited for her response, so close to Holly he could see the way her mouth pinched with horror and her closed eyelids twitched. His heart gave a little kick at just how lovely she was. Yesterday she’d hidden her body within the burka, but today she wore her Americanized clothing and style defiantly. Did she realize the sight enticed him as if she waved a red flag in front of a bull?
Her blue jeans molded to the gentle swell of her hips and bottom, and the blouse hugged her breasts. Breasts which he could still remember the softness of in his hands—his mouth. 
She’d always had fuller breasts than seemed usual for most models, but her beauty was classic. Striking. Breathtaking and innocent. She’d been a sexual bombshell merged into the American girl next door. Top designers had fought over her, because she was so refreshing from the traditional gaunt, almost skeletal women.
Holly’s eyes opened once more, but there was no shock or fear in them. Instead, anger and disgust flashed so potently it almost felt like red-hot pokers were thrust into him. “I would never agree to such terms.” 
The reminder she found him repulsive wasn’t as painful this time; he’d already braced for it. Prepared for it.
“Not even for your brother’s freedom?”
Her fury deflated instantly, dismay and hesitation replacing it. “You would truly force me to be your lover in exchange for my brother’s freedom?” 
“Holly, I have never forced myself upon a woman, and I certainly have no intention of starting with you.” His mouth curved slightly and he reached out to catch a strand of silky hair that taunted him. 
He heard her swift inhalation and the flicker of awareness in her eyes. Then there was the heat he knew she wouldn’t want him to see.
“When you come to my bed, it will be willingly. That I can promise you.”
Her expression became one of panic and she gave a vigorous shake of her head. “Never.”
She tried to move past him but he caught her arm, spinning her back around and into his arms.
With a cry of surprise, her palms flattened against his chest. Even through the fabric of his robe, he feel the heat and electricity that seemed to sizzle from her touch. Her soft gasp was a pretty clear indication she’d felt it as well.
“Never is such a final word. You should not be so liberal with its use, habiba.”
It felt too right to have her in his arms again. To want to taste her, touch her, and explore her mouth with his until her defiance and stubbornness melted away into soft submission. Last night’s brief kiss had only whet his appetite. 
“You are a beautiful woman.” He kept one arm about her waist while using the other hand to trace the delicate skin on her cheek. “Undoubtedly one of the most beautiful I have ever known. Being seen with you on my arm out in public, letting the paparazzi film us, can only help my reputation.”
“But that’s absurd. You don’t court the tabloids.” She seemed to struggle for words. “You avoid them. I never find your picture in the magazines.”
Had she been looking? The idea sent a stab of pleasure through him, which he swept aside. The notion was ridiculous. “No, you are right. I do not court them. In fact, generally I avoid them at all costs, but they will be of use to me now.” He paused. “It is time I took a wife and considered producing an heir.” 
Shock and then something close to pain flickered across her face before she looked away. “How utterly old-fashioned of you. What could that possibly have to do with me?”
“The women of my culture are wary of me.” 
“Perhaps that’s because you’re intimidating and a bit of a jerk.”
Amusement pricked that she’d have the courage to refer to him so insultingly—she couldn’t possibly know the punishment her defiance could bring. But more so, he lingered on her first words as the scar on his face seemed to tingle. “I don’t believe it’s my personality they fear.” 
She glanced up at him again, and her mouth curved downward. Finally, disbelief flickered in her gaze. 
Rafiq continued before she could make some comment of sarcasm or, worse, sympathy. “Having you on my arm will make these women curious. Perhaps even evoke rivalry.”   
“Oh.” She pulled back slightly. “Wait. So then, you’re asking for me to pose as your mistress, not actually sleep with you?”
“If it makes you feel better to tell yourself that, then you may.” He stroked his thumb over the lush fullness of her bottom lip and enjoyed watching it quiver beneath his touch. “But I have no doubt that you being my mistress will become the reality.”
“I won’t be your lover.” But her words were belied by the tremble rocking her thin body and the flicker of heat in her eyes.  
“Oh, indeed, you will.” He moved his fingers to capture her chin when she tried to turn her head away. “The media will devour our new relationship like the wolves they are. How can they not believe it? We already have passion, habiba.”
“Stop calling me that,” she cried, almost desperately now. “And didn’t you consider for one moment that maybe I faked it? Kissed you back deliberately yesterday? You know I would do anything to make you release my brother.” 
Rafiq’s gut clenched as if she’d kicked him and he offered a grim smile. “The way you faked it two years ago, perhaps?”
Her mouth parted and the hurt in her expression was almost believable. “What happened between us then was real.”
It was amazing how easily she lied. 
“Whether your passion is faked or real, you’ll do perfectly as my mistress.”
Her face drained of color. “I haven’t yet agreed to anything.”
“You will. For your brother’s sake, you will agree.”
“Why me, Rafiq? You can have any woman.” Frustration and panic laced her tone. “You’re a Sheikh, for goodness sake. Aren’t you supposed to have a harem or something?” 
A harem. How presumptuous.
His gut twisted painfully as a memory floated through his head from back when he’d first become the ruler of Raljahar. His ministers had encouraged him to consider some Arabic traditions, including starting a harem, a practice he’d been quite skeptical of and that his father hadn’t used either.
He’d already been wary of the idea, and a conversation he’d overheard while passing by the long-abandoned harem room had made up his mind.
“You have been chosen for the sheikh,” his minister had admonished harshly. “Do you not realize what an honor this is, you pathetic woman?” 
The woman’s terrified sobs had forever lived in Rafiq’s mind. An agonizing reminder that even wealth and power wouldn’t always entice members of the opposite sex to share the bed of a man who had the face of a monster. The assassination attempt had been so recent back then even the stitches in his disfigured face had not been removed.
He’d dismissed the idea of a harem the next day. Never revealing he’d overheard the commotion, instead he proclaimed he would choose his mistresses when and if he wanted them.
There had been women over the years, but he never kept them in his life for very long. It was easier that way.
Staring down into Holly’s expectant expression, he murmured flatly, “A harem woman wouldn’t quite do for what I need.”
Her face turned scarlet, while her eyes flashed with fury. She must have taken that to mean he kept a harem inside the palace. “You’re despicable.”
He could inform her of the misconception, but perhaps it was better this way. It would help in reminding Holly of her place. Which was temporary. 
Though her barbed words about faking her pleasure had struck their mark, planted the seedling of doubt, he was more inclined to believe she’d been lying. Perhaps she was desperate to deny she’d enjoyed the moment of passion as much as he had.  
Soon the world would see Holly as his mistress, and even if she fought it now, she would ultimately share his bed. Though he had no doubt the sex between them would be explosive, it would also be fleeting. Just as every other woman who’d come before her. When he finally did chose a wife, there would be no complicated emotions to muss up the arrangement.
“I want you, Holly,” he finally said with cold bluntness. “You need your brother’s freedom, and I want the world to see you as my lover. This arrangement will work to both our benefit quite well.”
“The tabloids will never believe it. Not after you humiliated me the last time I was here.”
“Humiliated you?” He arched a brow. “How so? By refusing your request for permission to hold a tawdry photo shoot in my country?”
Twin stains of pink hit her cheeks and her mouth tightened. “You and I both know it was in the manner of refusal.” 
 
Holly tried not to flinch as she recalled what he’d said that day, the words he’d hurled at her in front of all the people she’d worked with. 
What the hell was wrong with her? She hated being held in his arms like this and yet reveled in it at the same time. Every inch of her was awake with need and awareness, but the moment was demeaned, knowing he held her for no other purpose than to demonstrate his control and desire to make her his possession.
Rafiq gave a nonchalant shrug as his heavily hooded gaze slid to her mouth. “You can hardly deny what your intent was when you first came to Raljahar.”
“My intent was never to seduce you. For goodness sake, I wouldn’t have even known where to begin.” The confession was out before she could stop it, but it didn’t matter. He’d never believed in her innocence.
“Still the same lies, I see.”
He released her so abruptly she almost stumbled backward. The look on his face was filled with such loathing, she could almost believe he hated himself for wanting her.
Holly swallowed the lump in her throat, mourning the loss of the closeness of his body more than she cared to admit.
No one had realized Rafiq had been outside the room that day. She’d been horrified to discover he’d overhead the conversation between her and her manager. The topic had been ugly and degrading. Holly had been about to deliver a blistering refusal to her manager’s suggestion that she sleep with Rafiq to get him to agree to the photo shoot, and then Rafiq had walked in the door. 
He’d heard what he’d wanted to hear. Made assumptions not only about her manager, but about her. Even after the intimate moments they’d shared, or perhaps because of them. He’d refused to listen to her protests or explanation and instead had delivered that vulgar, emotionally devastating verbal blow.
“Perhaps in your industry it is quite common to trade sex for something you want. But having sampled your offerings, I am afraid I would be getting the short end of the bargain,” he’d said contemptuously. “No, you may not shoot in my country, and I ask that you and your entourage leave at once. Or I will have my police forcefully remove you.”
Holly glanced up at him again, saw the disgust in his eyes and knew he was remembering the same scene.
“You always were an accomplished actress, which is another reason why you’ll do well in the position as my mistress.” He shook his head and gave a weary sigh, gesturing to her chair. “Please, sit down in your chair. You have not yet eaten and I’m quite hungry.”
This time she made no attempt to protest his assumption she’d agree to his offer. How could she do anything but accept? Especially when he’d pretty much admitted he wouldn’t force her to sleep with him. She had no choice but to say yes with Andrew’s freedom depending on it.
Swallowing her pride and tumultuous emotions, she sat back down in the chair. It took every ounce of willpower not to snap out a churlish reply that she wasn’t hungry. “How long will you keep me?” 
“Keep you?”
“As your pretend mistress.”
His soft, lazy laugh was so potently masculine and self-assured it sent tingles racing over her skin and resentment rising inside her.
“Until I no longer want you, habiba.”
“As charming as that reply is, I’m going to need a much more definitive answer, Rafiq.” 
His laughter died abruptly. “Three months. Or earlier, if my use for you runs its course.”
“Until you find a suitable, biddable wife, you mean?” Her stomach cramped and she lifted her head to cast him a sardonic smile. Three months in his palace. Oh God, could she do it? “Well then, we’ll have to see about finding you a wife quite quickly, won’t we?”
He leaned back in his chair and flashed a smile that displayed perfect, white teeth. “Careful, Holly, or I might begin to think you are jealous.”
Unfortunately, he was entirely too close to the mark, but she’d die before letting him know that. It was ludicrous she’d hold any emotion but resentment for him. “It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve made assumptions.” 
Irritation flickered across his face, but she was saved from his response when breakfast was delivered by a handful of servants. An array of food was placed in front of them. Holly glanced over the various cheeses, olives, flat breads, hard-boiled eggs, and beans, and her stomach growled. She hadn’t been hungry, but the mouth-watering smells were rousing her appetite.
She ate a small amount of food, enough to ease her hunger, before her worries once again consumed her. All too soon she pushed her plate away and sipped on strong tea instead.
Rafiq glanced at her plate and then back at her. “Do you not care for the meal?” 
“It’s absolutely wonderful.” She could hardly lie, because the food had tasted as amazing as it had smelled.
“You hardly ate a thing.”
“Well, forgive me for not having much of an appetite while knowing my brother sits in your prison.” 
“Criminals are treated fairly in my country, Holly. I’m hardly about to have his hand chopped off. But in stealing from me, he made a deliberate choice.” Rafiq paused to lift his tea, bracketing the mug between two hands. “And now you must make yours.”
A laugh of disbelief gurgled from her throat. “What choice? Dammit, I have no choice. You’ve seen personally to that.”
Triumph flickered in his gaze, but his words were calm. “So you agree to my terms?”
Holly closed her eyes. It was a bargain with the devil, and she’d have to be very careful with her heart this time around. 
Andrew’s freedom. You’re doing this for your brother’s freedom.
“I agree.”
The words had barely left her mouth before Rafiq barked out something in Arabic. She opened her eyes to a flurry of activity. Plates were being cleared and servants rushed about.
Her stomach clenched. “What’s happening?”
“You said you were no longer hungry.” Rafiq set down his drink and stood. “And since I have a meeting this morning, breakfast is finished.”
She pushed her chair back and stood as well. When he moved to leave the room, she quickly followed after him. Her heart rose in her throat. 
“And my brother?”
“Will be free within a few hours.”
“But what guarantee do I have?” 
He froze in his brisk stride and turned around to face her. The disbelief and anger blazing in his eyes had her falling back a few steps. “My word is my guarantee, Holly. Do you question my integrity?”
“No, of course not.” But she had. And they both knew it.
Rafiq reached out and cupped her chin, his face just inches from hers and his mouth entirely too close to her lips. Her nerves came alive with anticipation and it was almost as if the air between them crackled with tension.
The quiet in the room hit her. They were alone, all the servants gone, and it was just the two of them.
Her heart began to pound so loud, she waited for him to comment on it. 
“Let me be clear about one thing. When I make a promise, I keep it.” He lowered his head so his mouth was just a breath above hers. “I promise to release your brother. I promise I will make love to that decadent body of yours. And then I promise to dismiss you from my life by the time fall comes around.”
The emotions that slammed through her ran the gauntlet. From relief at the promised release of her brother, to the conflicting anger and hot desire at his promise to bed her, and then a soul-searing pain that she would be so easily discarded.
Well, if that’s the way he wanted to play, then she would certainly hold nothing back.
“Let me promise you something in return then, Rafiq. I will never again call you Your Majesty. But I will play the role of your mistress out in public in a performance so damn worthy that you may just find me nominated for a damn Academy Award,” she bit out. “But remember, it will only be a performance. Because I also promise you will never—ever—have me in your bed as your lover.”
It was hard to keep her momentum with his hot breath falling against her mouth. 
Rafiq’s laugh was languid and knowing. “I’m going to enjoy making you break that promise, habiba. Almost as much as I will enjoy hearing you beg for my touch.”
A shiver of foreboding ran through her. “You’re delusional.”
 
Rafiq’s smile hardened. Actually, he was quite sure she was the one deluding herself. But instead of continuing their verbal sparring, which had only succeeding in frustrating and arousing him, he chose to seal their contract with a kiss.
He closed the tiny space that separated them and touched the softness of her lips with his own. She didn’t pull away, but neither did she respond, just kept her mouth pressed as tightly closed as her eyes.
Loving the challenge, knowing he could break her insolence, he brushed a series of soft kisses over her lips. He let his tongue flick out to trace the seam of their lush fullness. Desire accelerated fiercely inside him until the need to touch her, taste her, consumed him. But he restrained it, wanting only to see her give in to this moment, this one touch. For now, it would be enough.
He slid his hand up her back and into the silky softness of her chestnut hair, capturing the strands and holding her still as he increased the pressure of his mouth against hers.
The tremble of her body against his was the first signal he was close to breaking her resistance.
He tilted his head just enough so their mouths melded together perfectly as he traced his finger over the back of her neck. The tension there eased and she moaned softly. 
Rafiq used the opportunity to slide his tongue into her mouth.
The soft mew of pleasure she made was the final indication he’d succeeded in her yielding, but still he didn’t let himself give in to the desire that pulled at his frail willpower. He prided himself on control and he would keep it. He deepened the kiss, abandoning any gentleness now as he tasted her and explored her. Demanding nothing but her entire submission.
And she gave it. Her hands slid up to his shoulders, clinging to him as she kissed him back feverishly, with the skill of a woman who knew how to pleasure.
The blood flowed to his groin and he pressed himself against her, letting Holly feel his arousal. He knew he should release her now, pull back and walk away. Demonstrate some form of control, but as it always had been with her—one taste and it was impossible to let go.
He slid his hands down to cup her hips through the denim. The thought of her long legs wrapped around his waist as he plunged into her had him hardening almost impossibly. 
The pressure and discomfort brought him back to reality. Grounded him when he’d come so close to letting himself go. If he didn’t stop now, then he would take Holly, perhaps even here on the dining table.
She wouldn’t stop him, and he was the Sheikh. He could have anything and anyone he wanted. But he refused to lose control any more than he already had.
How was it possible she addled his brain so? No woman should have that kind of power. She was far too skilled a seductress. 
Rafiq slowed the kiss, giving himself time to regain complete control before lifting his head. Holly’s eyes remained closed and she cried out in protest, then her lips pressed together and she made a noise of disbelief. She was probably angry with herself and her reaction.
“I have work to do, habiba,” he murmured, touching his thumb against her swollen bottom lip. “You have freedom to explore my palace, but do not leave without the chaperone of one of my guards.” 
Her lashes fluttered up, but there was no desire or disorientation in her eyes. It seemed she’d taken the time to gather her emotions as well. “So I’m to be watched over like a child then?”
His lips tightened as darker thoughts flitted through his head. “My country is quite different than America. There are always threats against me and those who are close to me. And despite the luxuries of the city, the land itself can be dangerous for those more vulnerable and unfamiliar with it.”
“So women are to be locked inside? Submissive to their men and hidden away?”
“Is that what you think?” He arched a brow. “Where did you find such an ignorant stereotype?”   
“I have no idea what to think of Raljahar.” She lifted her chin to meet his gaze, her eyes flashing with frustration. “My assumptions are mostly based upon the man who rules it.”
He smoothed his thumb over her mouth once more, enjoying the way it trembled beneath his touch. “Well, habiba, you will have three months to get to know me and my country quite intimately.”
“I’m fine getting to know your country, but I think I’ll pass on getting to know any part of you intimately. Until I leave, I’ll be marking off the days on the calendar like a kid counting down to Christmas.”
He didn’t doubt it for a moment, but her comments had gotten under his skin, and despite his earlier decision he wanted to clear up one misunderstanding. “One more thing, Holly. I have no harem. So when you’re in my bed, you’ll find my appetite quite virile.” He released her once more and turned to walk away. “I shall return for supper.”
 
“I would like to explore the city.”
The guard stationed outside her room stared at her as if she’d sprouted a second head.
Holly stood in the doorway and folded her arms across her chest. She’d been in her room for two hours already and was nearly mad with anxiety, wondering what was going on with her brother. She’d already spent a good amount of time checking email, and sending one to her neighbor begging him to keep Butterball, her cat, for a few months instead of days.
“I am not a prisoner here,” she continued. “Unless Rafiq has said otherwise?”
The man flinched when she said Rafiq’s name; obviously he still did not approve of her referencing the Sheikh in such a disrespectful manner. “You are, of course, free to go outside the palace, Miss Winchester. So long as you are accompanied by bodyguards.”
She’d expected nothing less, and if it meant having a bit of freedom then she’d take it. “Fine. Let me grab my purse and I’ll be ready in a moment.”
Nearly a half hour later, Holly found herself immersed in one of the city’s most popular markets. She’d visited the markets briefly during her first visit to Raljahar but had left wanting to explore more.
Everywhere she looked there were vibrant colors from clothing, scarves, and blankets, not to mention the produce, while the smell of spices filled the air. 
The walkway was narrow and crowded, with booths on either side to tempt their wares. Somewhere down the street music was being played, and she just barely bit back the temptation to start moving her hips to the enthralling eastern notes. It reminded her of the belly dancing classes she’d taken for fitness a few years back. The eastern culture had always intrigued her.
She’d left the palace in a foul mood, but somehow Holly couldn’t help but become caught up in the excitement and bustle of the market.
While passing another stand, a woman with a small child beside her called out to her in Arabic, holding up a bright red scarf. 
Holly shook her head, wishing she could communicate better. 
“You are English?” the seller called out.
“American.”
The woman beamed. “Welcome to Raljahar. My name is Faiza. I have a scarf that would look lovely with your coloring, ma’am.”
Smiling faintly, Holly moved to take the scarf from the woman. “I’m Holly. And you speak English perfectly.”
“Thank you. My father is English, and so I am bi-lingual. My daughter also speaks.”
Holly kneeled down by the girl and smiled. “Is it true? Can you speak English?”
The girl, probably around four or five, clung to her mother’s leg and stared shyly at Holly. “Yes,” she finally whispered.
Holly’s smile widened. “What is your name?”
“Inas.”
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Inas. You speak English just as well as your mommy.” Holly straightened and gave a rueful smile. “I wish I spoke your native language, but I only know a few words.”
The woman gave her a considering look. “Will you be in Raljahar long?” 
Too long. Far too long. 
“A few months.” She slid a glance over the colorful clothing in the woman’s stand and sighed. Since she would be here a while, perhaps she should try to blend in more?
There were skirts and long-sleeved blouses of various colors and fabrics. Beautifully woven, some with beads or designed with gorgeous patterns. 
“You like the purple skirt, ma’am?”
“I like several of them. And please, call me Holly.” She bit her lip and then nodded. “I think I’d like to buy a few things, actually, including the scarf.”
Before too long, Holly had searched through the array of clothing and filled a large bag with purchases. 
Fiaza handed her the bags and smiled warmly. “Thank you, Holly. You will look beautiful in them. And if you truly want to learn to speak our language, I teach daily classes at my home to tourists or non-Arab-speaking westerners. I gave you my card, which has my contact information and the hours.”
From behind her, Holly heard the bodyguard give a small grunt of disapproval.
Fiaza’s gaze widened, as if she’d just realized the man who wore the palace’s uniform was escorting Holly. “But of course, that may not be appropriate,” she said on a rush. “It was presumptuous of me—”
“Not at all. I will definitely keep your warm offer in mind. Thank you, Fiaza.”
The bodyguard finally cleared his throat and gave her a reproachful look. “Miss Winchester, we should leave. It is approaching supper time.”
Biting back a sigh, Holly nodded. For a couple of hours she’d let herself enjoy a bit of freedom, speak with the people of Raljahar and explore a popular marketplace. The city fascinated her, almost more this time than it had last time.
As much as she loathed Rafiq, she couldn’t seem to hate his country. The people were so warm and friendly, all full of stories and eager to help her explore.
Holly allowed herself to be escorted out of the marketplace and into the sleek black car that whisked her back toward the palace. Her forced home for the next few months. Oh my God, if she really thought about it she got nauseous. It was far too overwhelming.
As they approached the palace, her breath once again caught at how magnificent the structure was. The cream building was a mass of arches and columns, architecturally gorgeous, its symbolism awe-inspiring.
When she’d come here two years ago she’d been equally enchanted, probably because she’d never met a real sheikh before. 
Her smile faded. 
At least now she knew just how overrated the experience was.


