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Prologue


“This is an impossible situation,” King Mukhtar of El Deharia announced as he paced the width of his private chambers.
Princess Lina watched her brother, thinking it would be impossible for him to pace the length of his chambers-the room was so big, she would probably lose sight of him. Ah, the trials of being king.
Mukhtar spun back unexpectedly, then stalked toward her. “You smile. Do you find this amusing? I have three sons of marriageable age. Three! And has even one of them shown interest in choosing a bride and producing heirs? No. They are too busy with their work. How did I produce such industrious sons? Why aren’t they out chasing women and getting girls pregnant? At least then we could force a marriage.”
Lina laughed. “You’re complaining that your sons are too hardworking and that they’re not playboys? What else is wrong, my brother? Too much money in the treasury? Do the people love you too much? Is the royal crown too heavy?”
“You mock me,” he complained.
“As your sister, it is not just my privilege, it’s my duty. Someone needs to mock you.”
He glared at her, but she was unimpressed. They had grown up together. It was hard to find awe in the man when one had seen the boy with chicken pox.
“This is serious,” he told her sternly. “What am I to do? I must have heirs. I should have dozens of grandchildren by now and I have not a single one. Qadir spends his time representing our country to the world. As’ad deals with domestic issues so our people have a thriving economy. Kateb lives his life in the desert, celebrating the old ways.” Mukhtar grimaced. “The old ways? What is he thinking?”
“Kateb has always been a bit of a black sheep,” Lina reminded the king.
Her brother glared at her. “No son of mine is a sheep. He is powerful and cunning like a lion of the desert or a jackal.”
“So he is the black jackal of the family.”
“Woman, you will not act this way,” Mukhtar roared in a fair imitation of a lion.
Lina remained unimpressed. “Do you see me cowering, brother? Have you ever seen me cowering?”
“No, and you are poorer for it.”
She covered her mouth as she pretended to yawn.
His gaze narrowed. “You are intent only on your own amusement? You have no advice for me?”
“I do have advice, but I don’t know if you’ll like it.”
He folded his arms across his chest. “I’m listening.”
Not according to his body language, Lina thought humorously. But she was used to her brother being imperious. Having him ask for her advice was a big step for him. She should go with it.
“I have been in communication with King Hassan of Bahania,” she said.
“Why?”
She sighed. “This will go much faster if you don’t interrupt me every thirty seconds.”
Mukhtar raised his eyebrows but didn’t speak.
She recognized the slightly stubborn expression. He thought he was being protective and concerned, making sure she was kept safe from the evilness of the world. Right. Because the very handsome king of Bahania was so likely to swoop down and ravish her forty-three-year-old self.
Not that she would say no to a little ravishing, she thought wistfully. Her marriage had ended years before when her beloved husband had died unexpectedly. She’d always meant to remarry and have a family, but somehow that had never happened. She’d been busy being an aunt to Mukhtar’s six boys. There had been much to do in the palace. Somehow she’d never found the time…or a man who interested her.
Until Hassan. The widower king was older, but vital and charming. Not to mention, he was the first man who had caught her attention in years. But was he intrigued by her? She just couldn’t tell.
“Lina,” her brother said impatiently, “how do you know Hassan?”
“What? Oh. He and I spent time together a couple of years ago at a symposium on education.” She’d met the king formally at state events dozens of times, but that had been the first occasion she’d had to speak with him for more than five minutes. “He also has sons and he has been very successful in getting them all married.”
That got her brother’s interest. “What did he do?”
“He meddled.”
Mukhtar stared at her. “You’re saying…”
“He got involved in their personal lives. He created circumstances that brought his sons together with women he had picked. Sometimes he set up roadblocks, sometimes he facilitated the relationship. It all went well.”
Mukhtar lowered his arms to his sides. “I am the king of El Deharia.”
“I know that.”
“It would be inappropriate for me to behave in such a manner.”
Lina held in a smile-she already knew what was coming. “Of course it would.”
“However, you do not have my restrictions of rank and power.”
“Isn’t that amazing.”
“You could get involved. You know my sons very well.” His gaze narrowed. “You’ve been thinking about this for some time, haven’t you?”
“I’ve made a few notes about a couple of women I think would be really interesting for my nephews to get to know.”
He smiled slowly. “Tell me everything.”



Chapter One


Prince As’ad of El Deharia expected his world to run smoothly. He hired his staff with that expectation, and for the most part, they complied. He enjoyed his work at the palace and his responsibilities. The country was growing, expanding, and he oversaw the development of the infrastructure. It was a compelling vocation that took serious thought and dedication.
Some of his friends from university thought he should use his position as a prince and a sheik to enjoy life, but As’ad did not agree. He didn’t have time for frivolity. If he had one weakness, it was his affection for his aunt Lina. Which explained why he agreed to see her when she burst into his offices without an appointment. A decision, he would think many weeks later, that caused him nothing but trouble.
“As’ad,” Lina said as she hurried into his office, “you must come at once.”
As’ad saved his work on the computer before asking, “What is wrong?”
“Everything.” His normally calm aunt was flushed and trembling. “There is trouble at the orphan school. A chieftain is in from the desert. He’s demanding he be allowed to take three sisters. People are fighting, the girls don’t want to go with him, the teachers are getting involved and one of the nuns is threatening to jump from the roof if you don’t come and help.”
As’ad rose. “Why me?”
“You’re a wise and thoughtful leader,” Lina said, not quite meeting his gaze. “Your reputation for fairness makes you the obvious choice.”
Or his aunt was playing him, As’ad thought, staring at the woman who had been like a mother to him for most of his life. Lina enjoyed getting her way and she wasn’t above using drama to make that happen. Was she this time? Although he couldn’t imagine why she would need his help at a school.
She bit her lower lip. “There really is trouble. Please come.”
Theatrics he could ignore, but a genuine request? Not possible. He walked around his desk and took her arm to lead her out of his office. “We will take my car.”
Fifteen minutes later As’ad wished he’d been out of the country when his aunt had gone looking for assistance. The school was in an uproar.
Fifteen or so students huddled in groups, crying loudly. Several teachers tried to comfort them, but they, too, were in tears. An elderly chieftain and his men stood by the window, talking heatedly, while a petite woman with hair the color of fire stood in front of three sobbing girls.
As’ad glanced at his aunt. “No one seems to be on the roof.”
“I’m sure things have calmed down,” she told him. “Regardless of that detail, you can clearly see there is a problem.”
He returned his gaze to the woman protecting the girls. “She doesn’t look like a nun,” he murmured, taking in the long, red hair and the stubborn expression on her face.
“Kayleen is a teacher here,” his aunt said, “which is very close to being a nun.”
“So you lied to me.”
Lina brushed away the accusation with a flick of her hand. “I may have exaggerated slightly.”
“You are fortunate we have let go of the old ways,” he told his aunt. “The ones that defined a woman’s conduct.”
His aunt smiled. “You love me too much to ever let harm befall me, As’ad.”
Which was true, he thought as he walked into the room.
He ignored the women and children and moved over to the tall old man.
“Tahir,” he said, nodding his head in a gesture of respect. “You do not often leave the desert for the city. It is an honor to see you here now. Is your stay a long one?”
Tahir was obviously furious, but he knew his place and bowed. “Prince As’ad. At last a voice of reason. I had hoped to make my journey to the city as brief as possible, but this, this woman-” he pointed at the redhead still guarding the children “-seeks to interfere. I am here because of duty. I am here to show the hospitality of the desert. Yet she understands nothing and defies me at every turn.”
Tahir’s voice shook with outrage and fury. He was not used to being denied and certainly not by a mere woman. As’ad held in a sigh. He already knew nothing about this was going to be easy.
“I will defy you with my dying breath, if I have to,” the teacher in question said, from her corner of the room. “What you want to do is inhuman. It’s cruel and I won’t allow it.” She turned to As’ad and glared at him. “There’s nothing you can say or do to make me.”
The three girls huddled close to her. They were obviously sisters, with blond hair and similar features. Pretty girls, As’ad thought absently. They would grow into beauties and be much trouble for their father.
Or would have been, he amended, remembering this was an orphanage and that meant the girls had no parents.
“And you are…” he asked, his voice deliberately imperious. His first job was to establish authority and gain control.
“Kayleen James. I’m a teacher here.”
She opened her mouth to continue speaking, but As’ad shook his head.
“I will ask the questions,” he told her. “You will answer.”
“But-”
He shook his head again. “Ms. James, I am Prince As’ad. Is that name familiar to you?”
The young woman glanced from him to his aunt and back. “Yes,” she said quietly. “You’re in charge of the country or something.”
“Exactly. You are here on a work visa?”
She nodded.
“That work visa comes from my office. I suggest you avoid doing anything to make me rethink your place in my country.”
She had dozens of freckles on her nose and cheeks. They became more visible as she paled. “You’re threatening me,” she breathed. “So what? You’ll deport me if I don’t let that horrible man have his way with these children? Do you know what he is going to do with them?”
Her eyes were large. More green than blue, he thought until fresh tears filled them. Then the blue seemed more predominant.
As’ad could list a thousand ways he would rather be spending his day. He turned to Tahir.
“My friend,” he began, “what brings you to this place?”
Tahir pointed at the girls. “They do. Their father was from my village. He left to go to school and never returned, but he was still one of us. Only recently have we learned of his death. With their mother gone, they have no one. I came to take them back to the village.”
Kayleen took a step toward the older man. “Where you plan to separate them and have them grow up to be servants.”
Tahir shrugged. “They are girls. Of little value. Yet several families in the village have agreed to take in one of them. We honor the memory of their father.” He looked at As’ad. “They will be treated well. They will carry my honor with them.”
Kayleen raised her chin. “Never!” she announced. “You will never take them. It’s not right. The girls only have each other. They deserve to be together. They deserve a chance to have a real life.”
As’ad thought longingly of his quiet, organized office and the simple problems of bridge design or economic development that awaited him.
“Lina, stay with the girls,” he told his aunt. He pointed at Kayleen. “You-come with me.”
Kayleen wasn’t sure she could go anywhere. Her whole body shook and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. Not that it mattered. She would gladly give her life to protect her girls.
She opened her mouth to tell Prince As’ad that she wasn’t interested in a private conversation, when Princess Lina walked toward her and smiled reassuringly.
“Go with As’ad,” her friend told her. “I’ll stay with the girls. Nothing will happen to them while you’re gone.” Lina touched her arm. “As’ad is a fair man. He will listen.” She smiled faintly. “Speak freely, Kayleen. You are always at your best when you are most passionate.”
What?
Before Kayleen could figure out what Lina meant, As’ad was moving and she found herself hurrying after him. They went across the hall, into an empty classroom. He closed the door behind them, folded his arms across his chest and stared at her intently.
“Start at the beginning,” he told her. “What happened here today?”
She blinked. Until this moment, she hadn’t really seen As’ad. But standing in front of him meant she had to tip her head back to meet his gaze. He was tall and broad-shouldered, a big, dark-haired man who made her nervous. Kayleen had had little to do with men and she preferred it that way.
“I was teaching,” she said slowly, finding it oddly difficult to look into As’ad’s nearly black eyes and equally hard to look away. “Pepper-she’s the youngest-came running into my classroom to say there was a bad man who wanted to take her away. I found the chieftain holding Dana and Nadine in the hallway.” Indignation gave her strength. “He was really holding them. One by each arm. When he saw Pepper, he handed Dana off to one of his henchmen and grabbed her. She’s barely eight years old. The girls were crying and struggling. Then he started dragging them away. He said something about taking them to his village.”
The rest of it was a blur. Kayleen drew in a breath. “I started yelling, too. Then I sort of got between the chieftain and the stairway. I might have attacked him.” Shame filled her. To act in such a way went against everything she believed. How many times had she been told she must accept life as it was and attempt change through prayer and conversation and demonstrating a better way herself?
Kayleen desperately wanted to believe that, but sometimes a quick kick in the shin worked, too.
One corner of As’ad’s mouth twitched. “You hit Tahir?”
“I kicked him.”
“What happened then?”
“His men came after me and grabbed me. Which I didn’t like, but it was okay because the girls were released. They were screaming and I was screaming and the other teachers came into the hall. It was a mess.”
She squared her shoulders, knowing she had to make As’ad understand why that man couldn’t take the girls away.
“You can’t let him do this,” she said. “It’s wrong on every level. They’ve lost both their parents. They need each other. They need me.”
“You’re just their teacher.”
“In name, but we’re close. I live here, too. I read to them every night, I talk to them.” They were like her family, which made them matter more than anything. “They’re so young. Dana, the oldest, is only eleven. She’s bright and funny and she wants to be a doctor. Nadine is nine. She’s a gifted dancer. She’s athletic and caring. Little Pepper can barely remember her mother. She needs her sisters around her. They need to be together.”
“They would be in the same village,” As’ad said.
“But not the same house.” She had to make him understand. “Tahir talks about how people in the village are willing to take in the girls. As if they would be a hardship. Isn’t it better to leave them here where they have friends and are loved? Where they can grow up with a connection to each other and their past? Do you know what he would do to them?”
“Nothing,” As’ad said flatly, in a voice that warned her not to insult his people. “He has given them his honor. They would be protected. Anyone who attacked them would pay with his life.”
Okay, that made her feel better, but it wasn’t enough. “What about the fact that they won’t be educated? They won’t have a chance. Their mother was American.”
“Their father was born here, in El Deharia. He, too, was an orphan and Tahir’s village raised him. They honor his memory by taking in his three daughters.”
“To be servants.”
As’ad hesitated. “It is their likely fate.”
“Then he can’t have them.”
“The decision is not yours to make.”
“Then you make it,” she told him, wanting to give him a quick kick to the shins, as well. She loved El Deharia. The beautiful country took her breath away every time she went into the desert. She loved the people, the kindness, the impossible blue of the skies. But there was still an expectation that men knew better. “Do you have children, Prince As’ad?”
“No.”
“Sisters?”
“Five brothers.”
“If you had a sister, would you want her to be taken away and made a servant? Would you have wanted one of your brothers ripped from his family?”
“These are not your siblings,” he told her.
“I know. They’re more like my children. They’ve only been here a few months. Their mother died a year ago and their father brought them back here. When he was killed, they entered the orphanage. I’m the one who sat with them night after night as they sobbed out their pain. I’m the one who held them through the nightmares, who coaxed them to eat, who promised things would get better.”
She drew herself up to her full five feet three inches and squared her shoulders. “You talk of Tahir’s honor. Well, I gave my word that they would have a good life. If you allow that man to take them away, my word means nothing. I mean nothing. Are you so heartless that you would shatter the hopes and dreams of three little girls who have already lost both their parents?”
As’ad could feel a headache coming on.
Kayleen James stated her case well. Under other circumstances, he would have allowed her to keep the children at the school and be done with it. But this was not a simple case.
“Tahir is a powerful chieftain,” he said. “To offend him over such a small matter is foolish.”
“Small matter? Because they’re girls? Is that it? If these were boys, the matter would be large?”
“The gender of the children is immaterial. The point is Tahir has made a generous gesture from what he considers a position of honor. To have that thrown in his face could have political consequences.”
“We’re talking about children’s lives. What is politics when compared with that?”
The door to the classroom opened and Lina stepped inside. Kayleen gasped. “He has the girls?”
“Of course not. They’ve gone back to their rooms while Tahir and his men take tea with the director.” Lina looked at As’ad. “What have you decided?”
“That I should not allow you into my office when you do not have an appointment.”
Lina smiled. “You could never refuse me, As’ad. Just as I could never send you away.”
He held in a groan. So his aunt had taken sides. Why was he not surprised? She had always been soft-hearted and loving-something he had appreciated after the death of his own mother. But now, he found the trait inconvenient.
“Tahir is powerful. To offend him over this makes no sense,” he said.
Lina surprised him by saying, “I agree.”
Kayleen shrieked. “Princess Lina, no! You know these girls. They deserve more.”
Lina touched her arm. “They shall have more. As’ad is right. Tahir should not leave feeling as if his generous offer has been snubbed. Kayleen, you may not agree with what he’s trying to do, but believe me, his motives are pure.”
Kayleen looked anything but convinced, yet she nodded slowly.
Lina turned to As’ad. “The only way Tahir can save face in this is to have the children taken by someone more powerful who is willing to raise them and honor the memory of their father.”
“Agreed,” As’ad said absently. “But who would-”
“You.”
He stared at his aunt. “You would have me take three orphan girls as my own?” It was unbelievable. It was impossible. It was just like Lina.
“As’ad, the palace has hundreds of rooms. What would it matter if three girls occupied a suite? You wouldn’t have to deal with them. They would have your protection as they grew. If nothing else, the king might be momentarily distracted by the presence of three almost-grandchildren.”
The idea had merit, As’ad thought. His father’s attempts to marry off his sons had become unbearable. There were constant parades of eligible young women. An excuse to avoid the events was worth much.
As’ad knew it was his duty to marry and produce heirs, yet he had always resisted any emotional involvement. Perhaps because he knew emotion made a man weak. His father had told him as much the night the queen had died. When As’ad had asked why the king did not cry, his father explained that to give in to feelings was to be less of a man.
As’ad had tried to learn the lesson as well as he could. As a marriage of convenience had never appealed to him, he was left with the annoyance of dealing with an angry monarch who wanted heirs.
“But who would care for the girls?” he asked. “The children can’t raise themselves.”
“Hire a nanny. Hire Kayleen.” Lina shrugged. “She already has a relationship with the girls. They care for her and she cares for them.”
“Wait a minute,” Kayleen said. “I have a job. I’m a teacher here.”
Lina looked at her. “Did you or did you not give the girls your word that their life would get better? What are you willing to do to keep your word? You would still be a teacher, but on a smaller scale. With three students. Perhaps there would even be time for you to teach a few classes here.”
The last thing As’ad wanted was to adopt three children he knew nothing about. While he’d always planned on a family, the idea was vague, in the future, and it included sons. Still, it was a solution. Tahir would not stand in the way of a prince taking the children. And as Lina had pointed out, it would buy time with his father. He could not be expected to find a bride while adjusting to a new family.
He looked at Kayleen. “You would have to be solely responsible for the girls. You would be given all the resources you require, but I have no interest in their day-to-day lives.”
“I haven’t even agreed to this,” she told him.
“Yet you were the one willing to do anything to keep the sisters together.”
“It would be a wonderful arrangement,” Lina told Kayleen. “Just think. The girls would be raised in a palace. There would be so many opportunities for them. Dana could go to the best university. Nadine would have access to wonderful dance teachers. And little Pepper wouldn’t have to cry herself to sleep every night.”
Kayleen bit her lower lip. “It sounds good.” She turned to As’ad. “You’d have to give your word that they would never be turned out or made into servants or married off for political gain.”
“You insult me with your mistrust.” The audacity of her statements was right in keeping with what he’d seen of her personality, but it was important to establish control before things began.
“I don’t know you,” she said.
“I am Prince As’ad of El Deharia. That is all you need to know.”
Lina smiled at her. “As’ad is a good man, Kayleen.”
As’ad resented that his aunt felt the need to speak for his character. Women, he thought with mild annoyance. They were nothing but trouble.
Kayleen looked him in the eye. “You have to give your word that you’ll be a good father, caring more for their welfare than your own. You’ll love them and listen to them and not marry them off to anyone they don’t love.”
What was it with women and love? he wondered. They worried too much about a fleeting emotion that had no value.
“I will be a good father,” he said. “I will care for them and see that they are raised with all the privileges that go with being the daughter of a prince.”
Kayleen frowned. “That wasn’t what I asked.”
“It is what I offer.”
Kayleen hesitated. “You have to promise not to marry them off to someone they don’t care about.”
Such foolish worries, he thought, then nodded. “They may pick their own husbands.”
“And go to college and not be servants.”
“I have said they will be as my daughters, Ms. James. You test my patience.”
She stared at him. “I’m not afraid of you.” She considered for a second.
“I can see that. You will be responsible for them. Do as you see fit with them.” He glanced at his aunt. “Are we finished here?”
She smiled, her eyes twinkling in a way that made him wonder what else she had planned for him. “I’m not sure, As’ad,” she told him. “In a way I think we’re just beginning.”