Chapter 5
 
Back in the palace, Holly spent the rest of the day in her room. She had no desire to go explore the palace any further—especially with Rafiq’s watchdogs shadowing her every move.
Exhaustion had finally taken over. She’d been lying on the bed for the last hour, trying to nap, but her mind wouldn’t shut off. She couldn’t stop worrying about her brother or thinking about what had happened at breakfast with Rafiq. The market had been a good distraction, but once she was alone again with her thoughts, it all came rushing back.
Just remembering what had happened at breakfast sent a wave of shame and humiliation through her. How could her body have betrayed her like that? 
It was hard not to resent Rafiq. To compare him to the men in the career she’d walked away from.
Her time modeling had been short. She’d started at eighteen and was out just before her twenty-second birthday. All too often she’d met men who'd wanted to exchange sexual favors for advancement and otherwise impossible opportunities. 
She’d been so young and sheltered that at first she’d been shocked by the advances, then gradually had become more angry and jaded the longer she’d stayed in the industry. It had turned her off of men and dating completely. Until she’d met Rafiq…and now the Sheikh was trying to use her the same way. Granted, he wasn’t outright asking for sex—though he was quite upfront with his intent to seduce her.
At one time, she never would have thought him capable of falling into the same category as the other men. When she’d met him he’d been so distinctive and compelling, mysterious, even while charming. But he’d been playing her like a well-tuned violin. He’d probably never had any intentions of allowing the photo shoot to happen in his country, had simply drawn out his response time to see if she’d go to bed with him.
Thank God she hadn’t. It would have made her humiliation all that much more substantial when he’d thrown them out of his country.
“I am such an idiot.” 
She was exhausted and needed sleep, and yet her mind couldn’t stop thinking about Rafiq.
The sound of the door clicking open was the only warning she had before the man who occupied her thoughts strode into her room.
Holly sat up on the bed, heat warming her cheeks. “Maybe you could try and knock first next time?” For goodness sake, what if she’d been changing?
Rafiq ignored her sharp remark, the white robes swirling about his legs as he made long strides across the room toward her.
Her indignation died as she spotted the scowl of irritation on his face. Had she done something to upset him? But of course that was a silly question. When hadn’t she?
“I hear you went to the marketplace today.”
“Was that against the rules?” She tilted her head. “Perhaps I heard wrong, but I thought you said as long as I brought one of your henchman with me I would be allowed to leave the palace.”
“No, you heard right.”
“Then why have you come, if not to berate me for going into the city?”
His expression darkened. “Your brother is being brought to the palace.”
Holly was off the bed in a flash, rushing toward the door with her heart pounding a mile a minute with excitement.
Rafiq caught her arm and swung her around before she could leave the room. “I can see where you and your brother have your similarities. Both of you are brazen enough to try and force your way into my palace. Apparently he slipped away from the guard escorting him to the airport.” 
“Please, let me see him, Rafiq,” she pleaded huskily. “I have to know he’s all right.”
“Still you think he has been mistreated?” Irritation flashed across his face. “He is quite well, Holly, and he is only being allowed to see you—and briefly at that—because I have made the allowance.”
She swallowed her pride and gave an acquiescent nod. “Of course. Thank you.”
“Holly!” Her brother’s voice carried through the halls of the palace. Strained and angry.
“Rafiq.” She tugged at her arm, trying to free herself. “Please.”
“Remember, habiba—” he quieted his words, “—that you must be very convincing in your appearance that you are my lover now.”
He couldn’t be serious. Her stomach sank. “Even to my own brother?”
“Especially to him.” Rafiq leaned closer. “If he suspected for one moment what the truth is, who’s to say he wouldn’t take it to the nearest media outlet?”
There was truth to Rafiq’s words, she acknowledged silently. Also, if Andrew realized what she’d given in exchange for his freedom, he’d never agree, would probably demand to be placed back in jail instead.
“All right. I’ll be…convincing.” She nearly choked on that last word.
 “I have no doubt.” His gaze slid to her mouth. “One thing before we see him.”
“What is it?”
“This.” 
His mouth covered hers. Hard and demanding, no slow seduction this time but a blatant move to show her she was truly his possession now.
So shocked by the suddenness of the sensual attack, Holly couldn’t even bring herself to struggle against the heat and need that spilled from the broken dam inside her. She forgot where she was and the circumstances that had brought her here. For just a moment she drowned in Rafiq’s incendiary kiss.
When he lifted his mouth from hers, she had to tighten her grip on his shoulders to keep from stumbling.
His gaze was dark with heated possessiveness. “Perfect. That will help the situation appear more believable.”
Ouch. For a moment she’d thought he’d been caught up with the need to touch her again, that maybe he’d thought about her throughout the day as much as she had him. 
But no, he’d simply wanted to give the appearance of a lovers’ tryst interrupted, and now with her swollen mouth and flushed cheeks, it was entirely believable.
“Come.” He tugged her from the room and closed the door behind them. He called out instructions in Arabic, and a moment later her brother rushed down the hallway, bracketed by guards.
Relief seeped through her and she cried out his name and ran into his arms.
“Holly, sweetheart.” He caught her immediately, drawing her into a protective embrace. 
“Are you okay, Andrew?” She pulled away after a moment to glance him over. 
His clothes were rumpled and his eyes were bloodshot, but he looked otherwise well. Had he been drinking since his release? Her stomach knotted at the possibility.
“God, Holly, what are you even doing in Raljahar?” Andrew’s gaze slid over her, lingering on her mouth. “What has this monster done to you?”
His choice of words did have her flinching this time, and without turning around she could feel the dangerous ferocity radiating off of Rafiq.
“Done to me?” She tried to keep her tone light and followed it with an easygoing laugh. “Nothing. Rafiq is a friend.”
“A friend?” Andrew’s mouth twisted and he gave a snort of disbelief. “I don’t believe that for a second, little sis.”
“Then for once you are wise,” Rafiq’s steely words cut through the air. “Because our relationship exceeds the bounds of friendship, wouldn’t you agree, habiba?”
Holly bit the inside of cheek, then gave a slow nod. Of course he would accept nothing more than her agreement that she was his lover. She turned to face Rafiq once more and when he held out a hand in a clear gesture for her to return to his side, she really had no other choice.
It was meant to display power, to prove his hold on her. And it worked.
Extracting herself from her brother’s embrace, she returned to Rafiq. His arm slid around her waist in a deliberate show of possession.
“You bastard.” Andrew lunged forward, but was restrained by Rafiq’s men. “My sister would never become involved with someone like you.”
When Rafiq’s guards moved toward Andrew threateningly, Rafiq waved them back.
“You would do well to remember to whom you speak to,” he reminded the younger man, not raising his voice, but the hint of menace was enough to get his point across. “You are still in my country, being uncommonly released after committing a crime that is punishable by nearly a decade in prison.”
Andrew’s face leeched of color and he stumbled back, the fight seeming to seep from him.
“It’s true your sister came to Raljahar to plead for your release,” Rafiq said, keeping his tone glacial. “But it is not the first time we’ve met, and since her arrival, our relationship has picked up where it previously left off.”
Andrew’s mouth gaped and he looked from Holly to Rafiq in dismay. 
Believe him, Andrew. Just believe him. 
“Is this true?” Andrew asked his sister unevenly. “You’re involved with the Sheikh?”
 
Holly was silent for a moment and beneath his touch Rafiq felt her muscles tighten. Would she back out of their agreement? Falter now with her brother so near?
His gut twisted at the possibility of her walking away—of her trying to find a loophole in their bargain. 
“Yes, it’s true,” Holly said huskily after a moment’s pause. “We met back when I was modeling. The circumstances we parted under weren’t ideal…” She paused. “When I returned to Raljahar to plead your case, I realized how much I still cared for Rafiq. I can’t tell you how thrilled I am to finally be able to make amends.” 
Nearly struck dumb by how convincing an appearance Holly was putting on, Rafiq allowed an intimate smile onto his face as he stared down at her. But not for one moment did he convince himself Holly ever had, or ever would, care for him.
She’d been as skilled an actress then as she was today.
“And I enjoy the way you make your amends.” He lifted her hand and traced her knuckles. 
Her cheeks filled prettily with color and he heard the hitch in her breathing, but her eyes held the faintest bit of resentment when she met his gaze.
The clearing of a throat had them both turning back to Andrew, who was watching them both closely but with less skepticism.
“You’re serious then?” Andrew pressed on almost hopefully, his gaze darting between the two of them. “You haven’t just struck some deal with the guy for my benefit, have you, Holly?”
Her fingers clenched around Rafiq’s but she gave a small, easygoing laugh. “Please, Andrew. That would be ridiculous. It’s not like you to be so dramatic.”  
“So, that’s it?” Andrew asked with obvious confusion. “You’re just letting me go? Why would you do that?”
“Because you mean the world to your sister, and she means a good deal to me. You were a free man when you left the jail hours ago, Mr. Gray,” Rafiq said impassively. “My condition for you remains the same, however.”
Holly stiffened and cast an accusing glance up at him. “What condition?”
Andrew’s expression pinched. “The Sheikh requires that I seek treatment for what he feels is a gambling problem I have.”
“I’ve already spoken with a clinic in London. One of my guards will accompany you on the plane and escort you to the location.”
“Is this really necessary?” Holly pleaded. “Surely—” 
“Yes, Holly, it’s quite necessary.” Rafiq cast her a warning glance that held enough of a threat to make her back down.
And she did, drawing her bottom lip between her teeth and lowering her gaze. Still, her compliance did little to ease the irritation that had swelled within him.
“Your flight leaves soon, Mr. Gray. Please take a moment to say goodbye to Holly, and then we must be on our way shortly as well.”
 
Holly’s stomach twisted at Rafiq’s words. On their way? Where were they going? Or had he just said that to force the reunion with her brother short?
Knowing she only had a moment left with Andrew, she slipped from Rafiq’s hold and crossed to her brother once more.
He hugged her and sighed. “I really screwed up this time, sis. I’m so sorry.”
Her eyes stung with tears but she blinked them back. She couldn’t argue with him. He’d screwed up, and now she was going to pay the price by exchanging his freedom for her own.
After her brother had been shown out a few minutes later, the silence in the room was almost deafening. 
“You’re sending him to some kind of rehab clinic?” she finally asked, turning to face Rafiq.
The way he leaned against one of the marble columns in the foyer was almost predatory. His narrowed gaze showed little indications of his thoughts, but she knew he wasn’t pleased at her questioning his decision now, any more than he had been when she’d done so with her brother in the room. “The clinic is quite discreet, and has an impeccable reputation. It seems your brother is overdue for an intervention.” 
Her fists clenched. “You shouldn’t be so quick to judge him. He’s not perfect, but since the day a police officer showed up at our door telling us our parents were killed in plane crash, Andrew raised me. He gave up everything for me and any hope of a college education.”
“Perhaps. But I have to wonder, what kind of brother allows his younger sister to prostitute her body for money?”
Holly felt the blood drain from her face at his crude depiction of her career, but it came back quickly in a flush of angry heat once she got over the shock. “Prostitute?” she repeated harshly. “I was modeling. Perhaps you should look up the term if you need refreshing.”
He gave an offhanded shrug, as if the topic already bored him. “You sold your body—whether physically or for imagery—for money, habiba.”
“We had very little income. The life insurance was spent—”
“By your brother, no doubt.”
She ignored his thinly veiled accusation. “Modeling was a perfectly respectable means of earning an income. I have to wonder what kind of primitive, narrow-minded world you live in, Your Majesty, to think otherwise.”
"Interesting you’ve gone back on your oath not to call me by my title. I wonder what other promises you will break." Amusement warred with the hard glint in his eyes as he straightened from the column and approached her. 
You pushed him too far, Holly.
A shiver of unease skated down her spine, because she knew he was referring to her promise never to sleep with him. 
Each step closer he took toward her echoed with the furious pounding of her heart, but she refused to back up and give him any sense of pleasure in knowing his effect on her. 
“And as to what kind of world I live in? As I have said, it is a world quite different from your own, Holly, and you’d do well to remember that.” He lifted a few strands of hair that had curled over her shoulder and teased them over the swell of her breasts.
Shock ripped through her, holding her motionless even as her nipples tightened beneath her blouse. She jerked back, ignoring the sting of her hair being tugged. “I hate you, Rafiq.” 
“Do you? Because loathing and desire can be easily confused.” Rafiq slid his arm around her waist, stopping her when she would’ve turned away.
Her heart slammed into her ribcage and her mouth dried out. Oh God, how could her body react like this? How could it traitorously crave the touch of this manipulative, cruel man?
His knowing gaze slid over her, lingering on the thrust of her nipples, and more heat flooded her face.
“I think you want to hate me.” His head dipped and his mouth hovered above hers. “How could you not after I humiliated you that day?”
“Thank you for the reminder—one of many—of why I despise you,” she seethed.
“How often have you done it?” he prodded, touching her cheek with the back of two fingers. “How often were you willing to trade that delectable body of yours to gain something you wanted?”
He wouldn’t believe her if she said never. He always assumed the worst about her, and his words could cut deep enough to leave scars on her heart. 
It made her reckless. Made her want to hurt him back, or at least hurt his pride.
“Whenever I needed to,” she replied carelessly. “So if you thought you were special…”
Shock flickered briefly in his eyes, and then his gaze hardened with cold fury. “No. I was never foolish enough to make that mistake.”
The surprising flatness in his tone made her conscience prickle with guilt, with regret. She shouldn’t have said it. It was basically an admission of culpability. But he already assumed the worst anyway, had refused to listen to her try to explain that day.
He would never believe in her innocence, probably assumed because she was a top model she’d slept with dozens of men. How would he react if he knew the truth? That Holly Winchester, once an in-demand fashion model, was a twenty-three year old virgin.
Oh, she knew exactly how he’d react. He’d likely laugh himself silly. 
But as ludicrous as it seemed, it was the truth. In high school she hadn’t felt ready to be intimate with anyone, and she’d gone straight from school into the world of modeling. The change had been so terrifying and overwhelming, she’d never once been able to trust someone enough to go to bed with him. Had never even felt the hum of desire that could make her even consider it. 
Until that week with Rafiq. He’d made her believe in the butterflies in the tummy, Prince Charming, and happily ever after. Then he’d shown his true colors.
As she watched, Rafiq’s lips curled in disgust, and then he released her so abruptly she was left feeling strangely bereft.
“I hope you didn’t unpack your bags, because we leave in the morning.”
Holly shook her head to gather her composure again. So he hadn’t thrown that comment out to Andrew lightly. “Where are we going?”
“Monaco. I have business there for the next few days.”
“And you expect me to go with you? Surely I can stay here and—”
“You will go where I go. The agreement was that you would pose as my mistress, and we must introduce you to the media sooner rather than later. Monaco will provide ample opportunity.”
Each word was a nail in the coffin that held her future. “So that’s it, then? You’re going to parade me around Europe to be photographed as your latest plaything?”
“Yes.” He watched her from beneath hooded eyes. “That’s exactly it, habiba.”
God, she was no better than if she had been prostituting herself. The only thing she wasn’t doing was sleeping with him. 
Yet, a tiny voice whispered in her head. 
Unable to manage a response and terrified where her line of thought was going, Holly gave a small nod and turned to leave.
“Holly.”
She froze as he called her name.
“I promise, once you are able to see the situation without your resentment for me, you will realize this is a good step for your brother.”
My brother is fine. The words, so obviously a lie now, died on her lips. Perhaps Andrew did need help, and no matter how shady Rafiq’s methods were in giving it, she knew she needed his assistance. Just flying to Raljahar had put a dent in her dwindling finances. 
“I do appreciate what you’ve done,” she admitted reluctantly.
“Even if it means becoming my mistress?” 
She didn’t even have the energy to correct him that the whole thing was a charade. “We both know you gave me no choice.”
“One always has a choice, Holly. Do not insult either of us by insinuating I forced you into this agreement.”
No. It hadn’t quite been blackmail. She could’ve walked away, but what kind of person would have done that? It was three months out of her life to help her brother. She would survive. Or one could hope.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” she said quietly, so tired emotionally and physically. She turned and left for her room.


Chapter 6
 
Early the next morning, Rafiq stole a sidelong glance at Holly as they strode across the tarmac toward his private plane. Seeing her grim expression and shadows beneath her eyes, he could very well believe she did, indeed, hate him as she’d stated last night. 
Well then, so be it. It wouldn’t kill Holly Winchester to suffer a little for her past transgressions, though it hardly could be considered suffering when she’d be given all the comforts and luxuries she was accustomed to.
And she could hate him all she wanted, but it didn’t change the fact that she wanted him. Her lips might tell lies, but her body did not.
When they reached the stairs to his plane, he gestured for her to walk on board first. She hesitated, glancing up and then swallowing hard. Did she resent being forced to accompany him to Monaco that much? He should hardly be surprised.
But she didn’t protest. Instead she gripped the handrail and strode up the stairs into the plane.
The move also gave Rafiq the opportunity to observe the sweet curves of her backside, neatly encased in a cream pencil skirt. Stiletto heels only showcased her long legs and her style of dress screamed sophistication and femininity, seeming far too mature for a woman so young.
His body stirred with desire but he tamped it down, refusing to let himself be ruled by his desire for her.
Once on the plane, he watched as she ignored the intimacy of the plush couch and instead sat down in one of the leather chairs at the table in the cabin. He took the comfortable chair beside her and was rewarded with a searing glance.
“There are plenty of places to sit,” she pointed out, fastening her seatbelt. “Are you sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable in another spot?”
His mouth twitched with amusement. “Quite sure. Besides, my guards prefer to sit near the front, and I’m looking forward to sharing an in-flight breakfast with you.”
The door to the cabin closed and the engines began to rev. 
She closed her eyes. “I couldn’t possibly eat.”
The tension in her words made him glance closer at her. Her face had lost color and her knuckles were white from gripping the seat.
“You don’t like to fly?”
She didn’t answer as the plane began to taxi down the runway. Instead, it seemed she’d gone somewhere deep inside herself. Her body began to visibly tremble.
This was a woman who’d probably been no stranger to flying. Had likely flown all over the world for various photo shoots, and yet clearly she was absolutely terrified.
And then he remembered those words she’d murmured yesterday. They’d been in passing, but they held part of the key. Her parents had been killed in a plane crash.
Rafiq’s dark mood fled. Instinctively he reached out to pluck her clammy hand from the death grip on her seat, and he clasped it between his palms. “Just take slow breaths in, Holly.” He kept his tone gentle. “Try to relax and we will be in the air shortly. All right?”
She gave the barest of nods, but her fingers curled around his as if she found comfort in his touch.
Everything male within him thrilled in her response, though he knew it had nothing to do with him personally. Had she not been so immersed in her own fear, she likely would’ve pulled away. All too easily he could envision the disgust in her eyes, because he knew he was the last person Holly would turn to for comfort.
The plane lifted rapidly into the air, the force encouraging them back against the soft leather seats. 
Would she be like this the entire flight? Or was it just during take-off? He hesitated to ask. Didn’t want to disturb whatever calm she’d managed to create for herself. That, and he was strangely reluctant to release her hand. There was such a feminine softness in the delicate fingers that gripped him and a protective urge, so unfamiliar he barely recognized it, swept through him. 
Rafiq continued to murmur words of comfort while brushing her knuckles with his thumb. 
The plane finally reached cruising altitude and one of his newer flight attendants came into the cabin. The woman avoided looking at him, and her expression held just a hint of fear.
It was subtle, but Rafiq had learned to pick up on the subtle. It didn’t bother him as much now; he’d almost become immune to it.
When she asked if they would be dining, his words were sharp as he ordered a light meal. She nodded and scurried off, leaving him alone once more with Holly. 
He noted some of the tension had eased from her bunched shoulders. Her lips, which had been pressed tight, now eased into a slight frown.  
“Are you better now?” he asked gently.
 
Holly managed another nod, stronger this time, and then opened her eyes. She couldn’t quite make herself look out the window at the ground so far below, and it seemed so much easier just to stare into Rafiq’s concerned face. There was reassurance there, and a comfort and strength she welcomed right now.
“A little better. Taking off is the hardest part for me,” she admitted raggedly.
She was momentarily distracted again at how different Rafiq looked in a suit, how utterly handsome he was. When he’d arrived outside her room earlier today she almost hadn’t recognized him immediately without his stark white robe.
He was compelling no matter what he wore, though. Whether it was the traditional style of his country or western attire. 
Holly dropped her gaze from Rafiq’s almost hypnotically comforting stare and blinked in dismay as she noticed her fingers gripping his hand. “Oh, wow, I didn’t realize… I’m sorry, I hope I didn’t hurt you.”
Rafiq gave a soft laugh of amusement and shook his head. “Not in the least, Holly.”
God, she hated that he’d seen her like this, so ridiculously panic stricken and debilitated. Flying put her at her absolute weakest. Most pathetic. And Rafiq had just been witness to her near anxiety attack and would likely see it many times in the next few months if he forced her to fly.
“Flying terrifies you.” It was not a question.
“Yes.” She made no attempt to deny it. It would have been silly to try, especially when she’d nearly ripped his hand off. 
She didn’t want to look up at him and see the mockery she was sure would be in his eyes. 
Averting her gaze, Holly attempted to pull her hand away and glanced up in surprise when he didn’t let her go. Instead, he smoothed his thumb over the back of her hand again, a gesture that had been slowly replacing her fear with a warm bubble of heat in her blood.
“There is no shame in having fears, Holly,” he said softly. “We all have them.”
Then again, maybe the mockery would’ve been better than pity.
“Maybe we do, but it doesn’t make them any less humiliating,” she muttered. “Flying terrifies me and always has since I lost my parents.”
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
He was helping by simply holding her hand and talking to her. Funny she found comfort in the one man she’d feared returning to face.
“No, it’s just something I’ve come to endure.”  
“Even if you don’t need to?” Rafiq was quiet for a moment. “Holly, there is medication that can ease your anxiety—”
“No drugs. I refuse.” A chill swept through her and she closed her eyes. 
“You prefer not to be drugged?”
“Or what can happen when you are.” She winced, realizing she shouldn’t have spoken that last bit aloud.  
“What happened?”
She swallowed hard and attempted a light shrug. She didn’t want to confess the memory, but she wanted him to understand. “Before I started modeling I’d never even been on a plane. My parents couldn’t afford to take us many places and drove when they did. They so rarely flew, and they were only on the plane that night—a small island hopper—to celebrate their twenty-year anniversary in the San Juan Islands.”
“I’m so sorry.”
She gave a light shrug, acknowledging his soft words. “Anyway, the first time I got on a plane was from Portland to my agency in New York and I was a mess by the time we landed.”
Rafiq squeezed her hand lightly and she glanced up at him through her lashes. “Go on.”
She stared at him, saw no scorn or mockery, but an encouraging softness that seemed to pluck some of the fear burrowed down to the marrow of her bones. “My second flight was from New York to Paris with my manager and a group of people. One of the models on board offered me a pill, said it would help with my fear. She promised it would knock me out for the duration of the flight, and it did.” A self-deprecating smile twisted her mouth. “A little too well, because I woke up being groped by the designer whose clothes we were going to be modeling.” 
Fury flashed in Rafiq’s gaze before it hardened. “Did anybody witness that assault? Did you report him?” 
“No one saw since it happened so fast. He’d already been sitting beside me, pumping me up with compliments until I fell asleep.” She shook her head. “I tried to tell my manager, but she told me not to make waves, that I was brand new and couldn’t afford to lose this opportunity. She told me…I must have imagined it, if I caught her drift.”
The harsh words flowing from Rafiq’s lips were in Arabic, so Holly wasn’t quite sure what he was saying, but judging by his savage expression and tone, she guessed them to be curses. 
Did it really upset him that much? The idea momentarily stunned her. Then again, it had upset her at the time until she’d realized it wasn’t all that uncommon in the industry. Many things that should’ve been appalling were actually quite commonplace.
“I’m sorry, Holly. That must have been terrifying for you.”
It had been, but even more so it was frustrating to realize her back was against the wall. Of course she could’ve reported it to the authorities, but it would have been her word against the designer, and her career would’ve been in the toilet. And she and Andrew had desperately needed the money. 
Rafiq lifted her hand and pressed a soft kiss against the inside of her palm. “How old were you, habiba? When you started your modeling career?” he asked quietly.
“I’d just turned eighteen.” She’d been so young. And so pitifully naïve. “I was discovered in a mall at seventeen and they wanted me to start then, but my brother insisted I wait until I was legally an adult.”
“At least he had enough sense to make that stipulation.” 
Holly bit back a sigh. Why did he have to destroy such a nice, sweet moment with a jab at her brother? “I know you don’t agree, but Andrew has always kept my interests foremost in his mind. He’s actually quite protective of me.”
“Not nearly enough.” His gaze darkened and his hand tightened around hers. “But then, perhaps our idea of being protective is different. Had you been on my plane that day, you never would’ve found yourself in such a terrible situation.”
The image floating through her mind had a bit more of the tension easing from her muscles and a smile sliding across her face. “How chivalrous. Sheikh Rafiq Hakimi, air chauffeur to the modeling world.”
Her heart tripped at his soft husky laugh and the way his eyes crinkled around the edges. He really was striking, especially when he laughed and smiled, which seemed so rare. It erased the more sinister impression his scar could leave.
“Chauffer to the beautiful models of the world, hmm?” He grimaced and traced a finger over the lines in her palm. “I don’t think I would have had the patience to deal with such high-maintenance women, Holly.”
Why was he still holding her hand? More so, why was she letting him? But there was no desire to pull away, not with the way everything had gone all warm and soft inside her. The way she felt like an invisible bond linked them together for the moment. There was no anger or accusations. It felt…it felt exactly like it had the first time they’d met, when she’d been so utterly charmed by him. 
He seemed to be waiting for her reply. Knowing she couldn’t let that remark about high-maintenance models slide entirely, she gave him a reproachful look. Then she ruined it by laughing.
“They’re not all high-maintenance, Rafiq. A few of the most down-to-earth women I know work in the fashion industry.”
Some of the lightness faded from his demeanor and his expression again turned grim. “And some of the most vile men, it would seem as well.”
Yes. She couldn’t deny it. Her gaze shifted to the flight attendant, who’d returned carrying a tray of food, which she set on the table in front of them. Holly noted the other woman didn’t look at Rafiq, and her hands seemed to tremble as she set down the cups of tea. 
Interesting. Her brows drew together and she watched with mild curiosity as the woman disappeared again. “I’m surprised you would hire someone who fears you.” 
Rafiq gave an indifferent shrug. “Many people fear me.”
“But once they get to know you, surely they change their mind?”
His gaze turned hooded and he released her hand to dish them each up a small plate of food. “Is that what you would prefer to think?”
“I…I just assumed,” she trailed off. “I don’t think you’re as mean and scary as you’d like people to believe, Rafiq.”
He didn’t look away, just held her gaze. “Never assume, Holly. And whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong. I’m not, and never will be, a ‘nice guy.’”
No, he probably wasn’t. Her stomach sank as she accepted the small plate of food he’d handed her. The light mood that had momentarily settled had once again disappeared, leaving a heaviness in its place.
“Your fear of flying seems to have momentarily subsided.”
Rafiq’s calm observation made her blink in dismay. He was right. Usually she was tense and nauseated the entire duration of a flight, but somehow Rafiq had managed to distract her enough to not focus on it. And even now that he’d reminded her where she was, there was no debilitating fear. Just the slight heaviness in her stomach, but that had more to do with his warning he wasn’t a nice guy.
“Eat,” he murmured and met her gaze. “You’ll need your energy for later.”
Holly lifted her fork, not fearing the flight nearly as much as what would happen once they were in Monaco.


Chapter 7
 
As the limo slid smoothly through the light midday traffic toward Monaco, Rafiq knew he should be focusing on the files on his lap instead of the woman who sat across from him. 
Despite her phobia of flying, Holly had done quite well the remainder of the flight until the plane landed. Perhaps the trip had exhausted her mentally, because she’d fallen asleep shortly after climbing into the limo. Now she lay half curled in her seat, her head against the leather and her eyes closed.
His reaction to Holly’s near incapacitating fear on the flight left him a bit uneasy. All animosity and ulterior motives had vanished, and he’d been assaulted with the need to ease her suffering, to calm her and comfort her. If she hadn’t been so deeply terrified, he might have tried to move her onto his lap and hold her in his arms. He’d been sorely tempted to but feared moving her at all would’ve only heightened her anxiety.
When she’d recounted her story, he’d been struck with a fury so potent he’d wanted to hit something. He wanted to seek out the bastard designer who’d tried to take advantage of her and act like the savage beast half the world thought him to be. 
Her story had surprised him. Didn’t fit at all with the image he’d formed of her—a manipulative woman who knew exactly how to get what she wanted, even if it meant using her body to acquire it.
He hadn’t expected her to be so honest when he’d asked how often she’d traded her body for advancement in life. Whenever I needed to. He’d been prepared for another round of defensive lies. 
And then her following offhand comment: So if you thought you were special… Of course he’d lied to her, because for that week he had let himself believe he was special and she’d seen beyond the scarred, bitter sheikh.
But no, that would have been a little too akin to a fairy tale. And he was not one to believe in them.
Holly stirred, making a soft noise of distress in her sleep. Her brows drew together in a frown before relaxing again a moment later.
Rafiq stared at her, unable to look away and hating himself for it. She’d been so young when she started modeling—was still young, and achingly beautiful. Her long lashes rested against creamy white cheeks. Lips that were so lush and full were parted slightly in sleep.
His attention slid lower to the lavender silk top clinging to the gentle swells of her breasts. He remembered those breasts and how they’d just barely filled his hand but were more than a mouthful. He remembered the way she’d cried out with pleasure when he’d teased the tips with his teeth. 
Rafiq slammed his eyes closed and drew in an unsteady breath. Already his body stirred with the need to possess her. He’d not had the pleasure of taking her that night two years ago as intended, but before they left Monaco he would know what it felt like to be inside her. To have Holly’s legs wrapped around his waist and her nails dragging up his back.
And he would know, without a doubt, that she was not acting this time around. He would take pleasure in her ultimate surrender, listen to her breathy pleas. 
He opened his eyes again to watch her. As if she sensed his gaze, Holly’s lashes fluttered upward to show her blue eyes, drowsy and disorientated. They landed on him and a hint of agitation flickered and then it was gone.
“Did you think it was just a bad dream, habiba?” It pricked that her first reaction at seeing him would be anxiety. “That you would wake up in your own bed and not find yourself forced to be my mistress?”
She sat up straighter and ran a hand through tousled sable hair. “We both know I’m not your mistress. Not in the literal sense of the word anyway.”
He gave an unconcerned shrug. “A mere technicality.”
The rest of the sleepiness faded from her eyes, replaced with familiar fiery defiance as she looked away, crossing one leg over another. His gaze was immediately drawn to the expanse of flesh she’d revealed. 
“How far are we from Monaco?” 
“Ten minutes at the most.”
“And what exactly are we here for, anyway? Do you know how long we’ll be staying?”
“We’ll stay for as long as needed. I have meetings with an investor.” He offered a small shrug. “You simply need to be seen with me when the occasion calls for it and look stunning.”
She turned back to look at him. “You do realize I’m not actually a model now. I don’t have a wardrobe that will fall into the ‘stunning’ category, and my nails haven’t had a manicure in months—”
“You’re absolutely beautiful, Holly, and let’s not pretend otherwise.” He frowned. Why did she try to downplay her looks? Did she fish for compliments? “You’ll find a new wardrobe awaiting you in Monaco. Manicures, pedicures, whatever else you need can be arranged.”
Her mouth parted in dismay, her cheeks tingeing pink. “Rafiq, I can’t possibly afford any of this.”
“You have no need to. I will pay for them. It is all part of the mistress agreement, of course. And I am well aware of your financial situation. You would have been left penniless, had I accepted your money for your brother’s freedom.” 
Her chin lifted. “It didn’t matter. I would have done it anyway.”
“I have little doubt otherwise. Even if it meant giving up your chance at attending college, no matter that you’d already enrolled. Your brother gave up his education for you, so why shouldn’t you do the same? Was that your reasoning?” 
Anger flashed in her eyes and she stiffened. “Is there any part of my life you have not investigated?”
“I find it better to know my enemies, Holly.” 
For a moment she was silent, and he must’ve imagined the hint of hurt in her expression as she once again looked out the window of the limo. “From enemy to mistress? So extreme, don’t you think?”
“You know what they say. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” He set the files down on the seat and moved to sit beside her on the other side of the limo. “How much closer can I get than having you in my bed, habiba?”
He noted the shiver that ran through her slender body, but she did not turn to face him. “Go to hell.”
“Undoubtedly I will, but for now I think I’ll enjoy all the sin that will take me there.” 
“Not with me, you won’t.” She tried to scoot away, but she was already against the door. 
He cupped her cheek and turned her head around to face him again, heard her breathing hitch and saw the mix of panic and awareness in her eyes. “Why do you fight what is between us?” he challenged softly, his mouth just above hers. “Why does your mind deny what your body clearly wants?” 
 
Why indeed? Holly bit back a manic giggle as she struggled to control the runaway gallop of her pulse. How easy would it be to simply give in to Rafiq? To allow them to become lovers? But she struggled to reconcile the gentle person on the plane with the man in front of her now. 
The plane ride, which should’ve been emotionally trying, had actually been one of the most enjoyable moments in the past few days. Rafiq had been charming, so completely sympathetic and gentle with her. 
And then she’d woken up in the limo to find his heavy stare on her, had realized immediately the animosity was back. It seemed he enjoyed tormenting her as if she were an ant under a magnifying glass.
But with him so near, she couldn’t tear her gaze from the sensual curl of his lower lip, struggled with the temptation to lean forward and press her mouth against his. It was hard to remember why she hated him when he was so close she could smell the spiciness of his soap. See the flecks of stubble on his chin that she could just imagine on her heated skin as he kissed his way down her body. 
“Please, Rafiq,” she begged huskily. “We aren’t in public right now. The window is up between the driver. There’s no need for this pretense.”
His gaze, already heated, darkened with an emotion that wasn’t quite violence. “It never has been, nor ever will be a pretense on my part. You are the lone skilled actor between us.” 
She tried to look away, but his strong fingers that were curled around her chin held her immobile.
It was never an act. The words of protest died on her lips as his mouth covered hers, and then her only thoughts were of the intoxication of his kiss, the way her heart seemed ready to take flight, and how much she wanted more.
Rafiq’s tongue slid into her mouth to demand her response, teasing her and tormenting her into a need only he could bring forth. His hand curved around her hip, angling her back against the soft leather of the seat so that his body came to rest half on top of her.
Every nerve ending inside her sparked to life, tingling with the sensation of having his hard, muscled body pressed so intimately against hers. A moan fled past her lips as she buried her hands into the softness of his hair, holding him close. His hand on her hip skimmed upward, over her ribcage and toward the swell of her breast.
She should stop him, even if the driver couldn’t see through the tinted window and they were completely alone. She knew she should put an end to this. 
But when Rafiq cupped her breast through the silk blouse she cried out, her hips arching off the seat to press against his. The movement brought her into sharp contact with the proof of his arousal. The realization of his size and the intimacy of their position set her body on fire and made the sensitive flesh between her legs ache. 
Rafiq lifted his mouth from hers to look down at her, his eyes burning with desire and need. He eased up her silk top and she couldn’t have stopped him if she wanted to. First her stomach was exposed, and then the satin cups of her bra. “Holly,” he muttered thickly. “I must see you again. Taste you.”
He tugged first one cup and then another from her breasts, until they were bared for his observation and the air-conditioned limo. 
Holly just barely stopped herself from lifting her hands to cover herself as her nipples tightened further under his hungry gaze.
Rafiq’s groan was low and guttural as he traced his fingers over the swells. “So beautiful. You are so very beautiful, habiba.” And then he lowered his head and gently took one tight peak into his mouth.
 Oh God. Holly’s grip in his hair tightened as pleasure rocketed through her. She closed her eyes and whimpered as each pull from his lips sent a stab of pleasure straight between her legs. Her legs moved restlessly, seeking a release she knew she was still so far from. 
Rafiq lifted his head momentarily to murmur soothing words in Arabic, his fingers tracing over her body before his mouth captured her nipple on the other breast. Heaven help her, but there was nothing on earth that felt as amazing. Blind with passion, with need, she dragged her fingers from his hair to the curves of his face. Feeling the ridges and the stubble—
Holly gasped as her wrist was ruthlessly manacled and pinned against the leather seat. Her gaze flew to Rafiq’s and shock swept through her at the savagery that had replaced the heated desire in his eyes.
“Rafiq?” 
“Do not touch it,” he ground out.
Touch it? It took her a moment to realize what he meant. His scar. Holly hadn’t even realized where her fingertips had strayed; she’d simply been touching him. Discovering him. 
Unable to breathe, she struggled for words. “I wasn’t. I just…”
The limo slowed and Rafiq released her. “We’ve arrived at the hotel.”
She fumbled to sit up, tugging at her bra with unsteady fingers. Rafiq brushed her hands aside and eased her back into her clothing before she could protest, as if she were helpless.
What had happened? He’d become like a wounded animal the moment her fingers nearly grazed his marred flesh. Snarling and defensive. And vulnerable. 
A small ache of sympathy bloomed inside her and she swallowed hard, knowing he would resent her for it.
“There will no doubt be paparazzi when we arrive,” Rafiq said tonelessly, as if they hadn’t nearly just made love in the back of a limo.
“How do they even know of our arrival?” 
“I had my assistant send a tip to the media outlets with the information.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and gave a slight smile. “And of course it was discreetly mentioned that you would be my companion.”
Of course. How ironic that the man who’d withdrawn from the public eye now sought it openly. 
The limo came to a complete stop and Rafiq moved away once more.
“And here we go.”
Sunlight poured into the limo as the door was opened a moment later. Rafiq climbed out first and turned to offer his hand. Swiping her tongue across her mouth, Holly gave herself a quick mental pep talk before taking his hand and sliding out of the limo after him.
The swarm of cameras and reporters descended on them like ants at a picnic. Even though it had been a good year or so since she’d been in the tabloid’s eye, she slipped back into the spotlight with an ease that surprised her.
Despite Rafiq’s offhand demeanor in facing the paparazzi, she felt the tension in the arm that he slipped around her waist. She could somehow sense the unease and turbulence inside him. 
The realization of just how difficult this was for him had her throat tightening with compassion. Wanting to help put him at ease and make this whole façade as believable as possible, she leaned into him and gave him a dazzling smile as he addressed a reporter’s question.
Oh, but he was handsome. It didn’t matter that one side of his face was marred. The proud tilt of his head and indifference in his eyes revealed none of the apprehension she knew he felt but would never admit. It didn’t matter; the image he personified to the media was a powerful, confident man. 
She ignored any questions directed at her and allowed Rafiq to keep the spotlight, but his replies to the questions were terse, even a bit harsh at times. She struggled with the frown that threatened. Really, if he wanted to reform his image as being so intimidating he needed to work on his social skills a bit.
After answering another question, he glanced down at her. His gaze connected with hers as if she were an anchor in a storm full of chaos. His eyes darkened and she watched his chest rise with the slow breath he drew in. “That is all the questions for now,” he called out brusquely. “I believe I have…other matters to attend to.”
There were a few insinuating remarks and laughter from the crowd and Holly felt her cheeks warm as he led them away and into the hotel. His parting remark had been entirely too suggestive, as he’d obviously intended it to be.
Only once they’d been shown to the penthouse suite did she round on him with a furious glare. “Was that really necessary?”
Rafiq gave her a cool look and loosened his tie. “Was what necessary?”
“Implying you could hardly wait to get me to the room so that you could…”
“I did no such thing. I cannot help what assumptions the media makes.” He dropped the tie on a glass table and approached her. “Although I must say, you looked quite the part of my lover, habiba. When you climbed from the limo all tousled and your mouth swollen I don’t think the paparazzi needed much convincing.”
Holly reared back as if he’d slapped her. Had that moment of passion in the limo been done with a calculating purpose? The same thing he’d done before she’d seen her brother? “Is that why you kissed me?” 
Rafiq’s brows drew together. “What do you mean?”
Was she once again caught up in passion while Rafiq simply prepared her to appear properly tousled? Rather than try to explain further, she swallowed the tears of humiliation in her throat and shook her head. “Never mind. Is there anything planned for this afternoon?” She needed to put some space between them. Get away.
Rafiq gave a slight shrug. “I have several phone calls to make and business needs to take care of online, but you are free to do as you please.”
The beautiful beach they’d passed on the way in slipped through her mind. Up until a few days ago, she’d been stuck in Portland. It was summer, so the weather was fairly nice, but home didn’t have the kind of luscious beaches Monaco did.
“I’d like to swim, then. I don’t have a suit, but I can run down to the shop I spotted—”
“There’s no need. As I said earlier, I’ve provided you with a wardrobe. It should be in the bedroom.”
Holly froze, her gaze jerking around the suite. “There is more than one, isn’t there?”
“More than one what?”
“Room? Bed?”
“No need to panic, Holly. There are two rooms.” He tilted his head. “Unless you’d like to share mine? I have to confess, I’d prefer that arrangement.”
“Tempting, but I’ll pass.” 
“It’s inevitable, you realize. You ending up in my bed.” 
Holly balled her hands into fists so she wouldn’t slap the confident smirk off his face. He was so certain she would go to bed with him. Had a woman ever told him no? This couldn’t be a novelty to him. 
Oh yes, it could. Women didn’t turn down a Sheikh who radiated power and magnetism. 
“So you keep saying, but I wouldn’t lay down any bets on it.” She flashed a hard smile before striding from the room to find her promised wardrobe. 


Chapter 8
 
Rafiq watched her leave and bit back a sigh. If he had a free afternoon, he would join her on the beach. The weather was hot and the water inviting, but he’d not come to Monaco for pleasure.
At least, not during the day. At night he’d little doubt he would find pleasure in bed with Holly. That was, once she surrendered to her body’s needs.
“You’ve got to be kidding me. What is this?” Holly’s appalled words reached him before she did, but a moment later she stood in front of him, fingers trembling as she held up the pieces of fabric.
“It appears to be swim wear.” 
“Are you insane? I would never wear this—this—”
“Never? I’ve seen you wear far less in magazines photos.” 
She shook her head. “I don’t actually wear bikinis like this in public to swim. For goodness sake, those were costumes for a photo shoot. They would probably melt if they touched actual water. I refuse to wear this. Can’t you find a one piece or something less skimpy? This is—”
“What has been purchased for you, and so you shall wear it. You have a lovely body, habiba, and it puzzles me why you feel the need to hide it. I thought you American women were so comfortable in your desire to wear very little clothing.” 
“That’s a huge generalization.” 
“Hmm. We are both guilty of those, are we not?” He gave an offhanded shrug. “Though, if you desire, you may simply wear the bottoms of the suit.”
Horror reflected in her gaze now. “Just the bottoms? You think I would swim without a top?” 
“It is custom here. If you are not fond of the suit I’ve provided you with, it is an option.”
Her fingers clenched around the sapphire string bikini and she glared at him. “Never mind, I’ll wear this. And for the record, Rafiq, I am not someone who prefers clothing that lets everything hang out, thank you very much.”
“Ah, your manners have returned.” 
He nearly laughed as her face reddened and she seemed ready to explode. Then she turned on her heel and disappeared once more.
Rafiq bit back a chuckle and went to unpack his laptop so he could check his email.
Minutes passed and he became so engrossed in business, he almost didn’t notice Holly leave the bedroom once more. But his attention was swiftly caught when he spotted the flash of exposed flesh moving past him.
She hadn’t even put on a cover-up and her pale curves were in full view, save for the tiny scraps of blue over her breasts and bottom. 
His response came swiftly, the blood moving straight toward his groin. 
“Does it please you?” she challenged with a saccharine smile, even as her eyes sparkled with defiance. 
“You should put on a cover-up. Something,” he managed to choke out.
“I thought you were comfortable with me wearing this suit? Don’t worry, I’ve got a sarong in my bag. Perhaps I’ll put it on in the elevator.” She slid a pair of oversized sunglasses from her bag onto her head. “Have fun working, Rafiq. I’ll try to soak up some sun for you. And, you know, maybe I will consider going topless, after all. Who needs tan lines?”
She’d done that on purpose, he realized as she left. She knew exactly how amazing she looked in that tiny swimsuit, had strutted out to give him an eyeful, and then left. Knowing full well he’d be stuck in the suite and she would be enjoying the beach.
Just as you basically ordered her to do. Dammit. He would’ve been amused if he weren’t kicking himself right now. He’d personally selected the bikini, envisioning him being the one to enjoy the results, not the entire population of beach goers in Monaco. And then she’d thrown that little taunt about perhaps taking off her top.
He didn’t believe her, not for a moment. But still, the possibility sent the blood pounding thick and volatile through his veins.
Rafiq groaned and turned back to his email but then hesitated and picked up his mobile instead. When his assistant answered his call, he said, “I need you to pick out the most—I don’t want to say the word ‘hideous’—but shall we say, ‘plain’ one-piece swimsuit you can find.”
 
Rafiq had just closed his laptop when the door to the penthouse opened. The stress from the past hour had made him put his thoughts of Holly on hold, but she resurfaced to the forefront as she strode in, blotting her hair with the towel. His gaze slid over her and disappointment pricked that she’d tied a sarong over her hips. Still, he could appreciate the swell of her breasts against the damp bikini top. 
“Did you enjoy your swim?”
She started, having apparently not seen him on the leather chair in the corner of the suite. 
“I did. The beach was lovely.” She pressed her towel against her front. 
“I was sorry I could not join you. I think I would’ve enjoyed a swim myself.”
She didn’t back away, but he sensed she wanted to. “Well, all work and no play is your motto, I assume.”
“Something along those lines. Except when I make time to play.” He let the slight innuendo hang in the air. “Would you like a drink, Holly? A martini?”
“I don’t like hard alcohol, thank you.”
“Wine, then?” 
“No. If you don’t mind, I’d simply like to take a shower and wash the sunblock off my skin.” 
The image of Holly naked in the luxurious double-headed shower had all sorts of thoughts racing through his head. And none of them had to do with the problems arising with the plans for adding a second casino to Raljahar’s landscape. 
Just inches from her, he couldn’t resist a lazy smile. “By all means, habiba. Would you care for company?”
“Not from you.”
Rafiq’s smile hardened and he ignored the small stab of pain her sharp remark evoked. No, never him—at least, not when there wasn’t something she needed in return. “Not from any other man, either. At least not for the next few months, in case you need the reminder.”
Her expression turned strangely empty and she seemed to stare at a point beyond his shoulder. “No, I don’t need the reminder. You’ve made it quite clear I’m essentially your property for the duration of the agreement, Rafiq.” 
“Yes, you are.” He slid a hand out to cup the back of her neck, waiting until she focused her gaze on him again. He needed to see reaction in her eyes again. Some emotion. The emptiness sent alarm racing through his blood. “And I am very possessive of what belongs to me.”
Ah, there it was—the spark of resentment. It wasn’t desire, but he knew how quickly he could convert it to what he wanted.
“Go take your shower, Holly.”
He wanted to be alone again—he functioned better alone, anyway. The business with his deal nearly falling through had rattled him, and his nerves had yet to recover from how close he’d come to losing control in the limo earlier. 
He’d almost taken her right then and there. Had they not arrived at the hotel he would’ve likely stripped her of the rest of her clothes and taken her on the leather seats. He wanted her with a ferocity unequaled to any woman he’d been with, stronger even than back when he’d been young and unflawed and had had women falling at his feet. 
Holly had wanted him in the limo as well; there was no denying it. But once she’d regained her composure she’d withdrawn emotionally and frozen him out.
Rafiq’s mouth twisted. If he wanted Holly in his bed, then he would have to seduce her, because she only offered her body when she had something to gain. Any doubts he’d had were eradicated when she’d freely admitted it.
He couldn’t help but wonder, how often had she made love to other men in the back of a limo? In their penthouse suite at some posh hotel? 
The idea of Holly with another man, seducing him for her own benefit, created something dark and ugly inside him. 
For a moment he regretted not asking for more in their bargain, exchanging her brother’s freedom literally for the pleasure of her body. But that would have been a tasteless trade. He might not be the man he once was, but he was still Rafiq al Hakimi, Sheikh of Raljahar. He’d never paid or bargained for sex, and he would not start with Holly. 
No, when she was beneath him in his bed, screaming his name, it would be because she wanted to be there. And despite his barbed parting comment, he had very little doubt it would happen, because when he touched Holly her response was all hot-blooded woman.
Hearing the shower turn on, Rafiq closed his eyes but could not stop the image of her naked body beneath the sluice of water.
His blood stirred and he bit back a savage curse. Would it never end, this constant need to possess her? No, he realized, it wouldn’t. Not until he’d bedded her. Only then would be able to rid her from his system.
Rafiq turned away from the bathroom and strode through the lavish penthouse to the balcony that overlooked the sea. Outside, gripping the railing, he drew in a slow breath of coastal air while taking in the various glittering shades of blue of the Mediterranean Sea. He loved his home in the desert with its raw, primitive beauty, but the ocean was a spectacular sight he never tired of, which was why he kept one of his vacation homes on the French Riviera. Perhaps he would take Holly there as well in the coming months.
The thought reminded him of the first time he’d planned to take her there, and it dampened his mood even more.
A sharp knock sounded on the door to the penthouse suite and with a reluctant sigh, Rafiq turned and went to answer it. 
“Your Majesty.” One of his assistant’s bowed, her gaze lowered. “I have brought the personnel you’ve requested.” 
“Thank you. Please, come in.” He stepped back and gestured for the woman and the two ladies behind her to enter.
“What’s going on?”
Footsteps sounded behind him and Rafiq turned to find Holly standing in the doorway. The white, plush hotel robe was cinched around her tiny waist and her hair fell heavy and wet over her shoulders. She was hardly petite, and yet the one word that flitted through his mind was fragile. 
“Ah, Holly, this is Minnah. She is the daughter to one of my advisors and she has brought with her someone who will be able to tend to your beauty needs. Nails, hair—whatever you want, they are at your disposal.” He gave a dismissive wave and glanced at his watch. “I have a meeting, but tonight we will be dining with an investor. I will trust you to be ready by seven and meet us in the restaurant downstairs. Understood, habiba?”
“Do I have a choice?”
Rafiq blinked. Surely she couldn’t resent this gift of pampering? Even if so, how foolish was she to respond so disrespectfully in front of the ladies he’d hired on her behalf? “Of course you do. This is an indulgence, hardly a punishment.”
“Indulgence.” She gave a small, humorless laugh and looked away. “Don’t worry, Rafiq, I will be ready.” 
“I have little doubt otherwise.” He crossed the room and lowered his mouth just above hers, sliding a possessive hand to her hip in the appearance of a lovers’ embrace. “You forget we have an audience. Never question me like that again when we are not alone.”
His intimate tone guaranteed only she heard, and it seemed she hadn’t realized how harmful her public defiance had been because she drew her bottom lip between her teeth. 
“I’m sorry,” she said on a breath.
Instead of continuing the quiet discussion, he pressed his lips against hers in a long, deliberate kiss. When he lifted his eyes, he stared down at her and found her lashes lowered and her mouth parted. A wave of triumph swept through him, because he knew with pure male instinct that she was not faking, even with their audience.
“I will see you at dinner.” He turned and left the suite.
 
“I have to admit I had my doubts, Sheikh, that my investment in your vision would pay off.” 
Rafiq offered a slight smile at Byron Olsen and lifted his glass of brandy, taking another sip. Without investors such as the wealthy oil tycoon from America, Raljahar may very well have fallen into ruin.
“But now, a decade later, your little country is thriving. I hear it’s quite the popular destination for not only the Europeans, but the rich Americans as well.” The man leaned forward and grinned. “Tell me, Sheikh, is that how you were reacquainted with Miss Winchester?”
Holly. Rafiq’s grip on his glass tightened as he cast another glance down the hallway to where the restrooms were located. She’d excused herself moments ago after finishing dinner. He’d scarcely been able to take his eyes off her the entire meal, had forced himself to keep his attention on his investor. “Miss Winchester had business in Raljahar when our paths crossed once more.” 
“You are one lucky bastard, I tell you.” The tycoon pursed his lips and looked off into the distance. “They don’t make them like that anymore. She reminds me of that old-school-Hollywood glamorous type. Gorgeous girl.” 
Rafiq made a grunt of agreement, even if he wasn’t thrilled with the direction of the conversation.
“She’s worth every penny too, I hear.”
Stilling, a cold, violent rage worked through Rafiq’s blood. Worth every penny? In what way? And how in the hell would the American have any idea of Holly’s worth?
“Is there something you’d like to share with me, Byron?” he asked, his silky tone infused with ice.
“No. Good God, no!” Byron’s eyes widened. “It’s nothing like that. I mean, I haven’t slept with her or anything. Forgive me, Sheikh Hakimi—I believe the alcohol has made my lips loose. I meant no disrespect. I’d just heard…” 
Rafiq didn’t reply but stared the other man down until he paled and excused himself, mumbling something about having a cigarette. 
It was common knowledge the American kept company with the celebrity sorts, but to hear his crude words about Holly made Rafiq reconsider his future in working with the man.
And unfortunately he suspected where those very rumors about Holly had originated. Likely with Rafiq himself. After he’d banished her from his country two years ago, the rumor mill had gone wild. He’d tipped off a tabloid source to the unpleasant conversation in the room, and just as he’d intended, it hadn’t taken long before Holly’s reputation had plummeted into the dodgy category. Though it wouldn’t have made her the first model to appear in the papers behaving badly, and hardly seemed likely to have been a career-killer. 
And yet she’d disappeared from the industry shortly after. Because of him? A prick of guilt assailed him, one that wasn’t unfamiliar to him when he thought of Holly’s career. The past two years could not have been easy for her, with her brother’s irresponsibility, dwindling finances, and her struggle to adjust to her non-modeling life. 
Rafiq lifted his drink to take another sip, his fingers tightening around the glass. Before he could drink, his gaze landed on Holly as she reappeared in the hallway.
His breath caught and the patrons around him seemed to fade to black. All he saw was Holly, fidgeting with her clutch and looking as if she were going to the gallows as she made her way back to him.
His heart knocked around in his chest like a ball at a rugby match, and his mouth grew suddenly dry. It was the same reaction he’d had when she first entered the restaurant. Holly was absolutely stunning. She had to be the most beautiful woman in the restaurant right now. In all of Monaco.
The dress she wore was one he’d arranged for her wardrobe. Long, blue and strappy, it clung in the right places and flowed elegantly in others. It highlighted her curves with each confident step she took. 
But despite her confidence, he could easily spot the glimmer of reluctance in her gaze. Desolation. And he wanted it gone. Didn’t want to see it in Holly’s eyes when she looked at him.
He didn’t want to fight anymore. What happened two years ago was in the past; it would do neither of them any good to keep arguing about it and holding the bitter memories close to their hearts.
From this moment, he would put the past behind him. He needed to try and make a fresh start between them, or the next three months would be hellish for certain.
And pleasure seemed a much better alternative.