Chapter Two


Kayleen wouldn’t have thought it was possible for her life to change so quickly. That morning she’d awakened in her narrow bed in a small room at the orphanage. If she stood in the right place and leaned all the way over, she could see a bit of garden out of her tiny window, but mostly the view was a stone wall. Now she followed Princess Lina into an impossibly large suite in a palace that overlooked the Arabian Sea.
“This can’t be right,” Kayleen murmured as she turned in a slow circle, taking in the three sofas, the carved dining table, the ornate decorations, the wide French doors leading out to a balcony and the view of the water beyond. “These rooms are too nice.”
Lina smiled. “It’s a palace, my dear. Did you think we had ugly rooms?”
“Obviously not.” Kayleen glanced at the three girls huddled together. “But this stuff is really nice. Kids can be hard on furniture.”
“I assure you, these pieces have seen far more than you can imagine. All will be well. Come this way. I have a delightful surprise.”
Kayleen doubted any surprise could beat a return address sticker that said El Deharian Royal Palace but she was willing to be wrong. She gently pushed the girls in front of her as they moved down the hallway.
Lina paused in front of a massive door, then pushed it open. “I didn’t have much time to get things in order, so it’s not complete just yet. But it’s a start.”
The “start” was a room the size of a small airport, with soaring ceilings and big windows that let in the light. Three double beds didn’t begin to fill the space. There were armoires and desks and comforters in pretty pastels. Big, fluffy stuffed animals sat on each bed, along with a robe, nightgowns and slippers. Each of the girls’ school backpacks sat at the foot of her bed.
“Laptop computers are on order for the girls,” Lina said. “There’s a big TV back in the living room, behind the cabinet doors. There are a few DVDs for the girls, but we’ll get more. In time, we can move you to a different suite, one with a bedroom for each of the girls, but for now I thought they’d be more comfortable together.”
Kayleen couldn’t believe it. The room was perfect. Bright and cheerful, filled with color. There was an air of welcome, as if the space had been hoping for three girls to fill it.
Dana turned around and stared at her. “Really? This is for us?”
Kayleen laughed. “You’d better take it, because if you don’t want it, I’ll move in.”
It was the permission they needed. The three girls went running around the room, examining everything. Every few seconds one of them yelled, “Look at this,” because there was so much to see.
A ballerina lamp for Nadine, a throw covered with teddy bears for Pepper. Dana’s bed had a bookcase next to it. Kayleen turned to Princess Lina.
“You’re amazing.”
“I have resources and I’m not afraid to use them,” her friend told her. “This was fun. I don’t get to act imperious very often and send servants scuttling to do my bidding. Besides, we all enjoyed pulling this together in a couple of hours. Come on. Let’s go see where you’ll sleep.”
Kayleen followed Lina past a large bathroom with a tub big enough to swim in, to a short hallway that ended in a beautiful room done in shades of green and pale yellow.
The furniture was delicately carved and feminine. The bedcovering was a botanical print that suited her much better than ruffles and frills. The attached bathroom was more luxurious than any she’d ever seen.
“It’s silk,” she whispered, fingering the luxurious drapes. “What if I spill something?”
“Then the cleaners will be called,” Lina told her. “Relax. You’ll adjust. This is your home now that you’re a part of As’ad’s life.”
Something else that just plain wasn’t right, Kayleen thought. How could she be a part of a sheik’s life? Make that a sheik prince?
“Not a happy part,” she murmured. “He didn’t want to help.”
“But he did and isn’t that what matters?”
Kayleen nodded, but her head was spinning. There was too much to think about. Too much had happened too quickly.
“Our bags! Kayleen, hurry! Our bags are here.”
Kayleen and Lina returned to the main room to watch as their suitcases were unloaded. The pile had looked so huge at the orphanage, but here it seemed small and shabby.
Lina lightly touched her arm. “Get settled. I’ll have dinner sent up. Things will look better in the morning.”
“They look fine now,” Kayleen told her, almost meaning it. “We live in a palace. What’s not to like?”
Lina laughed. “Good attitude.” She held out her arms and the sisters rushed to her for a hug. “I will see all of you in the morning. Welcome to the palace.”
With that, she was gone. As the door to their suite closed behind her, Kayleen felt a whisper of unease. A palace? How could that be home?
She glanced at the girls and saw fear and apprehension in their eyes. It was one thing for her to worry, but they shouldn’t have to. They’d already been through so much.
She glanced at her watch, then looked back at the girls. “I think we need to give the new TV a test drive. Here’s the deal. Whoever gets unpacked first, and that means putting things neatly in the armoire, not just throwing them, gets to pick the movie. Start in five, four, three, two, one. Go!”
All three sisters shrieked and raced for their bedroom.
“I can go fastest,” Pepper yelled as she crouched down in front of her suitcase and opened it.
“No way,” Dana told her. “I’m going to win because you’ll pick a stupid cartoon. I’m too old for that.”
Kayleen smiled at the familiar argument, then her smile faded. Dana was all of eleven and in such a hurry to grow up. Kayleen suspected the reason had a whole lot to do with being able to take care of her sisters.
“That’s going to change,” she whispered, then returned to her room to unpack her own suitcases. Lina had promised that Prince As’ad could be trusted. He’d given his word that he would raise the girls as his own. That meant they were safe. But, after all they’d been through, how long would it take them to feel that way?
The evening passed quickly. Dinner was sent up on an elegant rolling table and contained plenty of comfort foods for lost, lonely children. Kayleen piled everyone on the largest sofa and they watched The Princess Diaries, then compared the differences in the movie castle and the real-live palace they’d moved into. By nine all three of them were asleep and Kayleen found herself alone as she wandered the length of the beautiful suite.
She paused by the French doors leading onto the balcony, then stepped out into the warm night.
Lights from the shoreline allowed her to see the movement of the waves as they rolled onto the beach. The inky darkness of the water stretched to the horizon. The air was warm and salty, the night unexpectedly still.
She leaned against the railing and stared into the sky. What was she doing here? This wasn’t her world. She could never in a million years have imagined-
The sound of a door opening caused her to turn. She saw a shadow move and take the shape of a man. Fear gripped her then, as quickly as it had come, faded. But she should be afraid, she told herself. He could be anyone.
But he wasn’t, she realized as he stepped into the light. He was Prince As’ad.
He was as tall and broad as she remembered. Handsome, in a distant sort of way. The kind of man who intimidated without trying. She wondered if she should slip back into her own rooms before he saw her. Perhaps she wasn’t supposed to be out here. Then his dark gaze found her.
“Good evening,” he said. “You and the girls are settled?”
She nodded. “Thank you. The rooms are great. Your aunt thought of everything to make us feel at home.” She looked up at the imposing structure of the palace. “Sort of.”
He moved toward her. “It’s just a really big house, Kayleen. Do not let the size or history intimidate you.”
“As long as none of the statuary comes alive in the night and tries to chase us out.”
“I assure you, our statuary is most well-behaved.”
She smiled. “Thanks for the reassurance. No offense, but I doubt I’ll sleep well for the next couple of nights.”
“I hope that changes quickly.” He shrugged out of his suit jacket. “If you find my aunt forgot something, let someone on the staff know.”
“Sure.” Because every palace had a staff. And a king. And princes. “What do we call you? The girls and I. Your Highness? Prince As’ad?”
“You may all use my first name.”
“Really? And they won’t chop off my head for that?”
One corner of his mouth twitched. “Not for many years now.” He loosened his tie, then pulled it free.
Kayleen watched for a second, then looked away. He wasn’t undressing, she told herself. The man had the right to get comfortable after a long day of…of…being a prince. This was his balcony. She was the one who didn’t belong.
“You are uneasy,” he said.
She blinked. “How did you figure that out?”
“You are not difficult to read.”
Great. She had the sudden thought she wanted to be mysterious and interesting. Mostly interesting. Like that was going to happen.
“A lot has changed in a short period of time,” she told him. “This morning I woke up in my usual bed in the orphanage. Tonight I’m here.”
“And before you lived in El Deharia? Where did you sleep?”
She smiled. “In the Midwest. It’s very different. No ocean. No sand. It’s a lot colder. It’s already November. Back home the leaves would be gone and we’d be bracing for the first snowfall. Here, it’s lovely.”
“One of the great pleasures of the most perfect place on earth.”
“You think El Deharia is perfect?”
“Don’t you think the same of your birthplace?”
Not really, she thought. But they came from very different circumstances. “I guess,” she murmured, then felt awkward. “I was a teacher there, too,” she added, to change the subject. “I’ve always loved children.”
“Which makes your employment more enjoyable,” he said. “I would imagine a teacher who dislikes children would have a difficult time.”
Was he being funny? She thought he might be, but wasn’t sure. Did princes have a sense of humor? She’d assumed being royal meant being serious all the time.
“Yes, that was a joke,” he said, proving she was as readable as he said. “You are allowed to laugh in my presence. Although I would suggest you are sure I’m being humorous. To laugh at the wrong time is a grave mistake most people only make once.”
“And we’re back to the head-chopping. You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met.”
“Not many princes in the Midwest?”
“No. Not even rock stars, which in my country are practically the same thing.”
“I have never been fond of leather pants on a man.”
That did make her laugh. “You could be considered fashion forward.”
“Or foolish.”
“You wouldn’t like that,” she said without thinking, then covered her mouth. Oops.
Something flickered in his gaze. He folded his arms. “Perhaps a safer topic would be the three sisters you insisted I adopt.”
“What about them?” Had he changed his mind? She would hold him to his promise, no matter how nervous he made her.
“They will have to change schools. The orphanage is too far away. The American School is closer.”
“Oh. You’re right.” She hadn’t thought that part through. “I’ll get them registered in the morning.” She hesitated. “What do I tell the administrator?”
“The truth. They are my adopted daughters and are to be treated as such.”
“Bowing and scraping?”
He studied her. “You’re an interesting combination of rabbit and desert cat. Fearful and fearless.”
She liked the sound of that. “I’m working to be all fearless. I still have a ways to go.”
He reached out and before she realized what he intended, he touched a strand of her hair. “There is fire in your blood.”
“Because I’m a redhead? I think that’s just an old wives’ tale.” She’d always wanted to be a cool blonde, or a sexy brunette. Well, maybe not sexy. That wasn’t her style.
“I know many old wives who are wise,” he murmured, then released her. “You will be responsible for the girls when they are not in school.”
She nodded, wishing they were still talking about her being brave and that he was still touching her hair. Which was strange. Prince As’ad was nothing more to her than her employer. A very handsome, powerful employer who could trace his lineage back a few thousand years. She didn’t even know who her father was.
“What are you thinking?” he asked.
She told him the truth.
“And your mother?”
Kayleen regretted the change in topic. “I, um, don’t really remember her. She left me with my grandmother when I was a baby. She took care of me for a few years, then left me at an orphanage.” She gave a little shrug as if the rejection hadn’t mattered. “She was older and I was a handful.”
In the darkness it was difficult to read As’ad’s expression. She reminded herself there was no reason to be ashamed of her past-she hadn’t been able to control it. Yet she felt as if she were being judged and found wanting.
“Is that the reason you defended the girls so fiercely?” he asked. “Your own past?”
“Maybe.”
He nodded slowly. “They live here now. As do you. You are all to consider the palace your home.”
If only. “Easier said than done,” she murmured.
“It will be an adjustment. Although it would be best if they did not roller-skate down the hallways.”
“I’ll make sure of that.”
“Good. You will want to learn about the palace. There is much interesting history here. Perhaps you and the girls should take one of the daily tours.”
She stared at him. “Tours? People come here and take tours?”
“Only of the public rooms. The private quarters are off-limits. There are security people on duty. You are safe here.”
She wasn’t worried about being safe. It was the idea of living somewhere grand enough to have tours that made her mouth go dry.
“What does your family think of this?” she asked. “Will anyone be angry?”
He seemed to grow taller. “I am Prince As’ad of El Deharia. No one questions my actions.”
“Not even the king?” she asked.
“My father will be pleased to see me settling down. He is anxious for his sons to start a family.”
Kayleen had a feeling adopting three American sisters wasn’t exactly what King Mukhtar had in mind.
“You said you have brothers,” she said.
“I am one of six,” he said. “They are in and out of the palace. Kateb lives in the desert, but the others keep rooms here.”
Six princes, one princess, one king and her. What was wrong with this picture?
“You will be fine,” he said.
“Would you stop knowing what I’m thinking? It’s not fair.”
He shrugged. “I am gifted. It can’t be helped.”
“Apparently not.” He also seemed to have no problems with his ego. What would it be like to grow up so confident, so sure about everything, including his place in the world?
“Kayleen, you are here because of me,” he said, his voice low and mesmerizing. “My name is all the protection you require. It can be used as a shield or a weapon, however you prefer.”
“I can’t imagine using it as either,” she admitted.
“It is there for you. Know that. Know no harm can befall you while you are under my care.” He looked at her. “Good night.”
Then he turned and was gone.
Kayleen stared after him, feeling as if she’d just had a close encounter with a character from a book or a movie. Who said things like “My name is all the protection you require”? Yet, he was telling the truth. She believed that down to her bones.
No one had ever taken care of her before. No one had ever protected her.
Oh, sure, the nuns had always made sure their charges were safe, but that was different. This was specific.
She hugged her arms across her chest, as if feeling the comforting weight of his protection. As if feeling the strength of the man himself.
It felt good.
As’ad walked into the king’s offices the next day and nodded at Robert, his personal assistant.
“Go right in, sir,” Robert said with a smile. “The king is expecting you.”
As’ad walked through the double doors and greeted his father.
“I hear you have taken in a family,” his father said from his seat behind his impressive desk. “Lina tells me you are to adopt three orphans. I did not know you cared for such causes.”
As’ad took one of the chairs opposite the desk and shook his head. “It is all Lina’s doing. She insisted I go to the orphanage to prevent a nun from jumping off a roof.”
“A what from what?”
“Never mind. There was no nun. Only a teacher.”
A small kitten who had spit in fury and outrage. He smiled at the memory of Kayleen’s determination.
“Three American girls were there,” he said. “Their father was born here. When their mother died, he brought them back and then he was killed. Tahir heard of their situation and wanted to take them back to his village.”
“Admirable,” the king said. “Three orphaned girls would be of no value. Tahir is a good man.”
“Yes, well, their teacher didn’t share your admiration. She insisted the girls could not be separated, nor could they give up their education to be servants.”
“Without family, what choice did the girls have? Tahir would have given them the honor of his name.”
“I agree,” As’ad said. “Yet that, too, was lost on their teacher. She attacked Tahir.”
The king’s eyebrows rose. “She lives?”
“She’s small and apparently did him no harm.”
“She is lucky he didn’t insist on punishing her.”
“I suspect he was pleased to find a way out of the situation.”
“So you solved the problem by taking the girls.”
“Yes, and their teacher, who will be responsible for them.” He looked at his father. “They are charming girls,” he said, hoping it was true. “Almost like granddaughters for you.”
The king stroked his beard. “Then I will visit them and their teacher. As’ad, you did the right thing. This pleases me. Obviously you are settling down as you grow older. Well done.”
“Thank you, Father.”
As’ad kept his voice respectful. Lina was right. Now As’ad would be spared the royal matchmaking for a while.
“What is she like, this teacher?” the king asked. “Is she of good character?”
“Lina thinks so.” He was nearly convinced himself. Her sad history could have made her hard or bitter. Instead she led with her heart.
“Have you any interest in her yourself?”
As’ad stared at his father. “In what way?”
“As a wife. We already know she likes children and is willing to face a chieftain to protect her charges. Is she pretty? Would she do for one of your brothers?”
As’ad frowned. Pretty? Kayleen? “She is not unattractive,” he said slowly, remembering how she’d looked the previous night with her long hair glowing like fire. “There is a spark in her. A pureness.”
Pureness? Where had that thought come from?
“I wonder what she thinks of the desert,” the king mused. “Perhaps she would do for Kateb.”
“She would not,” As’ad said sharply, suddenly irritated, although he could not say why. “Besides, I need her to care for my daughters. Find my brothers’ brides elsewhere.”
“As you wish,” the king said easily. “As you wish.”
As’ad stared at the three bridge proposals in front of him. While each provided the necessary access, they couldn’t be more different. The cheapest bid offered a utilitarian design while the other two had an architectural element that would add to the beauty of the city. There were-
His phone buzzed. He stared at it a second, then pushed the intercom. “I said I was not to be disturbed.”
“I understand, sir. Your orders were very clear.” His normally calm assistant sounded…flustered. “It’s just, there’s someone here to see you. A young woman. Kayleen James. She says she is the nanny for your children?”
The slight rise in Neil’s voice probably came from the fact that he wasn’t aware As’ad had any children.
“I’ll explain it all later,” As’ad told him. “Send her in.”
Seconds later Kayleen walked into his office. As she moved across the open space, he took in the plain brown dress that covered her from the neck to down past her knees, and the flat, sensible shoes. She’d pulled her hair back in a braid. Her pale skin looked bare, and although her eyes were large, she did nothing to enhance her features. Even her earrings, tiny gold crosses, provided little adornment.
He was used to women who took the time and made the effort to be as beautiful as possible. Women who dressed in silk, who showed skin, who smelled of enticing perfumes and glittered with diamonds. Did Kayleen not care for such adornments or had she not had the opportunity to dress that way?
She could, he acknowledged, easily transform herself into a beauty. The basics were already in place-the perfect bone structure in her face, the large eyes, the full mouth.
Without meaning to, he imagined her wearing nothing at all. Pale and soft, covered only by her long hair, a naked temptress who-
“Thank you for seeing me,” Kayleen said, interrupting the erotic image that had no place in his head. “I guess I should have made an appointment.”
“Not at all,” he said as he came to his feet and motioned toward a sofa in the corner. “How can I help you?”
She sat down. “You’re very polite.”
“Thank you.”
She smoothed the front of her dress. “The palace is really big. I got lost twice and had to ask directions.”
“I can get you a map.”
She smiled. “For real or are you teasing?”
“Both. There is a map of the palace. Would you like one?”
“I think I need it. And maybe a computer chip implant so security can find me.” She looked uneasy as she glanced around the room. “This is nice. Big, but I guess that comes with being a prince.”
He couldn’t tell if she was just nervous or stalling. “Kayleen, is there a reason for your visit?”
“What? Oh. Right. I enrolled the girls in the American School this morning. It all went well. I used your name.”
He smiled. “Bowing and scraping?”
“Some. Everyone was very eager to help. And to have me tell you they helped. That part is weird. You’re probably used to it.”
“I am.”
“The school is great. Big and modern with a real focus on academics. Not that the orphan school is terrible. If they had more funding…” She sighed. “Asking about that is probably inappropriate.”
“Will knowing that stop you from asking?”
She considered for a second. “Not really.”
“I will see if funds can be made available.”
Her eyes widened. “Just like that?”
“I have made no promises. But I’m sure a few dollars could be found.”
“That would be great. We’re not working with a big budget over there, so anything would help. Most of the teachers live in, which means the salaries aren’t huge.”
He doubted they would ever be huge. Teachers didn’t choose their profession in an effort to amass a personal fortune. He frowned.
“Why did you become a teacher?” he asked.
“Because I couldn’t be a nun.”
An answer he never would have expected. “Did you want to be a nun?”
Kayleen nodded slowly. “Very much. The orphanage my grandmother took me to was run by nuns. They were wonderful to me. I wanted to be just like them. But I don’t really have the right personality.”
“Too outspoken?”
“Too…everything. I’m opinionated, I have a temper, I have trouble with the rules sometimes.”
She seemed so quiet and mousy in her baggy brown dress, but there was something in her eyes, a spark that told him she was telling the truth. After all, she had attacked Tahir.
He’d never met an almost-nun before. Why would a pretty woman want to lock herself away from the world?
“Our Mother Superior suggested I go into teaching,” Kayleen continued. “It was a great idea. I love it. I love the children. I wanted to take a permanent position there, but she insisted I first see the world. That’s how I ended up here. Eventually, I’ll go back.”
“To the convent school?”
She nodded.
“What about a husband and a family?”
Kayleen ducked her head, but not before he saw her blush. “I don’t really expect that to happen to me. I don’t date. Men are…They don’t think of me that way.”
He recalled his earlier fantasy about seeing her naked. “You would be surprised,” he murmured.
She looked up. “I don’t think so.”
“So there has never been anyone special?”
“A boyfriend?” She shook her head. “No.”
She was in her midtwenties. How was that possible? Did such innocence truly exist? Yet why would she lie about such a thing?
He found himself wanting to show her the world she’d been avoiding. To take her places.
Ridiculous, he told himself. She was nothing to him. Only the children’s nanny.