Chapter 9
 
Rafiq stood and pulled out a chair for her. “Welcome back.”
“Thank you.” Holly cast a quick glance at the empty seat and sat. “Mr. Olsen has disappeared?”
He took his seat again, unable to drag his gaze away from her. Holly’s hair fell in a shiny, chestnut curtain around her shoulders, ending just above the creamy swell of her breasts. Her makeup only emphasized her crystal blue eyes and full mouth.
“He’s stepped out for a moment and may or may not want to return.” He hoped for the latter. Reaching across the table, he caught her hand. “Have I told you tonight how beautiful you are?”
Her gaze lifted to his and pleasure flickered briefly in her eyes, then it was gone. “Thank you. I should be, after all the trouble you went through to have me made up.”
“It was no trouble, and you are beautiful without the makeup.” He smoothed his thumb over one manicured and shiny nail. “Without the polish and glamour. You are just as breathtaking in lounge pants and a ponytail.”
Her eyes widened and her lips twitched in amusement. “Have you seen me in lounge pants and a ponytail, Rafiq?”
“Once. The paparazzi snapped a photo of you retrieving your mail a few years back, I believe.”
She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Of course that would be the one you saw.”
“I saw most of them.”
 
Holly’s amusement faded and she slid her gaze back to Rafiq. Her heart did a little stumble at the lack of enmity there. She’d grown so accustomed to seeing it that to have it be absent and replaced with a gentle, yet open, unfiltered desire took her breath away. “Rafiq…”
“Sorry about that.” Byron Olsen slid back into his seat and folded his hands on the table. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long. Was anyone interested in dessert?”
Holly bit back a sigh as dessert was ordered and the two men resumed their business discussion. 
She wasn’t even sure what she’d been about to say before Mr. Olsen had arrived again. An apology? An invitation? The answer settled with an inevitability that took her breath away. 
She wanted to make love to Rafiq. Had wanted to for so long, but now it was like a mantra drumming in her heart.
As the evening continued, she found her gaze again and again flitting to Rafiq, focusing on the hard lines of his face, the dark intensity of his gaze as he discussed business. She didn’t hear his words though as images slipped through her head of what it would be like if she invited him to her bed tonight. Did she have the courage? Would she regret it afterward?
She reached for her wine glass the same moment a hand slid onto her knee. Knowing Rafiq was on the opposite side of her, it left only one person who could be touching her. A gasp of shock ripped from her throat and her hands jerked, knocking against her glass. The glass tipped, spreading wine everywhere, including her dress.
“I’m sorry.” She pushed her chair back and then stood up, relieved when Mr. Olsen’s hand slid off her.
What a pig. 
Her hands were unsteady as she tried to blot the growing stain on her dress. “I’m so clumsy. God, I’m so sorry.”
Rafiq was beside her in a moment, handing her his napkin. “Holly, it’s all right.”
She glanced up, still in shock from the other man’s blatant advance, though she shouldn’t have been. Suddenly she became aware that half the restaurant had turned to watch the spectacle. 
“I’ll just run to the washroom and clean up.” Trying to keep some composure, she turned and practically ran from the table.
In the bathroom she dabbed cold water against the stain, but it was hopeless. The dress was going to take some serious dry cleaning to fix.
Holly gripped the edge of the sink and stared into the mirror. She hated this—hated being back in a situation where she’d be exposed to self-entitled creeps like Byron Olsen.
Enough was enough for the night. She’d just go back to the table and tell Rafiq she was going to bed. Plead a headache if necessary. 
She turned and opened the bathroom door—and then nearly ran into the man she was trying to avoid.
“I’m sorry I made you spill your drink, Miss Winchester.” A knowing smile spread over Byron’s face.
Had he followed her? 
Holly’s gaze shot beyond him down the dim hall that led back to the restaurant. For a moment she was ready to bolt back into the bathroom, but there’d been no one in there and it was even more isolated. “If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Olsen, I’d like to return to the table.”
“Rafiq’s taking care of the check.” He stepped closer. “You can’t honestly believe he’ll keep you around long, doll. Everybody knows about your past with him. He’s screwing you for revenge at best.”
Wow, this night just got worse by the minute. Swallowing the frustration in her throat, Holly tried to push past him.
Byron blocked her path and stepped closer until her back was against the bathroom door. “Why don’t you just listen to what I have to say first?” 
“Because I have a pretty good idea what you’re going to say, so no, I don’t think I will.”
“That’s the trouble with you pretty ones. Always trying to think.” His gaze was bright with lust as it swept over her body. “I know you must be accustomed to a certain lifestyle. And I can be the one to give it to you. When your little Sheikh friend tires of you, why don’t you give me a call and I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement.”
His hand slid to her hip and Holly snapped. She went to shove him away, but before her hands could connect he was jerked backward. 
“You dare try to take what is mine, you fool?” Rafiq gripped him by the shoulder and shoved him forcefully against the wall.
Holly sagged against the door in relief even as the dark savagery on Rafiq’s face sent a chill through her.
“Sheikh Hakimi, I-I meant no disrespect.” Byron’s face drained of color as he struggled to loosen Rafiq’s grip on his suit.
“That’s twice you’ve said that now. You disrespect me by your presence alone. Leave here.” Rafiq thrust him aside. “And consider our business relationship terminated.”
Holly blinked in shock. Rafiq would destroy a business relationship over this?
The other man’s face drained of color. “You can’t do that. I’ve sunk millions into your casino!”
“I’ll send you a refund check. We no longer need your money.”
“Now, hold on just a minute. You can’t do this.”
“I asked you to leave. Get out of my face before I make you regret that you didn’t.”
Fear reflected in Byron’s eyes, before he shook his head and stumbled out of the hallway. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyers, you monstrous bastard.”
“I’m sure I will. They can have tea with mine,” Rafiq snarled, even though the other man likely couldn’t hear him anymore. Rafiq turned his attention to her and she flinched at the rage still on his face. A crowd had begun to gather at the end of the hall, talking to one another in whispers.
“Rafiq—”
“Upstairs to our room. Now,” he said tersely as he took her arm. “Before the paparazzi arrives. No doubt they’re already on their way, and another scandal is the last thing I need.”
She didn’t protest as he led her past the group of people and toward the elevator. A ball of dread gathered in her stomach, growing with each step they took toward the penthouse.
The elevator ride was made in silence, but his fury screamed volumes. Holly pressed her lips together and straightened her spine, trying to prepare for the verbal lashing he was sure to turn on her once they were safely inside their room.
It wasn’t her fault, and she would make him realize the truth if it was the last thing she did. Men like Byron Olsen were slimeballs—she hadn’t done one single thing to encourage him.
Holly stepped into the penthouse first and walked straight to the terrace as Rafiq shut the door firmly behind them. The wind swept her hair, blowing into her face the silky strands that had been tediously straightened by the patient and sweet women earlier today.
The sun had recently set and the sky was still stained with lovely shades of coral and pink. But she couldn’t enjoy the view because her muscles were wound taught as she waited for Rafiq to yell at her.
When the terrace door opened she cringed but stood tall and kept her chin raised.
 His hand closed over her shoulder, fingers curling with enough strength to encourage her to turn around.
Despite her vow to be composed and strong, her voice broke. “It wasn’t my fault, Rafiq. I didn’t—”
He pulled her quickly against him, pressing her face gently against his shoulder as his arms closed around her. “I know, habiba.”
She blinked, the fight leaving her in a rush. “You do?”
His arms tightened around her and she thought for a moment she felt a small shudder slide through his body. He sighed and then pressed a kiss against her forehead. “I have no illusions that anyone but Byron Olsen is at fault. I always knew he was a bit of a scoundrel, but I never expected him to try something like this and I’m so damn sorry he went after you, Holly. I should have sent one of my guards to follow you.”
He wasn’t blaming her. It sank in and Holly blinked at the tears that suddenly blurred her vision. “I was in the restroom. I hardly required a guard.”
“Actually, being with me always makes you vulnerable for attack. I knew this, and yet I let you walk away alone.” He cursed softly and his arms tightened around her. “I take full responsibility. It won’t happen again.”
The hairs lifted on the back of her neck. Rafiq seemed to be taking this quite intensely, almost as if he felt personally responsible for her.
“From the moment we arrived at dinner, I sensed you did not care for his company.”
She allowed herself to lean completely into him, welcoming the comfort of his embrace. It was hard to think about why this moment seemed so important, but she knew something had significantly changed. For once, she wasn’t at the receiving end of Rafiq’s accusations. “No, I really didn’t care for him.”
“Have you met him before?”
She knew she shouldn’t have been surprised by Rafiq’s perceptiveness, but all the same she was. “Our paths crossed once at a party.”
“And did he try to force his advances on you then as well?”
Apparently the stiffening of her shoulders was all the answer he needed, because he made a soft growl in response. 
“He was a bit too ‘friendly,’ was how I liked to think of it. But then, that was often the case.” She kept her head buried against his shoulder, didn’t want to see the reaction in his eyes as she continued. “When I was modeling, there were occasions when a group of us girls would be sent to high-profile parties where wealthy, influential men would be in attendance.”
He was silent for a moment. “And what was required of you at these parties?” There was no accusation in his tone, but she could sense the heaviness behind his words, as if he really didn’t want to hear the answer.
“Nothing overtly scandalous. We were just the pretty decorations, I suppose. We were supposed to flirt a bit. Nothing beyond that. Unless…”
“Unless?”
“Unless we wanted to, but of course that was off the clock and completely non-business related. Some of the girls saw it as a place to look for their next lover.” She winced, knowing how shallow it sounded. “Most didn’t. I certainly didn’t. It was simply another job for me.”
“And Byron Olsen pursued you at one such party?”
“Yes, but I made it clear I wasn’t interested. I wasn’t that kind of girl, Rafiq—you must believe me.”
Rafiq gave a heavy sigh and pushed her back gently. She felt his gaze on her. “I do believe you. Why did you not tell me, Holly? I would have canceled the dinner with him.”
“I didn’t realize who we were having dinner with until I arrived, and it would’ve been too late. Besides, he’s one of your business allies. I could never have done that to you.” She sighed. “I didn’t think he even remembered me.”
Until she’d felt his hand on her knee. The presumptuous, shady bastard.
“Ah, habiba, you are so young and naïve at times. I don’t think there is a man on earth who could forget you.”
The husky timbre in his tone had butterflies dancing in her stomach. 
“I’m sorry, Holly.” He caught her hand and brushed his thumb across her knuckles. “I fear I’ve misjudged you.” 
She lifted her head to look up at him, stunned by his words. His eyes were alight with regret, but also with need and tenderness. Her heart clenched in response and her throat grew tight.
“Perhaps I should pour you a drink?” He dragged his gaze away, as if he didn’t trust himself. “Some wine to settle your nerves?”
She didn’t want wine; she wanted to kiss him. The same powerful need that had hit her during dinner slammed into her again. The urge to not stop this time—instead of fighting Rafiq’s seduction, giving in to it.
Always it had been Rafiq claiming a kiss. Taking her mouth in a demonstration of power, or in a slow move of seduction. But this time, she wanted that power. It would be her choice.
Holly lifted her hands to cup his face. Rafiq flinched when her fingers grazed his scar, and he reached for her wrist as if to stop her. But then he lowered his hand back to his side and waited. Watched her.
“Thank you.” Her heart quickened as she lifted her head toward his. “For believing me, Rafiq.”
She closed her eyes and pressed her lips against his.
He didn’t kiss her back, and she was aware of the sudden tension coiling through his body. She heard the shift in his breathing.
Holly brushed her lips over his again, with enough pressure to part his. The warmth of his breath mingled with hers and every nerve ending on her body shot to life. She was poised on the brink of turning and running like mad, or taking the leap into the unknown.
She wanted the unknown, and she wanted it with Rafiq. Had always wanted it with him. She lifted her mouth from his just slightly. “Make love to me.”
Rafiq groaned, but made no move to pull her closer. “Holly, I shouldn’t. You must know how much I want to, but perhaps this isn’t the right time.”
If she’d had any doubts her decision was the right one, his hesitation erased them. How many times had he promised to bed her? That he would seduce her? And yet when she offered herself to him with no expectations, he hesitated. 
She considered his words. Was she asking for all the wrong reasons? Would she wake up tomorrow and hate him once more? 
Have you ever really hated him? 
She looked past him, to where the night sky had started to appear and a few stars twinkled. The warm Monaco breeze slid over them like a silky intoxicating caress.
No. She’d never hated Rafiq, despite her protest otherwise. She hated the way he’d treated her at times and the assumptions he made, but he’d been right. The line between loathing and love was very thin, and sometimes she wasn’t quite sure which side she fell on. Though lately it was becoming clearer.
“We’ve spent so much time fighting.” She traced his mouth with trembling fingertips. “I’ve already waited two years for this night, Rafiq. Please don’t make me wait any longer.” 


Chapter 10
 
Rafiq’s control snapped at her husky plea. His intentions of being a gentleman vanished as a ravaging hunger for her took over. He dragged Holly hard against him and claimed her mouth. Her arms wove around his neck and she kissed him back fervently, her sigh of relief only making his groin tighten. 
Any ability for him to change his mind vanished as Rafiq slid his arms under her knees and waist and lifted her without breaking the kiss. He made his way back inside the suite and glanced up for a moment to orient himself. Not even a minute later they were in his room and he lowered Holly down onto the blue opulent bedding.
Her hair fanned in silky threads over the pillow as she stared up at him with hunger in her eyes.
Attempting to go slowly would be the challenge of the night, but he could not imagine rushing their pleasure of their first time together. Of exploring all the tempting curves and crevices of Holly’s body.
The blood in his veins quickened as he reached for the strap of her dress. The gown reached nearly her ankles, but he would enjoy every inch of skin he revealed along the way.
“Are you certain, Holly?”  
“Yes,” she whispered. “More certain than I’ve ever been about anything.”  
Any other reply would’ve devastated him, and yet he would have stopped if she wanted him to. Even if it had killed him.
Rafiq slid one strap from her shoulder and then the other before reaching behind Holly to find the tiny zipper hidden low on the back. She arched her hips as he eased the dress from her body and tossed it to the floor. His breath caught at the sight of her pink-tipped breasts, suddenly freed to his eyes, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted to see all of her. He gently removed the triangle of fabric shielding her femininity, leaving her completely naked.
Holly was stunning. So seductive and almost innocent in the way she balled her fists at her side, as if she were trying not to cover her body with her hands.
“Holly, you are like a work of art,” he choked out, the need in his blood at fever pitch now. 
She lay before him completely exposed, and he could see the mix of uncertainty and arousal in her eyes.
The uncertainty stunned him. Did she doubt he wanted her? How beautiful she was? How many men would give their souls to touch her? Him included. And tonight she would finally be his.
Unable to wait a moment more, he lowered his mouth to hers for another taste, eager to hear her soft cries and awaken her body to pleasure.
While his tongue tangled with hers, Rafiq trailed his hand lightly from her shoulder to the curve of her breast. He paused to tease the dusky tip, loving the way her nipple tightened against his fingers. Then he continued his journey in mapping out her soft body, following the indent of her waist and then the curve of her hip.
Ever so slowly—wanting to savor this moment he’d waited what seemed like an eternity for—he inched his hand inward, toward the apex of her thighs. He caught Holly’s gasp of pleasure as his knuckles grazed the damp, springy curls between her legs.
He lifted his mouth from hers to stare down at her. Beautiful. Every inch of her. Her breasts were swollen, the deeply pink nipples hard and ready to be suckled. Her concave stomach with the tiny seductive crater, and then slim thighs with the small patch of dark curls that shielded her sex. 
Everything inside him tightened with desire. He needed her like he’d never needed another woman.
Rafiq teased one finger just barely into her feminine folds and found hot, silky moisture there. He couldn’t suppress the groan that spilled from his lips.
“Rafiq.” Holly’s hips lifted and her head fell back against the pillow. “Oh, yes. Please, touch me.”
The sight of her wild in her abandon stranded the air in his lungs. Holly was a goddess. More intoxicating to him than the strongest brandy. 
How often had he fantasized about this, had dreamed of having Holly lying beneath him and crying out her pleasure? Begging him. And now the moment had come. He would have her—have every fantasy fulfilled, but there was no triumph.
Only the sudden stab of shame, so sharp and painful it almost overpowered his need for her. Almost. But he wouldn’t stop now—couldn’t stop until he’d buried himself in her and exorcised this consuming desire.
He lowered his head again, but this time to capture one puckered nipple in his mouth. She cried out when he suckled, her hands delving into his hair and holding him tight. Pure temptation. The taste of her sweet softness consumed him, erasing any lingering guilt and the ability to think. All that mattered was this moment and having Holly crying out his name.
Rafiq slipped his finger deeper into her tight sheath and groaned at how her warm, wet depths gripped him. He probed her gently and then slid his thumb up to seek the tight bundle of nerves that would bring her the ultimate release.
He found her sweet spot and teased it relentlessly, pulling sharp cries of pleasure from Holly as her hips rocked against his hand.
“Let yourself go, habiba,” he murmured against her breast before he transferred his mouth to its twin. He laved the peak, before alternately suckling and teasing it with his tongue. 
Holly’s hands slid from his hair to grip his shoulders as breathy pleas spilled from her lips. He took her higher, to the edge of the cliff before sending her flying into ecstasy. 
With Holly’s body still trembling through her release, Rafiq moved away from her long enough to shed his clothing, every second away from her sheer torture. He was nearly blind with arousal as he returned to the bed. His mouth sought hers, hard and demanding as he settled between her thighs.
Holly’s long legs wrapped around his waist as he sank into her. He wanted to go slow, knew he should, but it was difficult. Rafiq ground his teeth, willing himself to not take her too quickly.
But then she bit his lower lip lightly, made the sweetest mew of pleasure, and he was lost. Rafiq grasped her hips and buried himself deep inside her.  
Holly’s sharp gasp ripped through the room, dragging his conscience back to the present and away from the paradise of her body.
What…
Reality sank in. How unusually tight she was and how tellingly still she’d gone when he’d entered her. 
It could not be possible, could it?
Rafiq braced himself up on one arm to look down at Holly and saw the answer as clearly as if it had been written on her face. “You are a virgin?”
Her lashes lowered and pink stained her cheek. “Was a virgin, until about ten seconds ago.” Her eyes closed. “I had hoped you wouldn’t notice.”
“I may not have, had your reaction not given you away.” He stroked a hand over her hip.
A virgin. Her body untouched, save for him, just as she’d told him two years ago—only, he hadn’t believed her. Guilt mingled with the possessiveness sweeping through him.
“Please, don’t stop, Rafiq. I want this so much. And it doesn’t feel uncomfortable anymore. See?”
Rafiq groaned as the muscles of her sex tightened around him. “Sweetness, do you have any idea what you are doing to me?”
She lifted her head enough to press a kiss against his shoulder. “I think I have an idea.”
His vision blurred and he closed his eyes. Later. Later he would think about what Holly’s virginity entailed, but for now nothing else mattered but taking her the way he needed to. Everything primitive and male within him demanded he take her completely and claim her. 
Rafiq lowered himself onto her again, moving slowly in and out of her tightness. Her body welcomed him this time without resistance. Her cries of passion inflamed him and each stroke into her brought him closer to ecstasy. 
And then they were there, toppling into paradise together. Rafiq groaned as he emptied himself inside her.
Only some time later, when Holly lay sleeping, did he allow himself to think about what he’d just done. He sat in bed beside her with his computer on his lap, but very little work was getting done.
Another heavy realization was he’d taken her without protection. Something he’d never, ever been foolish enough to do. But somehow, nothing about this night was normal.
What if Holly became pregnant? It was entirely possible. The idea swirled in his head, causing chaos and unease in its wake. But there was another emotion, something close to excitement and a sense of rightness he dared not acknowledge.
Holly carrying his child could be nothing other than complicated. Not when he should be seeking out a union with an Arabic woman of high breeding.
For centuries, the sheikhs in his family had looked at marriage as a way to gain power; rarely did it have to do with love.
Love? Unease circled in his gut. Where had that thought come from?
Holly moaned softly and curled closer to him. She looked so vulnerable, so innocent as she slept. Her long, slender body curled up next to him. 
Now he knew the reason she’d given off such an impression at times was because she literally was so damn innocent. Holly had given him her virtue moments ago, without him being her husband, with no hint of a ring. The only promise she’d had from him was his promise to seduce her and then discard her.
Perhaps he was the savage bastard Byron had accused him of being.
Rafiq reached out to trail a finger down the softness of her cheek, and she answered with a soft sigh in her sleep. His heart swelled and for a moment he almost gave into the urge to lie down and pull her into his arms.
Everything within him wanted to hold her again, to feel the delicate curve of her body pressed up against his. He wanted to revel in the soft caress of her breath against his shoulder as she slept deeply.
A virgin. 
He couldn’t help but continue to marvel the truth. Something completely male and primitive inside him responded to the realization. His chest rose as he drew in a slow breath.
She is mine.
The thought flickered through his head, seeming so right and yet disturbing.  
So many men had wanted her—how was it possible she’d taken none to her bed? She was still young, it was true, but the life she’d lived could hardly be called sheltered.
And yet still, she’d wound up here, in his bed, so trusting and dangerously naïve. She was nothing like he’d expected her to be.
Two years ago he’d sent her away, thinking her claim of innocence was a lie. He’d ruined her reputation… Was it possible she had nothing to do with her manager’s plans, as she’d said all along? Could he really have been so completely wrong?
The possibility nearly made him ill.
“Rafiq?”
He stilled as Holly propped herself up and blinked some of the sleep from her eyes.
“What time is it?”
“Nearly midnight. I’m sorry, I hope I didn’t wake you.”
She pushed a strand of hair from her face, and he recognized the uncertainty in her gaze. “You’re working this late? You should be sleeping.”
Rafiq could’ve sworn she held her breath as she waited for him to reply.
But she had no need to worry. Now that she was awake, the urge to hold her overrode any other instinct. Work could wait. It had already taken a backburner to his thoughts for the past hour.
“Of course you are right, habiba.” He closed his laptop and set it on the polished black bedside table. Reaching out, he turned off the lamp, and darkness immediately swallowed the room.
He sensed her hesitation as he slid beneath the sheets to join her. 
“Are you upset with me?” Her words were still tinged with sleep, but it held enough worry to make his gut twist.
“Not at all.” If there was anyone he was upset with, it was himself. “Come here.”
When he slid an arm beneath her she scooted willingly into his embrace, burrowing her head against his shoulder with a sigh of content.
“Good night, Rafiq.”
“Good night, Holly.”
Only a few minutes passed before she was once again asleep. And though he’d sworn he wasn’t drowsy, his own eyes drifted shut.
Before he drifted into slumber, those words flitted through his head again. More intense and no less disturbing.
She is mine.
 
Holly woke early with the sunrise. Apparently she hadn’t closed the curtains to the bedroom window last night and the bright sun was far more effective in waking her than any alarm.
She blinked her eyes open and her gaze landed on Rafiq’s naked, muscled chest. Memories slammed into her, one after another, ousting any lingering sleepiness.
Wow. They’d made love last night. But if she needed any more of a reminder, the slight ache between her thighs was proof enough.
Their bodies were almost melded together. One of his legs was between hers, and a heavy arm draped almost possessively over her waist.
“Are you always such an early riser, Holly?” 
Her gaze darted up to his face and she found his heavy-eyed gaze watching her. A self-conscious flush spread through her as the butterflies in her stomach started their morning acrobats.
“Not always,” she admitted. “The sun woke me.”
“Did it now?” But he didn’t wait for a response, instead lowering his head to cover her lips with his.
Holly sighed as everything inside her went soft and warm. She curled her fingers around his muscular shoulders and opened her mouth to his warm exploration. The increasingly familiar tingles of pleasure slid through her body, and an ache started low in her body. She moaned softly and pressed her tongue against his. Moving her legs restlessly against him, the ache inside her grew.
Rafiq slowed the kiss before lifting his head. He groaned softly and pressed his forehead against hers. “I have a breakfast meeting scheduled shortly, habiba.”
Disappointment took over her happiness, but Holly managed a small nod. She didn’t like the idea of him leaving her so soon, but this was a business trip for him. What had she expected?
“Of course. I’m sorry, Rafiq.”
“What on earth are you apologizing for?” His tone held amusement, but then he sighed. “Truthfully, if anyone is owed an apology it is you.”
“Me?” She looked up at him again hesitantly. “Why would you owe me one?”
“I was up for hours last night. Struggling with my conscience.”
Was he about to say he regretted what had happened last night? Her heart did a little twist, but she forced herself to look unaffected. “And what was bothering you?” 
“I believe I’ve misjudged you. Far too many times.” His expression gentled as he pushed back a strand of hair that fell near her eye. 
So he didn’t regret it. The tension in her muscles eased once more.
“All this time, Holly. You kept your virtue.”
She started to laugh but stopped as his brows drew together. “I’m sorry, Rafiq. I don’t mean to laugh. It’s just that virtue is such an old-fashioned word.” She sighed. “And it wasn’t really a conscious effort to not have sex. I just never found a man I wanted to go to bed with.”
He arched a brow. “But that changed with me?”
“Yes, it did.” There was no reason to lie.
“Thank you.” He leaned forward to brush his lips gently over hers again. “It was a gift I am not sure I deserved or am worthy of.” He brushed his thumb over her mouth. His gaze darkened as he murmured. “But make no mistake, I am honored to have received it.”
It was virginity. She bit her tongue to keep from blurting out that most of the girls she’d known had been sleeping with men since they were teenagers. 
She hadn’t ever intended to be a twenty-three-year old virgin, nor had she desired to be cavalier with her affections. Maybe she hadn’t slept with Rafiq as his wife, but she didn’t regret it. If anything, she wanted it to happen again. Wanted to learn and experience so much more than what had happened last night, and she wanted him to be the one to teach her.
Though she wasn’t foolish enough to hope he’d develop feelings for her. 
Or aren’t you?
No. She had to stay realistic. Practical. How many women had Rafiq taken to his bed over the years? She couldn’t begin to allow herself to think she was special.  
Which was so much easier said than done.


Chapter 11
 
“Holly?” 
Rafiq’s soft use of her name brought Holly out of her turbulent thoughts. “Yes?”
“Tell me again what happened that day.”
“Which day?” But she already had a clue.
“The day I walked in on you and your manager. You tried to tell me once before, but I failed to listen.”
Holly shifted in his arms, trying to push aside her unease. He wanted to hear her side of the story again? Would he believe her this time? “I never went to Raljahar with the intention to seduce you. I realized the chances of getting you to agree to our request were slim, but that didn’t matter to me.” She hesitated. “Especially after I met you.”
She swallowed hard and dropped her eyes from his searching gaze. It was easier to recount the event while staring at the black swirls of hair on his chest. Harder, though, not to reach out and toy with them.
“When my manager realized we’d…grown close, she approached me with the idea of trying to seduce you as a way to secure your approval of us being there. I was utterly horrified at her behavior, Rafiq, that she would assume I would ever consider such an idea, and the way she referred to you.” 
She did reach out now, longing to touch his solid warmth and feel the beating of his heart beneath her fingertips. “I know how it must’ve looked. How terrible it sounded when you overheard us. I probably would’ve jumped to conclusions myself—”
“I should have trusted you more,” he rasped and caught her wrist, stilling her fingers in their exploration. He lifted her hand toward his lips and brushed a kiss against the pulse fluttering wildly in her wrist. “Especially after the time we spent together. It was wrong of me, Holly. Quite wrong. And I’m sorry. I don’t…” He hesitated and then shook his head. “I’m not one who trusts easily.”  
It was an apology two years after the fact, but it was a balm against painful wounds that had never healed. 
She knew the confession hadn’t been easy for him. A tiny cloud of bleakness that had lingered around Holly’s heart lifted. Never before had she allowed herself to admit how devastating his reaction to her had been, how much his judgment had hurt. “Why don’t you trust easily, Rafiq?” 
He didn’t pull away physically, but she sensed the immediate mental withdrawal. His gaze became unreadable as he offered a dismissive shrug. “It doesn’t matter.”
And then he did pull away as he slid out of bed.
Why couldn’t he confide in her? The frustration that threatened faded as she watched him cross the room naked. Her breath caught as she drank in all the corded muscles and defined lines of his body. 
Beneath his traditional robes one could see Rafiq was powerfully built, but to see him without clothes…he was beautiful. 
Her heart stumbled over a beat and she forced herself to look away, swallowing hard.
“I must get ready for the day. Are you hungry, Holly?” 
She sat up in bed, holding the sheet against her breasts. “I’m…I suppose I could eat something.”
“You should eat, habiba.” He shrugged into a hotel robe and cast a disapproving look her way. “You’ve grown thinner since when I first met you.”  
She’d grown thinner? She bit back a soft laugh. That was ridiculous. She’d actually gained weight since she’d stopped modeling. Nearly ten pounds, last she’d checked. “I promise, I haven’t been starving myself in the least. Would it reassure you if I called down and ordered room service?”
“No, you are not to lift a finger for anything today.” He crossed the room and then reached for the phone on the desk. “I want you to relax and spend your morning recovering.”
“Recovering?” She laughed softly. “Rafiq, I’m not coming out of major surgery here. For goodness sake, we had sex.”
He stilled. “Sex.” The way he said the word made it sound like she’d insulted him, but then he shrugged. “Of course you are right, but I would feel better knowing you are having a peaceful morning.” He returned his attention to the phone call as he placed their order.
Would he come back to bed while they waited for the food? Her pulse quickened at the possibility he might want to make love to her again.
Even though she’d absently referred to it as sex, what had happened last night had been nothing but making love. Just…without the love part. At least, on Rafiq’s end. She needed to be so very careful, because each day she spent with Rafiq made her realize how easily her heart could become a casualty in this unplanned affair. 
“I’ll be back in a moment.”
She hadn’t realized he’d ended the call, and she watched as he disappeared into the bathroom. The water turned on a moment later. 
Several minutes passed before Rafiq appeared from the bathroom again. She gave a startled cry as he swept her out of bed and into his arms.
“What are you doing?”
“I’ve drawn a bath for you, habiba. I was quite serious in my instructions that you are to relax.”
Her protests died as they entered the bathroom. The sunken bath was full of iridescent bubbles and the comforting scent of lavender filled the room. 
He hadn’t been preparing himself a bath, but one for her. The thoughtfulness of the gesture had her swallowing against the tightness in her throat. Rafiq could protest all he wanted that he wasn’t a nice guy, but she was beginning to suspect it was all a front. He’d been gentle and tender with her more often than not, especially now that the animosity was gone.
Rafiq lowered her to the ground, so slowly her body brushed every ridge on his. “Holly, I want you so much at this moment that I am tempted to cancel my meeting.”
Her mouth parted on a quiet noise of surprise. “But I thought—”
“I know what you thought, and you are wrong. Though you would not admit it, I know your body is sore this morning.” He gently brushed his fingers across her cheek. “It would be terribly selfish of me to take you so soon. No matter how badly I want to.”
She couldn’t doubt his words, not with the flicker of heat in his eyes. “And if I told you I feel fine?”
“Do not tempt me, Holly. With the way I want you, I’m not sure I could go slow or be gentle the way you would need me to be.”
Excitement raced through her in warm tingles. Just when she’d been ready to give in, he had to go and make such a stimulating comment?
He must’ve seen the frustration in her gaze, because he laughed quietly. “Take your bath, habiba. Relax and enjoy your breakfast when it arrives. There is a gala tonight at a nearby hotel I have promised us to be at.” 
“Well, it sounds fun.” She reached for the lapel of his robe and pulled him close. Tilting her head, she brushed her lips across his. “Thank you for the bath. I promise to enjoy every minute of it.”
The clenching of his jaw and then way his eyes closed indicated he struggled with leaving her. It pleased her. Silly, really, but it did.
Finally he nodded and reached to turn off the faucets. “I have no doubt you will.” He straightened and his gaze seemed to catch on something behind her.
Holly turned to follow his stare and her gaze landed on a mirrored wall. She watched Rafiq flinch as he stared at himself, but he didn’t look away. 
He didn’t like mirrors, didn’t like seeing his image. She’d suspected it back in his palace, but watching his initial reaction now confirmed it. A lump of pride gathered in her throat as she realized he still wasn’t looking away from their reflection. Instead his expression slowly began to relax into one of acceptance.
Good. He needed to understand what an amazing man he was. That mark on his face was nothing but that. A mark. It didn’t define him. 
She leaned forward to press a kiss against his scarred cheek. “Are you sure you won’t join me in the bath, Rafiq?”
He blinked before glancing back down at her. A soft smile curved his mouth. “I only wish. I will grab a quick shower in the other room to avoid the temptation, but I will see you this afternoon.”
She watched Rafiq leave, thinking a morning apart seemed like an eternity.  
 
Rafiq cradled his drink in his hand and cast another glance at the closed bedroom door.
The gala started in less than an hour. Would she take hours preparing, as some women seemed custom to do? The past few days since she’d agreed to stay in Raljahar had been interesting, especially learning Holly’s habits and mannerisms.
He strolled around the luxurious suite but barely acknowledged its comforts. Extravagance was a way of life for him and always had been. As a child he’d known nothing less. As a young man out of college, he’d used his status to impress and seduce women. Of course, the assassination attempt had changed all that.
He paused in front of the glass dining table and glanced down at the paper that was delivered with Holly’s breakfast this morning. He picked it up to flip to the financial section, but his attention caught on the picture in the entertainment section.
It was rare he stared at an image of himself. This morning in the mirror he’d almost not been bothered by his appearance. Staring at himself, with Holly beside him, hadn’t been as jarring as it usually was when he saw his reflection. 
And just as this morning with the mirror, he couldn’t quite look away from the photo of him and Holly during their arrival yesterday. She looked absolutely stunning, clutching his arm and staring up at him with adoration in her eyes. 
Unfortunately his image was not quite as flattering. The photographer had managed to capture his left side and the sunlight only emphasized the silver in his thick scar. It seemed more sinister. Uglier.
He reached up to trace the groove on his face and sighed.
The headline for the article couldn’t have summed it up more perfectly. Beauty and the Sheikh reunited again.
“Rafiq?”
He turned to where Holly stood outside the bedroom now. How had he not even heard the door open?
Her gaze slid to the paper and her mouth tightened. “It’s complete garbage. I should’ve tossed it. I meant to, but thought you might have requested the paper for a reason.”
“Yes, I did request it. I prefer to stay atop the news and stock market.” His words were murmured almost automatically as his attention faded from the paper. Pure, unfiltered lust seared through him as he allowed his gaze to slide over her.
He struggled with the urge to stride forward and pull the dress from her body. 
Holly’s image screamed sensuality. He’d selected the scarlet dress, knowing it would hug her every curve and hide nothing. Cut low in the front and slit high, it would show the world exactly how perfect the woman on his arm was.  
It was the sort of dress one would expect the mistress of the infamous Sheikh Rafiq Hakimi to wear. However it was not, he sensed, something Holly was comfortable in. When he’d purchased it, he hadn’t spared a thought to how she would feel in it. What had it mattered? He’d thought her a woman who lived to display herself.
But everything had changed and he knew Holly well enough now to realize she’d not be pleased to wear such a dress.
She must have grown uncomfortable under his scrutiny because she folded her arms across her middle, her gaze flickering with uncertainty. The action only moved to plump up her breasts.
He groaned at the image. His loins stirred against the black trousers of his tux.
“You don’t like the dress, Rafiq?” 
“You look stunning, Holly. But I selected the dress—” He hesitated. When I was angry with you. When I wanted to show the world every inch of what was mine. “It is not a question of whether I like it, but whether you do.”  
She gave a slight shrug. “It’s a stunning dress. I’m sure you selected it with consideration.”
“Yes, I did, but that was not my question, habiba.”
Holly stared at him for a long pause. Clearly she debated how honest to be. “All right. I admit perhaps it’s not my usual taste, but I don’t mind wearing the dress if it pleases you.”
It wasn’t the dress that pleased him, but the acquiescent words from Holly’s lips. And yet it momentarily threw him. He’d grown accustomed to fighting her over every little thing. Such agreeability didn’t quite fit with the Holly he knew.
“I do like it.” He just wasn’t certain he wanted everyone at the gala to see her in it and for every man to experience the same lust that raced through his blood at this moment.
“Then I’ll wear it. I don’t mind. Really.” She gave what was almost a self-conscious laugh and glanced up at him through her lashes. There was a sparkle in her eyes and a shy smile on her lips. “You look quite handsome yourself in that tuxedo, Rafiq. I should have said so right away.”  
“Thank you,” he murmured, but he was distracted.
Something about her demeanor set off alarm bells in his head; it was a mannerism he recognized from other women he’d slept with. Not recently, but back before the attempt on his life. Before he looked like this.
The realization Holly might be at risk of developing feelings for him wasn’t as cloying as he would’ve expected. As a younger man the thought of a woman becoming attached made him run, and run fast. 
With Holly, his reaction was notably different. Pleasure slid slow and warm through him, along with possessiveness. His fingers itched with the urge to pull her into his arms or sweep her up and carry her back to the bedroom.   
And it wasn’t just her appearance he was drawn to. There was so much beyond her physical beauty, and he still reeled at the innocence that had been her foundation. 
Another vision flickered in his mind, and for a moment the vibrant image of her wavered, replaced with another one. The image of Holly terrified, a knife pressed to her throat. It was eerily similar to one of the last images he had of his mother. 
He blinked and it was gone, but what didn’t vanish was the cold sweat on the back of his neck, or the ramifications of what could happen to her if she stayed in his life. 
Holly’s smile faded. “You look like you’ve suddenly taken ill, Rafiq. Are you all right?”
He shook his head, scattering the ominous thoughts. “I’m fine. The limo is waiting downstairs. Shall we go?”
For a moment it seemed she was going to say more, but then she gave a slight nod. “I just need to grab my clutch, but then, yes, I’ll be ready.”
She turned and walked back into their room. 
So lovely. Rafiq visually traced the delicate curve of her bare spine before it disappeared beneath the clingy red fabric.
He forced himself to look away, curling his hands into fists. He had to be very careful with Holly indeed. Because falling in love was not, and never would be, an option for him.
Not with Holly. Not with any woman.


Chapter 12
 
How long had it been since he’d attended one of these galas? Rafiq moved his gaze around the room, trying to recall. Months at least, possibly even a year. Social events were not something he enjoyed, but rather tolerated. And even then, he’d attended only when deemed necessary.
But with Holly by his side, it wasn’t quite as awful. In the past people would avoid him, giving him a wide berth while casting speculative glances his way. Though not tonight. At least a handful of partygoers had come up to make conversation. Perhaps Holly’s presence made him more approachable.
Holly had actually convinced him to dance more than once to the classical music the small orchestra played. He’d never cared for dancing, but any excuse that made it acceptable to hold Holly so close to him in public he’d take.
He’d never felt quite as relaxed as when she was in his arms. Almost carefree—though generally he hated the word. 
Every pair of male eyes in the room visually devoured Holly, obviously saw her exactly as Rafiq had intended her to look tonight. As if she were explosively sexual arm candy that could easily be interchanged. The realization slid shame through him that was only made worse by Holly’s unwavering smile and upbeat attitude.
He knew the dress bothered her, despite her claim otherwise, and yet she obviously refused to feel degraded by the glances from the other men at the party.
“Are you enjoying yourself?” Her soft question reached his ears only. 
They’d taken a break from dancing to enjoy a glass of wine. Rafiq traced his fingers over the exposed flesh on her back and delighted in the tremble that ran through her.  
“Does one ever really enjoy themselves at these events?”
“If you let yourself. You can deny it, Rafiq, but I’d say you even liked the dancing.” She laughed softly. “And really, you can’t argue that the crowd has been quite welcoming. Friendly, even.”
“Hmm. I think perhaps because you are by my side, habiba.”
She turned to face him, her gaze pensive. “I don’t know. Tonight you seem approachable. More relaxed, I suppose.”
Holly knew him that well, did she? Though she was right. More often than not he scowled through these events, which made him more difficult to approach. But tonight it was hard not to smile with Holly on his arm. 
He enjoyed, much more than he should have, the shy glances she had often cast him from beneath her lashes tonight. Amazing that at one point he’d thought it all an act. How incredibly mistaken he’d been. 
She was so much more innocent than he’d ever realized. Far too innocent to be caught up in an affair with the likes of him. But then, what choice did she have? He’d blackmailed her into posing as his mistress before he’d seduced her into making it a reality. Yes, perhaps she’d been the one to initiate their lovemaking, but he’d led her right to the seductive doorstep.
“Ah, see, now you’re scowling again.” Holly laughed and nudged him lightly in the side. “You need to stop that.”
“Hmm. Why don’t we just leave?”
“We can’t yet. They haven’t begun the auction, and you’ll want to be here to acknowledge your donation.”
He wouldn’t go so far as to say he wanted to be here, so he made a soft grunt in reply.
“Let’s have another glass of wine.” 
“Hmm.”
“Try to relax and have fun. And try not to scowl at anyone, for goodness sake. I’ll return in a few minutes.”
Disappointment slid through him as she moved away. He felt her absence from his side more than he cared to admit.
His hand clenched around the delicate stem of the wine glass as he noted the way men’s gazes followed her progression across the room. Again he cursed that he’d made her wear the ridiculous dress. 
“Good evening, Your Majesty.”
Rafiq turned at the accented voice and found himself face to face with Hatim Albujar, a wealthy man from one of the most respected families in Raljahar. A young pretty woman stood beside him whom Rafiq vaguely recognized.
“Hatim, what a surprise to see you in Monaco.”
“Nuha enjoys these events much more than I do.” The older man grimaced and gestured to the woman at his side. “You remember my daughter?”
“Of course. A pleasure, Ms. Albujar.” He nodded and gave the woman a brief smile.
“The pleasure is mine, Your Majesty.” She lowered her gaze, but not before he thought he saw the flash of feminine calculation in them.
Hatim murmured something about needing to speak with someone, and then he disappeared, leaving Rafiq alone with the young woman. A deliberate tactic no doubt. Rafiq bit back a weary sigh.
“My father speaks very highly of you, Your Majesty.” Her gaze lifted to his once more, and this time he knew he hadn’t imagined her interest.
“Does he?” Rafiq’s gaze slid beyond her. Where was Holly? Was she taking longer than she should?
“Of course, he does not exaggerate. It’s quite impressive what you’ve done for Raljahar.” She placed a hand on his sleeve. “Forgive me for being so bold, Your Majesty, but perhaps we might dance this evening?”
Had she even been old enough to remember when he’d taken over the reign? She was barely a woman and far too forward. Rather than being enticing, Rafiq found the move off-putting. 
But then, this was what he’d wanted, wasn’t it? Having Holly by his side had been a deliberate move to make him more approachable. To seem not so intimidating to Arabic women.
And yet now that the plan appeared to be working, it left a sour taste in his mouth. Made him long for Holly to return to his side.
Where was she?
 
“Thank you.” Holly accepted the glasses of wine with a smile and then turned away. Her gaze scanned the room as she headed back to Rafiq. But her confident stride faltered as she spotted him. He hadn’t moved, but it seemed he wasn’t alone now. A woman, younger than her, stood next to him. Gazed up at him and smiled as she touched Rafiq’s arm.
Holly’s stomach took a nosedive as tension coiled through her muscles. It took everything within her not to succumb to the temptation to stride across the floor and pluck the girl off of him.
“It’s really quite amazing.”
She jumped at the amused voice near her ear and cast a sideways glance. The tall, willowy blonde with the British accent appeared to be in her early thirties. 
“What’s amazing?”
“That just a week ago, half the world treated Rafiq as if he were rabid dog. And yet a few days with you, and men are vying to be his best friend and the women are clambering all over him.”
Holly blinked in dismay. “I’m sorry, have we met?” 
“No, I don’t believe we have. Where are my manners? I’m Cassandra Montgomery.”
“Holly Winchester.”
“Yes, I’ve heard of you. I simply had to come say hello, as we have Rafiq in common. ”
The way her stomach clenched warned Holly it might be better if she didn’t hear the rest of the story. She bit her lip, torn between wanting the woman to elaborate and wanting to simply walk away.
“Rafiq and I went to school together at Oxford. We were—” Cassandra hesitated. “Close friends.”
Close friends, meaning lovers. God, she knew she should’ve just walked away. But another part of the woman’s words stuck out in her mind.
“I wasn’t aware Rafiq studied at Oxford.”
“Yes, he did. He’s gone to school in London since he was a child.”
That would explain why he spoke English flawlessly.
“He was quite popular at Oxford with the women.” Cassandra lifted her glass of champagne and took a sip. “Mmm, of course, that was before he was nearly murdered.”
Holly flinched at how the woman could say such a horrific statement so lightly. 
“A shame, really, because Rafiq had such a beautiful face before.”
 What a terrible thing to say. Did the woman have no filter on her offensive thoughts? “Rafiq is still a very handsome man,” Holly said sharply. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your insults to yourself.”
“Do you think he will love you, Holly? Marry you?”
Holly narrowed her gaze. “I really don’t think that’s any of your business, Miss Montgomery.”
Cassandra’s smile turned pitying. “You know, I once thought the same. That Rafiq might fall in love with me. But it became clear Rafiq must take an Arabic woman to be his wife.”
It wasn’t anything Holly hadn’t suspected already. Still, to hear it said aloud pricked painfully at her heart.
“But thank goodness I dodged that bullet,” Cassandra continued. “Can you imagine? Waking up every morning next to a man who looks like that?” She gave a tinkling laugh. “Oh wait—you already do, don’t you, darling? I’d heard the rumors, but are you really so hard up for money?”
Holly reared back, the color draining from her face. And then the shock vanished as white-hot fury replaced it, pumping the blood furiously through her veins. “Miss Montgomery, this conversation should have ended three minutes ago,” Holly murmured coolly. “Forgive me if I don’t make the pretense of saying it’s been a pleasure meeting you.”
“Just remember what I’ve said, Holly. And do say hello to Rafiq for me.”
Not a chance. That horrible, malicious, and spiteful woman needed to go jump off a pier. 
Holly plunged through the crowd, ready to be back by Rafiq’s side. Already the younger woman who’d been next to him moments ago had disappeared.
“I was beginning to worry about you, habiba.” He took one of the glasses of wine from her before sliding an arm around her waist and drawing her close again.
His touch banished the chill the conversation with the other woman had left. 
“You missed me that much, did you?” she murmured a bit weakly, leaning into him and absorbing his strength.
He grimaced. “You have no idea. I practically had to peel the daughter of an associate off me while you were gone.”
So he admitted it, and that he’d been more stressed by the girl’s presence than enticed. Relief slid through her.
“But surely that’s a good thing, right? You wanted these women to be drawn to you.”
Why had she just asked him that? Was she a masochist? She didn’t want to be reminded of the answer. Holly bit back a groan.
Rafiq frowned and gave a slight shake of his head. “Not her,” he said almost distractedly. 
But at some point, another lovely Arabic woman. 
“Did I see you speaking with someone a moment ago?” 
Holly’s breath caught. Should she tell him about Cassandra? She hadn’t planned on it, but what if he’d seen them together and was testing her? “Yes.” Here we go. “An old friend of yours, Cassandra Montgomery. She introduced herself to me.”
There was a moment’s pause and then he sighed. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine any conversation with that hateful woman was pleasant.”
So he was well aware of her piranha-type personality. That was a relief. She gave a soft laugh and shook her head. “How could you ever date someone like her?”
“Hmmm. Why am I not surprised she would tell you about our past? I was young and not thinking with my head—or not the right one, in any case.”
A half-smile curved her mouth. “Ah, well, at least you’re honest.”
“And will continue to be.” His fingers traced low on her spine. “I don’t want there to be any more lies between us. Any more misunderstandings, do you agree?”
Holly’s pulse sprinted into double time. There were so many questions she could ask him after a statement like that. So many answers she was terrified to hear.
But she couldn’t ask them. Not yet. “I don’t want there to be either, Rafiq.”
He made a soft murmur and then lowered his head to brush a soft kiss across her mouth.
People watched. She knew it and could feel their eyes on her, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was the heat that followed and her awareness of Rafiq.
He lifted his head to mutter, “You’re not drinking your wine, habiba.”
“No. It’s a bit hard to with you kissing me,” she teased breathlessly, and then her smile faded. “Though I suppose I’m not very thirsty, after all.”
He took the glass from her. “Then we should leave.” 
Her gaze flitted up to his. “Don’t you need to stay? Wait for the auction?”
“I have made an appearance, which in itself is quite rare.” Rafiq gave an indifferent shrug and leaned his head closer to hers. “But there are other things I would prefer to be doing, none of which include lingering a moment longer at this event.”
His heated look left little doubt what he was thinking about, and that he wanted the exact same thing she did. 
“Yes, I think we should most definitely head out.”