Chapter Three


Kayleen backed out of the kitchen, her hands up in front of her, palms out. “No really. I mean it. Everything we have is terrific. I love the food. I’ve gained three pounds.”
When she could no longer see the head chef’s furious expression, she turned and hurried to the closest staircase, then ran up to a safer floor.
She’d only been offering to help, she told herself. But her offer of assistance had been taken as an insult.
With the girls gone all day and a kindly worded but clear letter from the orphan school saying it would be too awkward to have her teaching there, now that she was under Prince As’ad’s “protection,” Kayleen had nothing to do with her time. Sitting around was boring. She needed to keep busy with something. She couldn’t clean the suite she and the girls lived in. There wasn’t even a vacuum in the closet.
She wandered down the main hallway, then paused to figure out where she was. The wide doorways looked familiar. Still, what would it hurt to have a few “you are here” maps to guide newcomers?
She turned another corner and recognized the official royal offices. In a matter of minutes she was standing in front of As’ad’s assistant, Neil.
“I really need to see him,” she said.
“You do not have an appointment.”
“I’m his nanny.” It was a bluff. She was staff and she had a feeling that all staff needed an appointment.
“I’m aware of who you are, Ms. James. But Prince As’ad is very particular about his schedule.”
Neil was British, so the word sounded like “shed-ule.”
The door to As’ad’s office opened. “Neil, I need you to find-” He saw Kayleen. “How convenient. You’re the one I’m looking for.”
Guilt flooded her. “Is it the chef? I didn’t mean to insult him. I was only trying to help.”
His gaze narrowed. “What did you do?”
She tucked her hands behind her back. “Nothing.”
“Why don’t I believe you? Come inside, Kayleen. Start at the beginning and leave nothing out.”
She glanced longingly at the exit, but followed As’ad into his office. When they were both seated, he looked at her expectantly.
She sucked in a breath. “I went down to the kitchen. I thought I could maybe help out there. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m bored. I need to do something.”
She stopped talking and pressed her lips together to hold in a sudden rush of emotion. Need- there was the word that mattered. She had to be needed.
“You have your three charges,” he said. “Many would find that enough.”
“Oh, please. They’re in school for hours at a time. Someone else cooks, cleans and I’m guessing does our laundry. So what do I do the rest of the time?”
“Shop?”
“With what? Are you paying me? We never discussed a salary. Are there benefits? Do I have a dental plan? One minute I was minding my own business, doing my job, and the next I was here. It’s not an easy adjustment.”
One corner of his mouth twitched. “If I remember correctly, you assaulted a chieftain. Not exactly minding your own business.”
She didn’t want to talk about that. “You know what I mean.”
“I do. Tell me, Kayleen. What did you teach?”
“Math,” she said absently as she stood up and crossed to the window. As’ad’s view was of a beautiful garden. She didn’t know anything about plants, but she could learn. Maybe the gardener needed some help.
“Advanced?”
“Some.”
“You’re comfortable with statistical analysis?”
“Uh-huh.” What were the pink flowers? They were stunning.
“Then I have a project for you.”
She turned. “You want me to do your taxes?”
“No. I want you to work with the education minister. While many girls from the rural villages are graduating from high school and going on to college, the number is not as great as we would like. For El Deharia to grow as a nation, we must have all our citizens educated and productive. I want you to find out which villages are sending the most girls to college, then figure out what they’re doing right so we can use that information to help the other villages. Does that interest you?”
She crossed back to the sofa. “You’re serious? You’re not just offering me this to keep me busy?”
“You have my word. This is vital information. I trust you to get it right.”
He spoke with a low, steady voice that seemed to pull her closer. There was something in his eyes that made her want to believe him.
Excitement grew inside of her. It was a project she could throw herself into, and still have plenty of time for the girls. It would be challenging and interesting and meaningful.
She rushed toward him. “I’d love to do it. Thank you.”
She leaned forward impulsively, then stopped herself. What was the plan? To hug him? One did not idly hug a prince and she didn’t go around hugging men.
She straightened and took a step back, not sure if she should apologize or pretend it never happened. As’ad rose and crossed to his desk. Apparently he was going to ignore what she’d almost done. Or he hadn’t noticed.
“Then we are agreed,” he said. “You’ll report your progress to me in weekly meetings.” He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a credit card. “Use this to get yourself a laptop and printer. Your suite already has Internet access.”
She hesitated before taking the card. No one had ever offered her a credit card before. She fingered the slim plastic. “I’ll, um, make sure I get a bargain.”
“You don’t have to. Kayleen, do you have any idea how wealthy I am?”
“Not really,” she admitted.
“You don’t need to shop for a bargain.”
But she would. She would be responsible with his money, even if he didn’t care.
“Okay. I’ll get right on ordering one.”
He studied her for a moment. “You may also use that to shop for yourself and the girls.”
“We don’t need anything.”
“You will. Clothes wear out. Even my limited knowledge of children tells me they grow and require new clothes.”
“You’re right.” She stared at the card. “You’re also very kind.”
“I am not. My daughters deserve the best because of who I am.”
“You don’t have a self-esteem crisis, do you?” she asked, both amused and envious.
“No. I am clear on my place in the world.”
Must be nice, she thought longingly.
“You belong here, as well,” he told her.
Because he was once again reading her mind? “Not really.”
“If I say it is so, it is.”
“Thank you” seemed the right response. He was being kind. The truth was, she didn’t belong here at all. She was just staff and easily replaceable.
She turned to leave, but he called her back.
“I’ll get you information on your salary and benefits,” he said. “I should have taken care of that before.”
She smiled. “You’re a prince. I guess you’re not into details.”
“You’re very understanding. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
His dark gaze caught hers. She told herself it was okay to go now, that they were done. But she couldn’t seem to pull away. She felt a powerful need to move closer, to…to…She wasn’t sure what, but something.
The phone rang. He glanced down and she was able to move again. As much as she wanted to stay, she forced herself to walk out of the office.
“We’re making progress,” Lina said as she curled up on her bed and held the phone close.
“There is no ‘we,’” Hassan told her. “You are in this on your own.”
“That’s not true. This was all your idea. You’re in this as deeply as I am.”
“You’re a very difficult woman.”
“I know.” She smiled. “It’s part of my charm.”
“You are charming.”
She squeezed her eyes shut and did her best not to scream. Not only wasn’t it fitting her position, but she was forty-three. Forty-three-year-old women didn’t go around screaming because a handsome man flirted with them on the phone. Even if that handsome man was the king of Bahania.
“Kayleen really likes As’ad,” she continued. “She’s having a little trouble adjusting to the palace, but who wouldn’t? Still, she’s doing well. He came and talked to me about making sure she had a salary and benefits. He wants to be generous. That’s something.”
“You may be reading too much into what he says.”
“I hope not. She would be good for him. He always holds back his emotions. I blame his father for that.”
“How refreshing,” Hassan said dryly. “One usually blames the mother.”
She laughed. “Speaking as a woman, I would say that needs to change.”
“This is my favorite part of our conversations. The sound of your laughter.”
Her heartbeat went from normal to hyperdrive in two seconds. Good thing she was lying down-otherwise, she would have fallen.
“It is as beautiful as the rest of you.” He paused. “Have I startled you with my confession?”
“Um, no. It’s fine. I mean, thank you.”
He sighed. “How much of this awkwardness is because I am a king and how much of it is because I am so much older?”
“None of it is because you’re the king,” she said without thinking.
His short “I see” had her backpedaling.
“No, no. It’s not about your age. I just wasn’t sure…We’ve never really talked about…I thought we were friends.”
“We are. Do you wish us to be more?”
Oh, my. Talk about putting it all out there.
Lina clutched the phone and told herself to keep breathing. She was terrified to tell the truth, to admit that she thought about him a whole lot more than she should. What if he wanted to know so he could let her down gently?
“Hassan,” she began, then stopped.
“I would like us to be more than friends,” he said. “Does that information make things easier or harder for you?”
She exhaled. “Easier. A lot easier. I want that, too.”
“Good. I did not expect to find you, Lina. You are a gift for which I will always be grateful.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, not sure what else to say. “I’m intrigued, as well.”
“Intrigued,” he repeated. “An interesting choice of words. Perhaps we should explore all the possibilities.”
As’ad walked into his suite at his usual time in the early evening. But instead of quiet, dark rooms, he found the living area bright and loud. Dana and Pepper were stretched out on the floor, watching a show on his large television. Nadine swirled and danced by the window and Kayleen stood at the dining room table, arranging flowers.
She looked up when he entered. “Oh, good. You’re here. I called Neil to ask him what time you’d be home. He didn’t want to tell me.” She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think he likes me.”
“Perhaps he is just trying to protect me.”
“From us?” She asked the question as if it were a ridiculous possibility. “I wanted to have dinner ready, which it is. I have to say, this calling down to the kitchen and ordering food is really fun. We each picked a dish. Which may not have been a good idea. The menu is fairly eclectic.”
She paused for breath, then smiled. “We wanted to have dinner with you.”
She wore another dress that was ugly enough to be offensive. The dull gray fabric sucked the life from her face and the bulky style hid any hint of curve. Yet when she smiled, he found his mood lifting. He wanted to smile back. He wanted to pull her close and discover the body hidden beneath.
Heat stirred, reminding him how long he had lived only for his work.
He ignored the need and the wanting, the heat that forced blood south, and set down his briefcase. He even ignored that, given her past, Kayleen had probably never been with a man, and instead focused on the fact that she and the girls were in his room.
He had made himself extremely clear. She was to keep the children away from him. They had their own suite and everything they could possibly want or need. He had only taken the sisters to keep them from a less desirable fate. Yet when he started to remind Kayleen of that, he could not seem to bring himself to say the words.
Perhaps because she looked so hopeful as she smiled at him. He did not want to squash the light in her eyes.
“I’ll get some wine,” he said, moving to the small wine rack tucked in a cabinet. Something stronger might make the evening go more quickly, but he only had wine in his rooms. He did not, as a rule, drink here. Of course he did not, as a rule, have a woman and three children to contend with.
Nadine danced over to him. “Hi, As’ad,” she said, her eyes bright with happiness, her mouth smiling. “Did you have a good day? I got every word on my spelling test except one and it was really hard. My new teacher says I’m a good speller. I’m good in all my subjects, except math, and Kayleen is gonna help me with that.”
Pepper ran over and pushed in front of Nadine. “Hi! I’m in school, too, and I’m good at math.” She stuck out her tongue at her sister, then smiled back at him. “I made a picture and I brought it for you, but you don’t have a ’frigerator, so where are we gonna put it?”
Dana stood and joined them. “He doesn’t want your picture,” she said, then sighed, as only an older sibling can. “She’s not a very good artist.”
Pepper stomped her foot. “I’m an excellent artist. You’re just a butthead.”
Dana gasped, Nadine looked worried and Pepper slapped her hand over her mouth. Terror darkened her blue eyes and she glanced between him and Kayleen. Apparently saying “butthead” was not allowed.
As’ad rubbed his temple.
Kayleen walked over and looked at Pepper. “You know that’s wrong.”
Pepper nodded frantically, her hand still over her mouth.
“You need to apologize to Dana.”
Pepper, a tiny girl with long, curly blond hair, turned to her big sister. “I’m sorry I called you that.”
Dana put her hands on her hips. “That’s not good enough. You always call people-”
Kayleen cleared her throat. Dana hunched her shoulders.
“Thank you for apologizing,” she grumbled.
Kayleen touched Pepper’s shoulder. “Now you help me think of a suitable punishment. What is appropriate for what you did?”
Pepper’s eyes filled with tears. “No story tonight?” she asked in a whisper.
Kayleen considered. “That’s a little harsh. What if you have to give up your choice on movie night? Dana gets two choices instead.”
Pepper shivered slightly, then nodded. “Okay.”
“Good.” Kayleen smiled at As’ad. “We’re healed. You ready to eat?”
He opened the bottle of wine and joined them at the table. When he was seated, before he could pour, Kayleen reached for Pepper’s hand and his. He stared at her.
Pepper leaned toward him. “We have to say grace.”
“Of course.”
He took Kayleen’s hand and Nadine’s, then lowered his head while Kayleen offered brief thanks for their meal. While she served, he poured two glasses of wine and passed her one.
Kayleen handed him a plate. “I’ve never been much of a drinker.”
“Neither have I.” Although under the circumstances, he just might be starting.
This was too much, he thought. More than he’d expected or wanted. There were children at his table. And a woman he did not know and was not going to sleep with, and having sex with her would be the only acceptable reason to have her here. Yet he saw no easy way to escape.
“We go around the table and talk about our day,” Kayleen said as she passed Dana her plate. “Everyone has to say one good thing that happened. I hope that’s okay.”
And if it was not?
He glanced down at the plate in front of him. Lasagna, mashed potatoes, macaroni and cheese and a salad.
“Perhaps some kind of menu would be helpful,” he told Kayleen.
“I know. I’ll get one made up. But the girls really wanted to order you their favorites.”
Dana talked about how she’d finished her homework early and had found a collection of medical texts in the palace’s main library. Nadine mentioned her dance class and how well she’d done.
“I hit a boy,” Pepper announced cheerfully. “He was teasing these three girls. He’s kinda big, but I wasn’t scared. So I hit him. The teacher didn’t like it but because I’m new, she said she was going to let it go this one time. I heard this other teacher saying that boy needed a good beating and maybe I’m the one to give it to him.” She beamed. “That was fun.”
Kayleen quickly covered her mouth with her napkin. As’ad saw the humor in her eyes and knew she was hiding a smile. He took a sip of wine to keep from laughing. He liked Pepper-she had the heart of a lion.
“Perhaps hitting boys is not the best plan,” he said as he set the glass down. “One day one of them might hit you back.”
“I’m tough,” she said.
“Still. Violence is a poor strategy.”
“What’s a better one?”
He hesitated, not sure what to say.
Kayleen grinned. “We’re all waiting to be dazzled by your strategy.”
“Perhaps you would like to offer a suggestion?” he asked.
“Not really. Go ahead.”
Privately he agreed with Pepper’s approach, but he doubted it would be successful as she grew.
“We’ll talk later,” Kayleen said, rescuing him. “I know hitting a bully seems like a good idea, but it’s going to get you into a lot of trouble. Not only with the teachers and with me, but as As’ad mentioned, you could get hurt.”
“All right,” Pepper grumbled. “But sometimes boys are really stupid.”
Dana looked at As’ad. “What good thing happened to you?”
“I decided on a bridge. There is to be a new one over the river. After much planning and discussion, a choice was made. I am pleased.”
All three girls stared at him. “You’re going to build a bridge?” Nadine asked.
“No. I have given my approval and told them what to do. Now they will do it.”
“Cool,” Dana breathed. “What else can you tell people to do?”
“Can you throw them in the dungeon?” Pepper asked. “Can I see the dungeon?”
“One day.”
Her eyes widened. “There’s a real one? Here? In the palace?”
“Yes, and sometimes children who do not behave are sent to it.”
They all went silent.
He chuckled. “So, Kayleen, what was your one good thing for today?”
This, Kayleen thought as she tried not to stare at the handsome man at the head of the table. This dinner, this moment, with the girls having fun and As’ad acting like they were all part of the same family.
It wasn’t real-she knew that. But all her life she’d wanted to be a part of something special, and here it was.
Still, she had to say something. “There are stables nearby,” she told the girls. “I found them when I was out walking.”
All three of them turned to him. “Horses? You have horses?” Dana asked.
“We love horses,” Nadine told him.
“I can ride.” Pepper paused, as if waiting for As’ad to be impressed. “I’ve had lessons.”
He turned to Kayleen. “At the orphanage?”
“A former student left several horses to the school, along with the money to pay for them. Many of the children ride.”
“Do you?”
There was something about his dark eyes, she thought, knowing she could stare into them for hours and never grow tired of the effect of the changing light.
“Badly,” she admitted. “The horse and I never figured out how to talk to each other.”
“That’s because horses don’t talk,” Pepper told her, then turned to As’ad. “Kayleen falls off a lot. I try not to laugh, because I don’t want her to hurt herself, but it’s kinda funny.”
“For you,” Kayleen murmured.
The main door to the suite opened and a tall, gray-haired man strode into the suite.
“As’ad. There you are. Oh. You’re having dinner with your family.”
“Father,” As’ad said as he rose.
Father? Something nagged at the back of Kayleen’s mind, before bursting free. Father? As in the king?
She jumped to her feet and motioned for the girls to do the same. Once they were standing she didn’t know what to do next. Bow? Curtsy?
As’ad glanced at her, then the girls. “Father, this is Kayleen, the girls’ nanny.” Then he introduced each of the sisters. “Ladies, this is my father, King Mukhtar.”
Three mouths dropped open. Kayleen kept hers shut by sheer force of will.
The king nodded graciously. “I am delighted to meet all of you. Welcome to the royal palace of El Deharia. May you live long, with happiness and health in abundance. May these strong walls always protect you and provide solace.”
Kayleen swallowed. As greetings went, it was a really good one.
“Thank you so much for your hospitality,” she murmured, still trying to accept the fact that she was in the presence of a real live king. Which meant As’ad really was a prince.
She knew he held the title, but she didn’t think of him as royal or powerful. Yet he was.
The king motioned to the table. “May I?”
Kayleen felt her eyes widen. “Of course, Your Highness. Please. We weren’t expecting you, so the meal isn’t exactly…traditional.”
The king took a seat. As’ad motioned for them to resume theirs. Mukhtar studied the various serving bowls, then scooped some macaroni and cheese onto a plate.
“I haven’t had this in years.”
“It was my pick,” Pepper told him. “It’s my favorite. They make it really good here. Sometimes, at the orphanage, Kayleen would sneak us into the kitchen and make the kind in a box. That’s good, too.”
The king smiled. “So my chef has competition.”
“Not really,” Kayleen told him. “His food is amazing. I’m honored just to eat it.”
As’ad looked at his father. “In an effort to fill her day, Kayleen went down to the kitchen and offered to help. It did not go well.”
Kayleen felt herself flush. “He was a little insulted. There was a crash. I’m guessing he threw stuff.”
“Was that the night my soufflé was burned?” the king asked.
“I hope not,” Kayleen told him.
He smiled. “So what conversation did I interrupt?” he asked.
“We were talking about horses,” Nadine told him. “We rode and took lessons at the orphanage.”
The king looked at his son. “Horses. I believe we have a stable, do we not?”
As’ad glanced at the girls. “The king is teasing. The palace stables are world famous.”
Dana leaned toward him. “Do you have horses that go fast?”
“Faster than would be safe for a novice rider.”
She wrinkled her nose. “If we took more lessons, we would be experts.”
“Exactly,” As’ad told her.
The king nodded. “I agree. All young princesses should know how to ride. I will speak to the head groom myself and arrange lessons.” He glanced at Kayleen. “For all of you.”
“Thank you,” she murmured, because it was expected.
“You do not look excited,” As’ad whispered to her.
“Pepper wasn’t kidding about me falling. It happens all the time.”
“Perhaps you need more personal instruction.”
She stared into his eyes as he spoke and found herself getting lost in his gaze. It was as if he had an energy field that pulled her closer. She had the oddest feeling he was going to touch her-and she was going to like him touching her.
“Riding is an enjoyable way to get exercise,” the king said.
“Has anyone asked the horse about that?”
She spoke without thinking-something that had often gotten her in trouble back at the convent. There was a moment of silence, then the king laughed.
“Very good,” he said. “Excellent. I like her, As’ad. This one may stay.”
“I agree,” As’ad said, still looking at her in a way that made her thighs feel distinctly weak. “She will stay.”
Would she? Kayleen wasn’t so sure. She still had her life plan to fulfill and that included leaving El Deharia in a matter of months. A situation complicated by As’ad and her promise to the girls.