Chapter 13
 
By the time they reached the penthouse of the hotel, every nerve in her body was on high alert. The short drive back in the limo had been a lesson in patience and sensuality.
Holly reached for the zipper on her dress, but her fingers trembled.
“Let me.” Rafiq brushed her hand to the side and unzipped the dress. He was so gentle, the way he slid one strap from her shoulder and pressed a soft kiss against her flesh. A tremble rocked through her and she couldn’t help but close her eyes. 
“Rafiq.”
“Yes, Holly?” Another strap eased down and she braced herself for his lips once more.
They came a second later, tracing her flesh as his fingers moved up and down her bare arm. But then he continued on, catching the dress and tugging it down her body until it pooled at her feet on the floor. She wore no bra and the panties she had on were scarcely more than a scrap of red.
Heat filled her cheeks when she was nearly naked, standing with her back to him. She could almost feel his gaze burning a caress down her backside.
“You have no idea how much you tempt me, Holly.” Strong fingers curled around her hips as he pressed himself against her. Through his tuxedo pants, the length of his arousal pressed into her backside. “You were the most beautiful woman in that room tonight.”
His words floated over her in a sensual caress, cocooning her in this moment and her desire for him. Rafiq’s lips brushed against the curve of her neck and a gasp spilled from her lips.
“Please.” She turned in his arms. “I need you so much. I’ve thought about you all day—about what we did last night.”
“I’m glad I wasn’t the only one.” His heated gaze slid over her and then he groaned. “All day I wanted to touch you.”
His hands moved to cup her breasts and her breath caught. Pleasure seared through her as he stroked her nipples and made a murmur of approval.
“And how could I not, when you are so responsive to my touch, habiba?” 
He led her over to the cream leather couch in the sitting room and then sat down and pulled her on his lap. He immediately cupped her breasts once more and pressed a hard kiss against her mouth.
“I love that I am the only man who has been with you like this.”
She liked it too. Somehow she knew making love to anyone else would’ve seemed like drinking watered-down wine. It had been worth the unintentional wait to see the blazing heat in his eyes as he spoke the husky, possessive words. For a moment she almost believed in happy endings. Let herself imagine that Rafiq would never let her go and would want to keep her with him forever.
As what, his wife? The words from the hideous woman at the party came back to haunt her. No, more likely a mistress when he grew bored with his wife. She squeezed her eyes shut and blocked out the awful thought. 
She couldn’t think about that now; it was much easier to think of the present. It would be enough, right? It had to be enough.
Rafiq pressed a soft kiss against her lips and then lifted his head slightly. “You look troubled, habiba.”
“Do I?” Had her thoughts been written all over her face?
He made a soft murmur of acknowledgment. “Do you worry it will hurt again?”
Before she could answer, he teased a finger around the tip of her breast.
Oh, heaven help her, it was becoming hard to think. Heat spilled between her legs and she shifted restlessly on his lap. “It really didn’t hurt all that much the first time. Please, Rafiq.”
“What do you want?” 
He wanted her to say it? Another flush burned her cheeks at just the idea of uttering what was going through her head right now.
“Would you like this?” He eased her back over his arm so that her breasts lifted closer to his face. 
Holly whimpered. Already she could envision the feeling of his mouth on her. Suckling. Teasing. She nearly shook with the need to feel it and the now-familiar ache between her legs returned.
But she didn’t have to say the words, because they became a reality. His lips caught one puckered tip and sucked it deep.
The soft, keening sound of pleasure was so high and desperate, it couldn’t have come from her. She clung to him, digging her nails into his arm as her world careened out of control. She stared down at his mouth against her breast and for a moment the desire became the less dominate emotion as a wave of tenderness shot through her. Tears pricked the back of her eyes at how poignant and intense the emotion was.
Rafiq groaned and switched his mouth to the other breast, plumping the flesh in his hand and suckling the nipple deep.
It was too much, and yet she wanted so much more. The tingles spread over her body and it almost seemed a chore to breathe, even as every gasp of air was a reminder of how alive he made her feel.
“Please, Rafiq. Oh please, I need you.”
He lifted his head from her breast and his gaze turned hooded, his smile knowing. “Yes. There is so much you need, Holly. So much you have not begun to experience that I will thoroughly enjoy teaching you.”
The sensual promise sent her pulse pounding. 
“But I will not take you here on a couch.” He gave a sardonic smile. “Not tonight, anyway.” 
Waiting seemed like pure torture, but really it must’ve only been a minute before she climbed onto the luxurious bed. The silk duvet danced across her back in a sensation like a tiny million fingers. 
Rafiq didn’t immediately climb into bed with her, but undressed swiftly. How was it he could call her beautiful and doubt himself? Did he not realize the beauty that was his physique? Her breath caught as she stared at him through her lashes.
She visually traced every ridge and muscle on his body. When he removed his briefs and his erection sprang free, she swallowed hard.
Hot and cold washed through her. Part of her anticipated the feel of him inside her again, but then she also knew he’d been right. A little part of her did worry how he could possibly fit—how he’d ever managed to last night.
He climbed back into bed, reclining next to her before cupping her jaw and claiming her mouth in another soul-searing kiss. And just like that, her worries faded as the vortex of sensation consumed her. She tangled her fingers into his hair and surrendered to the moment.
His mouth plundered hers, exploring and teasing all corners before his tongue sparred in a sensual battle with hers. When he lifted his head, her heart was racing, the area between her legs swollen and damp. 
But he didn’t move to take her; instead he slid down her body with a trail of kisses. When he again closed his mouth over her breast, she clung to his shoulders. It was almost like falling, even if the mattress was right beneath her. Holly’s world spun as he continued to torment her.
“Yes,” she cried when he lifted his head once more. “Now, Rafiq.”
“Almost. There is pleasure in patience.” 
And then he deliberately moved lower. Her breath caught and Holly shook her head, wanting to deny him but knowing she was helpless to.
He paused in his journey at her navel, taking a moment to trace the tiny crater with his tongue. The blood in her veins pounded harder, a loud rushing sounding in her head as she watched him slide lower.
Shock locked the air in her throat when his dark head settled between her thighs, and his lips descended to find the heart of her. When he teased her most intimate spot with his tongue, she gasped in the breath she’d been denying. Pleasure jolted through her, almost in an electric current. Her hips lifted against him and he continued his wicked assault with his mouth.
She gripped the bedspread, sobs of pleasure escaping when the room seemed to spin faster. She closed her eyes, but it only heightened the sensation of Rafiq’s tongue flicking against her sensitized flesh.
And then suddenly he pressed a finger inside her. Stretching her, all while his mouth continued to torment and tease. The intensity skyrocketed, and Holly knew she was so close. When he added a second finger, the darkness behind her lids exploded in a burst of color and stars. Ecstasy turned her body into a trembling puppet that only responded to Rafiq’s touch.
And then his solid, muscular legs nudged hers wide. Blinking away tears of pleasure, she opened her eyes and met his stare. The heat and possessiveness she saw there made her heart careen out of control. It was an expression that may as well have screamed you belong to me, but she didn’t need to see it on his face to realize the truth. 
Rafiq drove into her in one smooth thrust. Holly cried out and clung to his shoulders. Her eyes fluttered closed again as he began to ride her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and immediately brought him deeper. He filled her so completely, was almost too big. It didn’t hurt the way it had the first time, and even the tiny bit of pain was drowned in the scorching molten pleasure. 
“Rafiq.” Her nails dragged down his back as she once again called his name.
And then the ability to speak at all faded as he moved harder inside her. Their moans of pleasure were as intertwined as their bodies. 
Her pleasure crested again, sending her tumbling into ecstasy. Rafiq joined her a moment later with a hoarse cry, burying deepest in her yet.
Seconds passed before he collapsed onto her. With his heavy, muscled body pressing hers into the mattress, Holly traced her fingers over his spine and made no attempt to stop the tears of happiness.
 
Rafiq struggled to the surface of his pleasure, trying to find some semblance of normalcy. Their lovemaking had been equivalent to a bomb going off inside him, leaving his emotions and his body shaking with exhaustion.
He slowly lifted himself off of Holly and glanced down to see tears drying on her cheeks. “Are you all right, habiba?”
“I’m fine, I promise.” She reached up and pushed a damp strand of hair off his forehead. 
The tears were an obvious indication their intimacy had been as powerful for her as him. A surprising wave of tenderness swept through him and he lowered his head to brush a kiss over one lone tear that hadn’t dried.
Her soft sigh feathered warm against his face and everything Rafiq fought against ceased to matter. For the moment, at least.
He moved completely off her and then settled Holly into his arms. She came willingly, snuggling against him and pressing a kiss against his chest.
“I’m glad you were my first, Rafiq.”
Her words should have thrilled him, but he couldn’t help but focus on one word. First. 
The moment soured a bit. He didn’t want to be her first lover; he wanted to be her only one. Which was an enormous problem.
When he didn’t immediately reply, he felt the tension invade her body. 
Say something.
“I am honored you let me be.” He winced, knowing the reply sounded strained. Trite, even. 
But then, what response would have been suitable short of a declaration of love? 
A wash of cold slid through him. No. Never love. Loving someone was far too dangerous, and he needed to remember that. Do whatever it took to remember. 
“When do we fly back to Raljahar?”
Her change of topic was a welcome relief, though he sensed his tempered response was part of her reason for doing so. “The flight is scheduled in the morning.”
“So soon? But you’ve hardly had time to enjoy Monaco. You didn’t even visit the beach.”
“I rarely do.”
“You work too hard,” she chided softly. Her fingers teased over the hair on his chest. “We’ll have to see about making sure you have more fun.”
His body stirred. “And I look forward to it, habiba.” 
He caught her chin with one finger and lifted her head. She met his kiss eagerly, her soft fingers curling around his shoulders. When she made a soft moan, he realized the passion still burned in her as well.
Not breaking the kiss, Rafiq cupped her bottom and rolled onto his back, pulling her on top of him.
What did it matter if they had an early flight? Sleep could be had on the plane.
 
The next day, however, came the reminder that Holly would never be at ease enough to sleep on a flight.
Rafiq watched her as they took off, her face pale and hands trembling, and he cursed quietly. As with the flight over here, he held her hand again and didn’t protest as her delicate fingers nearly squeezed the blood from his.
Frustrated he couldn’t do more to ease her fear, he let out a sigh of relief when they reached cruising altitude.
He unfastened his seatbelt and stood. Within seconds he had her unbelted and lifted into his arms. She gasped, her eyes squinting closed. 
“Oh, please, what are you doing, Rafiq? I don’t want to move—” 
“You will be safe, Holly. Trust me.” He strode through the open cabin to a small private room near the back.
The door closed behind him with a small kick of his foot, and then he moved to the bed.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Her words were pinched. “Not even for you will I join the mile-high club.”
Amusement pricked through his frustration, and his mouth twitched into a smile. “It is not my intent to seduce you but to help you relax.”
“I can’t relax. Not while we’re in the air.” She looked terrified and unsuccessfully defiant as she sat trembling in the middle of the bed with her knees drawn up to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. 
His heart softened and sympathy swelled in his chest. He would do anything to ease her fear.
“What if I put on a movie—”
“It won’t help.”
Perhaps not, but he wasn’t through trying. Rafiq didn’t respond, reaching for a remote on the bedside desk. With a few clicks of the buttons, soft classical music began to fill the room. He set the remote back down on the table and walked back toward her. Pillows and blankets in dark burgundy and purple covered the bed. He’d had this room designed with the intent of giving him the comfort and luxury of home, because all too often he spent hours of his life in this plane.
Rafiq set a few of the pillows to the end of the bed and sat down next to her. He made sure his back was propped up against the headboard before sliding an arm around Holly’s tiny waist.
She didn’t protest, but her muscles tensed as he moved her against him.
“I know you are afraid, habiba. But I promise you—swear to you—nothing will happen.”
Holly didn’t reply but her head burrowed against him, and her arms slid around him. 
There was a slight tap on the door. Rafiq called out in Arabic for the flight attendant to enter. The woman came into the room, her head lowered as she set the tray he’d requested before take off on the bedside table. And then she was gone as quickly as she’d come.
“You do not have to drink it, but I have requested a bit of brandy for you. It may help you relax.”
When she didn’t reply negatively, or at all, he took that as an indication she might be willing to try.
With his free arm, he reached for the short glass and brought it to her lips.
She hesitated only a moment before taking a small sip. And then another, wincing and coughing as she swallowed. “This is why I don’t drink this stuff,” she rasped. “My God, my throat is on fire.”
He smiled and took the nearly empty glass from her, setting it back on the table. Rafiq smoothed his hand down her back and remained silent. Waited and hoped his comforting touch, the music, and the bit of brandy would help her relax.
And she did. He felt the muscles ease from their rigid coils, the warmth of her sigh against his neck.
“I’ve never trusted anyone enough before,” she said softly. “Enough to have a drink in flight. Not with what happened.”
But she trusted him. His chest swelled and he closed his eyes, not ceasing in the gentle, comforting strokes down her back.
“Thank you, Rafiq. I won’t lie and say the fear is gone, but this is helping.”
“My father was the same way.”
“What do you mean?”
Rafiq hesitated. He hadn’t meant to make such a confession. He rarely spoke of his parents nowadays unless the subject was unavoidable. “My father despised flying. It literally made him sick to his stomach. He couldn’t get on a plane without at least two shots of Scotch.”
“Really? You wouldn’t lie to make me feel better?”
Rafiq grimaced. “If I was going to lie, habiba, I’m sure I could be quite a bit more creative.”
She lifted her head and her brows were furrowed in that adorable way. And her eyes, thankfully, were lacking most of the fear now.
Talking was a distraction as well, it seemed.
“What happened to your parents that day, Rafiq?”
This time it was his turn to have tension invade his muscles. He never discussed what had happened. Not with anyone. Darkness curled inside him, coiling through his blood and gripping his heart. He had the urge to run or retreat from this conversation.
But Holly needed him right now, and he wouldn’t abandon her. Not physically or emotionally. 
Almost as if it were another person speaking, Rafiq heard himself answer, “My parents were killed in the same assassination attempt that nearly took my life.” He paused. “And the man responsible for the attack was my uncle.”


Chapter 14
 
Shock ripped through Holly, her heart twisting with the horrific words. Rafiq’s uncle had attempted to kill him? Had killed his own brother and sister-in-law?
“But why? Oh God, why would he do something so horrible?” Her voice broke and she tightened her grip on his robes.
“Because he wanted the Sheikhdom, and my father and I were the only people standing in his way.”
Holly struggled to swallow as emotion gathered thick in her throat. Even without looking at him, she could bring to mind the thick scar that ran across his face and down his neck. The horror of it all had her stomach churning with bile. 
She shook her head and pressed her cheek against his chest. Despite the obvious fact he was here today, she needed to reassure herself he was alive. Hear his heart pumping blood through his veins. “How old were you?”
“Twenty-three.”
The same age she was now. 
“I’m so sorry, Rafiq.” 
Beneath her head she felt his nonchalant shrug. “It was nearly a decade ago. I was fortunate enough to survive, but my parents were not so lucky. I, however, was left with the face of a monster.” 
“You don’t have the face of a monster. I wish you’d stop thinking that.” But it was clear his uncle had left a deep bitterness and distrust of human nature. “Your uncle was the monster. A horrific, heartless man.” She lifted her head from his chest, her own fear just a shred of her emotions now as she stared up at him. 
Holly cupped his scarred cheek again, and muscles in his jaw flexed under her palm. His eyes were already hard as flint as he stared beyond her.
“To me you’ll always be a strong, handsome leader.” She shifted slightly to press a kiss against the groove in his face. 
“Holly…” His body shuddered and his arms tightened around her.
“What happened to your uncle? I hope he’s in prison.”
“He was killed by one of my father’s guards before he could flee the palace.”
Relief slid through her. Not that she feared for Rafiq’s safety any longer—the man had guards everywhere—but that such an evil man no longer walked the streets.
Rafiq was lost in a memory and seemed barely aware of her presence anymore.
“Look at me, Rafiq.”
He blinked before glancing back at her. Her heart clenched at the pain she saw there, knowing he wouldn’t want her to see.
“Yes, you have a scar,” she said. “But it pales in comparison to the one your uncle left on your heart.”
His hand slid up to cover hers. “My people fear me, Holly.”
“Your people love you and are thrilled with what you’ve done for Raljahar. More than anyone, Rafiq, you should know better than to believe what you read.” 
“It’s more than what the papers print.”
She almost argued with him, but there was truth to Rafiq’s words. “Maybe some of your people do fear you,” she said tentatively. “But it’s only because they have no idea who you truly are. Do you ever go out and visit with the people of your country?”
“Not often. There are risks…”
“Your guards will protect you—they’ve followed on our heels all week like dogs begging for a treat. Take them with you. You have a wonderful, beautiful country, Rafiq. And your people are warm and loving.” 
He scowled. “I enjoy my palace.”
She laughed. “Of course you do, it’s paradise. I simply think your people would enjoy a bit of interaction with their Sheikh.” 
“Hmm.” He didn’t sound convinced.
“They fear you because you’ve created this imposing image of yourself. And maybe your temper could…” She cleared her throat. “Use a little improving.”
He arched a brow, though fortunately his mouth quirked. “You think I’m short-tempered?”
“Well, a little, yes. I’ve seen you yell at your staff.”
Rafiq grunted but didn’t argue.
“All I’m saying is perhaps you should smile a little more. Crack a joke or two.”
“Crack a joke?” Now he did laugh softly. “Holly, you are a delight.”
Her breath caught at how much a genuine smile on his face could transform him. “Like that,” she whispered. “Rafiq, you’re mesmerizing. If people saw you the way I did, they wouldn’t help but fall…”
She didn’t finish her sentence, suddenly all too aware of what she’d been about to say. Of everything she’d been saying for the past few minutes. It seemed not only had the brandy loosened her fear, but her lips as well.
Rafiq pulled her wrist from his cheek and cradled it between his hands. He turned it over and brushed a kiss against her racing pulse. 
Warm shivers ran through her and she just barely bit back a sigh. She swallowed hard instead and lifted her gaze to his. “Thank you for opening up to me. I know it wasn’t easy.”
“I am the one who owes appreciation, Holly.”
For what? she nearly blurted. For lecturing him on what a reclusive grouch he could be? God, she would never drink brandy again.
“You helped me remember who I am.”
She gave him a small smile. “Well, you helped make flying a bit more tolerable.”
“It was the brandy.”
“It was more than the brandy. It’s you holding me and talking to me. Whether you realize it or not, Rafiq. You’re actually quite the nurturer.”
You’ll be a good father some day. Holly had to bite her lip from saying the rest aloud. But the words were in her heart and it ached a bit to think about it. It was all too easy to imagine Rafiq with a small, dark-featured child on his lap, whom he would undoubtedly have with a woman of his country.
She closed her eyes because she knew the sudden wash of pain might be reflected there.
“Are you all right? Has the turbulence frightened you?”
Turbulence? She hadn’t even noticed the turbulence on the plane, only in her heart.
“I’m all right.” She pulled her hand away and cleared her throat. “But perhaps I could have some water?”
Rafiq didn’t hesitate, just moved to press a button that must’ve been hidden in the headboard somewhere. He spoke in Arabic, his words calm and soft, lacking the usual terse edge.
Perhaps he did heed her advice after all. The thought should’ve sent a thrill of pleasure through her, instead her stomach still churned from the thought of Rafiq and another woman.
She drew in a slow, calming breath. Her time with him had an expiration date. She’d known that going in, and she couldn’t allow herself to forget.
Rafiq was the Sheikh of Raljahar. A Sheikh. There was no future for them and he’d always been upfront with her. Perhaps his motives for bedding her no longer centered on revenge, but she wouldn’t delude herself into thinking they centered on the one thing she needed most.
Love.
 
On the drive back to the palace, Rafiq struggled with what had happened on the plane. He’d never intended to tell Holly quite so much of his past, to give her such an intimate glimpse at the pain and anger still lingering inside him.
Her points had been valid, but not new to him. They now raced through his mind as quickly as the limo moved through the city streets. He saw his country through different eyes, how Holly might’ve seen it.
He’d shut his people out, avoided interacting them, and done so deliberately. He’d rejected them before they could reject him. 
Before he’d been scarred, the citizens of Raljahar had never taken him seriously. And why should they have, when he’d lived the life of an overindulged playboy? After his father had been murdered and Rafiq had taken over the Sheikhdom, their reaction had been a mix of fear and skepticism. 
He’d proved their doubt wrong and built Raljahar into a thriving country, but he’d preferred to spend his time in the palace instead of watching the wariness and fear on his people’s faces when they saw him.
He stared out at the posh casino glittering in the distance. Observed the bustling shoppers filling the upscale mall that held a variety of designer shops.
But it was while passing Raljahar’s public marketplace that his chest swelled with pride. Adults and children waved with excitement as the limo sped by, the symbol of the Sheikhdom a discreet mark on the windows.
“They love you. Especially the children.”
Holly’s soft observation made him wince.
“They love the idea of a Sheikh who has turned the country around.” He shook his head. “I cannot even remember the last time I’ve had contact with a child.”
Her gaze skittered to his, shock reflecting in their depths. “Really? I can’t imagine. I love children.”
Children were more likely to fear him than be drawn to him, but he didn’t voice his thoughts aloud.
It didn’t surprise him Holly adored children; she seemed very much the mothering type. It had shown in the way she’d tried to protect her brother.
Her head turned again and she smiled and waved at the children. They wouldn’t be able to see her, but she didn’t seem to care, and the joy on her face could not be feigned.
His mind flickered back to an article in a magazine he’d seen while she still modeled.  
It was from a story about poverty in a third-world country, and how some stars were helping raise awareness and money. Holly had been in several photos, playing with the children or holding a baby. At the time he’d assumed it was simply publicity shots her manager had encouraged.
Now, he very much doubted it was anything but her genuine interest in being involved. It was all too easy to imagine Holly with her own children. Holding a baby to her breast.
His heart squeezed at the image. 
“I wanted to teach special-needs children.” Her tone turned wistful. “It was what I was going to college for, before the money…” She shook her head and shrugged. “Who knows, perhaps I’ll go back to school when I return to the States.”
Her words jolted him. Rafiq’s chest tightened and he struggled to breathe evenly. Of course she would be thinking about her return to the States and how she would leave him someday. That was, and always had been, the agreement. 
And yet back in Monaco, for a moment, hadn’t he worried about Holly growing more attached to him? Perhaps she’d simply been caught up in the moment. 
The idea of Holly leaving reminded him of another uneasy thought. “We did not use protection.”
She tensed and turned to look at him once more. Some of the color leeched from her face. “No. We didn’t.”
“It seems unlikely anything should come of it, but you will, of course, let me know.”
“Of course.” She looked away quickly, but not before he’d seen the flicker of distress in her eyes.
It seemed a pregnancy was not an exciting prospect for Holly, at least not now when she was so young and eager to return to school. Perhaps when she was older and settled with some robust, overprotective American husband.
The image, just as the one of her leaving, ate bitterly at his gut, and Rafiq’s fingers closed into a fist. 
But what if there was a child? What then? No matter how much he might fear it, everything would have to change.
 
Rafiq had Holly and her things moved into his room immediately when they returned. Since they’d officially become lovers, there really was no reason for the separate rooms. Plus it would keep his staff from gossiping.
Not that they’d ever do so. Though they might be quietly curious about Holly in the palace, they were loyal to the bone. 
Most days he would leave to go into the city, working tirelessly to set the logistics for a second casino in Raljahar to be built. His country was small, but already in the past two years the luxury mall had expanded three blocks, renting retail space to the top designer names.
Though business was going well during the day, Rafiq could not wait for the evening when his limo would return him to the palace and to Holly. In the two weeks since they’d returned, he looked forward to walking through his doors to find Holly somewhere inside, always a happy smile on her face. 
Within the privacy of their room she welcomed him into her arms and then melted beneath his touch. Hearing her cry his name had become the most sinfully decadent dessert he craved at the end of each day.
Holly being in his bed, beside him, felt natural. It was a relief to wake from the nightmares that occasionally plagued him and find her reaching for him. Comforting him.
Closing his file, Rafiq glanced up as the limo pulled onto the palace grounds. He could scarcely wait for the vehicle to slow; his fingers already caressed the handle on the door as he anticipated seeing Holly again.
He shook his head, wondering how she could cloud his mind so easily. How one woman could encompass his every free thought. 
The limo came to a stop and Rafiq pushed open the door.
“F-forgive me, Your Majesty.” The chauffer’s cheeks reddened as he stumbled out a moment later.
Rafiq gave his driver a wide smile. “No apologies needed. I’m perfectly capable of getting myself out of the car.”
The chauffer looked hesitant and then smiled in response. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
Rafiq nodded and then turned away, moving briskly toward the palace doors. Every step he took, every breath he drew in brought him closer to her. His fingers itched to touch her and to have her soft lips parted beneath his in greeting. 
If he’d taken time to analyze it more, he might’ve been puzzled by the change in Holly. It was as if she’d made it her mission to be everything he would want in a mistress. Or perhaps even a wife.
The last thought almost made him stumble over his feet. He slowed his stride, his brows drawing together.
His staff greeted him as he entered the palace, their smiles eager and their greetings warm. In the time that had passed since their return from Monaco, he’d been very diligent in his efforts to be more patient and kind to his staff. To anyone he came into contact with. 
To his surprise, it wasn’t all that difficult. And their responses, initially tentative and surprised, continued to please him. It was possible he hadn’t noticed it before, but there was more smiling and laughter within the palace now.
As he walked farther into his home, he looked around the hallway and each room, but there was no sign of Holly.
Foreboding gathered slowly in his stomach, and he hurried to stop the female assistant he’d assigned to Holly. “Have you seen Miss Winchester?” He forced any severity from his expression and kept his tone casual.
The woman’s eyes flickered with unease before she gave a quick nod. “She is in your room, Your Majesty.”
“Thank you.” Relief slid through him that she was safely in the palace, but the unease in his gut didn’t lessen.
Rafiq opened the door to his bedroom and then closed it silently behind him. His gaze traced every inch of the large room, seeking out Holly’s form. It took a moment before he spotted it. His heart tripped as he noticed her curled up, so still, lying on top of the bed.
Was she asleep?
Rafiq crossed the room, his footsteps nearly silent on the marbled floors. When he reached the bed, he sat down on the edge of the mattress.
Holly’s eyes were closed and her chest rose steadily. With a gentle hand, he reached out to brush his fingers over her forehead. 
Her lashes fluttered open and she stared at him with disorientation in her gaze. And then it shifted—for a moment there was a flash of pain in the blue depths.
He reached for her hand. “Holly?”
“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I didn’t realize it was so late. I must’ve fallen asleep.”
“There’s no need to apologize for sleeping, habiba. Are you feeling well?” The moment the words left his mouth, a thought blindsided him.
His fingers curled around hers and his gaze slid to her other hand he hadn’t noticed pressed against her belly. 
Was it possible? Could Holly have discovered she was pregnant? A rushing sounded in his head as his blood quickened. “Holly? Tell me, what is it?”
She didn’t answer immediately, and her lashes fluttered down to hide her eyes. “I’m sorry. You’re right, I’m not feeling well.” She bit her lip and a strange expression flitted across her face. “I started my cycle this morning.”
It took a moment for her words to sink in, but even when they did Rafiq couldn’t believe he’d heard them right. He’d been prepared to hear something else entirely.
But Holly wasn’t pregnant. Their first time together, without protection, had resulted in nothing.
“But at least you don’t have to worry about me being pregnant anymore.” Her tone nearly managed to sound upbeat.
Rafiq could do little more than blink as crushing disappointment robbed him of his breath. His grip on Holly’s hand loosened and her fingers slid from his. Why was he so disappointed? This was exactly what he’d hoped for. A pregnancy would have only complicated everything between them. 
So where was the relief that should’ve been instantaneous? The news should be cause for celebration, not bitter regret that ate at his gut. 
He looked over at Holly and noted she seemed unperturbed, perhaps just a little tired if anything.
“Yes,” he forced the words out. “That certainly is one less thing to worry about.”
Holly gave a slight nod as her eyes closed again, but her mouth tightened. 
“You should rest, habiba. Can I get you anything to ease your discomfort?” 
There was a pause before she whispered, “No. I’ll be fine. Thank you.”
Rafiq hesitated. He wanted to stay and comfort her, pull her into his arms and hold her. But it was clear she was through talking and preferred to be left alone.
Biting back a weary sigh, he stood and once more left his room.