Chapter Four


After the king left and dinner was finished, Kayleen sent the girls back to their suite while she lingered behind to speak with As’ad.
“There are just a couple of things I need to discuss with you,” she told him when they were alone.
“I’m learning that with you, there always are.”
She wasn’t sure what he meant by that, so decided to ignore the comment. “It’s only about six weeks until Christmas,” she said. “We have to start planning. I don’t know what happens here at the palace, but this is the girls’ first Christmas without either of their parents. We have to do something.”
He studied her for a long time. “El Deharia is a very open country. All faiths are celebrated here. No one will object if you wish to set up a tree in your suite.”
“It’s more than that,” she said, telling herself there was no reason to be afraid, even though As’ad was much taller than her and having to look up to meet his gaze gave her a crick in her neck. “You need to participate.”
He looked shocked. “I do not.”
She’d had a feeling he would be difficult.
“You’ve always had family,” she pointed out. “Your brothers, your aunt, your father. These girls have no one. The holidays are going to be sad and scary and they’re going to feel so alone.”
Kayleen spoke from experience. She still remembered waking up on Christmas morning and feeling an ache in her chest. No matter how many presents had been donated to the orphanage, no matter how the nuns tried, there hadn’t been family.
She hadn’t even had the dream that a wonderful couple would find her and want to adopt her. She had plenty of relatives-just no one who wanted her.
“They need traditions, both old and new,” she continued. “They need to feel welcome and loved.”
His expression tightened. “Then you will take care of that.”
“But you’re their father now.”
“I am someone who agreed to let them live here. Kayleen, these girls are your responsibility, not mine. Do not cross this line with me.”
“I don’t understand. You were so great with them at dinner. Are you telling me that was just an act? That you don’t care?”
“I have compassion. I have honor. That will be enough.”
Was he kidding? “That’s not enough. It will never be enough. We’re talking about children, As’ad. Lost, lonely children. They deserve more. They deserve to be loved.” She wasn’t just talking about the children-she was talking about herself. The difference was she’d already given up her dreams.
“Then they will have to find that love in you.”
She took a step back. Her throat tightened and her cheeks were hot. “You’re saying you don’t plan to love them?”
He might as well have said he was going to kill them in their sleep!
“I will honor my responsibilities. In doing so, it is necessary for me to be strong. Emotion is weakness. You are a woman-I don’t expect you to understand. Just trust me, it is so. I will see to the girls’ needs. You can take care of their hearts.”
She didn’t know what to say or where to begin to argue with him. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard,” she told him. “Love isn’t weakness. It’s strength and power. The ability to give means you can be more, not less.”
He actually smiled at her. “Your passion is a testament to your caring. That’s excellent.”
“So it’s okay for me to have emotions, but not you? Because you’re a man?”
“More than a man,” he reminded her. “A prince. I have responsibilities for others. It is my duty to stay strong, to not be swayed by something as changeable as feelings.”
“Without compassion, there can be no judgment,” she snapped. “Without feelings, you’re only a machine. A good ruler feels for his people.”
“You cannot understand.”
“And you can’t mean this.”
“I assure you, I do.” He took her arm and walked her to the door. “Celebrate Christmas however you wish. You have my permission.”
“Can I have your head on a stick instead?” she muttered as she jerked free and walked out into the hallway.
Of all the stupid, annoying things she’d ever heard. He wasn’t going to feel anything because he was a prince? But it was okay for her because she was a woman?
“No way,” she told herself as she headed back to her own rooms. “Something is going to change around here and it isn’t going to be me.”
“It’s so egotistical,” Kayleen ranted the next morning as she paced the length of her living room. “So two hundred years ago. He gets to be in charge because he’s a man? What does that make the rest of us? Chattel? I’m so angry, I want to throw him in the dungeon until he begs. I’m smart. I’m capable. And I have a heart. Why can’t he see that emotions give us depth? They define us. Are all men so stupid? I have to tell you, Lina, the more I see of the world, the more I long for the convent.”
Her friend smiled at her. “Is it possible your energy and intensity on this topic is one of the reasons you weren’t called to serve in that way?”
“That’s what I was always told when I was growing up. I was too passionate about things. Too willing to go my own way. It’s just when I see an injustice, I can’t stop to think. I act.”
“As you did with Tahir.”
Kayleen remembered the tall chieftain who had wanted to take the girls. “Exactly.”
“Life does not always move on your timetable,” Lina said. “You need to be patient.”
“Don’t act impulsively,” Kayleen said, knowing she’d heard the same advice a thousand times before.
“Exactly.” Lina patted the seat next to her. “As’ad is a product of his world. His father taught all his sons to avoid emotion. To think logically. While my brother grieved after his wife died, he chose not to show that to the boys. In front of them, he went on, as if unmoved by her passing. In my opinion it was the wrong lesson.”
Kayleen agreed. “Because of that, As’ad won’t care?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “He’s not stupid. Why can’t he see the truth all around him?”
“He has been trained for a specific purpose. His is a life of service, in a way, but with ultimate power and ego. You haven’t met his brothers, but they are all like him. Strong, determined men who see little virtue in love. It’s probably why none of them have married.”
“But love is strength and a great gift,” Kayleen said as she sat on the sofa. “He has to love the girls. They need that. They deserve it. He would be better because of it. Happier. Besides, there’s a ticking clock here.”
Lina frowned. “You’re still leaving?”
“I can go back on my twenty-fifth birthday. That’s less than four months away.”
“But you have the girls now.”
“I know.” Kayleen hadn’t worked that part out. “They’ll get settled and then As’ad can bring in someone else.”
She spoke bravely, but the words sounded a little feeble, even to her.
“I’m surprised,” Lina admitted. “When you asked As’ad to adopt the girls, I thought you were taking on the responsibility with him. This isn’t like you, Kayleen. To retreat from the world.”
“The world isn’t always a fun place. I want to go back to where I belong.” Where she’d grown up. It was the only home she’d ever known. “I can teach there.” That was the deal. She had to stay away until she was twenty-five. Then she could return to the convent school forever.
“You can be a mother here.”
“Not really. It’s just a game. When the girls are older, As’ad will have no use for me. Besides, if he doesn’t want to get involved, maybe I can take them with me.”
“I assume my nephew doesn’t know about your plan to leave.”
“I haven’t mentioned it.”
“When will you?”
“Soon. It’s not as if he’ll miss me or anything.”
Kayleen had always wondered what it would be like to be missed by someone. By a man. To be cared for. Loved, even.
“Things change,” Lina told her. “You have a responsibility to the girls.”
“I know.”
“Would you walk away from them so easily?”
Kayleen shook her head. “No. It won’t be easy. Sometimes I do think about staying.” She didn’t know what was right. Her plan had always been to go back. Being here with the three sisters had changed everything.
Was Lina right? Did she, Kayleen, have a responsibility to the children? Should she give up her dreams for them? Could she go back later? When the girls were older?
Three weeks ago, she’d known all the answers and now she knew none. Her instinct was to go talk to As’ad about all this. But that made no sense. He was a man who didn’t listen to his heart and she had always believed the truth could be found there.
“My head is spinning. Enough about this. Let’s change the subject.”
“All right.” Lina smiled slowly. “Hassan is coming here.”
Kayleen stared at her friend. “The king of Bahania? The one you’ve been talking to all this time?”
“I can’t believe it, either. I just…We were talking and he said he liked the sound of my laughter and now he’s coming here.”
Kayleen hugged her. “That’s wonderful. I’m so happy. You’ve been shut up in this palace for years. Good for you.”
“I’m scared,” Lina admitted. “I thought my life was all planned out. I helped my brother raise his sons, I have my charity work. I was waiting to be a great-aunt. Suddenly there’s this wonderful man offering me something I thought I’d lost. There are possibilities. Am I too old for possibilities?”
“Never,” Kayleen said fiercely. “The heart is never too old. At least it isn’t in all those romantic movies.”
“I hope not. I married young and I was so in love. Then he was killed and I never planned to love again. I’m the sister to the king. It’s difficult to date. After a while, I stopped wanting to. Then Hassan and I started talking and suddenly I’m alive again.” Lina took Kayleen’s hands. “I want this for you. I at least experienced falling in love when I was young, but you’ve never had that.”
Kayleen squirmed. “I’m not good with men.”
“You don’t try. How many dates did you go on before you gave up? Five? Six?”
Kayleen cleared her throat, then pulled her hands free. “One and a half.”
“You’re too young to lock yourself away in that convent school of yours.”
“Because I would meet so many men here at the palace?”
“You’d meet some. More than you would there. There are many young men in the palace. I would be happy to introduce you to one or two of them.”
“I don’t know… I work for As’ad. As nanny to his children.”
“Why would he mind you dating?”
“He wouldn’t.” Not that she enjoyed admitting that truth.
“Then think about what I said. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to fall in love?”
As’ad looked up as his brother Qadir walked into his office. “I must speak with Neil about keeping out people who don’t have appointments.”
Qadir ignored that. “I am back from Paris, where the city is still beautiful, as are the women. You should have come with me. You have been locked up here working for far too long.”
As’ad had spent two sleepless nights unable to rest for the need burning inside. Worse, when he closed his eyes, the woman he saw satisfying his ache was Kayleen. An impossible situation. The nanny and a virgin?
“You are right, my brother,” he said as he rose and greeted Qadir. “I should have gone with you. There have been changes since you were last here.”
“I heard.” Qadir settled on a corner of his desk. “Three daughters? What were you thinking?”
“That I had been placed in an impossible situation and this was the easiest way out.”
“I find that hard to believe. There had to be another solution.”
“None was presented.”
Qadir shook his head. “To raise children that are not your own. At least they are girls.”
“There is the added advantage of our father now believing I am occupied with my new family and therefore cannot be expected to look for a wife.”
“Lucky bastard.”
“Indeed. Perhaps now he will focus more of his attention on you.”
“He has already begun,” Qadir grumbled. “There is to be a state function in a few weeks. Several likely candidates are to be paraded before me, like very attractive cattle.”
As’ad grinned. “I, of course, will be busy with my family.”
As’ad turned the corner to walk to his rooms and saw all three girls huddled by his door. They wore riding clothes and boots. When they saw him they ran to him.
“You have to help!” Dana told him.
“It’s terrible. Please!” Nadine begged.
Pepper simply cried.
He stared at the three of them. “What happened?”
“We went riding,” Dana told him, her blue eyes wide and filled with fear and guilt. “We might have been gone longer than we were supposed to, but we were fine. We were only a little late. But Kayleen got worried and came after us, even though we had a groom with us. She went out by herself and she’s not back yet.”
Pepper brushed her hand across her face as she tugged on the bottom of his suit jacket. “She’s not a very good rider. She gets thrown a lot. What if she’s hurt and it’s all our fault?”
As’ad’s first thought was that he regretted that whoever had let Kayleen go out by herself could not be flogged. Sometimes he missed the old ways. His second was the low-grade worry at the thought of a defenseless young woman alone in the desert. It was not a place to be traveled lightly.
The girls crowded close, as if seeking comfort from him. Although he had no time for this, he resisted the urge to push them away and instead awkwardly patted them on their shoulders.
“All will be well,” he told them. “I will find Kayleen and return her to you.”
“Promise?” Pepper asked, her lashes spiky from her tears.
He crouched down until he could look her in the eye. “I am Prince As’ad of El Deharia. My word is law.”
Pepper sniffed. “Promise?”
He gave her a slight smile. “I promise.”
Ten minutes later the girls were settled with Lina and he was in the garage, sliding into an open Jeep. The desert was a vast space and in theory, Kayleen could be anywhere. But in truth, an inexperienced rider would stick to trails and not get far. Unless she had been thrown.
He did not allow himself to consider that option. He would find her and if she were hurt, he would deal with the situation as it arose.
He found the riding trail easily. He had been taking it all his life. As it bent to the left, he considered how far Kayleen might have traveled, then accelerated. A mere ten miles into the desert was the permanent outpost of a local tribe. If Kayleen kept to the trail, she would end up there.
He drove slowly, checking the area for signs of any accident, or a woman walking without a horse, but found nothing. At the outskirts of the outpost he saw a cluster of people gathered around a petite woman with flaming red hair. She was holding on to a horse and gesturing wildly.
As’ad eased the Jeep to a stop and picked up the satellite phone. When he was connected with his aunt, he informed her he had found Kayleen and that she appeared fine.
“Will you be coming right back?” Lina asked.
As’ad considered. “I believe we’ll stay for dinner.”
“That’s fine. I’ll put the girls to bed. Thanks for letting me know. They were worried.”
He disconnected the call and parked, then walked toward the crowd.
Kayleen saw him and excused herself from the group, then raced toward him. When she was close enough, she launched herself at him.
He caught her and held her against him as she trembled in his embrace.
“You came,” she breathed. “It’s the girls. They’re gone. They were late and we had no way to get in touch with them and I was so worried, so I took a horse out myself. I found this village, but no one speaks English and I can’t tell if they’ve seen the girls. What if something happened to them? I’ll never forgive myself.”
She was distraught and panicked and surprisingly beautiful. Her hazel eyes darkened with emotion and her cheeks were flushed. Impulsively, he bent down and lightly brushed her mouth with his.
“They’re fine,” he told her. “All three of them returned unharmed. You are the one who is missing.”
“What?” She drew in a breath. “They’re all right?”
“Perfectly fine, although suffering from guilt for causing you distress. Kayleen, the girls are good riders. The head groom took them out himself to confirm that. They also had someone with them. Why did you feel it necessary to go rescue them yourself?”
“I don’t know. I was worried and I acted.”
“Impulsively.”
She glanced down. “Yes, well, that’s an ongoing problem.”
“So it seems.”
She looked around and noticed the villagers gathered close. “Oh.” She pulled back.
As’ad let her go, but only reluctantly. She had felt good in his arms. He wanted to kiss her again-but thoroughly and without an audience. He wanted to push aside her unattractive clothing and touch the soft skin beneath. Instead he stepped back and turned to greet Sharif, the village chieftain.
“She is your woman?” Sharif asked.
Kayleen spun toward the old man. “You speak English? You stood there, pretending not to understand and you speak English?”
“They don’t know you,” As’ad told her. “They were being cautious.”
“What about desert hospitality? What about claiming sanctuary or asylum or something?”
“Did you?” he asked.
Kayleen pressed her lips together. “No. I was asking if they’d seen the girls. They wouldn’t answer and they weren’t speaking English.”
As’ad glanced at Sharif. “She is mine.”
“Then you are both welcome. You will stay and eat with us?”
“It is an honor.”
“Arrangements will be made.”
“Arrangements?” Kayleen asked. “What arrangements? And what’s all this about being your woman? I’m your nanny. There’s a really big difference.”
He took her by the elbow and led her to the Jeep. “It makes things easier if they think you belong to me. Otherwise you would be fair game for every man here. You’re very exotic. They would find that tempting.”
Kayleen didn’t know what to say to that. She was so far from exotic that if they put her picture on that page in the dictionary, it would have a circle with a line drawn through it over her face. She couldn’t imagine a man ever being tempted by her.
It was the hair, she thought with a sigh. Bright red hair tended to call attention to itself.
“Fear not,” As’ad told her. “I have claimed you. You are safe.”
She shivered slightly, but not in fear. It was more from the memory of the brief kiss he’d given her when he’d first arrived. An unexpected and warm touch of his lips on hers. She’d been shocked by the contact, but not in a scary way. More surprised, but pleased.
“We’re staying for dinner,” he said.
“I got that.”
“It’s the polite thing to do.”
She looked around at the tidy camp. “I don’t mind. I like it here, out in the desert. Although it would be nice if they didn’t pretend not to understand me.”
“They are private people. You rode in from nowhere, babbling about missing children. They were cautious.”
She narrowed her gaze. “I do not babble.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“Not often,” she amended. “I was scared. I thought the girls were lost.”
“You were not equipped to find them, yet you went after them.”
“Someone had to.”
“Perhaps one of the grooms. Or you could have called me.”
Oh. Right. “I didn’t think of that. I’m not used to having resources.”
“Perhaps next time you will consider that you do.”
It would take some getting used to. “You came after me yourself,” she said. “You could have sent one of the grooms.”
“The girls were most distressed to think they were the cause of your being gone. Coming after you myself seemed the quickest way to allay their fears.”
“It was a little impulsive. You have resources, too.”
“You mock me?”
“Maybe.”
“A dangerous path.”
“I’m not afraid.”
Something flashed in his eyes. Something dark and primitive that made her heart flutter. She didn’t know if she should throw herself at him or run into the desert, so she stood her ground.
“So what do you think is for dinner?”
The women of the village prepared a rich stew with lots of vegetables and a flat bread that smelled so good it made Kayleen’s mouth water. She did her best to be friendly and polite, helping with the cooking as much as the women in the camp would let her.
Zarina, Sharif’s oldest daughter, was the only one who would speak to her in English.
“Am I really that scary?” Kayleen asked quietly as she stirred the stew.
“You are different. From the city and from another country. You do not know our ways.”
“I could learn.”
Zarina, a dark-haired beauty with a flashing smile, laughed. “Give up your comforts to roam the desert? I do not think so.”
“Comforts don’t matter to me,” Kayleen told her. She would give up many things to belong somewhere.
“Yet you live in the palace with the prince.”
“It’s a long story and I don’t live with him. I take care of…” She shook her head. “It’s a really long story.”
Zarina glanced at As’ad where he sat with the leaders of the tribe. “The prince is handsome. If I were not happily married, I might try to steal him from you.”
Kayleen started to say he wasn’t hers to steal, but figured there was no point. “He’s nice.”
Zarina laughed. “Not nice. No man worth having is nice. As’ad is a desert warrior. He takes what he wants, but then he protects those he claims. He is a strong man. A powerful husband. You have chosen well.”
A lion of the desert? As’ad? He was strong and powerful and he did seem to take care of those around him. His presence here was proof of that. But a dangerous animal? She didn’t believe that. As for her choosing him…as if.
He looked up and met her gaze, then rose and approached. “What troubles you, Kayleen?”
“Nothing. I was just thinking. Zarina says it’s good she’s happily married, otherwise she would steal you from me.”
He laughed. “She is a beautiful woman.”
Kayleen didn’t like that answer. “You and I don’t have that kind of relationship.”
“So you would not mind if she and I…”
“No,” Kayleen said carefully, even as a knot formed in her stomach. It was hard and hot and made her feel uncomfortable. “You have a family now. You should be with someone.”
“You suggest Zarina?”
“She’s already married.”
“I am Prince As’ad of El Deharia. I can have whomever I choose.”
How annoyingly arrogant. “I don’t think so. You’re just a man. There are women who would say no to you.”
He moved closer. “Who would that be?”
She stood at straight as she could, tilted her head back and glared at him. “Me, for one. I’m not interested.”
His smile was slow, sexy and confident beyond measure. “You think so.”
“Absolutely.”
“I see.”
He reached toward her. Before she knew what he intended, he pulled her close and kissed her.



Chapter Five


Kayleen had almost been kissed once in her life, on a date with a young man in college. He had been nice enough, but she was so inexperienced that just being around him had made her nervous. At the end of their awkward evening, he’d moved in for a kiss and she’d bolted for the safety of her dorm room.
But there was no bolting from As’ad. With his arms around her, she had nowhere to go. Not to mention the fact that she didn’t want to run.
She’d wondered about kissing, had wondered if she was the last innocent in a world where even twelve-year-olds seemed to know more about men and sex than she did. She’d wondered how it was possible to enjoy someone being so close, pressing his mouth against hers. Worse, using his tongue in some intimate way.
Would she feel trapped, uncomfortable, violated?
The short answer was no, she thought as As’ad moved his mouth gently against hers, teasing, caressing, but not taking. Even though his arms were around her, she didn’t feel trapped. Instead she felt protected and wanted.
The wanting was new, as was the odd hungry sensation inside of her. She needed to be closer, although she couldn’t say why.
She put her hands on his shoulders, feeling the strength and heat of him. As’ad would keep all in his world safe, she thought, distracted by the pressure of his lips. It would be nice to feel safe.
She inhaled the masculine scent of him, liking the fragrance. She enjoyed the feel of his body so close to hers. She grew bolder and slipped her arms around his neck, bringing her front in contact with his.
He increased the pressure of his mouth on hers. His strong hands traveled up and down her back. When he stroked his tongue against her bottom lip she gasped in shock, then felt the soft, erotic touch of his tongue against hers.
Fire shot through her. The unexpected heat made her tremble as she almost expected to go up in flames. Sensations exploded everywhere, especially in places that were usually without them. Her breasts ached in a way they never had before. Her legs felt funny-trembly and weak. She stood frozen, unsure, awkward, yet willing him to keep on kissing her.
Fortunately As’ad seemed more than capable of reading her mind. He explored her mouth with his tongue, making her tingle and want to lean into him. She ached, but couldn’t say for what. She clung to him, and at last, tentatively, slowly, carefully, touched her tongue to his.
A low, masculine groan burst from him. The sound filled her with a sense of sensual power she’d never experienced before. She touched his tongue again and felt a reaction in her own body. A clenching. A wanting. A hunger.
She let herself get lost in the touching, the intimate kiss. It was heaven. She could do this for hours. She liked how her body turned to liquid. She liked everything about kissing him.
But instead of reading her mind again, he put his hands on her shoulders and eased her away from him.
“What?” she breathed.
“Perhaps another time,” he said calmly. “When we are alone.”
Alone? What was he…
Kayleen bit her lower lip and turned her head. While much of the village had gone about their business, there were still several obviously interested people observing their kiss. As she looked at them, they grinned. A couple waved. A few of the women laughed knowingly.
“Now no one will question that you are mine,” he told her.
They arrived back at the palace shortly after ten. Kayleen met Lina in the suite she, Kayleen, shared with the girls.
“We’re back,” she said. “Thanks for staying with them.”
“It was fun,” Lina told her. “So how was your evening?”
Kayleen did her best not to blush, although she could feel heat on her cheeks. “It was fine. Good. I really liked meeting everyone in the village. They’re wonderful people. Dinner was good. They let me help a little with the cooking. Everyone was friendly.” She realized she was babbling and pressed her lips together, then blurted, “Nothing happened.”
Lina slowly raised her eyebrows. “Excuse me?”
“Nothing happened. With As’ad. In case you were, you know, wondering. Nothing happened.”
“I see.” Lina smiled. “You’re protesting an awful lot, especially when you consider I never asked if anything happened.”
“Oh.” Kayleen shifted. She needed to stop talking now or Lina would find out about the kiss. Not that Kayleen regretted it-on the contrary, it was a delicious secret she wanted to keep to herself.
Lina waited another few seconds, then walked to the door. “I’ll see you later, then.”
“Uh-huh. Thanks again for staying with the girls.”
“Anytime,” Lina said, and then left.
When she was alone, Kayleen tiptoed into the girls’ bedroom. All three of them were asleep. She smoothed covers, adjusted the nightlight, then went into her own room. When she had shut the door behind her, she sighed with happiness, spun in a slow circle, then sank onto the bed.
She’d been kissed. Really kissed and it had been wonderful. Better than she could have imagined.
She’d liked everything about kissing As’ad…the taste of him, the heat, the way he’d held her. She wanted to kiss and be kissed again. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the sort of thing she could simply ask him to do. Worse, she wasn’t sure why he’d kissed her. Had he wanted to, or had he just been proving a point in the village? And why did it suddenly matter which?
Several days later As’ad returned to his rooms to find Kayleen sitting at his dining table in front of a sewing machine. Fabric covered every available surface. She’d pulled over a floor lamp for additional light and didn’t notice his arrival.
His reaction was as powerful as it was instantaneous. Not about the fact that she’d once again ignored his request that she take care of all things involving the girls. Instead his body recognized the woman who had most recently brought him to his knees with a single kiss.
A virgin’s kiss, he reminded himself, still annoyed and aroused at the sight of her. What should have been meaningless, done only to prove a point, had instead started a fire within him that still burned hot and strong. He’d been hungry before kissing her-now he was starved.
He hadn’t been able to sleep for wanting Kayleen. The kiss had shown him potential where he’d seen very little. She’d felt right in his arms-all soft curves and innocence. Yet there had been heat in her, an instinctive passion that had matched his own.
The event should have meant nothing. He should have been able to walk away without thinking of it again. Instead it was all he could do not to cross the room, pull her to her feet and kiss her over and over until she surrendered. He wanted her wet, naked and begging. He wanted all of her.
She looked and saw him. “As’ad.” She smiled. “You’re back.” She stood and held up both hands. “I know what you’re going to say. This is a big mess. I’m sorry. I meant to get it cleaned up before you got home. I lost track of time.”
Her mouth. He couldn’t seem to look away from it. The shape, the hint of white teeth and nimble tongue. His brother Qadir was right-he should have gone to Paris and spent the week mindless in an unknown woman’s bed. Now the opportunity was lost. He had a bad feeling it would be some time before he could use someone else to forget the appeal of Kayleen.
“What are you doing?” he asked, pleased his voice was so calm. Nothing of his turmoil must show.
“Making costumes for the Christmas pageant. All three girls are in it. I want the costumes to be a surprise.”
“The school will not provide them?”
“I suppose they could. They asked if some of the parents could help out. I said I would. Lina found this machine for me. It’s fabulous and practically sews on its own. You should see the instruction manual-it’s as thick as a dictionary. But I’ll figure it out.”
He fingered a length of fabric. “I am sure there are employees in the palace who could do this for you.”
She looked as if he’d slapped her. “But I like sewing. Besides, it’ll matter more if I make the costumes for the girls.”
“As you wish.”
“I’m going to guess you’re not into crafts.”
He allowed himself a slight smile. “No.”
“I learned to sew in the orphanage. I could make more clothes for a lot less. You probably don’t do anything like that here.”
“We do not.”
She tilted her head and her long, red hair tumbled over her shoulders. His fingers curled toward his palms as he ached to touch her hair, to feel it in his hand, dragging along his chest, across his thighs.
“Did your mother sew?” Kayleen asked, jerking him back to the present.
“I don’t know. She died when I was very young. I don’t remember her.”
The light faded from her eyes. “Oh. I’m sorry. I knew she was gone. I didn’t know how old you were when it happened. I didn’t mean to remind you of that.”
“It is of no consequence.”
“But it’s sad.”
“How can it be sad if the memory is gone?”
She frowned. “That is the loss of what should have been.”
“I am not wounded, Kayleen. Share your concerns with someone who needs them.”
“Because you feel nothing?” she asked. “Isn’t that what you told me? Emotion makes you weak?”
“Exactly.” Any emotion. Even passion. His current condition proved that.
“What about trust?” she asked.
“Trust must be earned.”
“So many rules. So many chances to turn people away. It must be nice to have so many people in your life that there are extras.”
She sounded wistful as she spoke, which made him want to pull her close and offer comfort.
Kayleen, who wanted to belong, he thought, realizing her concern for the girls came from having lived in an orphanage herself. She was all heart and would bruise easily in a harsh world. Their backgrounds couldn’t be more different.
“It is a matter of control,” he told her. “To need no one is to remain in charge.”
She shook her head. “To need no one is to be desperately alone.”
“That is not how I see it.”
“That doesn’t make it any less true. There’s nothing worse than being alone,” she told him. “I’ll get this cleaned up now, and get out of your way.”
Kayleen walked through the palace gardens. While she loved the beauty of the rooms inside, they were nothing when compared with the opulence of the lush gardens that beckoned just beyond her windows.
She chose a new path that twisted and turned, and once again reminded herself that she wanted to find a book on flowers in the palace library. She’d grown up gardening, but in the convent, all extra space had been taken up with vegetables. With money tight and children to feed, the nuns had not wasted precious earth on flowers.
Kayleen plucked a perfect rose and inhaled the sweet scent, then settled on a stone bench warm from the sun. She needed a moment to close her eyes and be still. Maybe then the world would stop turning so quickly.
So much had happened in such a short time. Meeting As’ad, moving here with the girls, getting ready for the holidays, kissing As’ad.
The latter made her both sigh and smile. She longed for another kiss from him, but so far there had been no opportunity. Which made her wonder if the kiss had been as interesting and appealing to him. Maybe he’d found her inexperience disgusting. Maybe he’d been disappointed.
Did it matter? There shouldn’t be any more kissing between them. She had her life plan and As’ad had his. They wanted opposite things-she needed to connect and he claimed connection didn’t matter. She just wasn’t sure she believed him.
She heard footsteps on the path and turned toward the sound. She expected to see one of the many gardeners. What she got instead was the king.
“Oh!” Kayleen sprang to her feet, then paused, not sure what she was supposed to do.
King Mukhtar smiled. “Good afternoon, Kayleen. I see you are enjoying my garden.”
“I enjoy wandering,” she said with a slight bob she hoped would pass for a curtsy and/or bow. “Have I stepped into off-limits space?”
“Not at all. I welcome the company. Come, child. Walk with me.”
It didn’t sound like a request.
Kayleen fell into step beside the king and waited for him to start the conversation. She was just starting to sweat the silence when he said, “Are you settled into the palace? Does it feel like home?”
She laughed. “I’m settled, but I’m not sure anywhere this magnificent will ever feel like home.”
“A very politically correct answer,” he told her. “Where did you grow up?”
“In an orphanage in the Midwest.”
“I see. You lost your parents at an early age?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know anything about my father. My mother had me when she was really young. She couldn’t handle a baby so she left me with her mother. When that didn’t work out, I went to the Catholic orphanage, which turned out to be a great place to grow up.”
She was used to telling the story in a upbeat way that avoided making anyone feel awkward. There was no reason for the king to know that her mother had abandoned her and that her grandmother hadn’t wanted to be stuck with another child to raise. No reason to talk about what it had felt like to be left on the doorstep of an orphanage on her fifth birthday, knowing no one in her family wanted anything to do with her. King Mukhtar wouldn’t know what it felt like to never belong anywhere.
“So you don’t remember your mother at all?” he asked.
“No.” Which was fine with Kayleen.
“Perhaps you’ll meet again one day,” the king said.
“I would like that very much,” Kayleen lied, knowing it was what the king wanted to hear.
Growing up, she’d been taught that it was her duty to forgive her mother and grandmother for abandoning her. She’d made peace with what had happened, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be close now. Perhaps there were circumstances that, if explained, would help her understand. In truth, she wasn’t interested enough to find out.
“So your past is the reason you were so against the three sisters being split up,” the king said.
“Absolutely. They only have each other. They need to stay together.”
“Because of you, they will.”
She smiled. “Actually As’ad gets all the credit. He’s the one who saved them. I’ll always be grateful to him.”
The king glanced at her. “I heard you rode into the desert and met with some of the villagers who live there.”
“I did. I liked them a lot. It’s an interesting way of life. Carrying one’s roots wherever one goes.”
“Most young women would be more interested in the elegant shops on our boulevards than in the desert.”
She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not much into shopping.” She’d never had the money for it to be serious sport and she doubted the stores the king spoke of had much in the way of bargains.
“Perhaps As’ad will take you one day,” the king said.
“That would be fun, but it’s not necessary. He’s given me so much already.”
“So you like my son?”
“Of course. He’s a wonderful man. Charming and kind and patient.” And a great kisser, but she wasn’t going to mention that to the king.
“I am pleased to hear you are getting along,” King Mukhtar told her. “Very pleased.”