Chapter 15
 
Holly waited for the sound of the large door once again closing, before she let out a small sob. She gripped the pillowcase beneath her head as another wave of pain swept through her heart.
She was an absolute fool. Had she actually hoped Rafiq might be disappointed she wasn’t pregnant?
If that didn’t make her foolish, then the fact she’d wanted to discover she carried his child certainly did.
Of course Rafiq didn’t want her pregnant—that would’ve been a huge burden on him and their agreement. Three months. That was all.
You knew he would send you away at the end of the set time, she reminded herself. If not earlier.
Had she somehow hoped a pregnancy would make everything change? Hoped Rafiq would realize how much she meant to him and beg her to stay? 
How naïve of her. If he asked her to stay, it would’ve been because of the child, not because he loved her. Rafiq could never feel the way about her the way she did for him. 
And she did love him. With every stupid inch of her being.
It was a truth she’d stopped denying after they’d returned from Monaco. A terrifying realization to face, but she’d had to acknowledge it, because no matter what the future held for her, denying her feelings for Rafiq wouldn’t change it.
If anything, her love and admiration for him had grown since their return to Raljahar. She’d watched Rafiq’s transition from being churlish and withdrawn to becoming a hesitant extrovert and increasingly friendly with his people. 
And it had been wondrous to watch their change as well. To see the people who had once been wary of him open up like flowers in the sun.
Rafiq was such a good man, with a good heart, and the world took notice as he became the affable leader his country seemed to crave.
The tabloids had gone mad covering stories of him now that he no longer shied away from cameras. At any public event, he and Holly had been the darlings of the media. And fortunately, the darker headlines comparing them to an old fairy tale had faded into more sappy ones.
The media adored them as a couple and gave credit to Holly for Rafiq’s transition. There were even headlines that speculated a possible engagement, or if the Sheikh would disregard tradition of marrying an Arabic woman of high status in exchange for his American mistress.
Holly opened her eyes and stared blankly around the opulent bedroom. Every breath she took seemed an effort—seemed to cut devastatingly into her soul.
What the media didn’t know was it had all started as a ruse. A bargain she’d made for her brother’s freedom, and that in less than three months Rafiq would send her home to the States. 
Tears gathered in her eyes before rolling slowly down her cheek to dampen the silk pillowcase. Holly couldn’t bother to wipe them away; she needed this moment to mourn. To acknowledge she’d been unrealistic and foolish to hope things could ever be different between them.
She was what everyone presumed her to be. Rafiq’s mistress. It had begun as an illusion, and now it was her reality.
But she wouldn’t regret it. She had three months with Rafiq—no, less than that now—but she would not waste them. She would spend her days enjoying the country of Raljahar and her nights being the mistress to the Sheikh.
And when she returned home, she could only hope her heart would ultimately recover.
 
Rafiq glanced through the unread emails in his inbox as he waited for Holly to finish her bath. He sighed and shut his laptop, a rueful smile on his face. Even a scheduled day off couldn’t completely keep him from work.
But then, he’d taken today off and had planned something spontaneous and fun for them. Though of course he hadn’t told Holly what to expect, only that it would be a surprise.
A smile flitted across his face as he imagined her reaction. It would be good for Holly to get out of the palace as well. He often wondered about her days and if she grew bored being within the palace alone these past weeks. 
Rafiq knew she’d become good friends with her female assistant, and of course he was kept apprised of her daily habit of visiting the local market. What fascinated him the most was that she had no interest in his luxury mall the tourists seemed to flock to, but instead seemed to prefer immersing herself in the heart of his country, mingling with his people and absorbing the customs.
It pleased him. Maybe more than it should have, because he knew he ultimately had to let her go. 
The idea of her leaving had the muscles in his chest tightening as apprehension swept through him. No, he couldn’t think about that now. For now, she was still here and he enjoyed every moment with her, most especially the nights. 
He took her every evening, sometimes multiple times, but always now he was careful to use protection to avoid a possible pregnancy. He made love to her so thoroughly it almost seemed he was trying to imprint his soul with hers. 
The intensity of their bond, both in and out of bed, unnerved him, but he told himself daily it was only fleeting and soon she’d be gone and he would hold the memory of her in his heart. 
It was the safest place for her to be, for certain.
He glanced up from his desk as he heard the bathroom door open. After a leisurely breakfast in bed this morning, Holly had retreated to the washroom to bathe. 
A hum of pleasure vibrated in his throat as he saw her exit the bathroom. Once again he had to assure himself it was indeed her and not a strange, luscious woman from his country. 
With her dark hair, long pink skirt and loose woven top, Holly fit right in with the women of Raljahar. If it weren’t for her pale skin and blue eyes, Holly could easily be mistaken for a native.
She’d surprised him the first time she’d worn the traditional dress of his country. When he’d questioned her on when she’d bought it, she’d explained that it had been during that first visit to the market. 
Though she had an entire wardrobe of western attire, she seemed to prefer the vibrant skirts and shirts.
“Did you enjoy your bath, habiba?” 
“I did. Those oils I picked up last week at the market made it pure luxury.”
“You deserve to be indulged.” He thought about where they were going after leaving the palace and narrowed his gaze on her outfit again.
She must have sensed his contemplation, because her smile faded. “Should I not wear this? Is the skirt too—” 
“You look beautiful, Holly. Although today, I don’t think a skirt will be quite appropriate for what I have planned. Could you perhaps wear your linen trousers?”
“Sure, I can change.” She swished the folds of the skirt and smiled. “I guess I’ve gotten quite used to these pretty things.” 
Because she was so near to him and he couldn’t resist, he reached out to tuck a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “I noticed you seem to like the style of dress, and it does flatter you. But then, I believe you could make a burlap sack with a blue ribbon around it look spectacular.”
Her eyes flickered with amusement and she gave a breathy laugh. “Maybe we should try it? I think it could be an elegant dress choice for dinner Friday night with all the important people from the neighboring Sheikhdoms?” 
He let out a soft laugh at the image. “Now, wouldn’t that be a sight?”
She joined in his laughter before surprising him by leaning forward and pressing a quick, impulsive kiss against his mouth. 
When she moved to pull away, Rafiq held her still and deepened the kiss, needing more than a quick taste. He lifted his head a moment later with reluctance. “Perhaps we should cancel all plans today,” he murmured huskily. “Stay in instead.”
Holly made a murmur of pleasure and curled her fingers into his robe. “Mmm. Although it sounds tempting, I’m going to say not on your life. I’ve been looking forward to this surprise day out.”
Yes, she’d been in an extra good mood all morning, and Rafiq could see the light of anticipation in her eyes even now.
“Won’t you tell me what we’re doing?” She tugged lightly on his robe with the excitement of a child. “I can’t stand the suspense any longer.”
“We’re riding in the desert. Thus the necessity for your trousers.”
The glimmer in her eyes increased and a wide smile crossed her face. “What are we riding? Camels?”
She’d been expressing interest for weeks now in riding a camel, so he enjoyed being able to give her the good news.
“Yes, actually, I believe we will today.”
Holly let out a squeal of excitement. “Really? Oh my gosh, I’m so excited! And I’ve hardly been outside the city, and the desert seems so exciting and—”
“Dangerous? The terrain hostile? It is. Which is why I am escorting you, and we will also have several of my guards with us.”
Her answering smile lit her face. “I don’t care if we’re escorted by your entire army.” She pressed another kiss to his lips. “I look forward to it. We should leave as soon as possible.”
“And we will. I will have the camels saddled and prepared. Now you should go get ready and then meet me in the foyer, habiba.”
 
Holly released one hand from the reigns of her camel to push a strand of hair off her forehead. The sun beat down mercilessly and once again, she silently appreciated Rafiq’s advice on wearing the linen pants. They’d helped keep her cool for the past hour and were far more practical while riding.
For goodness sake, she was on a camel! And she absolutely adored it and the time she was spending with Rafiq. 
Exhilaration flowed through her veins and she tried to remember the last time she was so happy. 
“How are you?” 
Holly glanced over at Rafiq’s question and her response dried up as her gaze fell on him. He rode just feet away from her, sitting on a camel even bigger than hers.
For a moment it was as if she were hurled back to another time. Rafiq looked every bit the ruler of Raljahar, sitting tall and proud with his white kandura twisting in the slight breeze. 
The backdrop around him was as beautiful as it was deadly, the orange-colored sand and harsh mountains shimmering in the sun.
In the past months, she’d come to love this picturesque, rugged land and its warmhearted people. Almost as much as she loved the Sheikh who ruled it.
“Holly?” Rafiq’s brows drew together with concern. “Perhaps you should drink more of your water. You look flushed.”
“I’m fine. I’m just not quite used to the heat.” But her words held a hint of sadness she knew she hadn’t quite managed to hide this time.
Because she didn’t want to worry him, she lifted the bottle of water and drank another sip. The water, still chilled, eased down her throat. Perhaps she’d needed the liquid, but she wasn’t foolish to believe her problems were as simple as being dehydrated. 
Her problem lay in the fact she loved a man who would never love her back. All the water in the world wouldn’t cure that. Her lips quirked slightly.
“You know, you ride remarkably well,” he commented, though she knew he was still worried about her. “Are you sure you’ve never ridden a camel before, habiba?”
“Not a single one.”
“A horse, then?”
“Not unless you count when I was a child being led around a circle on a pony, or sitting still on a horse for a photo shoot.”
“Hmm. No, I can’t say I would count those.”
She joined in his soft laugh and again her pulse quickened. They’d fallen into such an easy, compatible relationship since their return from Monaco. Even though all the animosity had vanished after they’d made love that first time, the flight back to Raljahar had brought them closer together.
Sometimes, when Rafiq held her in his arms at night, she could almost swear he felt the same way about her as she did him. He made love to her as if he never wanted her to leave, and yet he hadn’t asked her to stay. He wouldn’t, either, she knew, but she tried not to focus on that.
Rafiq had been true to his word and never let her feel as if she were being held prisoner in Raljahar. In fact, over the last couple of months he’d flown her twice to see her brother during his rehabilitation in the London clinic. After showing fantastic improvement, Andrew was released a week ago and flew home to the States.
Holly glanced over her shoulder at the two guards who rode a good distance back now. Earlier she’d overheard what had sounded like Rafiq asking for privacy. Which was nice, being able to go out without them hovering so close, but then the desert was so wide open it was easy to see any danger that might be approaching.
Not that Rafiq seemed all that worried.
She stole another look at him and noted the sudden frown on his face as he stared over the horizon. She followed his gaze and a shiver of unease skated down her spine. 
There was a haze of red in the distance. 
“What is it, Rafiq?” But she already had an idea. 
“A sandstorm is building.” He turned his camel and shouted something to the guards behind them.
Holly couldn’t begin to interpret their harried words. Her gaze had darted back to the horizon and the haziness took on a more sinister meaning. Of course she’d heard about these, and several had passed through the desert while they were in the palace. But out here, being so exposed, it was far more threatening.
“We must try to make it back to the palace, Holly. Quickly.”
The nice, moseying pace had been perfect for her. Cold sweat broke out on her neck at the idea of a camel running breakneck speed while a sandstorm bore down on them. “Your guards—”
“Have already retreated by my order. We must hurry.” Rafiq glanced back at the horizon and cursed.
Panic hit full-fledged and Holly scrambled to turn the camel around, but the camel resisted.
“We’ll never make it,” Rafiq muttered savagely and the next thing she knew, his arm snagged around her waist and she was plucked from her saddle as if she weighed nothing.
Her world tilted as he maneuvered her in front on him on his camel.
“Hold on,” he yelled and then urged the camel into a run.
Holly clutched the horn and bit back a panicked cry. Oh God, what was he doing? Rafiq didn’t turn around toward the palace as his guards had, but instead rode them straight toward the storm.
“Rafiq!” 
“Trust me, habiba.” His words brushed against her ear, a reassuring caress she desperately clung to.
She did trust him, but it didn’t ease her fear as sand began to swirl up around them, the tiny particles stinging her face.
“Close your eyes, Holly. We’ll be there shortly!”
There? Where was there? She squeezed her eyes closed. The wild pounding of her heart was nearly in perfect rhythm with the camel’s sprint.
Rafiq’s strong arms kept her still in the saddle, a physical restraint she welcomed as the world around them slipped into chaos. Vaguely she became aware they’d slowed and she risked a quick glance to discover where they were. A large black tent loomed in front of them and she blinked to clear her vision, certain she was seeing things. 
It soon became a blur of black among the swirling sand. They came to an abrupt stop and the camel kneeled to let them off once more. She felt rather than saw Rafiq dismount. He reached for her, pulling her from the saddle and rushing her toward the tent. 
Holly buried her face against Rafiq’s side as the wind howled around them, the sand continuing its relentless attack.
And then the world around them dimmed and the roaring of the storm diminished some.
Holly opened her eyes, relief weakening her limbs. “Where are we?” 
They were obviously in some kind of large tent, but definitely not the kind you took camping in the woods. It seemed heavier, sturdier, and quite larger than any tent she’d seen. Also, it was much cooler than the stifling heat outside.
“We keep several tents maintained throughout my desert,” Rafiq explained brusquely as he moved about, turning on what looked like battery-operated lamps and flooding the interior with dim lighting. “They can be shelters for events such as this, or a place to rest during travel.”
The sand beneath them was nearly covered by a large red-patterned area rug, and throughout the tent there were pillows and blankets.
Holly flinched as the tent shook with the force of the storm. The hairs on the back of her neck lifted and it took all her willpower not to cry out with fear.
Rafiq held no fear though, and seemed almost irritated as he circled the interior of the tent fiddling with things. Finally he returned to her, his gaze unreadable in the dim lighting. “We will be safe waiting out the storm in here.”
Would they? It was hard to believe with the violence of the wind outside. She didn’t want to think of the massive wall of sand she’d seen on the horizon—knowing it was rushing toward them and they weren’t even in the worst of it yet.
But at least they were inside, and if Rafiq said they would be safe, she trusted him.
“What about your camels?” 
“They will be fine. The animals are well-adapted to surviving sandstorms.” His gaze softened as it fell on her and he closed the small distance separating them, pulling her into his arms. “Trust me, habiba, I’ve weathered many storms before. It is all part of living in the desert.”
“You must think I’m a terrible coward.” She wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing her cheek against his robe and listening to the calming beat of his heart. “Afraid to fly. Afraid of a sandstorm.”
“You are not a coward. I’ve seen grown men react like children in the face of such storms. They can be quite terrifying and this is your first storm outside the palace.”
The wind grew louder and she swallowed hard. “Does it get much worse?”
“Yes, I won’t lie to you. Come.” He urged her deeper into the tent. 
Holly’s heart skipped as he led her to a mass of blankets and pillows. She sank down and a moment later her joined her, his expression growing somber.
“I’m sorry, Holly. I would’ve never brought you riding had I known we would encounter a storm.”
Holly couldn’t resist reaching up to touch the strong lines of his jaw. “But you didn’t know, so you can’t possibly blame yourself.”
He didn’t reply, but his expression seemed to grow more troubled. “I would never forgive myself if something happened to you. Never.”


Chapter 16
 
Rafiq’s mouth sought hers in a gentle, reassuring kiss. And just like the storm outside, it seemed to gain momentum. He deepened it, demanding a response and summoning her desire.
His hand slid beneath her loose shirt to cup her breast and she cried out with pleasure. He never lifted his mouth from hers while his hands traveled her body.
The linen trousers were no barrier to him, and his seeking fingers explored the ache between her thighs. Holly’s head fell back against the mass of soft pillows; her hips rose and fell as he brought her quickly to the edge.
Outside the tent, the storm had reached them. The walls shook, the sand assaulted, the wind howled, but they were all secondary to the sensations taking over her heart and body. And then he pushed her over the edge, stroking her into abandon until she sobbed with pleasure and gripped the fabric of his robe.
With her mind quieted and her body still trembling, Holly found herself in Rafiq’s arms. His lips pressed against her forehead as his hand stroked down her back.
“I want you,” he murmured thickly. “But I have no protection.”
Though her body was sated, there was still an ache, only this time it was in her heart. He hadn’t taken her completely because he didn’t want to risk getting her pregnant.
Would it really be so awful? She wanted to ask the question, but why bother when she already knew the answer? 
Her fear of the storm diminished as a trickle of sadness made its way into her heart.
“You’ve gone quiet, habiba.”
“I’m trying not to think about the storm,” she lied. “And I’m a little tired.”
“Rest then.” He adjusted her in the cradle of his arms and brushed another kiss over her forehead. “We will return home soon.”
 Home. Funny how she’d come to think of it as such. Her thoughts slid to Portland and her small apartment there. She didn’t miss it. Not really. Perhaps she missed her friends, but she didn’t miss the cold or gray skies. And Portland lacked the one thing she would miss most. Rafiq.
And he was the one man she could never have.
 
The next few days, Rafiq kept his distance from Holly. He returned late at night to the palace and tried not to wake her. But today, with the dinner, he knew he must stop avoiding her.
Since the day of the sandstorm, he hadn’t been able to shake the sense of unease riding him. Hadn’t been able to dismiss how much he’d allowed his feelings for her to addle his brain.
What had he been thinking, the morning he’d taken her out riding? Were he thinking straight, he’d have realized the weather conditions were perfect for such a storm. 
But he hadn’t bothered to seek them out ahead of time. Had only wanted to spend time with her alone, outside the palace, and anticipated her excitement at riding a camel for the first time.
And he’d placed them directly in harm’s way. Not only with the storm, but by sending his guards back to the palace and going on without them.
Never, since the assassination attempt, had he been so alone and exposed. It was unheard of for him, the Sheikh of Raljahar, to enter an isolated desert tent without it being cleared by a guard first.
Not that Rafiq doubted he could’ve defended himself in an attack. His bigger fear was having Holly with him—her safety had become his priority. Which made him entirely too close to the man his father had been. A chill raced down his spine.
Picking up his phone, Rafiq dialed the palace to inform them he would be returning earlier and requested to speak with Holly.
“Miss Winchester is not within the palace, Your Majesty,” he was told. “She is out at the market this afternoon.”
At the market? Rafiq disconnected the call and dialed the cell he’d given her. When she didn’t answer, a knot formed in his gut. He called out instructions for the driver to take him to the market instead.
They pulled up out front of the crowded marketplace a moment later. His personal bodyguard slid from the front of the limo and followed Rafiq through the market. 
“Who is guarding Miss Winchester?” Rafiq asked him tersely. “Can you find him?”
“Of course, Your Majesty.”
Rafiq continued to search the market as the guard placed a call. He listened to the one-sided conversation and learned his guard was being given Holly’s location.
“This way,” the guard said a moment later, urging Rafiq through the crowds and toward a smaller building.
Rafiq’s bodyguard insisted on traveling first through the narrow hall of the building, and a deep sense of unease gathered in Rafiq’s gut.
This was not the market—there were no shops back here. What was Holly’s purpose, being in such a place?
They stopped outside a closed door, where Rafiq noted Holly’s guard standing.
“Where is she?” Rafiq demanded, his gaze sliding to the closed door.
“Your Majesty, she is inside. But if you would wait a moment, I can retrieve her.”
Retrieve her? What was it that Holly’s guard did not want Rafiq to see? Was she meeting someone? Images of her and another man danced in his mind. His vision went red.
“Open this door now.” His voice resonated through the narrowed hallways and had the two guards cringing.
 Before anyone could move to obey him though, the door swung open and Holly appeared in the entryway. Her hair was disheveled and falling free around her shoulders, her expression stricken. “Rafiq? What on earth are you doing here?”
What was he doing here? She dared ask? Rafiq’s jaw clenched as he glanced beyond her into what appeared to be someone’s house.
He struggled to control his temper as the tic in his jaw quickened, but the images of her and another man didn’t stop. He saw the unease in her eyes as she twisted her fingers and could no longer deny the truth. 
Later, he would deal with her, but for now, someone else would pay. He turned on the guard he’d assigned to her.
“How often did you bring her here?” he accused, thrusting the man against the stone wall. “Did you take her to meet her lover? You would dare to go against your Sheikh this way!”
The guard’s eyes widened. “Your Majesty, please.”
 “Stop!” Holly’s fingers curled around Rafiq’s arms as she struggled to pull him off her guard. “Rafiq, you must stop. It’s not how it seems.”
He growled low in his throat and brushed her free as if she were an annoying bug. “What is not, habiba?” he ground out. “That he did not protect you while you met another man daily? What a fool I am to not suspect your daily trips to the market were to—”  
“I wasn’t meeting a lover,” she cried. “I was studying Arabic.”
Rafiq nearly laughed at her ridiculous excuse but then froze. It sank in then that every word they’d exchanged since she ran into the hallway had been in his language. Not perfect, but close enough that it hadn’t registered. 
He released the guard and turned to face Holly once more. Her eyes were wide and her lips trembled with fury.
A movement in the doorway revealed a woman and her child, staring at him with obvious trepidation.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” the guard behind him apologized. “Miss Winchester wanted to surprise you and begged me not to say anything. I assumed since I ensured her safety there was no harm. I am sorry if I made the wrong choice.”
Rafiq lifted his hand to silence him, not turning his focus from Holly. “Enough,” he muttered distractedly. “Please, if you could have the limo brought around to the front of the building. We will return to the palace at once.”
He gave quick instructions to his guard, and the man strode forward and handed the woman in the doorway a handful of currency. 
The ride back to the palace was strained at best. Holly glowered at him, and he found himself shifting in his seat under her furious stare.
“You still don’t trust me.”
Finally she’d spoken, but he flinched inwardly at her toneless words.
“I told you once I don’t trust easily. Assuming the worst is habit.”
Frustration flickered in her eyes. “Do you think that excuses it?”
“No, perhaps not.” He paused, considering his words. “I had no idea you wanted to learn Arabic. If you had but asked I could have hired you the best tutor in Raljahar.”
“I didn’t want you to know, Rafiq. That was the whole idea. I wanted to be able to interact with your guests tonight in their own language.” The anger seemed to leave her in a rush. Her shoulders crumpled as she turned her attention out the window. “It was to be a surprise for you. A silly one, I suppose.”
“Not silly at all.” Actually, probably one of the most touching things someone had ever done for him, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. “Though possibly dangerous. There will, of course, be repercussions for your bodyguard.”
Holly stiffened and turned to look at him again. “Rafiq, he didn’t tell you because I instructed him not to.”
He gave a soft laugh of genuine amusement. “I am the Sheikh, habiba. All things are to be reported to me.”
“You swore I wasn’t a prisoner.”
“And you have never been treated as one, but your safety is my concern and I must be kept apprised of your whereabouts.”
“This is ridiculous.” Her hands balled into fists, as if she were trying to restrain herself. “I was never in any danger.”
“That has yet to be established.”
“You can’t punish him for what I’ve done.”
Rafiq sighed. He really didn’t want to have this conversation with her. There were lines his employees didn’t cross, and the man guarding Holly had crossed a big one. “He broke my trust, Holly. He must be dealt with.”
“Dealt with? Do you even know his name, Rafiq?”
His brows drew together as he stared at her growing agitation. “I can’t remember it at the moment, but does it matter?”
“Yes! His name is Mahdi. He has a wife and children. If you fire him—”
“Do not begin to tell me how to run my country.” Finished with this conversation, his tone held enough icy warning to make her draw back against the seat.
But it didn’t keep her silent. “Somehow, these past few weeks I’d thought you’d changed, Rafiq.”
“You should be careful with your presumptions.” He flashed her a hard smile. “I demand a certain level of accountability from my employees, Holly. Even more so from my lovers.” 
She shook her head slowly as her lips compressed. 
The limo arrived back at the palace and she was out the door before he could move. He followed her into the palace, but her brisk pace clearly indicated she wanted nothing more to do with him or this conversation. 
What did she expect, though? She’d put her safety at risk. Surely she could understand why he would be upset now?
Rafiq strode through the palace after her, ignoring the startled glances of his staff as they retreated back into the shadows. His hands curled into fists as he bit back a growl of frustration. 
Once in the room, he slammed the door behind him. “Don’t walk away from me.”
She ignored him and quickened her stride toward the bathroom, but he beat her there, catching her arm and swinging her back around.
“Holly—”
 “I thought you would be happy I was learning your language.” There were tears in her eyes as she thumped his chest with her fist. “I thought you’d changed. I have no idea who you are right now.”
His heart twisted and all his anger fled. “You know who I am, habiba.”
“You’re not the man I fell in love with,” she choked out.
The silence that fell over the room was so sudden and thick—only broken by the furious pounding of Rafiq’s heart.
Holly’s words seemed to resound in the room. Spreading joy and a sharp, poignant fear.
She loved him. 
“I shouldn’t have said that,” she whispered, lifting her hands to her mouth. “I don’t know why I said that.”
“Don’t be sorry.” Rafiq pulled her to him, his hands not quite steady, and lowered his mouth just above hers. “Please, habiba, don’t regret those words.”
He claimed her mouth before she could reply, and Holly let out a soft moan as she clung to him. 
Needing her more than ever before, Rafiq led her to the bed. “I should have trusted you, Holly.”
Her lashes fluttered down, once again hiding the pain there. “Yes, you should have.”
“I’m so sorry. I think I wanted a reason to believe you weren’t so damn perfect, a reason to push you away.” His voice grew hoarse. “But I can’t. I need you. I need you so much.”
She didn’t reply but reached for him, pulling him down to her again. He took his time undressing her, lingering on every inch of flesh he exposed. 
Rafiq couldn’t be rushed in making love to her. He teased her breasts, molding them in his hands before taking the pink tips in his mouth. Holly writhed beneath him, her pleas for more encouraging him to seek the slick folds of her sex with his fingers.
Rafiq brought her to the edge, not rushing his slow, deliberate strokes that ultimately brought her pleasure.
Finally he eased into her, taking her. Joining her. And even then there was an urgency, almost desperation to their lovemaking.
Only afterward, when she lay curled in his arms so vulnerable and sweet, did all the fears her declaration brought out rise once more. And this time, there would be no distracting him from their unsettling grip.
 