Chapter Six


Kayleen waved at Neil, As’ad’s assistant, and when the man didn’t lunge for her, walked past him and into the prince’s office.
As’ad glanced up from his computer. “You have so intimidated my assistant that he has given up trying to stop you.”
She laughed. “If only that were true. I won’t stay long, I just…” She walked to the desk, started to sit down, then stopped. “I spoke with the king.”
As’ad looked at her as if waiting for her point.
“Your father is a king,” she said.
“Yes, I know.”
“I don’t. I can’t be speaking with a king. That sort of thing doesn’t happen to people like me. It doesn’t happen to anyone. It’s not normal.”
“You live in the royal palace. What did you expect?”
“Not to be living here,” she admitted. “It’s too crazy. You’re a prince.”
“Again, information I have already obtained.”
She sighed and sank into a chair. “You’re not taking me seriously.”
“You have given me no reason to. My father and I are who we have always been.”
She nodded slowly. He’d grown up this way. It was impossible for him to grasp the incredibleness of the situation for her.
“I shouldn’t have made you take the girls,” she told him. “I didn’t think the whole thing through. How they would change things for you.”
He rose and walked around the desk until he was standing in front of her and she had to look way, way up to meet his gaze.
“You did not make me do anything.”
She waved that away. “You know what I mean.”
“Indeed, I do not. I was aware that adopting three American sisters would make things different and still I went forward.”
Which made her wonder why he hadn’t just dismissed her like an annoying gnat. Isn’t that what princes did?
“I don’t belong here,” she told him. “I’m not used to this sort of thing.”
He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. “I say who belongs and who does not.”
“Off with my head?”
“That is not what I had in mind.”
She knew he was going to kiss her even before he bent toward her and brushed his mouth against hers. She couldn’t say how she knew, only that anticipation tightened her stomach and she forgot to breathe. Nothing else mattered but the feel of his lips on hers and the nearness of his body. He put his arms around her and drew her close.
It was like going home. The sense of belonging and safety. She’d never experienced that before and the sensation was so sweet, so perfect, she never wanted to be anywhere else. Then his mouth was moving on hers and she got lost in the kiss, the feel of his hands moving up and down her back. The heat of them. The way they pressed against each other, her body melting into his.
She put her hands on his upper arms and explored his muscled strength. When the pressure on her lips increased, she parted and was rewarded by the sensual sweep of his tongue across hers.
Somewhere along the way she must have remembered to breathe again because she moaned low in her throat. She felt tense and relaxed at the same time. She wanted this to never stop and she wanted more.
Without thinking, she rose on tiptoe, so she could press herself against him more fully. She tilted her head and kissed him back, teasing his tongue with hers.
His hands moved more urgently. One slipped to her rear, where he squeezed her curves. The contact shocked her, but excited her, too. Instinctively she arched forward, bringing her lower body in contact with his. He squeezed again, then moved his other hand to her waist before sliding it higher.
Anticipation chased away any hint of apprehension. His large hand settled on her breast with a confidence that allowed her not to be afraid. She broke the kiss so she could lean her forehead against his shoulder while he cupped her breast in his hand.
His touch was gentle and slow, but more wonderful than anything she’d ever experienced before. It was as if he knew the best way to touch her, to stroke her. When he moved his fingers across her nipple, she gasped and clung to him.
He moved his free hand to her chin, raised her head, then kissed her again. She held on to him as the room began to spin faster and faster. When he finally stepped back, she wasn’t sure she could stay standing.
His eyes were dark as night, but bright with a fire that burned as hot as the one flaring inside of her. She’d never seen sexual need on a man’s face before, but she recognized it now. Recognized it and knew that somehow she had caused it.
He wanted her. It was magic and filled her with delight and wonder and a sense of feminine power. Now if only she knew what to do with it.
“Kayleen.”
He’d spoken her name dozens of times before, but never with his voice so heavy and rumbling. She wanted this, she thought happily. She wanted this and so much more.
Somewhere in the distance she heard people talking. She remembered they were in his office and she had interrupted his day. The realization made her unsure of what to do next.
“I should, ah, probably go,” she told him, wondering if he would ask her to stay.
“Do not worry about the king,” he said instead. “My father is very pleased with you.”
“How do you know? Have you talked to him?”
“I have no need. You are exactly what he wants you to be.”
What? But before she could ask for an explanation, As’ad’s phone rang. He glanced at his watch. “A teleconference with the British foreign minister.”
“Right. Okay. I’ll see you later.”
She walked back to her room, wondering what it all meant. The kiss, the intimate touch, As’ad’s comment that she was what the king wanted her to be. Did that mean a good nanny? A tidy guest?
Yet more reminders that this was a foreign world and not one she was likely to be comfortable in. She should be eager to escape. Yet there was a part of her that wouldn’t mind staying for a very long time.
“You summoned me?” Lina asked as she breezed into the room. “And don’t say you didn’t. There was a definite command in your message.”
“I won’t deny it,” As’ad told her, motioning to the sofa in the corner and joining her there.
“Am I to be punished?” she asked, a twinkle in her eye.
“You are my aunt and the woman who raised me. I have great respect for you.”
“So I’m in serious trouble.”
She didn’t sound worried, but then why should she? He would never do anything to hurt her. Despite what she’d done, he had trouble being angry with her. Not that he would let her know that.
If he was annoyed with anyone, it was with himself for being too blind to see what was happening. It had been obvious from the beginning and he hadn’t noticed.
“Shall you go first or shall I?” Lina asked.
“I called you here.”
“I know, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have an agenda.”
He nodded. “Please. Begin.”
“I spoke with Zarina the other day. You claimed Kayleen as your own.”
“For the moment. She created a stir in the village. I did not wish things to get awkward.”
“You kissed her.”
That damn kiss, he thought grimly. It had created nothing but trouble. The second kiss had been worse. Now he knew the passion between them had not been brought on by too many nights alone. It flared as bright and hot as the sun. He ached to claim Kayleen’s body. But her innocence and position in his household made the situation complicated.
“To make a point,” he said with a casualness he didn’t feel.
“So that explains it,” Lina murmured. “You have no feelings for her yourself.”
None that he would admit to. “No.”
“So if I wanted to introduce her to a pleasant young man, you would be agreeable?”
“I would,” he lied, picturing himself ripping off the man’s head. “But it will not be an issue.”
“You’re saying I don’t know any young men, but you are wrong. I know several. One is an American. I mentioned Kayleen to him and he thought he would like to meet her. Did you know it’s nearly Thanksgiving?”
“Nearly what?”
“Thanksgiving. It’s an American holiday. I had forgotten myself, but the young man in question mentioned getting together with Kayleen that evening. They would both be missing home and could connect over that.”
Missing home. Kayleen would, he thought, and so would the girls. They would miss the traditional dinner.
“I will arrange it,” he told his aunt.
“Kayleen’s date?”
“Of course not. Thanksgiving dinner for her and the girls. A traditional meal. I’ll speak with the head chef right away.” He turned his attention back to his aunt. “As for your young American, I doubt he exists.”
“Of course he does.”
“Perhaps, but he is not intended for Kayleen. You have other plans for her.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. But while we’re on the subject, Kayleen is lovely, isn’t she? I met her the first time I volunteered at the orphanage. She’d been here all of two weeks and yet had already settled in. I was impressed by her intelligence and her dedication to the children. She has many fine qualities.”
“I will not marry her.”
Lina narrowed her gaze. “No one has asked you to.” Her voice was level enough, but he saw the temper in her eyes.
“You would not ask,” he told her. “But you have gone out of your way to throw her in my path. Tell me, was Tahir a part of your plan? Did you arrange for him to come to the orphanage and set the events in motion?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but if I did, I would point out Kayleen would be a good mother. Her sons would be strong. You have to marry someone. Why not her?”
Why indeed? A case could be made for his aunt’s logic. Kayleen may not have been born royal, but sometimes that was an advantage. She had an inner strength he respected-it was her heart that made him wary.
“She cares too much,” he told his aunt. “She is too emotional.”
“She’s a woman.”
“She leads with her heart. She deserves someone who can appreciate that.”
Lina studied him for several seconds, then nodded. “All right. That’s the one answer I can respect. It’s too bad. I think she would have been good for you. Then we’ll just have to find her someone else.”
“She is the children’s nanny.”
“She deserves more than just a job. You were right, there’s no young American man, but I’ll find her someone.” She rose and smiled. “Don’t worry, As’ad. While I’m finding Kayleen a husband, I’ll find you another nanny. You won’t be inconvenienced.”
Those should have been the words he wanted to hear, but something about them bothered him. Something he couldn’t define but that created a knot in the middle of his chest.
“What is it?” As’ad asked, staring at the thick, flat cutout.
Dana grinned. “It’s a turkey.”
He eyed the layers of paper. “It is a turkey that has met with some unfortunate circumstances.”
She giggled, then pulled the top over, creating a three-dimensional paper turkey. “It’s a decoration,” she told him. “They delivered a whole box of ’em. We can put them on the table and hang them from the ceiling.” She glanced up at the curved, fifteen-foot ceiling. “Okay, maybe not the ceiling. But we’ll put them all around.”
“This is tradition?” he asked.
“Uh-huh. Along with the leaves.”
The box with the flat paper turkeys had also included festive garlands in fall colors, along with silk leaves in red, brown and gold.
Pepper leaned over and grabbed a handful of leaves. “I’ll put these on the table. We can make a line down the center of the tablecloth. It’ll be pretty.”
Nadine trailed after her younger sister, picking up the leaves that drifted to the floor. As’ad took a length of garland and followed them to the table.
“This will go on top of the leaves?” he asked.
Pepper grinned. “Uh-huh. And we need to have candles. Really tall ones. They’re the prettiest.” She set down her leaves, put her hands on her hips and looked at him. “How come you don’t know this?”
“We don’t celebrate Thanksgiving here.”
Her blue eyes widened. “But you have to.”
“They weren’t discovered by pilgrims,” Nadine told her. “America was the new world. It had to be found.”
“It was lost?” Pepper asked.
“In a manner of speaking,” As’ad said. “It’s a celebration unique to your country. Although I believe the Canadians also celebrate Thanksgiving, but on a different day.”
He waited while the two girls straightened out the leaves, then he set the garland on top. It was attractive, he thought. Very festive. Kayleen would like it. The surprise would make her happy.
He imagined her throwing herself at him, and him pulling her close. Then the vision shifted and changed so they were both naked and he was pushing his way inside of her as they-
“As’ad, what traditions do you have here?” Dana asked.
He forced his attention back to the present. This was not the time to explore sexual fantasies with the girls’ nanny.
“We have many celebrations. There is the day the El Deharian armies defeated the Ottoman Empire. We also celebrate Christmas, although it is not as big a holiday here as it would have been for you back in the States.”
Pepped sighed. “I worry about Santa being able to find us here.”
“He’ll find you and he’ll enjoy the large fireplace in your room,” As’ad told her. “It won’t be so hard for him to get inside.”
Her eyes widened. “Santa comes to the palace?”
“Of course.”
“So I can write him a letter? I’ve been very, very good this year.”
“Yes. You can write a letter. We’ll arrange to have it sent through the royal post office, so it gets priority treatment.”
The little girl beamed at him.
“Will there be snow at Christmas?” Dana asked as she set yet another paper turkey on the bookcase.
“We do not get snow here.”
“I didn’t think so.” She shrugged. “I miss snow. We grew up in Michigan and we always had a white Christmas. We used to made snowmen and snow angels. Mom always had hot chocolate and cookies waiting.”
“I don’t remember her much,” Pepper said in a whisper.
“Sure you do,” Nadine told her. “She was tall and pretty, with blond hair.”
There was a wistful, sad quality to her voice. It tugged at something in As’ad. Like Pepper, he had minimal memories of his mother. Perhaps his older brothers had more. He had never asked. Instead he’d been raised by a series of nannies when he’d been young and tutors when he was older. Then he’d been sent away to school. It was the expected life of a prince.
“I don’t remember her,” Pepper insisted, her eyes filling with tears.
He crouched in front of her. “You remember snow, don’t you?”
She nodded slowly. “It’s cold and white and it makes my nose red. I want snow for Christmas.”
“It seems unlikely,” he told her. “We live in the desert, on the edge of the ocean. This is not a cold climate. But it can still be very beautiful.”
“We’ll be fine,” Dana told him bravely. “You’ll see. It’s just the change. Change is hard. For all of us.”
“Agreed, but you are here now. This is where you will stay. Didn’t Kayleen tell you?”
The girls exchanged glances, then looked at him.
“We don’t know what we’re going to do,” Pepper told him. “We’re supposed to stay here, with you, but what happens when Kayleen leaves?”
He straightened. “What are you talking about? She’s not going anywhere.”
“Yes, she is. She told us a long time ago.” Dana drew in a breath. “She’ll be twenty-five soon. When she’s twenty-five she gets to go back to teach at the convent school where she grew up. It’s what she always wanted. What we don’t know is if we go with her or stay here with you.”
Lina hovered by the front of the palace, not an easy thing to do when there were tour groups lining up, official visitors arriving and she was well recognized. She supposed it would make more sense to wait in her rooms until she was notified that King Hassan was in residence. But she couldn’t stand the thought of being confined right now. It was far easier to walk the length of the entryway-a distance of about two hundred feet-than walk back. If nothing else, she was getting her exercise for the day.
Part of the problem was she hadn’t slept for a week. She’d barely dozed the previous night and had been wide awake at four in the morning. It had taken nearly a half hour with chilled gel packs on her eyes to reduce the puffiness. Then there had been the issue of what to wear.
She’d gone through her considerable wardrobe more than once over the past few days. A dress seemed too formal, slacks too casual. In the end she’d settled on a black skirt and a silk blouse. She’d fussed over her makeup, her hair, her jewelry. It was like being sixteen again, but with all the baggage that comes with middle age. It was exhausting.
As she paced, smiled at visitors and did her best not to be recognized by the tour group moving into the palace, she told herself it was ridiculous to be so nervous. Officially she’d known King Hassan for years. But this was the first time he was coming to El Deharia to see her.
“It’s not a date,” she murmured to herself, grateful the vast entryway was finally almost empty. “It’s a…a…” She sucked in a breath, not sure what his visit was.
A large SUV drove into the courtyard, followed by a dark Mercedes. Another SUV parked behind it.
Guards stepped out, looking stern in their business suits and sunglasses. One of them moved to the rear of the Mercedes and opened the passenger-side door.
Lina walked toward the car, telling herself to be calm, to smile and speak with at least the pretense of intelligence. King Hassan stepped out into the afternoon.
He was a man of medium height and strong build. His hair was gray, as was his neatly trimmed beard. He had handsome features and an air of confidence and power about him. There were no outward symbols of his rank, yet just looking at him, it was easy to guess he wasn’t like everyone else.
Lina hesitated. Normally she curtseyed when she greeted a monarch, yet that now seemed strange. Still, protocol and her upbringing won out.
But before she could offer the gesture of respect, Hassan stepped toward her, took both her hands in his and smiled at her.
“My dear Lina. You are more beautiful than I remember.”
He gazed into her eyes. She stared back, seeing pleasure and humor, along with something very much like interest. Her stomach continued to flop around, but the reason changed from nerves to anticipation. A warmth stole through her and she smiled.
“Welcome, sir. All of El Deharia is pleased at your visit. Me, most of all.”
He pulled her close and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “Hassan,” he said. “You must call me Hassan. Do you forget how you mocked me in your e-mails? You can’t be formal now.”
They walked into the palace. “I never mocked you,” she told him, liking the feel of being next to him, close to him.
“You called me a crazy old man who was too concerned about his cats.”
She laughed. “I did not. You’re making that up.”
“Perhaps.”
He smiled at her, making her heart beat wildly and her throat get dry. It had been so long since any man had affected her, she thought happily. So long since she’d let herself notice a smile, a voice, a touch.
They walked along the main corridor, toward the elevators that would take them up to the guest floors.
“How is your first project coming?” he asked. “Has As’ad noticed the lovely Kayleen?”
“Absolutely.” Lina grinned. “She got lost in the desert and ended up with some local tribesmen. As’ad went after her and claimed her for his own. He says it was to keep her safe, but I think there was more to it than that. When they got back, Kayleen specifically told me nothing had happened. She was so intent on telling me that, I knew something had.”
“So you are a success.”
“Not yet, but I hope to be soon.”
They rode up three floors and exited onto a wide, open hallway.
“Your suite is just down here,” Lina told him. “It is the one you stayed in before.”
When they reached the double doors, she opened one and led the way in. The rooms were large, elegantly furnished and only used for kings and heads of state.
Fresh flowers filled several vases and a large fruit basket sat on the dining room table.
“I thought we could go out to dinner tonight,” she said. “There are a couple of really nice restaurants in the city with private rooms. I can give the names to your head of security so he can check them out in advance. There are a few plays we could take in and a visiting European symphony, depending on what interests you most. My brother would be delighted if you would care to ride any of his horses and I-”
Hassan crossed to her and pressed his finger to her mouth. “You can stop talking now.”
She drew in a breath, then pressed her lips together. “All right.”
“I am not here to be entertained or to go riding. I am here to spend time with you. You have charmed me, Lina. I had not thought that would happen again in my lifetime and I am delighted to be wrong. I sense many possibilities.”
Oh, my. The man had simply put it out there. Of course, he was a king and that could have something to do with his confidence level. If only she could say the same about herself.
“I, ah…” She swallowed. “Me, too.”
He laughed, then pulled her close. “So let us see where this all leads.”
And then he kissed her.



Chapter Seven


As’ad watched as several members of the kitchen staff set up the dinner. There was a large turkey, along with dishes of stuffing, yams, vegetables, mashed potatoes, gravy and several pies.
“I’m starving,” Pepper whispered to Dana. “Can I have just a bite?”
“No,” her sister told her. “We’re waiting for Kayleen, remember? It’ll just be a few more minutes.”
Kayleen had phoned to say she’d received the message telling her to come to As’ad’s room for dinner and would be right up.
As’ad did his best to focus on the girls, on how Pepper kept sniffing the air and how Nadine gracefully danced from foot to foot in impatience.
His plan had worked perfectly-the room was decorated, the meal prepared and Kayleen would be able to celebrate her country’s holiday. Yet despite the success, he couldn’t shake the deep sense of outrage that stirred within him.
She was leaving in a few months? Just like that? She hadn’t said anything to him, hadn’t hinted. He had hired her to be nanny to the three girls she had insisted he adopt and now she was going to disappear?
Equally insulting was the fact that Dana said she didn’t know if the sisters were staying or going. As if it was their decision to make. He was Prince As’ad of El Deharia. He decided who would stay and who would leave. How dare Kayleen think she could simply walk away without speaking to him.
He took out his anger on the bottle of Chardonnay he’d chosen for their dinner, jerking out the cork with more force than necessary.
Did Kayleen think it was acceptable to leave the girls so soon after bringing them to the palace? Did she think they could bear another upheaval in their lives? What about him? Was he to raise them on his own?
He didn’t know what annoyed him more-the fact that she’d been making plans without consulting him or the reality that she’d been considering leaving in the first place. Not that he personally cared if she went. His outrage was all for the girls, and perhaps for the violation of her position. She was the nanny. She reported to him.
Apparently she was not impressed enough with his position and power. Obviously he needed to show her what it meant to deal with someone in the royal family.
He poured himself a glass of wine and drank it down. Even more annoying was her desire to cut herself off from the world. She did not belong in drab clothes, teaching at a convent school. What would happen to her there? Her bright spirit and fresh beauty would wither and die. She would grow old before her time.
It was up to him to change that. As her employer, he had a duty to protect Kayleen, even from herself. He knew best. At least here, in the palace, she would live her life. So how to convince her that she must stay, must serve him and be nanny to the girls?
He could order her, he thought as he poured a second glass of wine, then dismissed the idea as quickly as it formed. It pained him to admit the truth, but Kayleen was not one to take orders well, even from a prince. So he must convince her another way. He must make her see that there was more to her future than the high walls of a convent school. That there was much she would miss.
It would be one thing if she wanted to leave to live, he told himself. Perhaps to marry, although the idea of her with another man was irritating. Who would be good enough for her? Who would be patient with the unexpected virgin? Who would teach her the-
The thought formed. A solution. Perhaps unorthodox, but workable. He considered the possibilities and knew that it would be successful. A sacrifice, he thought, but not a hardship.
In time, she would thank him.
Kayleen walked into As’ad’s rooms with her mind still on her work. She’d been making a lot of progress on the report he’d requested and had found out a lot of interesting information about the various reasons why some villages sent a lot of young women to college and some didn’t. She wanted to discuss it all over dinner after they-
She paused, noting the room was especially dark, which didn’t make sense. There had been lights in the corridor. Had she accidentally gone into the wrong room?
She reached for a switch on the wall, only to have all the lights come on, the three girls jump out from behind furniture and yell, “Surprise!”
Kayleen took a step back. “What are you up to? What’s the surprise?”
And then she saw the paper turkeys covering every surface in the room. The festive fall garland, the leaves decorating the perfectly set table.
“It’s Thanksgiving,” Pepper said, rushing up and grabbing her hand. “We’re having a real Thanksgiving dinner.”
As’ad appeared. “The kitchen staff have done their best. They have never had a Thanksgiving dinner, so they apologize in advance if they didn’t get everything exactly as you would have it.”
Thanksgiving? Here? She’d willed herself not to think about the holiday, but it had been difficult and much of the day she’d felt sad. To walk into this was more than she could have imagined.
Dana and Nadine moved next to her. Kayleen crouched down to hug all three girls. Still holding them close, she looked up at As’ad.
“Thank you,” she said, delighted by the surprise and feeling oddly emotional. “You’re very thoughtful.”
“I cannot take all the credit. Lina reminded me of the holiday and the girls helped with the preparations. Are you pleased?”
She rose and smiled at him. “Very. Thank you.”
She’d never expected the gesture. As’ad wasn’t who or what she’d expected. There was a kindness in him, a caring and sensitivity she hadn’t thought possible. He was the classic handsome prince, yet he wasn’t indifferent or selfish. He could have chosen to spend his life going to parties and hanging out with models and stars. Instead he worked hard and took in orphans.
It occurred to her that he was a good man, the sort of man she admired. The kind of man the Mother Superior had told her to look for when she left for college. Kayleen hadn’t found anyone remotely fitting that description during her four years away. How odd she should find him now…here in El Deharia.
As’ad poured her a glass of wine as the girls dragged her to the table. “What are you thinking?” he asked, passing her the glass.
“That you’re very unexpected.”
“I could say the same about you.”
His low voice made her insides quiver.
They served themselves from the buffet and then settled at the table. Kayleen said grace, then took her first bite of turkey.
“It’s delicious. Dana, what do you think?” She looked at the girl and was surprised to see tears in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. This is nice. Thank you.” A tear rolled down her cheek.
Pepper was crying, as well, and Nadine was sniffing into her napkin.
“I miss my mom and dad,” Nadine whimpered. “I want to go home and be with them.”
“Me, too,” Dana said, and turned her gaze to As’ad. “You’re the prince. Can’t you do something?”
Kayleen felt helpless. What could she possibly say to make the situation better? She felt awful for the girls, because she understood what they were going through. Holidays were always a mixed blessing-she’d loved the specialness of the day, but it had also reminded her of how alone she was. How she had no family, no one who loved her best.
As’ad put his arm around Dana, then kissed the top of her head. “If only I could,” he said quietly. “I know your pain and can tell you with time, it will get better.”
“You can’t know that,” the preteen told him, her voice thick with bitterness. “You can’t know anything about it.”
“I lost my mother when I was very young. Kayleen grew up with no family. We understand exactly what you are feeling.”
Dana seemed to deflate. “That doesn’t help. I know it should, but it doesn’t. I want to go home.”
As’ad stared at her for a long moment, then said, “When I was about your age, I ran away. I was angry at my father for not recognizing that I was growing up, practically a man. I was tired of being sent away to school every year, of being different. A prince. You’ll find that out as you grow. To be royal defines one.”
“I’m not royal,” Dana told him.
He smiled at her. “You are now. You are my daughter.”
Dana fiddled with her fork. “What happened when you ran away?”
“I decided to become a camel dealer.”
All three of the girls stared at him. Kayleen tried not to laugh. “Really?” she asked.
“Yes. I thought I could make a good living selling camels. I took several from the royal stable, thinking I would use them to start my business.”
Her lips twitched, but she was determined to be serious. “There’s a royal camel stable?”
His dark gaze settled on her, seeming to caress her with a warm, tender touch. “Of course. There is a royal everything.”
Pepper took a bite of turkey and chewed. “Can I see the royal camels?”
“Certainly.”
“Do they look different than regular camels?” Nadine asked.
“They wear very small crowns.”
Dana grinned. “They do not.”
As’ad laughed. “You’re right. But they are a special breed. And they are extremely stubborn. I did not know this when I first took them, but soon they were leading me into the desert, rather than the other way around.”
Nadine giggled. Dana joined in. “What happened?” she asked.
As’ad wove a funny tale about a boy and four stubborn, angry camels, a lost night in the desert and many disasters. By the time he was done, all three sisters had finished their dinner, gotten seconds and were eyeing the pie. The tears were gone, as were the bad memories.
This is what they would remember about their first Thanksgiving in El Deharia, Kayleen thought as she tucked them in and kissed them good-night. As’ad’s story would be a part of their history and they would remember it and him for the rest of their lives.
He’d escorted them down to their suite and had waited while they got ready for bed. As she walked back into her living room, she saw he’d started a fire in the fireplace and made himself at home on the large sofa across from the flickering flames.
“It’s not exactly chilly outside,” she told him, knowing it made sense to sit next to him, but suddenly feeling shy.
“I thought you would appreciate the ambience. More memories of home, but happy ones I hope.”
She walked over to the sofa and sat down at the far end. “There are a lot of happy ones,” she said, then turned to him. “Thank you for tonight. For the surprise and for helping the girls through a difficult time. This is their first holiday season without their parents and it’s going to be hard for them.”
“They will need both of us to get through,” he said.
“I agree.” She was a little surprised that he saw it that way, though. “I didn’t think you wanted much to do with them.”
“They are charming girls with much potential. I find I enjoy spending time with them.”
“I’m glad.”
“And you?” he asked, his dark gaze seeming to see into her soul. “What do you think of them?”
“I adore them. Why do you ask?”
“Because you plan to leave them.”
She opened her mouth, then closed it. Embarrassment made her stare at the fire. She battled guilt, as if she’d done something wrong. She knew she should have talked to him before-so he learned of her plans from her and not someone else. But she’d been afraid of what he would think of her.
“They told you,” she murmured.
“Dana said you planned to return home on your twenty-fifth birthday. That you would lock yourself away and teach at the convent school.”
When he said it, her dreams seemed small and pointless. “As you say, it’s my home.”
“A place we cannot always return to. What of your commitment to the girls?”
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I haven’t really thought anything through. This was planned a long time ago. I didn’t expect to be their nanny.”
“You are the one who insisted I adopt them. You are the most stable adult presence in their lives. Would you subject them to more upheaval by leaving them so soon after they came to be here? Are they nothing to you?”
“No. Of course not.” She hated what he was saying. “I don’t know what I was going to do. Of course I’d help you hire someone else. Someone to replace me.”
“Would you? Or was your plan to take them with you?”
She ducked her head. “I thought of that, too.”
“Did you think that would be allowed? This is El Deharia. No one may take royal children from the country without their parents’ permission. I will not give it.”
Kayleen could only stare at him. Of course. Thanks to her, he was their father and his rules applied. She hadn’t thought that part through, either.
“It’s all a mess.”
“No decision has to be made now,” he said. “We will find a solution together. Do you have any other secrets you are keeping from me?”
“What? No. Never. And I would have told you about leaving.” She leaned toward him. “As’ad, I wasn’t trying to trick you about anything. I was desperate for Tahir not to take the girls back to his village.”
Somehow he wasn’t at the far end of the sofa anymore, she thought as he reached out and lightly stroked her cheek. “I believe you.”
“Good, because it’s true. I just…” She had a hard time stringing words together. His touch was very distracting. “I love your country. It’s beautiful. I love the modern city and the wildness of the desert. I love your people, the kindness of them. You were right about Tahir only wanting to do the right thing, even if I don’t agree with him. I’ve been learning so much about the villages while researching my project for you. This is an amazing place.”
“But it is not home?”
She shook her head slowly. “I feel safe at the convent. That probably sounds stupid to a man like you.”
“Feeling safe is important, especially when one did not grow up with that benefit. But there is so much more for you to experience than what you will find behind the convent walls.”
“I like the convent walls.”
“They lock you in.”
“They shelter you.”
He smiled gently. “From life. That is not a good thing.”
Getting back had been her goal from the moment she’d been told she must leave and live in the world. Those words had broken her heart. It was like being thrown out of her home.
“Those walls protect me,” she told him.
He looked at her intently. “I will protect you.”
Then he leaned in and kissed her.
It was as if she’d been waiting for his kiss all her life. The second his mouth touched her, she felt both relief and an odd tension.
His lips were warm and firm, asking rather than taking, making her want to give all that he asked and more. He brushed against her, exploring, remembering perhaps. She remembered everything about their heated kiss in the desert. The feel of his body against hers, the hard planes and strength of him. The way he’d held her so tenderly, the taste and heat of him.
Those memories combined with the wonder of his kiss to make her strain forward, as she eagerly waited to experience it again. She parted without being asked and was rewarded when he licked her bottom lip before slipping inside.
He kissed her deeply, exploring all of her. She put her hands on his shoulders, as much to steady herself as to touch him, then kissed him back, stroking, dueling, dancing. It was magical, something more wondrous than she’d ever imagined. It was as if she were melting from the inside out.
Again and again he kissed her, taking his time, making her feel as if the magic could go on forever. He stroked her back, moving up and down. Oddly, that touch made her want to squirm in place. If only he would touch her breasts again, she thought hazily. If only he would put his hands there, like he had before.
And because that’s what she wanted and because she trusted him fully, she let him ease her onto the sofa, until she was nearly lying down.
He pulled back and stared into her eyes. “You are so beautiful,” he murmured before kissing her cheekbones, her nose, her forehead, then her jaw.
Beautiful? Her? She’d seen her reflection a thousand times. Sometimes she thought she might be pretty, but other times, she knew she was just like everyone else.
“Your skin is so soft and pale,” he continued as he nibbled his way down her jaw to her neck. It both tickled and aroused, so she stayed very still, wanting him to continue forever.
“Then you blush and the fiery color delights me.”
“I’m a redhead,” she whispered. “Blushing comes with the package.”
“It is a glorious package.” He touched her hair. “So cool to the touch. I have fantasies about your hair.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
He kissed her again and she kissed him back, but all the while she was wondering what fantasies he could have about her hair? It was just hair, wasn’t it? Long and wavy and very red.
He kissed her chin, then trailed down her neck. She’d never thought about a man’s lips on her neck and was unprepared for the electric sensations that shot through her, making her toes curl and her insides tighten.
He put his hand on her belly. Even through the layers of clothing, she felt the warmth and each individual finger. He moved up slowly, so slowly. Her breath caught in anticipation.
Touch me there, she whispered to herself, closing her eyes and waiting until he finally settled his palm on her breast.
The feeling was exquisite. She wanted more of that, but didn’t know how to ask. He kissed her ear, which was a distraction, then nipped her earlobe, which was delicious. Everything felt so good that she barely noticed when he unbuttoned the front of her dress and eased the fabric open.
She supposed her first instinct should have been to cover herself, but she didn’t want to. She wanted to know what it would feel like to have his hand there, on her breast, with only her bra between them.
And then she knew. He touched her gently, almost teasing, fingers lightly brushing her skin. He moved against her tight nipple. She groaned. It wasn’t a sound she’d ever made before and she wanted desperately to have reason to make it again.
He explored both breasts, then reached behind her to unfasten her bra. He eased his hand under the cup and touched her again. This time bare skin on bare skin.
It was amazing, she thought, her body practically shaking. She hadn’t known she was capable of such sensations. More. She wanted more. More touching, more naked, more kissing, more everything.
As’ad drew back and stood. She opened her eyes and wondered what she’d done wrong. Why was he stopping? Then he bent down and picked her up in his arms. He cradled her against him and kissed her, even as he began to walk across the rug toward the bedroom.
It was the most romantic moment of her life. As they stepped into the darkness of her bedroom, she knew that she wanted to be with him, to experience making love with him. Perhaps there should have been questions or fears, but her mind was free of both. She only knew that her body seemed to recognize him and welcome him. He made her tremble and feel and she wanted more of that.
He lowered her to her feet, then closed the door behind them and turned on a bedside lamp. The light was dim, which was probably better, because as much as she wanted more, she was a little nervous about being naked. People did get naked when they made love, didn’t they?
She thought about asking, but then he was kissing her again and speaking seemed really unimportant. His hands were everywhere, gently easing her dress from her shoulders so it puddled at her feet, then removing her bra.
Even as he stroked her tongue with his, he put both his hands on her breasts, cupping the curves and teasing her nipples with his thumbs. It was good-better than good. It was amazing.
Her body was suddenly a great unknown to her. She didn’t have any idea about what she would experience next, but she wanted it all.
When he bent his head down and took her breast in his mouth, she gasped, then grabbed him to help herself stay standing. Fire roared through her, settling between her legs where the heat grew.
She knew the mechanics of what went on between a man and a woman, but she’d never imagined it could be so good. He moved back and forth between her breasts, licking them with his tongue, sucking until she wanted to scream. It was amazing and arousing and intriguing.
When he moved them to the bed, she went eagerly, wanting to know what else there could be, what other experiences she could have. He removed the rest of her clothes and she shocked herself by not minding that she was naked. Not when he stared down at her with a fire even she could see in his eyes.
“I want you,” he breathed. “All of you. Kayleen, I want to touch you and taste you and be inside of you. But I will not take what isn’t offered.”
He had her at “I want you.” She reached out to touch his hand, then gently tugged until he knelt next to her.
“You are eager?” he asked quietly.
“I’m shameless. I want you to touch me.” She couldn’t say the other stuff, but she was thinking it. She wanted to know what it was like to be with a man-to be with him.
He removed his shoes and socks, then shrugged out of his shirt. His chest was broad and muscled, with a light dusting of hair she itched to touch. Then he stretched out next to her and smiled.
“I will go slowly,” he told her, tracing the shape of her mouth with his finger. “Tell me if anything frightens you or hurts you and I will stop.”
“I know it’s going to hurt when you, um, well, you know.”
His smile faded. “It will, for a moment. Do you wish to stop?”
She shook her head.
“Good. Neither do I.”
He took her hand in his and brought it below his waist. She felt the hard thickness of him.
“This is what you do to me,” he told her. “This is what touching you does to me.”
His words and his arousal filled her with a feminine power she’d never experienced before. It hadn’t occurred to her that a man could want her that way. Or any way. A shiver raced through her as desire and anticipation both grew.
He leaned in and kissed her again. His hand settled on her stomach, an unfamiliar weight. She told herself not to think about it, but then he was moving down her belly to the apex of her thighs.
His touch was light and gentle, more teasing than insisting. When he reached the curls only slightly darker than her hair color, she wasn’t sure what to do.
A single finger eased between the curls. It explored her, which was really sort of nice. She wouldn’t mind him touching her more if he-
He brushed against the very center of her. She’d heard about that place, of course, but had wondered how she would ever know if she was touched there. Stupid question, she thought happily as delicious, erotic fire raced through her. She knew. How could she not know?
He moved against that place again and her legs fell open of their own accord. She found it difficult to breathe.
He continued to touch her there, moving lightly across that single spot, rubbing it, circling it, making her body tremble and heat and strain. She barely noticed when he stopped kissing her because his touch was so exquisite. She closed her eyes and let herself get lost in the sensation.
Around and around. He moved against her, going faster now. She found herself pulsing her hips in time with his touch. She strained but wasn’t sure toward what. He bent down and took her nipple in his mouth. The combination of sensations made her gasp.
It was too much. A direct connection between her legs and her breasts. She grabbed at the sheets, trying to push herself toward…toward…
Her body tensed. She felt every muscle clench, which probably wasn’t a good thing, but what he was doing felt too good for her to stop. Then time seemed to pause as she hovered on the brink of-
The wave of sensation caught her off guard. It was unlike anything she’d experienced before. Liquid pleasure poured through her as her muscles contracted. It was frenzied and amazing and she was terrified if she did anything at all, it would end suddenly.
But the moment went on and she lost herself in what she realized was her first orgasm. She allowed herself to breathe and the bliss continued. Tension faded, muscles relaxed, until she felt content and satisfied and more than a little shocked such a thing was possible.
As’ad moved his fingers away. She opened her eyes and stared up at him.
“I want to do that again,” she told him.
He laughed. “So you enjoy the lovemaking?”
“Who wouldn’t? Can that happen again? Can it happen now?”
He rose onto his hands and knees. “As you wish, Kayleen. We will try another game. But a gentle one. I don’t want you to hurt later.”
Later was a long time away, she thought as he settled between her legs and gently parted her curls.
It was obvious he was going to kiss her there, which was shocking and something she probably should refuse. Except what he’d done before had been so amazing. Could this be as good?
She sank back onto the bed and closed her eyes. A soft whisper of breath was her only warning, then his mouth pressed against her and his tongue touched her more intimately than she’d ever thought possible.
It was like kissing, but a billion times better, she thought as all the air rushed from her lungs. The steady flick of his tongue was impossible to resist. She gave herself over to the sensation, to the tension that quickly tightened all her muscles. Despite the awkwardness of the position and her lack of experience, she found herself pushing toward the pleasure goal.
She wanted that experience again. She wanted the waves, but this time from his tongue. She wanted him to push her higher and closer and she wanted it now!
She found herself digging her heels into the bed as she pushed her body against him. Impatience battled with arousal. The journey was exquisite, but the destination was-
He slipped a finger inside of her. The action was shocking enough to make her gasp. She waited for pain or pressure, but there was only the need to push down on that finger, to have him fill her.
He continued to lick her, making her body tense more. Then he moved his finger in and out, matching the rhythm of his tongue, taking her up and up and up until she had no choice but to crash back to earth.
The second journey down was even better than the first. She felt herself cry out and tried to stifle the noise. Her body shuddered as her release filled every cell and pleasured every nerve. It was too much. She hadn’t known that anything like this was possible.
As’ad straightened, then moved next to her. He touched her all over, caressing, but perhaps reassuring. She stared into his dark eyes.
“I didn’t know,” she whispered.
“There is more.”
That made her laugh. “Not possible.”
“I will show you.”
Would he? Could they explore this together? “I’d like that.”
He stroked her face. “What is your wish, Kayleen? For me to leave now? You remain an innocent.”
“Technically,” she murmured, although she knew a whole lot more than she had an hour ago. She gathered her courage and put her hand on his bare chest. His skin was smooth, his muscles hard. “Be in me.”
“You are sure?”
She smiled. “Very.”
He pulled her into a sitting position, then stood beside the bed. After removing his slacks and briefs, he stood in front of her.
She’d never seen a man naked before. Art really didn’t count. He was bigger than she’d expected.
She stroked the length of him, liking the velvety smoothness of the skin and the way he felt like a rock underneath.
“You’re not going to fit,” she told him as she wondered if women did to men what he had done to her. Touching with their mouths. Would that be nice?
He chuckled and reached for his slacks. “It will fit.”
He removed a square of plastic, then sat on the bed. She was going to ask what he was doing, then remembered that the act itself had consequences. He was making sure she had nothing to worry about.
She was about to ask him why he had a condom in his pocket, then he eased her onto her back and slipped between her legs.
The position felt a little strange and she didn’t know what to do with her feet or her hands. Did she just lie there? Was she supposed to move? Should she keep quiet or did people talk?
“This will hurt a little,” he warned. “You are prepared?”
She nodded and braced herself.
He smiled. “Perhaps you could pretend you are excited.”
“What? Oh, sorry. I’m just nervous.”
“Perhaps I can distract you.”
He reached between her legs and began to rub her again. She immediately relaxed as the familiar tension started. If he kept that up for very long, she would come again.
But before she could get far along the path, he stopped and she felt something hard pushing against her. She took a deep breath as he slowly, slowly filled her.
The pressure was unfamiliar and a little uncomfortable, but not bad. There was more and more until at last he said, “I am in.”
She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “I’m wild now.”
He smiled in return. “It will take a little more for you to be wild, but this is a start. I would like you to touch me.”
Oh. “All right,” she murmured, not sure where or how.
She stroked the length of his arms, then put her hands on his back. He withdrew and pushed in again. This time she tilted her hips slightly, taking him more easily.
By the fifth time, she didn’t have to think about the touching-it just happened on her own. And there was a subtle tension between her legs. Different from what happened before, but still compelling.
She closed her eyes and lost herself in the rhythm of him making love to her, filling her, pushing deep inside of her, making her ache and want. He moved faster and his breathing increased. More and more until he groaned and was still.
He murmured her name as he held her. She wrapped her arms around him, feeling the weight of him, a stretch in her hips, and knew that everything had changed forever.