The dinner party was a blur of introductions and conversation. Holly knew she had a silly smile on her face, and she really couldn’t bring herself to care. She was still floating from Rafiq’s confession that he needed her and then the tender way he’d made love to her after. 
With her spirits raised and her constant smile, she felt more beautiful in the gown she wore tonight than any exclusive dress she’d ever modeled. Not that this gown wasn’t expensive, but its quality and simplicity made her feel like a princess. 
It was a cross between western and eastern attire. Layers of aqua chiffon did not hide her figure but revealed very little skin. It was the perfect fit for tonight’s dinner. 
Her attempts at speaking Arabic had been greeted with enthusiasm and respect. If anything, it had made Rafiq’s friends and associates warm to her even more.
Throughout the dinner Rafiq would glance her way, and the smoldering intensity in his eyes would send a flush from her ears to her toes.
She’d told him she loved him tonight, and he hadn’t running screaming from the room. No, instead he’d made love to her so painstakingly slow and thoroughly she couldn’t quite convince herself this time that he didn’t care.
Rafiq did care. It showed in everything he did. The way he watched her, made love to her, held her at night. And it also made sense why he’d come down so harshly on Mahdi—who he’d ultimately promised her would not lose his position.
“If you’ll excuse me.” Holly stood from the table and strode from the exquisite dining hall to retrieve a shawl from Rafiq’s room. The air conditioning had kicked in, sending a chill through her.
“Are you enjoying yourself?”
The accented voice, spoken in English, and snide words brought Holly to a halt. 
She turned to find a petite woman approaching with a look dripping with disdain. 
Wariness slid through her. This likely would not be a pleasant conversation. She recognized the other woman as one of the wives who’d been placed near the end of the table and struggled to remember her name.
Ah, yes. “Thank you, Mrs. Albujar, I am. And are you enjoying the dinner?”
“It would be better if certain people were not in attendance.” The other woman slid a disapproving glance over her. “So, I finally have the opportunity to meet the Sheikh’s newest mistress.”
Holly flinched at the word, but kept a smile on her face. “I find the word ‘mistress’ entirely outdated.” 
“Hmm. Perhaps you’re right. Maybe you would find the term ‘whore’ more suited?”
The breath ripped from her throat at the blatant, vicious verbal assault, but the other woman wasn’t finished.
“You know, in my culture it is custom for a woman to remain pure. So that her husband will enjoy a virgin on their wedding night.” 
Holly felt the heat stealing into her cheeks. The guards in the hallway must have been able to hear the conversation, though they showed no indication they listened. It would’ve been so easy to inform the woman she’d been a virgin until Rafiq, but that would only bring humiliation upon herself. 
And the woman was right, in a manner. She’d been Rafiq’s virgin mistress, but would never be his virgin wife.
“You do realize Rafiq can never marry a westerner such as yourself,” Mrs. Albujar mocked. “Quite soon, I imagine, he will settle with my daughter, Nuha. Perhaps you saw her in Monaco, speaking with the Sheikh?”
The memory of Rafiq speaking to the young Arabic woman in Monaco flitted through her head, making her stomach clench. 
“Did he buy you that diamond necklace?” the woman continued. “It will be a nice souvenir when you leave.”
It took everything within her not to reach up and touch the large diamond Rafiq had placed around her neck before the dinner.
Oh God, she was going to be sick. “I must go,” she whispered, and tried to step around Mrs. Albujar.
When the woman made to block her, one of the guards stepped in.
“Allow Miss Winchester to pass.”
Grateful for the intervention, Holly darted down the hall to Rafiq’s room and then closed the door behind her. Tears burned her eyes as she drew in a ragged breath, crossing to the lush settee in the middle of the room to sink down onto it.
Before that horrid woman had come along, tonight had been almost magical. Now she felt like a cheap imposter playing dress up.
Mistress. Rafiq’s mistress.
She wanted to believe the other woman was wrong—that her words had been nothing but a jealous mother who hoped her daughter would catch herself a Sheikh husband. But what if she wasn’t? 


Chapter 17
 
Holly wasn’t aware of how much time had passed but glanced up, disoriented, when the door opened.
Rafiq strode into the room, his brows drawn together in concern. “Holly, are you all right? One of the guards informed me you were upset.”
“I…I don’t really know.”
He crouched down beside her. “What is it, habiba?”
She closed her eyes. You need to know the truth. “What am I to you?”
There was a pause. 
“I don’t understand what you’re asking,” he said warily. “Please, come back to the dinner. People are beginning to wonder where you’ve disappeared to.”
“This afternoon I told you I loved you, Rafiq.” She opened her eyes again just in time to see him flinch.
“Holly…”
“I know you said you needed me, but do you love me?” 
Silence, so heavy and painful, and an answer in itself. A cry of anguish built in her throat, but she swallowed it, just barely. “I see. It doesn’t matter.” She hated that her voice broke. 
“Holly, please, we should discuss this later—”
“I don’t suppose it ever mattered, when the bottom line is you must marry a woman of your culture.”
“I am the Sheikh of Raljahar. I can marry whoever I damn well please.”
Holly froze at his tease words and their context. “I don’t understand,” she said cautiously. “You can marry whomever you want? But all this time you led me to believe—”
“I never led you to believe anything but the truth.”
“And what is the truth, Rafiq? Because I confess that at this point, I have no idea.”
“The truth is I will never marry you.” 
His harsh words hurt more than if he’d slapped her. She made a soft gurgle of dismay, knowing her face must reflect the horror and humiliation. 
He stopped pacing and turned to face her. His face was scrunched up, his mouth tight, with pain. It seemed each word hurt him equally. “I didn’t want to have this conversation now, Holly.” He cursed and moved away from her, his long strides eating up the room as he walked. “I can never marry for love.”
His words hit like tiny knives into her soul, even as part of her wanted to grasp at the word love. He’d used the word love. Could that mean he did love her?
“My uncle may be dead, but there are still people who would take my Sheikhdom by force if needed. Now more than ever.”
She shook her head. “How does that have anything to do with me?”
“Because they will use you, Holly. Just as they used my mother.” He returned to her, sinking down on the settee and fumbling to grasp her hands. His words held so much meaning. Insistence. 
She wanted to understand—needed to understand—because there was so much she was missing. “Rafiq—”
“My mother meant the world to my father, and my uncle used that against him.” Rafiq’s fingers tightened around hers. “My father was so blind with love, she was his only concern. He let this country fall apart and ultimately didn’t see the trap my uncle set. My uncle threatened my mother’s life and my father tried to save her. In the end it didn’t matter—both my parents were killed.”
“And you nearly were.” Some of the pieces fell into place.
“I will not have you used against me. I will not place your life at risk.” Rafiq’s expression was almost pleading, a bit desperate, as if he were trying to convince himself as much as her.
He did love her, she didn’t doubt it for a moment now, but unfortunately the one emotion she’d craved from him also destroyed any hope of a future between them.
A loud knock sounded on the door. Rafiq blinked, his gaze refocusing. That solid control he wore like a cloak slipped back into place.
He released her hands and then stood. “That is probably my advisor wondering where we are. We should return to the party, Holly. We have guests awaiting our return.”
Of course. Back to the pretense she was nothing but his woman of the month. Oh, right, but it wasn’t a pretense. 
A sad smile twisted her mouth. “Give them my apologies, but please let them know I don’t feel well and won’t be returning.”
Rafiq hesitated, looking genuinely confused. “Holly, what happened during the dinner? You seemed quite happy earlier.”
Earlier she’d been functioning in a dream world that didn’t really exist. “I woke up,” she murmured simply. 
He didn’t respond, but gave a frustrated sigh. “I will return shortly.” 
 
But shortly didn’t come until well after one in the morning. 
Rafiq scrubbed a hand down his face, exhaustion eating at every inch of his body. He glanced once more around the empty dining hall and then headed toward his room. Part of him dreaded facing Holly again, though he assumed she would be asleep by now.
How could she not, after such an emotionally trying day? He hadn’t intended to purge all his past and fears upon her, but they’d surfaced anyway. 
Perhaps it was better they had. Now there would be no more disillusions between them, no expectations. She’d said she loved him, but what if she was just confused because he’d been her first lover?
She would move on some day and forget him, but for now they could still live as lovers. That had to be enough. Everything within him wanted to crawl into bed and pull her into his arms.
He would make her forget their conversation earlier, erase the line on her forehead that displayed her unhappiness. 
Already he envisioned waking her with a slow kiss and hearing the shift in her breathing as she reached for him.
Rafiq opened the door to the bedroom and stumbled over his own feet.
Holly was indeed in bed, but not asleep, and in bed was probably not the correct terminology. She sat on the edge, fully dressed, with a suitcase at her feet.
His heart began a slow thud. “Are you going somewhere, habiba?”
“I’m leaving.”
He tried to force an amused laugh, even as his stomach clenched. “Are you now?”
“Our deal expired at midnight, Rafiq. If you hadn’t noticed, it’s been three months exactly. I’m free to go.”
Had it been? No, it couldn’t be possible. Not this soon. But by the stoic determination on Holly’s face, he knew all he needed to do was find a calendar to prove her words true. “You don’t need to leave.”
“Don’t I?” She arched a brow, but he saw the pain flicker in her eyes. “Would you have me stay and handpick your future wife?” 
“Of course not,” he said tersely. 
“You said you needed to marry. Well, your plan worked. Mothers are throwing their daughters your way. Women watch you wherever you go—though they always have.”
He ignored her foolish ramblings and shook his head. “I want you to stay.”
“Perhaps Nuha Albujar?”
Was she trying to drive him mad? “I don’t want her.”
“No, you don’t. You want me.” It wasn’t a question, but nor was it a gloating reply. Holly spoke the word tonelessly, an indication she knew how impossible it was.
“I can’t marry you,” he choked out.
“Yes, you can, Rafiq. You admitted it hours ago, but you won’t.” She stood and reached for the suitcase next to her. “Just as I won’t be your mistress any longer. I respect myself too much for that.”
He curled his fingers around her arm as she moved past him. “You can’t leave. Not…not this time of night.”
“I’ve hired a car to take me to the airport. It’s better this way. By the time the paparazzi are aware I’ve left the palace with my bags, I’ll be gone.” She gently pried his fingers from her arm and stepped away. “My flight leaves just after dawn.”
“Please.” Desperation clawed at him as she walked toward the door. He curled his hands into fists, knowing how close he was to running to the door and blocking it. 
You can’t make her stay. 
“I don’t want to lose you, habiba.”
“And that’s just it, Rafiq. You don’t have to.” She paused but didn’t turn around. “You realize that refusing to marry me won’t guarantee my safety.” 
Wouldn’t it? With her as his wife, she would always be a target and could always be used as leverage against him.
“I want you to realize the truth. I really do. Because you deserve happiness.” Her voice broke, showing the emotion he knew she didn’t want to reveal.
He tried to form a response, find the perfect words to convince her to stay. But they could never be the ones she wanted.
Holly’s shoulders crumpled before she again straightened them. With a slight nod, she strode out the door and out of his life.
Rafiq stared at the closed door and didn’t fight the heavy desolation that swept through him like a desert storm.


Chapter 18
 
She should have been terrified. Holly stared out the window of the jet over the tarmac as they continued boarding, but couldn’t summon the energy for fear. 
Or perhaps her phobia of flying was nothing compared to facing the reality of leaving Rafiq. Part of her wanted to climb off the plane and take the first taxi she could find back to the palace.
But then, it would just hurt all that much more later, because someday she would have to give up being his mistress when he needed to settle down with a wife. 
A sob caught in her throat and she bit her lip to swallow it. There were no more tears to cry, and at least being put through the emotional wringer meant she’d probably fall asleep after a few minutes in the air.
The engines roared to life on the plane and her heart constricted. She was leaving; it was too late now.
There was a jolt as the plane began to back up, away from the terminal.
Holly stared at the expanse of orange desert and the rugged mountains behind them as the plane moved to line up for takeoff. Shoot. She’d thought the tears had dried up. Grabbing the tissue from her lap, she dabbed the corners of her eyes again.
Despair settled over her, heavy like a wet blanket. Closing her eyes, she prayed for sleep to take her. 
Maybe she fell asleep, or just got lost in the darkness of her thoughts, but when the hairs on the back of her neck lifted she knew something had changed.
The engines were quiet and they certainly weren’t in the air, she knew that much.
Holly held her breath as she slowly opened her eyes again.
Rafiq.
Her heart slammed against her ribcage as she saw him board the plane. He watched her as he strode down the narrow aisle, his determination apparent in the hard slash of his mouth. 
Hope flared inside her, but she quickly snuffed it out. Rafiq wasn’t used to being denied, and likely he’d come to try to force her into staying. It wouldn’t work. Not this time.
He stopped in front of her row, ignoring the passenger next to her and seeking only her. “You must leave the plane at once, Holly.”
Did he think he could intimidate her in front of all these people? She shook her head. Thank God many of them probably didn’t speak English. “I’m returning to the States.”
“If you don’t leave the plane, the pilot will have you forcibly removed.”
He wouldn’t! She opened her mouth to deny it but then saw the pilot making his way down the aisle.
“You can’t do this, Rafiq.”
“It’s already done.”
Biting back every curse she wanted to fling at him, Holly unfastened her seatbelt and maneuvered her way from the seat. She would hire a car to drive her across the desert if needed, but she wouldn’t be forced to stay with Rafiq one day longer.
Rafiq plucked her bag from the overheard and indicated for her to leave first.
She strode down the aisle, her cheeks warming but her chin raised. Everyone watched them—they knew it was their Sheikh who’d boarded the plane and probably realized now who she was.
Out on the tarmac she spun on him. “Rafiq, you can’t—” 
“Please, let’s talk in the limo.”
“I’m not getting in there with you.”
“Holly.” Her name was a husky plea on his lips, breaking her willpower.
She gave a small nod and climbed inside. Once they were at the palace, she would arrange transport out of Raljahar.
Rafiq climbed in a moment later and slid up the window between the backseat and the driver.
“I hate you for doing this, Rafiq.” 
“Understandable. I hate myself for letting you go.” 
His confession killed the furious words she had loaded and ready to fire. She watched him slide his mirrored sunglasses up onto his head and caught her breath.
Rafiq’s eyes were bloodshot, dark circles lingering beneath. There was an anguish in them that she knew mirrored her own.
“I tried to sleep,” he muttered savagely. “I tried to let you go, but I knew you were right. I kept envisioning the car crashing. The plane exploding—”
“Well, that’s awfully morbid.”
His laugh cracked. “The point is, you were right, Holly.” He moved to sit beside her. “It doesn’t matter if I marry you or not. I can't keep you safe from everything. I can't control the events that transpire in life—I can barely control myself when you're around. But I do want you around."
Her heart slammed against her ribcage. “What are you saying?”
“I am saying I love you and that you’re the only woman on this planet I want as my wife. I will take the risks if you will, and ultimately it is your choice. I know I’m about five hours too late—”
“You’re not too late.” Holly flung herself across to his seat and buried her face against his shoulder, wrapping her arms around his waist. “I didn’t want to leave you. I hated that I was.”
“Then don’t. Stay in Raljahar.” He cupped her face gently and pressed his lips against hers. “Marry me and be the mother of my children.”
“Yes. Oh yes, Rafiq.” This time, when the tears fell she knew they were for the right reason. “I love you so much.”
He brushed his lips over hers again. “And I love you.”
She hesitated. “But if I stay, I have one stipulation.”
His brows came together, worry flickering in his eyes. “Anything. What is it?”
“I have a cat named Butterball. She’s entirely too fat and prone to bladder stones, but I’ve had her since I was fourteen and I love her—” 
“She’ll be here within forty-eight hours, habiba.” 
“Thank you.” She grinned and slid her hands over his solid chest beneath his robe, the relief and joy so overwhelming she was shocked to feel the familiar stirrings of hunger. “And maybe we should get started on that mother-of-your-children part immediately.”
Rafiq groaned. “I love the way you think.”
So did she. She met his mouth in a fiery kiss that sealed their passion and promised their future.
 
     One year later
 
 Holly adjusted her son in her arms and watched as her husband swam another lap in the pool. A few minutes later he climbed out, approaching her where she sat in the wicker chair.
A sigh fled past her lips as he blotted the droplets of water from his upper body. 
“How is my son?” he asked, crouching down to drawn a finger down the curve of the baby’s cheek.
Holly glanced down at their child and smiled. “Sleeping now, it would seem.”
Yaasir’s thick lashes fell on his pink chubby cheeks. Each breath he drew in raised his little belly.
“I did not think I could love anyone else as much as I love you, Holly,” Rafiq’s confession was husky. “But my heart grows larger with our family, it seems.”
“I like the sound of that.” She smiled, watching him through her lashes.
His gaze reflected the love in her eyes and her heart did a little flip. “I’ve missed you, habiba.”
She knew what he meant. It had been several weeks since they’d last made love.
Holly’s pulse quickened as she stared up at her husband from beneath her lashes. “We have several hours before Andrew arrives to meet his nephew,” she said softly. 
Her brother had done remarkably well after his time in rehab. Hadn’t gambled since and had moved to Raljahar to work for Rafiq. 
“Perhaps we should let Yaasir sleep in his room and have a bit of time for ourselves,” she continued.
Rafiq looked at her, his eyes alight with heat and uncertainty. “It is not too soon?”
Her cheeks warmed. “The doctor said I am fine…and I’m up for it if you are.”
Rafiq gave a quiet laugh and helped her to her feet. “Ah, habiba, I am most definitely up for it, as you say.”
They left Yaasir with his nanny in the nursery and then returned to their room. Holly savored every moment as Rafiq proceeded to remind her just how much he loved her. 
 
~ The End ~
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The Billionaire’s Baby Bargain
 
With his body still burning with the need to touch her, Andrés gave a slight lift of his shoulder and gestured for her to step out.
“Sí, I will take you home.”
When she didn’t move, Andrés moved around her, stepped out and then took her arm to pull her from the limo. 
“What are you doing?” her voice sharpened with alarm and she struggled to keep up as he guided her to the plane. “Andrés?”
“Taking you home,” he said flatly, hoping to avoid any confrontation, but knowing he was being idealistic. 
“On a plane? I live ten minutes from the restaurant!” She tugged at her arm and dug her feet into the ground. “If you think for one moment I’m getting on that plane, then you’re obviously nuts.”
Andrés stopped and turned on his heel to face her, gripping both her elbows and putting his face next to hers.
“Basta!! You will get on that plane, Chloe, if I have to carry you onto it,” he said resolutely. There was no room to be gentle or let her try to talk her way out of this. If he gave even an inch, he had no way of guaranteeing the safety of his child. 
She grew so pale he almost hoped she’d faint. Then he could simply scoop her up and carry her onto the plane without incident. But then she shook her head, her eyes sparking with fury.
“I don’t care how much money you have, you can’t just do whatever you want.” She tried to jerk free, but he tightened his grip.
“You know that I can, Chloe.”
“I’ll scream,” she threatened as the panic settled into her eyes now. 
“And who do you think will come to your aid? Everyone around you is employed by me,” he reminded her. “Do you really think they would go against my wishes to help you? Besides, they’ve been informed that you are reluctant to come with me, but are depressed and at risk of hurting yourself.” 
“They’ll never believe that!”
“Won’t they?”
She stared at him for a moment, dismay still bright in her gaze. He watched as her lips began to tremble and her expression shifted into one of helplessness. For a moment, he hesitated, but then he reminded himself he was doing this for the wellbeing of his child. A child whom he would protect at any cost. It had nothing to do with how he felt about Chloe. He clenched his jaw. There was very little he felt for her beyond lust and anger.
But he knew that was a lie by the way his stomach clenched. Shoving aside the possibility of anything more he might feel for her, he muttered, “Make a decision, Chloe. Will I carry you, or will you walk willingly?”
She pulled from his grasp, her mouth tight. “I’ll walk.”
He allowed her to step past him, her steps almost wooden as she climbed the stairs to enter the fuselage of the plane. 
It was only when she was belted into the seat across from him and the plane taxied down the runway did she finally turn to look at him.
“Why are you doing this, Andrés? What do you want from me?” 
The tension left his body now that she was safely on his plane and they were airborne. “I have already told you.”
“You can’t be serious about marrying me,” she cried with exasperation.
“I’m quite serious.” From the moment he’d seen her again, realized how much he wanted her still, he’d concluded marriage was the most sensible solution. 
Twin flames of color flared in her cheek. “Well I won’t do it.” 
“Fine. Then you will be my mistress,” he called her bluff and offered a casual shrug. “Either position will have you lying beneath me in my bed. It, of course, is your choice, Chloe, I simply thought you would prefer the idea of marital bliss.” 
“Well, I choose neither, and if you think I would ever consider sleeping with you again, you’re completely delusional.” 
Andrés gave a soft chuckle at the image she made. Her shoulders quaked and her eyes flashed fire, but even truly livid with anger, Chloe was difficult to take seriously. In her just-off- the-farm style dress and braided hair, she was simply a combination of sexy and adorable.
With the plane having leveled off he had the urge to pull her onto his lap and kiss away the rigid scowl that marred her face. The blood in his body moved south and his amusement vanished, his smile faded. Dammit. What was wrong with him? Would he ever stop wanting her with this mindless ferocity?
It didn’t matter. He would have her regardless. And the sooner she accepted it, the better.
“Let me be clear, Chloe. You will be with me so I can keep an eye on both you and my child that you carry.” He unfastened his belt and came to sit in the seat next to her. Reaching up, he cupped her cheek and slid his thumb into the crease of her lips. “And if you think that I will be content to spend my nights without you in my bed, then you, cariño, are the one who is delusional.”
Her head moved in denial, even as awareness flickered in her gaze and he felt her exhale a ragged hot breath on the pad of his thumb.
“I won’t,” she whispered.
He didn’t reply, just lowered his head to silence any more feeble protests. She struggled to break away from his kiss, but he followed her lips with his own, piercing his tongue into her mouth and claiming her.
She fought for only a moment, before letting out a groan of frustration and leaning into him, returning the kiss with a heat he recognized all too well. With a growl of triumph, he unfastened her seatbelt and pulled her onto his lap. 
He’d meant to maintain control. To distance himself from a kiss that was simply to prove her how much she wanted him. How compatible they were on this level. But tasting her, feeling the press of Chloe’s curves against his hardness, put his control on a volatile foundation.  


Available books by Shelli
Trust and Dare
Foreign Affair
Negligee Behavior
Seattle Steam Series
Dangerous Grounds
Tempting Adam
Seducing Allie
Chances Are Series
Anybody but Justin
Luck Be Delanie
Protecting Phoebe
Holding Out For A Hero Series
Going Down
Command and Control
Flash Point
Savage Series
Savage Hunger


About the Author
 
Shelli is a New York Times Bestselling Author who read her first romance novel when she snatched it off her mother’s bookshelf at the age of eleven. One taste and she was forever hooked. It wasn’t until many years later that she decided to pursue writing stories of her own. By then she acknowledged the voices in her head didn’t make her crazy, they made her a writer.
Shelli currently lives in the Pacific Northwest with her daughter where she writes various genres of romance. She’s a compulsive volunteer, and has been known to spontaneously burst into song. 
Sign up for Shelli’s newsletter, and see what other books she has available at www.shellistevens.com


Table of Contents
Copyright
Acknowledgments
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
The Billionaire’s Baby Bargain
Available books by Shelli
About the Author

cover.jpeg
ENS






images/00003.jpg
ENS