Chapter Eight


Kayleen spent the following morning not sure what to think. Her evening with As’ad played over and over in her mind like a very naughty movie. Every time she remembered him touching her, she felt all squishy inside.
She hadn’t expected to sleep, but after he’d gone back to his room, she’d fallen into her bed and the next thing she knew it was morning. She’d awakened happy and sore and just a little out of sorts. She didn’t regret what had happened, but she certainly felt…different.
As’ad had been so great, she thought as she waved to the girls as they climbed into the Town Car that took them to school each day. He’d been gentle and patient and funny and sexy. He’d been everything she could have imagined a man being. More, she reminded herself. He was better than anything-or anyone-she could have imagined.
And the whole being together thing had been amazing. Who had thought that up? Why hadn’t she understood before? Was this what her Mother Superior had meant about getting out in the world?
Kayleen covered her mouth. She doubted that was exactly what the other woman had meant. Still, she understood now that there were possibilities. Things she’d never known about. Did she want to give up that kind of a relationship forever? Did she want to get married and have a family? Did she-
“Good morning, Kayleen. How are you?”
She looked up and saw Lina walking toward her. Kayleen had the sudden thought that the other woman knew. That everyone knew. It had to be obvious, didn’t it? Could they tell? Was her appearance different? Was there something in her eyes?
The crash of guilt was as powerful as it was unexpected. Yes, her night with As’ad had been wonderful and exciting, but what was she thinking, giving herself to a man like that? They weren’t in love. She wasn’t sure she knew what being in love with a man felt like. So she’d just given herself to him? Why? Because he’d made her feel good? Would she give herself to anyone who asked?
“Kayleen?” Lina frowned. “What’s wrong? Are you ill?”
“I’m fine,” she said, trying to act normal, which was difficult. She suddenly couldn’t remember what normal was.
“What happened? You’re flushed. Are you sure you feel all right?”
Kayleen ducked her head. Guilt quickly turned to shame as she realized she was not the person she’d always thought. “I’m not sick. It’s nothing. I just…I can’t…I have to go. Please excuse me.”
She turned and ran, but no matter how fast she went, she couldn’t escape herself.
As’ad finished with his tie and reached for his jacket. The door to his suite burst open and Lina stepped inside. He raised his eyebrows.
“I did not hear you knock,” he said mildly, in too good a mood to mind the intrusion. Last night he had shown Kayleen the possibilities. She would quickly realize that returning to the convent school was not the right path for her. She would want to stay in the world-in his world. All would be well and very shortly she would come and thank him.
Perhaps they could continue to be lovers, he thought absently. He had enjoyed his time in her bed. She had been passionate and responsive. Just thinking about her soft cries made him want her again. They could pleasure each other and-
“I can’t believe it,” Lina said, stepping in front of him, her expression stern. “I can’t believe you did it.”
He shrugged into his jacket. “Did what?”
“You slept with Kayleen.”
He shrugged. “It is not for you to criticize.”
“What?” Her voice was high-pitched and carried a tone that warned him there was danger ahead.
He decided to change tactics. “Kayleen is nearly twenty-five. While it is very kind of you to be concerned about her welfare, she is more than capable of taking care of herself.”
Lina put her hands on her hips. “Are you kidding me? That’s it? That’s all you have to say? As’ad, you are a prince. You defiled a virgin under the king’s roof. You don’t get to escape by telling me she’s an adult and therefore responsible for her decisions.”
Defiled a virgin? Did she have to say it like that? He shifted uncomfortably. “I did not take anything that wasn’t offered.”
“Oh, there’s an excuse.”
“Lina, you will not speak to me this way.”
“Of course I will.” She glared at him, her outrage clear. “As’ad, I am Kayleen’s friend. I brought her into this house. I’m responsible for her.”
“You wanted me to marry her.”
“I considered it a possibility. I thought you would be a good match. You weren’t supposed to take her virginity. She was raised by nuns. She’s nearly twenty-five and has had what, a dozen dates?”
He refused to feel guilty. He was Prince As’ad and because of that, whatever he chose to do was the right thing. And yet there was a nagging voice in the back of his head that pointed out he hadn’t thought things through.
“She planned to return to the convent school,” he told Lina. “She was going to bury herself there.”
“So you decided to change that? If you don’t want her, who are you to destroy her life?”
“Her life is not destroyed.” He resented the implication. “I honored her.”
“Oh, please. It was never for you to decide what she did with her life. It was never for you to judge. You took the one thing she would want to give her husband. Now she can’t go back to the convent school and you’ll have no use for her. Then what? She’s ruined, As’ad, and you did it. Kayleen isn’t the type to take that lightly. She had choices before. You’ve taken them away from her.”
He turned from his aunt and walked to the French doors leading to the balcony. While Lina made things more dramatic than they needed to be, he understood her point.
He’d wanted Kayleen and he’d taken her. It had happened before-dozens of times. Hundreds. Women were always delighted to be with him. But there was a large difference between them and Kayleen. The women he enjoyed were experienced. They understood how the game was played. Kayleen didn’t even know there was a game.
She had given herself eagerly, sensually. She’d enjoyed their lovemaking. He’d opened her eyes to the possibilities, but he had also taken something that couldn’t be returned.
His aunt’s words echoed in his head. That he had defiled a virgin under the roof of the king. There was a time when, prince or not, such an offense would result in his death. Virginity was a prize to be given to a husband. It was a gift of honor. Something she had no more.
He turned back to Lina, intent on explaining, once again, that he’d only had Kayleen’s best interests in mind. That it was important that she not lock herself away and ignore the world. But was that his only motivation?
Had there been some part of him that had wanted to be her first time? Some part of him that had wanted to claim her for himself because he knew he could?
“I will marry her,” he said firmly, the words surprising him. He paused, waiting for the sense of being trapped to rise up inside of him. Waiting for the protests he must feel, but there was nothing.
It occurred to him that because he did not plan to love his wife, Kayleen was an excellent choice. As good as any other he could think of. He already liked her. She was spirited and beautiful, he enjoyed her company. She was good with children and had a sharp mind. While she knew nothing of the lifestyle of a royal bride, she would learn quickly. She would provide him with strong sons. And just as important, she was not the type to make unreasonable demands. She would be grateful for his proposal and treat him with respect.
Lina stared at him. “You’ll what?”
“I will marry her. I accept my responsibility in what has occurred. Kayleen deserves more than having her gift taken in a thoughtless manner. While she gave herself to me willingly, I do not believe she had thought through the ramifications of our night together.”
“That’s why they call it ‘swept away,’” Lina murmured, then nodded slowly. “You are sure?”
“I will speak to her this morning. I have a meeting in fifteen minutes, but after that I will explain what has to be done. She is a sensible woman. She will understand the great honor I bestow upon her and be pleased.”
“How I wish I could be there for that conversation.”
“Why do you say that?” he asked.
His aunt smiled at him. “I would tell you to phrase things differently, but you won’t listen. For what it’s worth, I think you have chosen well, As’ad. I hope things work out the way you want them to.”
“They will. I am asking Kayleen to marry me. What more could she want?”
Lina’s smile widened. “I can’t think of a single thing.”
Kayleen ran and ran until she found herself outside. The bright, sunny morning seemed to be mocking her as she wandered through the curving paths. How could everything here be so beautiful when she felt so awful inside?
What had she done? How could she have slept with As’ad? A few kisses and she’d given in? What did that make her?
She found a bench and sat down. The stone was warm to her touch, almost as if it were trying to offer comfort. Her eyes burned as she longed for someone to talk to. Someone to advise her. But who? She didn’t feel comfortable discussing something so personal with the other teachers she’d worked with. Especially after moving to the palace. She was too ashamed to call her Mother Superior back home. Normally she would go to Lina, but how to explain to her what she’d done? As’ad was Lina’s nephew.
Besides, Kayleen couldn’t bear to see disappointment in her friend’s eyes.
All the regrets she’d been so happy not to feel seemed to crash in on her. Not regret for what she’d done, but for the consequences, which made her horribly weak. Her regrets were about her future, not her past.
How could she return home now? How could she walk into that place where she’d grown up and had longed to return, knowing she had given in to the first man who asked? It wasn’t that she feared punishment, it was that she didn’t know who she was anymore.
She stood abruptly and started walking. An odd sound caught her attention.
She turned toward it and saw a large cage filled with doves. They were beautiful, so white and lovely in the sunlight. She watched them hop from perch to perch.
Her dream was gone, she thought. Her plans, her hopes. Now she was trapped here. Nanny to the girls until they were too old to need her or until As’ad replaced her. She was at his mercy. And then what? Another job? Where? Doing what?
She didn’t know who she was anymore. What she wanted. What she should do.
Impulsively she leaned toward the cage and opened the door. The doves chirped in excitement, then in a rush, flew out and up, disappearing into the brilliant blue sky.
“Fly away,” she whispered. “Fly and be free.”
“I do that myself.”
Kayleen jumped and turned toward the speaker. She was stunned to find the king standing on the path.
Horror swept through her. She’d just set free royal doves.
“I…I…”
King Mukhtar smiled kindly. “Don’t worry, child. It’s difficult to resist setting them loose. There is no need for concern. They always return. It is their nature. This is their home. They can’t escape their destiny.”
She knew he meant the words to be reassuring, but they cut through her. Yesterday she had known her own destiny, but today she was less sure. What was her place? Where did she belong? What happened now?
“Are you enjoying living at the palace?” the king asked. “You are treated well?”
His question nearly made her laugh. But she was afraid that if she started to laugh, she wouldn’t stop and then she would start crying. Hysterics would lead to a lot of questions she didn’t want to answer.
“Everything is lovely,” she said, doing her best to keep her emotions in check. “The palace is beautiful. I’ve been studying the history of the building and of your people. There is a long tradition of bravery in battle.”
“The desert runs in our blood. We were warriors long before we were rulers.”
“It must be difficult to leave the desert,” she told him. “The beauty, the wildness, the tradition. The nomads live as they always have.”
“With few modern conveniences,” he said with a smile. “Much can be endured if one has excellent plumbing.”
She gave a little giggle, which seemed to take a sharp turn at the end. She swallowed the sound. “But to walk in the steps of those who have gone before would be a fair compensation.”
“So says the woman who has not experienced desert life. Spend a week with my people and then we will have this conversation again.”
She nodded. “I would like that.”
She spoke the truth. There was something appealing about simplicity right now. About having the rules of one’s life spelled out. Too many choices could be complicated.
If she had never left the convent school in the first place, she wouldn’t have met As’ad and none of this would have happened. Yet was it equally wrong to hide from the world? To take the safe and, therefore, easy road? To never test herself? Is that what she’d been supposed to learn?
“I just don’t know,” she said.
The king looked quizzical. “What troubles you, child?”
“Nothing.” She felt tears burning in her eyes. “I…I’m sorry. I don’t feel well. Please excuse me.”
She gave a little bow, then hurried away. When she’d taken a turn in the path and knew she was out of sight, she began to run. The only problem was there was nowhere else to go.
As’ad walked to Kayleen’s suite, knocked, then entered. He found her in her room, curled up on the bed, sobbing as if her heart was broken.
He stared at her for a moment, feeling both compassion and a sense of certainty that his good news would erase her tears. He allowed himself to anticipate her sweet kisses when he proposed. How she would be so excited and grateful. Perhaps they would make love again. He was more than ready, although he would have to be careful so that he did not hurt her. She was new to the sensual world and too much attention in too short a time would leave her sore.
He walked to the side of the bed. “Kayleen.”
“Go away.”
“I will not. Sit up. I wish to speak to you.”
“No. I don’t want to talk. This isn’t your problem.”
“Of course it is. I caused it.”
She continued to cry, which surprised him. She’d seemed fine when he’d left her last night. A woman should not be left alone with her thoughts. It only created trouble.
“Kayleen-”
“Go away.”
He considered the situation, then sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her upright. She ducked her head, refusing to look at him. He drew her against him.
“It is not as bad as all that.”
“Of course it is.” Her body shook with the force of her sobs. “I have betrayed everything I believe in. I’m not the person I thought. I gave myself to you without thinking it through. I barely know you. I don’t love you. You’re just some guy. What does that say about me?”
Some guy? He was Prince As’ad of El Deharia. He was royal and a sheik. Women begged him to claim them for just a single night.
“I honored you,” he told her curtly.
“It wasn’t an honor to me.”
What? He pushed away his annoyance. She was emotional, he told himself. She wasn’t thinking clearly.
“Kayleen, we share a connection with the girls. You see me as a friend and someone you can trust. It is natural you would turn to me easily.”
She looked at him, her eyes swollen and red. “It’s not natural to me. I’m supposed to wait until I’m in love and married.”
“Sometimes it is difficult to resist the pull of sensual need.”
She hiccuped. “You’re saying I gave in because I wanted to do it and you just happened to be there? That’s supposed to make me feel better?”
Why was she deliberately misunderstanding him? “Not at all,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’m saying that I am an experienced man. I know what to do to awaken that part of a woman.”
“So you tricked me? While I appreciate the effort, it’s not working. I have a responsibility in this. I have to deal with what happened, what I did and what it says about me.”
“I did not trick you.”
She shifted away and stood. “Whatever. You can go now.”
“I am not leaving,” he said as he rose to his feet. “Kayleen, you are missing the point of my visit.”
She wiped her cheeks with her fingers. “What’s the point?”
Not exactly the opening he’d imagined. He cleared his throat. “It occurs to me that you were not in a position to consider the ramifications of what happened to us. You were lost in the moment, not realizing that by giving in to me you were destroying your most precious gift and-”
Fresh tears filled her eyes. “How could you?” she breathed and ran into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.
He stared in disbelief. She’d walked away from him?
He followed her to the closed door. “Kayleen, please come out here at once.”
“Go away. I have to figure this out and you’re not helping.”
He opened the door and stepped into the bathroom. “You will listen to me. I am here to make this better. I am here to fix your problem.”
She shook her head. “You can’t fix anything. I’ve lost everything I wanted.”
“You have lost nothing. You are not a woman to be locked away. You deserve more than that and I am going to give it to you. Think of being married, of having a family to fill your day, children of your own.” He paused to give her a chance to brace herself for the honor he would bestow upon her.
“Kayleen, I will marry you.”
He smiled at her, waiting for her tears to dry. Instead more fell. Perhaps she did not understand.
“You will be my wife. You will live here, with me. In the palace. I have taken your virginity, therefore I will return your honor to you by marrying you. You will carry my name.”
He waited, but she said nothing. She didn’t even look at him.
“All right. I see you are having trouble understanding all this. It is unlikely you ever allowed yourself to dream of such a life. In time you will be able to believe this has truly happened. Until then, you can thank me and accept. That is enough.”
She raised her gaze to stare at him. Something hot and bright burned in her eyes, but it wasn’t happiness or gratitude.
“Thank you?” she repeated, her voice high and shrill. “Thank you? I’m not going to thank you. I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man alive.”
He was so stunned that when she shoved him, he took a step back. The bathroom door slammed shut in his face and he heard the bolt shoot home.



Chapter Nine


“Take another drink of tea,” Lina said soothingly.
Kayleen wrinkled her nose. The brew was a nasty herbal concoction that tasted like wet carpet smelled, but her friend assured her it would help. At this point, Kayleen was open to any suggestions.
She finished the mug and set it on the table, then grabbed a cookie she didn’t want to get the taste out of her mouth.
“Better?” Lina asked.
Kayleen nodded because it was expected. In truth she didn’t feel better, she felt awful. She still couldn’t get herself to understand what had happened or how she’d so quickly and easily lost her moral compass. Yes, As’ad was handsome and charming and an amazing kisser, but she should have been stronger than that.
Lina sighed. “I can see by the look on your face that you’re still beating yourself up. You need to let it go. Men like my nephew have been tempting women since the beginning of time.”
“It’s not that I don’t appreciate the information,” Kayleen murmured. “It’s just…”
“It doesn’t help,” Lina said kindly.
“Sort of. I feel so stupid and inexperienced.”
“At least you’re more experienced than you were.”
Despite everything, Kayleen smiled. “That’s true. I won’t fall for that again. Next time, I’ll resist.”
Assuming there was a next time. Her last meeting with As’ad had ended badly. He had to be furious.
“He was serious about marrying you,” Lina told her. “Don’t dismiss that.”
“I didn’t have a choice. He didn’t propose-he commanded, then he expected me to be grateful. I know he’s part of your family and you love him, but that wasn’t a proposal, Lina. He’s just so…”
“Imperious?”
“Among other things.”
And it hurt, Kayleen admitted to herself. That he would talk to her that way. If he’d come to her with compassion, truly understanding what she was going through, she would have been appreciative of what he offered. She might have been tempted to say yes. At least then her world would have been set right. But to act the way he did?
“I understand,” Lina said. “As’ad is like most princes-used to being impressive. He handled the situation badly and violated your romantic fantasy at the same time.”
Kayleen frowned. “I don’t have a romantic fantasy.”
“Don’t you?”
An interesting question. She’d never really thought about getting married and having a family, so she’d never really thought about a proposal. But if she had, it would have been different. Flowers and candlelight and a man promising to love her forever.
The image was clear enough to touch, she thought ruefully.
“Okay, maybe I did. Maybe I didn’t allow myself to believe it would ever happen, but deep down inside, I wanted more than instructions and an order to feel grateful.”
Lina winced. “That bad?”
“Oh, yeah. The only good news is I slammed the bathroom door in his face. I don’t think that happens to As’ad very much.” She touched her stomach, as if she could rub away the knot that had formed inside. If As’ad was angry enough, he could send her away and she might never see the girls again. “How mad is he?”
“He’s less angry and more confused. From his perspective, he did a wonderful thing.”
Kayleen resisted the need to roll her eyes. “I’ll write a thank-you note later.”
“His world is a different place,” Lina said quietly. “Like his brothers, he has been raised to know that he will be expected to serve his country, that his life, while privileged, comes with a price. Growing up it was difficult for him to know who truly wanted to be friends because they liked him, and who wanted to be friends with a prince. He made mistakes and slowly learned whom he could and could not trust.”
Kayleen could relate to the pain of not having real friends, of wanting to find a place that was safe.
“But he had his brothers.”
“Yes, and that helped. Still, as he got older, there were many girls, then women, willing to do anything to make him fall in love with them. Or at least sleep with them.”
Kayleen felt heat on her cheeks. “Like me.”
“Not like you at all. You didn’t throw yourself at him or pretend to be interested. You were caught up in circumstances. As’ad shares blame in what happened. I’m simply saying he has a different perspective. While his proposal was meant to be the right thing, he handled it badly. As’ad isn’t skilled in dealing with emotion. His father saw to that. He was taught that emotions make a man weak. He avoids them.”
Kayleen had heard that from him and still found it hard to believe anyone could think of love as a weakness. Love gave a person infinite power and strength.
“Is there any part of you that wants to marry As’ad?” Lina asked.
The question was unexpected. Kayleen considered her reply. “It seems the easy way out.”
“Which does not give me an answer.”
Did she want to marry As’ad? In truth, the idea wasn’t horrible. He was a nice man and the thought of spending every night in his bed was thrilling beyond words, which probably meant she was in even worse shape than she’d first thought.
But there was more to marriage than the physical, she thought. There was a lifetime of connection. Did she want to have children with As’ad? Be a true mother to the three girls? Live in El Deharia forever?
The swell of longing surprised her. The need to belong-to have roots and a home-swept over her until it was difficult to breathe. She’d been on the outside looking in all her life. To be inside now was more than she’d ever dreamed. But to marry without love?
“I’m tempted,” she admitted. “Marrying As’ad would give me so much. But I’m not in love with him.”
“Practical marriages are a time-honored tradition,” Lina reminded her.
“I’m not royal. He’s a prince. Doesn’t that matter?”
“The old ways have changed. Now a prince may pick his bride. You have qualities such as honor, intelligence and kindness that make you everything I could want for As’ad.”
The gentle praise made Kayleen want to cry again. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“There is more to consider,” Lina said. “As the wife of a prince, you would be in a position to do good on a grand scale, both here and in the world. You could devote yourself to many worthwhile causes, assuming you have time after you and As’ad start to have children.”
Lina painted a picture that was difficult to resist. “Allow me to use some of the intelligence you claim I have to point out you’re manipulating me.”
Lina smiled. “Perhaps a little, but not as much as I could. If I truly wanted to convince you against your will, I would tell you that As’ad needs you. He needs someone who will love him unconditionally and teach him how important love is.”
“I don’t love him.”
Lina’s smile never wavered. “Perhaps you are right, but I’m not convinced. I know you, Kayleen. You wouldn’t give yourself lightly to a man. I think you have feelings for As’ad and it won’t take much for them to grow. Everyone deserves love. Give him his and in time, he will give you yours.”
The idea of being loved was much more powerful than the fantasy of being a princess. Yes, the palace was lovely, but Kayleen would be content to live in a trailer at the ends of the earth if she could be with a man who truly loved her.
Was Lina right? Did she, Kayleen, have feelings for As’ad? Did he need her to care for him?
“What are you thinking?” Lina asked.
“That I don’t know what to do.”
“Then we are in a good place to start finding that out.”
Kayleen forced herself to go to As’ad’s office because it was the right thing to do. She knew that he had only been trying to help and the fact that he’d done it so badly didn’t excuse her behavior or take away his intent. Still, it was embarrassing to face him again after her emotional outburst. She’d slammed a door in his face, both figuratively and literally. He might not be so happy to see her.
She walked into his office. Neil, his assistant, didn’t immediately throw her out, which she considered a good sign.
“Is he available?” she asked.
“Perhaps. Just a moment.” Neil buzzed As’ad and announced her. There was a pause before Neil said, “You may go in.”
Kayleen nodded, then braced herself and opened the door.
The prince rose as she entered. He wore a suit, which was typical, yet everything about him seemed different.
Maybe it was because she knew him. She’d touched his bare skin, had been as intimate with him as it was possible to be. She knew his heat, his taste, his sound. She knew what he could do to her and how she could make him react. Nothing was as it had been and she wondered if it would ever be the same again.
“Kayleen.”
His voice was low, his dark eyes unreadable.
Their last meeting was a blur. She’d been beyond upset, still reeling from the reality of what she’d done. While she’d tried to explain that her feelings were about herself and not him, she wasn’t sure he’d understood or believed her. Oddly, she didn’t want him to feel bad.
She crossed her arms over her chest, then dropped her hands to her sides. The silence stretched between them. It occurred to her that he might be feeling a little awkward after the way she’d rejected him.
Was that possible? Did a prince get upset when his proposal of marriage was thrown back in his face? She couldn’t decide if As’ad was too arrogant to feel rejection or if the lack of it in his life left him unprepared for the sensation.
“I’m sorry,” she told him, meeting his gaze. “You came to me in good faith and made a generous offer. I handled the situation badly. I know you meant well and I should have acknowledged that. You were trying to do the right thing.”
“I was,” he agreed. “But I have blame, as well. I could have phrased things differently and not been so…”
“Imperious?” she offered.
“That is not the word I would have chosen.”
“And yet it fits perfectly.”
His gaze narrowed slightly. “Your apology seems to be lacking humility.”
“Humility has never been a strength for me. Yet another flaw.”
“You have much to recommend yourself, Kayleen. That is what I should have told you before.”
Had he always been so good-looking? she wondered as she got caught up in his eyes. His features were perfectly balanced and his mouth…just looking at it made her remember kissing him over and over again.
Weakness invaded her legs, making it suddenly difficult to stand. Fortunately As’ad took her arm and led her to the sofa at the far end of his large office. When she was seated, he settled next to her.
He smiled. “You challenge me.”
“Not right now.”
“True, but let’s give it a minute. You have done well with the girls.”
“They mean a lot to me.”
He touched her cheek. “I do not want to see you lock yourself behind convent walls. In my arrogance, I chose to make that decision for you. I chose to seduce you so that you couldn’t return. It was wrong of me and I apologize.”
She opened her mouth, then closed it. He’d planned it? All of it? “You slept with me on purpose? You weren’t caught up in the moment?” The information stunned her and hurt quite a bit.
“I was more than caught up,” he told her. “You bewitched me.”
“I don’t think so.”
He cupped her chin, forcing her to look at him. “I assure you, my desire for you remains as fiery as ever.”
There was a light in his eyes, a need she recognized. Her insides clenched and she found herself wanting to be with him again. The hurt faded.
“I took away your choices,” he told her. “I decided for you and that is wrong.”
“An apology is enough,” she muttered, wishing she could look away from his intense gaze.
“It is not.”
“Marriage is a pretty high price to pay for poor judgment.”
One corner of his mouth lifted. “I said I was wrong to decide for you. I never said there was anything wrong with my judgment.”
“What?”
He released her chin only to take her hand in his. “Kayleen, I am a man in need of a wife. I need someone who understands what it is to give with her whole heart, who will love the girls and El Deharia and my people. I need someone who cares more about what is right than the latest fashions or how many pieces of jewelry she has in her possession. A woman I can respect, who will stand up to me and yet be by my side. I need you.”
She heard the words. Her heart was still beating, she could hear that, too, and feel his hand on hers. And yet it was like she’d left her body and was watching the moment from somewhere else. Because there was no way this was really happening to her. Princes didn’t propose to her. Normal guys didn’t even want to date her.
“But…”
“Do you doubt my sincerity?” he asked. “I cannot promise to be the most perfect husband, but I will try to be all you wish me to be. I need you, Kayleen. Only you.”
Need. The word was magic. To be needed meant to never be abandoned. She would have a home, a husband, a family. As Lina had pointed out, she could help people and make a difference in the world. Her-some no-name kid whose only family had dumped her on the steps of an orphanage and left her forever.
“I can’t be a princess,” she blurted without thinking. “I don’t even know who my father is. What if he’s in prison or worse? I told you about my mother. She abandoned me. My grandmother didn’t want me, either. What if there’s something hideously wrong with me?”
“There is not. There never could be.” As’ad drew her hand to his mouth and kissed her fingers. “I know you,” he told her. “That is enough. I know your character and you are more than I could ever wish for. I would be proud to have you as my wife. Marry me, Kayleen. Marry me and adopt the girls. We will be a family together. We need you.”
There was only one answer, she thought as her eyes filled with tears. Happy tears, she reminded herself as she nodded.
“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”
“I am pleased.”
He leaned in and kissed her. She started to respond, but then he straightened and removed something from his jacket pocket. Seconds later, he slipped a massive diamond ring onto her finger.
She stared down at the center stone. It was nearly as big as a dinner plate. It glittered and shimmered and was unlike anything she had ever seen.
“Do you like it?” he asked.
“I don’t know if I can live up to it,” she admitted. “I think the ring is a little too smug for me. What if it calls me names behind my back?”
He chuckled. “This is why you delight me.”
“Seriously, As’ad. I own two pairs of earrings, a cross necklace and a watch. I don’t think I can wear this.”
“What if I told you I picked that stone specifically and had it set for you? The diamond belonged to an ancestor of mine. A queen known for speaking her mind and ruling both her people and her husband with wisdom and love. She was admired by all. She lived a long time and saw many grandsons born. I think she would have liked you very much.”
As he spoke, the ring seemed to glow a little brighter. The last of Kayleen’s fears faded and she knew she had finally found the place she was supposed to be.
As planned, As’ad went to Kayleen’s suite after work that evening. She and the girls were waiting, although only Kayleen knew the nature of the announcement.
He walked in to a domestic scene, with Dana and Nadine both absorbed in their homework and Pepper on Kayleen’s lap. The little girl read aloud.
As’ad took in the moment, thinking how it looked like a styled photograph. They were his responsibility now-all of them.
His gaze settled on the woman he would marry. Over the years he hadn’t given much thought to his bride and he never would have imagined someone like Kayleen. But now that she was here-in his life-he knew he had made an excellent choice. She would suit him very well.
As for the sisters-he had grown fond of them. With Kayleen he would have sons, but the girls would always be special, for they had come first.
He smiled as he imagined facing Dana’s first boy-friend. It would not be easy to meet a prince on a first date, but having to deal with him would be an excellent test of character for any young man.
Kayleen looked up first. “As’ad, you’re here.”
“So I am.”
She took the book from Pepper, then set the girl on the sofa next to her. After she rose, she paused, as if not sure what to do. They were engaged now-some greeting was required. Obviously she did not know what.
He crossed the room to her and pulled her close, then kissed her. Behind him, he heard the girls murmuring. They were not used to such displays of affection, but they would become accustomed to them. He enjoyed being with a woman and having Kayleen in his bed would be one of the perks of married life.
When he stepped back, he kept his arm around her.
“We have something to tell you,” he said.
All three girls huddled together, their eyes wide and apprehensive.
Kayleen smiled. “It’s a good thing. Don’t worry.”
“Kayleen and I are to be married,” As’ad said. “Nothing has been formally announced so you’ll need to keep the information a secret for now, but I wanted you to know.”
The girls stared at each other, then back at him. “What about us?” Dana asked, sounding worried.
Kayleen knelt down and held out her arms. “You’re staying right here. With us. We’ll both adopt you. This will be your home forever.”
Nadine and Pepper ran into her embrace. Dana looked at him. Her smile was bright and happy, her eyes wide with excitement.
“I’d hoped this would happen,” she admitted. “I wanted you to figure out you were in love with Kayleen. You look at her the way Daddy used to look at Mommy.”
Love? Not possible, As’ad thought, dismissing the very idea. Kayleen kept her head down. Dana rushed to her.
“Do you have a ring?” the girl asked.
Kayleen removed it from her pocket and slipped it on her fingers. The girls gasped.
“That’s really, really big,” Pepper said. “Is it heavy?”
“I’m getting used to it.”
As’ad watched in contentment. All had turned out well, thanks to his aunt. She had given him advice on the best way to approach Kayleen. While he didn’t usually agree with taking advice from a woman, in this case she was the acknowledged expert.
She had told him about Kayleen’s desire to be needed. It was a position he could respect. Having a place to belong was far better than worrying about a fleeting emotion like love.
Kayleen stood. The girls rushed at him and he found himself embracing them all. He bent down and gathered Pepper into his arms, then straightened and settled her on his hip.
“I’m a real princess now,” she said. “I want a crown.”
“A princess wears a tiara,” he told her.
“Then one of those. Does this mean the next time I hit a bully I won’t get into trouble?”
“Hitting anyone is never a good idea,” Kayleen told her.
Pepper sighed and looked into his eyes. “But you’re the prince. Can’t you change that?”
She was delightful, as were her sisters. He smiled. “I will see what I can do.”
“You shouldn’t encourage her,” Kayleen told him.
Perhaps not, but he suddenly wanted all that was possible for the girls. He wanted to give them everything, show them everything, and always keep them safe.
An odd pressure tightened in his chest. It was a feeling he didn’t recognize, so he ignored it. But it was there.
Fayza St. John arrived the next morning exactly on time for her prearranged meeting with Kayleen. She was a fifteen-year veteran of the protocol office, something she shared with Kayleen immediately upon their meeting.
“I’ll be in charge of the wedding,” Fayza said as she stretched her thin lips into what Kayleen hoped was a smile.
Everything about the woman was thin-her body, her face, her legs, her hair. She was well-dressed, but more than a little scary-looking, although elegant. Kayleen had the feeling that the other woman already knew her dress had been bought at sixty percent off at a discount outlet and that the patch pockets had been added after the fact to cover a stain that wouldn’t come out.
“You’re our first bride in decades,” Fayza went on. “Princess Lina was the last, of course. With the princes getting older, we knew it was just a matter of time, so we’ve been doing a lot of prep work, just in case. Now you’ll have to deal with a lot of decisions yourself, but much of the wedding will be handled out of my office. You can request things like colors, but everything will have to be vetted. While this is your happy day, it is also a state occasion.” She paused. “Any questions?”
Kayleen shook her head. A question would require a functioning brain, which she didn’t have at the moment. Marrying As’ad was unexpected enough, but to find out the event would be a state occasion?
“Obviously no serious work can get done until we have a date,” Fayza continued. “The king mentioned a spring wedding.”
“Uh-huh.”
“With a formal announcement right after the holidays?”
Kayleen nodded.
“All right. That gives us time, which, believe me, we won’t have enough of. You’ll start working with one of our people right away. She’ll help you learn the culture and traditions of El Deharia. You’ll need instruction in the language, deportment, current events, etiquette and a hundred other things I can’t even think of right now. Oh, I’ll need your personal list for the announcements and the wedding. What family are you inviting?”
Kayleen had to consciously not grab her head to keep it from spinning. This wasn’t anything she’d imagined. All she wanted was to marry As’ad and get on with her life.
“Does it have to be like this?” she asked. “Can we just go away and get married quietly?”
Fayza laughed. “He’s a prince, dear. And the first one to marry. You’re going to be on the cover of People magazine.”
The idea made her want to throw up. “What if I don’t want to be?”
“Sorry-this will be the social event of the spring. We’ll try to keep the number of guests down. Anything over five hundred is a nightmare.”
F-five hundred? Five? As in five hundred?
Kayleen stood and walked to the window. The need to run was as powerful as her instinct to keep breathing. None of this felt right, probably because it wasn’t. Not for her. But this was As’ad’s world. This was what he expected. If she was to be his wife, she would have to learn his ways. He believed in her and she wouldn’t let him down.
“Your family? About how many?” Fayza asked again.
What family? Not her own-they had abandoned her. Why would she want them at her wedding? Would any of the nuns she knew back home make the journey?
“I’m not sure I have any,” she admitted.
“Something we’ll deal with later. Now, you’re going to have to be a little more careful when you go out. You must be escorted, either by Prince As’ad or Princess Lina. If neither of them are available, you’ll have a security person with you. You already have one in the car when the girls go to and from school, so that helps. You will not be allowed to be alone with a man who is not attached to the palace. No friends even. Brothers are fine, cousins squeak in.”
“That won’t be a problem,” Kayleen told her as she stared down into the garden.
She wanted to marry As’ad, she thought. She wanted to be with him, his wife, the girls’ mother. But like this? Why couldn’t he be a regular man? Even the camel dealer he had joked about on Thanksgiving.
She told herself she was being ungrateful. That her hardships were nothing when compared with those in the world who truly suffered. She should be grateful.
“We won’t be making an announcement for a few months,” Fayza continued. “It’s unlikely there will be any media leaks, but it would be best if you didn’t wear your engagement ring outside the palace. Just to keep things quiet.”
Kayleen nodded, but she wasn’t really listening anymore. Instead she stared at the cage in the garden. The one that had held all the doves. Even though the door was open, the space was full again. They had all returned home.
Products of their destiny, she thought. Trapped. Just like her.



Chapter Ten


“I’m not sleeping at all,” Lina complained as she sat on the stone bench in the garden.
“Thank you.”
It took her a moment to realize what Hassan meant. She laughed. “All right. Yes, you’re a part of my exhaustion, but not the only part. Playing matchmaker is hard work. I feel guilty in a way. I started all this. I brought them together.”
“You introduced them and then removed yourself from the situation. You did not lock them in a room together and insist they become intimate. They chose that course themselves.”
“I agree, in theory. But I planned this from the beginning. I thought Kayleen would be good for As’ad and that she secretly longed for more than teaching at the convent school. But what if I was wrong? What if I messed up both their lives?”
Hassan leaned in and kissed her. “You worry too much.”
“I’m very good at it.”
“Perhaps it is not a gift one should cultivate.”
She smiled. “You don’t actually expect me to change, do you?”
“Not really.”
“Good.” Her smile faded. “I just wish I knew I’d done the right thing.”
“Why would it be otherwise? As’ad proposed and Kayleen agreed. Now they will be thrown together even more. Who knows what might happen.”
He was so confident the outcome would be positive, but Lina wasn’t so sure. What if As’ad couldn’t open his heart to Kayleen? What if she stopped falling in love with him?
“I can see I do not have your full attention,” Hassan complained. “I forbid it to be so.”
She laughed. “You are not king here, sir. You are my guest.”
His dark eyes brightened with humor. “I have enjoyed being your guest. Spending time with you makes it difficult for me to consider going home. But I must.”
She didn’t want to think about that. “You have many sons to rule in your place.”
“For a time, but the ultimate responsibility is mine. I must also consider my people. I do not want them to believe I have abandoned them.”
“I know.” She didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t want Hassan to leave, but couldn’t ask him to stay. She looked at him. “I will miss you.”
“As I will miss you.” He squeezed her hand. “I suppose it would be presumptuous to ask that you could come with me to Bahania.”
She steeled herself against hope. “As a visit?”
He smiled. “No, my love. Not as a visit. It has been so long, I’m doing this badly.” He kissed her. “Lina, you are an unexpected treasure in my life. I did not think I would find love again. I certainly never expected to find such a beautiful, enticing woman such as yourself. Your physical perfection is only matched by the gloriousness of your spirit and your mind. You have bewitched me and I wish to be with you always. I love you and would be most honored if you would consider becoming my wife.”
Kayleen stood frozen on the garden path. She’d been walking as she did each morning, only to accidentally stumble into a personal moment.
At first she’d only heard the low rumble of voices and had thought nothing of them. There were often other people in the garden. Then she’d heard King Hassan say something about his people. The next thing she knew, he’d proposed.
Now she held her breath and looked desperately for a way to escape so they could be alone. She turned slowly, intent on creeping away, when Hassan spoke again.
“Tears are unexpected, Lina.”
“They’re happy tears. I love you so much. I never dreamed, either, that I could fall in love.”
“So you will be my queen.”
“Oh, dear. A queen. I never thought of that.”
“My people will adore you nearly as much I do. I have the added delight of knowing every part of you.”
There was a soft giggle and silence. Kayleen took advantage of their attention to each other and quietly moved away.
So Lina and the king had fallen in love. She was happy for them. The thought of her friend moving to Bahania was a little sad, but also exciting. Kayleen had never known a queen before.
She made her way back to her suite. As she climbed the wide staircase leading to the second floor, she paused, remembering the king’s emotional proposal and how happy Lina had been. Even from several feet away, Kayleen had felt the love they shared.
“I want to be in love,” Kayleen whispered. “With As’ad.”
She wanted to love the man she would marry and she wanted him to love her back. Could it happen? Was it possible? Or was she like a child, hoping to catch the moon?
As’ad walked into the suite Saturday morning. “Are you ready?” he asked.
The girls all called out that they were, while Kayleen hovered behind them. For some reason, she felt shy with As’ad. How strange. She’d never felt awkward with him before. Perhaps it was because they were engaged now. Everything was different, yet it was oddly the same.
“You never said what we were going to do,” Dana told him.
“I know. It’s a surprise.”
He crossed to Kayleen and smiled at her. “You are quiet.”
“I’m caught up in the moment.”
“You don’t know what the moment will be.”
“I’m sure it will be wonderful.”
“Such faith.” He captured her hand in his, then glanced down. “You do not wear my ring.”
She pulled her hand free and hid it behind her back. “I, um, thought it was best. After talking to Fayza and all.”
“Who is Fayza?”
“From the protocol office. I think that’s where she’s from. She wanted to talk to me about the wedding and how to behave, now that I’m going to be, you know, a princess.”
She could speak the word, but it was hardly real to her. It was the same as saying she was going to wake up an aardvark. A princess? Her? Not possible.
“I see,” As’ad murmured. “What were her instructions?”
Kayleen tried to remember them all. “I shouldn’t go out by myself. I shouldn’t talk to any man who isn’t staff or a member of the royal family. I shouldn’t wear my ring until the engagement is officially announced. I shouldn’t talk to the press, dress inappropriately.” She paused. “There’s more. I wrote it all down.”
He touched her cheek, then lightly kissed her. “It seems there are many things you should not do. Perhaps it would have been easier to give you a list of what is allowed.”
“That’s what I thought.”
His dark gaze settled on her face. “Kayleen, you may do whatever pleases you. In all things. I would ask that you not travel outside of the palace walls without a bodyguard, but you may come and go as you wish. You are my fiancée, not my slave.”
She liked the sound of that. “But Fayza was very insistent.”
“I assure you, she will not be again. Would it please you to wear your engagement ring?”
She nodded. Somehow wearing the ring made her feel as if she belonged.
“I would like you to wear it, as well.”
She went into her bedroom and slipped on the ring. When she turned, she found As’ad behind her. He pulled her close and settled his mouth on hers.
His kiss was warm and insistent, with just enough passion to make her breath catch. She liked the feel of him next to her, the way he held her as if he would never let her go. She liked the taste and scent of him, the fire that burst to life inside of her.
“What are they doing?” Nadine asked in what Kayleen guessed was supposed to be a whisper.
“They’re kissin’,” Pepper told her.
As’ad straightened. “There are issues with children I would not have guessed,” he told her. “Such as privacy.”
She smiled. “It’s because they’re excited about the surprise. You never said what it was.”
“You’re right. I did not.” He led her back into the living room and faced the girls. “We are going shopping. All three of you need new wardrobes, now that you are to be my daughters.”
Nadine spun in place. “Pretty dresses and party shoes?”
“Of course. Riding clothes, as well. Play clothes and whatever else Kayleen thinks you require.”
“I want a crown,” Pepper announced.
As’ad laughed. “I am not sure the store carries crowns, but we will ask.”
Kayleen laughed. “Maybe we can make one here.” She turned to him. “Thank you. The girls will love getting new things. They’re all growing so quickly.”
“You will be shopping, as well,” he told her.
“What? I’m fine.”
“You need a wardrobe that befits your new position.” He shook his head. “What you have will not do.”
She felt herself flush and tried to tell herself that it made sense a prince wouldn’t be impressed by her plain, inexpensive wardrobe.
“I’ve never been much of a shopper,” she admitted. Growing up, she’d made do with hand-me-downs and donations. When she started working, she’d never made a lot of money and her clothing budget had been modest at best.
“You will have to learn,” he told her. “You are a beautiful woman and you deserve to wear beautiful things. Silks and lace with jewels that glitter. You will sparkle like the stars in the sky.”
She’d never heard him talk like this before, she thought happily. She liked it.
The store was like nothing she’d ever seen before. It was on a quiet street with pale buildings that had striped awnings at all the windows. There was no sign overhead. Just discreet gold lettering on the door.
“I have called ahead,” As’ad told her as they got out of the limo. “Wardrobes have been collected for each of the girls.”
“How did you know the sizes?” she asked, wishing she’d had something nicer to wear into the store. She felt frumpy.
“Neil phoned the laundry and asked them to check. A selection has been made for each of them but the final decision is yours. If something has been forgotten, it will be ordered.”
Kayleen had a feeling this was going to be a different experience than the sixty-percent-off sales at the discount stores she usually frequented.
A tall, slender woman greeted them graciously. She was beautifully dressed and smiled as she bowed to Prince As’ad.
“Sir, you are always welcome here. How delighted we are to be of service.”
“Glenda, this is Kayleen James, my fiancée. These three young ladies are my daughters. Dana, Nadine and Pepper, this is Miss Glenda.”
The girls smiled shyly and stayed close to him.
“A perfect family,” Glenda told him. “Although a son would be a lovely addition.”
“You speak as my father does,” As’ad told her. “You are prepared?”
“We have dozens of things to show everyone. I think you will be pleased.” She turned to the girls. “Come on. I’ll show you.” Glenda took Dana’s hand and introduced her to the clerks who were hovering. Each gathered a girl and led her off. Then Glenda turned to Kayleen.
“Such beautiful hair,” she said with a sigh. “And a natural color.” She slowly walked around Kayleen. “Good structure, excellent posture, clear skin. Prince As’ad, you’re a fortunate man.”
“I think so.”
“All right. Let the fun begin. The dressing rooms are this way.” She glanced back at As’ad. “You will find magazines, drinks and a television waiting for you.”
“Thanks.” He smiled at Kayleen. “Enjoy yourself.”
Kayleen nodded because she couldn’t speak. Nothing about this experience was real to her. None of it had any basis in reality. In her world, boutique owners didn’t act this way. They weren’t so accommodating or friendly. At least, Kayleen thought the woman was being friendly. She could have just been acting nice because of the money that would be spent, but Kayleen hoped not.
She followed Glenda to the dressing room where the girls were giddily trying on clothes.
“I have socks with kittens!” Pepper yelled. “Can I have socks with puppies?”
“Yes,” the woman helping her said with a laugh. “We even have giraffes.”
“I love giraffes.”
For Nadine there were dance clothes and frilly dresses, for Dana, clothes that were slightly less girly, but still pretty. Pepper ran to Kayleen and thrust kitten socks in her hand.
“Aren’t they the best?” she asked breathlessly.
“They are.”
“I love shopping!”
“So you’re starting them young,” Glenda murmured.
“Apparently.”
She was taken into her own dressing room where dozens of items hung. There were dresses and jeans and blouses and skirts and suits. In the corner, three towers of shoe boxes stood nearly four feet high.
“We’ll start with the basics,” Glenda told her. “The prince mentioned you didn’t have much of an appropriate wardrobe.” She laughed. “Hardly something he had to mention. Not many of us have clothing fit for royal duty. Of course you’d be starting over. And isn’t that the best place to be?”
Kayleen fingered her plain dress. “I’ve never been into fashion before.”
“That is about to change. Fortunately you can learn a lot fairly quickly. Pay attention to what looks good on you rather than what’s in style, go with classics and coordinates. And expect to be tortured by pretty shoes on formal evenings. All right, dear, let’s see what you’ve got.”
Glenda waited patiently until Kayleen figured out she was expected to undress.
Kayleen reluctantly unzipped her dress and stepped out of it. Glenda nodded.
“Excellent. Not too curvy, so you can dazzle in evening wear. That’s good. No offense, dear, but you have very ugly underwear. If you’re going to marry a prince, you need sexy and pretty. You want to keep him interested.”
She began making notes, then motioned to the rack on the right. “We’ll start there.”
An hour later Kayleen realized she’d underestimated women who shopped for sport. It was exhausting. Trying on, walking out for As’ad’s approval, then getting pinned and poked so everything fit perfectly, finding the right shoes, walking around in them, getting another nod from As’ad, then starting the whole thing over with a different dress.
She was zipping up a simple day dress when Dana walked into the dressing room.
“We’re finished,” she said. “As’ad said to tell you Aunt Lina is coming by to take us to the movies.”
Kayleen smiled. “Are you as tired as I am?”
Dana nodded. “It was fun, but work.”
“I didn’t get to see half of what any of you bought. We’ll have to have a fashion show when the clothes are delivered.”
But instead of agreeing, Dana moved close, put her arms around Kayleen’s waist and started to cry.
Kayleen sat down and pulled the girl onto her lap. “What’s wrong?”
“I miss my mom and my dad,” she said as she cried. “I know it’s wrong, but I do.”
Kayleen hugged her tight. “It’s not wrong to miss them. Of course you do. This is all new and different. You want to share what’s happening and you want the comfort of what’s familiar. I don’t blame you at all. You’ve been so brave, sometimes I forget you’re not all grown-up.”
“I get scared.”
“Because all this is different?”
Dana buried her face in Kayleen’s shoulder. “We don’t want you to go away.”
“I won’t.”
“Promise? Not ever? No matter what?”
“We will always be together. As’ad and I are getting married. We’re going to be a family.”
Dana looked at her. “If you leave him, you’ll take us with you?”
Kayleen smiled. “I’m not leaving.”
“You could. People leave.”
“I won’t, but if something happens and I do, I’ll take all three of you with me. I promise.”
Dana wiped her face. “Okay. I trust you.”
“Good, because I love you.”
Dana sniffed. “Really?”
“Really. You and Nadine and Pepper. I love you all so much. I always wanted girls and now I have three.”
Dana hugged her hard. Kayleen held her, willing her to feel safe, to know she, Kayleen, would always protect her. At last Dana straightened.
“I’m better,” she said as she slid to her feet.
“I’m glad. I’m always here, if you need to talk or anything. Just tell me. Okay?”
Dana nodded and left. Kayleen stood and smoothed the front of the dress. “We know it wrinkles,” she said to herself.
As’ad stepped into the dressing room. He stood behind her and put his hands on her shoulders.
“I heard your conversation with Dana,” he told her, meeting her gaze in the mirror.
“Do you disapprove?” she asked.
“Not at all. You reassured her and she will reassure her sisters.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “Perhaps you could have hesitated before agreeing you would probably leave me.”
“I never said that. I won’t. Marriage is forever for me.”
“As it is for me,” he told her, then turned her to face him. “You are an excellent mother. That pleases me. For the girls and the sons to follow.”
“You do realize that you’re technically responsible for the gender of any children we have. That if I have girls, it’s your fault?”
He smiled. “Yes, I know. Although I would remind you I am one of six brothers. So the odds are in my favor.”
She wanted to mention that a healthy child should be enough, regardless of gender. But what was the point? As’ad was a prince and a sheik. He was arrogant, but he was also kind and charming and she didn’t want to change anything about him.
“Are you enjoying shopping?” he asked.
“It’s a lot of work. I’m not really used to this level of service.”
“You will become accustomed to it.”
“Maybe. Do I really need all these clothes? It seems excessive.”
“You are my wife.”
“I get that, but still…”
“You represent El Deharia. The people have expectations.”
Oh. Right. How long would that take to get used to? “Then it’s fine,” she told him.
“So you will do what is necessary for my people but not for me.”
“Pretty much.”
He bent down and kissed the side of her neck. Her insides clenched in response.
“I see I have to teach you to respect me,” he murmured, his mouth moving against her skin.
He wrapped his arms around her waist and drew her back against him. He was warm and hard and she loved the feel of him so close.
She wanted this to be real-all of it. The girls as her family and As’ad as the man she loved more than anyone else. She wanted him to feel the same way. She wanted to make him weak at the knees and be all to him. If only…
He turned her to face him. “When we return to the palace I wish to discuss finances with you,” he told her. “You and the girls will always be taken care of. Even if something should happen to me, you will be financially secure. The palace will always be your home, but should you wish to live elsewhere, money would be made available.”
He didn’t have to do that. She wasn’t marrying him for the money. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
“Neither do I. Regardless, you are protected. Now that we are engaged, I have opened a bank account for you. As you spend money, more will be provided. I will give you credit cards, as well.” He touched her face. “I want you to be happy, Kayleen. Go shopping as you like.”
“I don’t need much.”
“Then you will be embarrassed by your excesses. Life is different now. You are different.”
He kissed her, his mouth moving lazily over hers. When she parted, he slipped his tongue inside, teasing hers until she couldn’t catch her breath.
She wanted him to touch her everywhere. She wanted them to make love. She wanted to know the wonder of a release, his body so close to hers, their hearts beating together.
He pulled back slightly. “Although I would prefer you didn’t change too much,” he whispered as he lowered the zipper on her dress.
She felt his hands on her bare skin. He pulled the dress down to her waist, then moved aside the cup of her bra. His fingers were warm on her breast. He brushed against her hard nipple, making her gasp, then lowered his head and sucked on her.
Aware they were in a dressing room with a very flimsy door, she did her best to keep quiet, but it was difficult as his tongue circled her. Heat blossomed between her legs. Heat and an ache that made her squirm for more.
“So impatient,” he whispered, then unfastened her bra.
She pushed the scrap of lace away and ran her hands across his head, then his shoulders. More. She needed more.
He chuckled before moving to her other breast and teasing it until her breath came in pants.
She felt one of his hands on her leg. The material of her dress was drawn up and up, then he moved between her legs.
She knew she should stop him. The girls were gone, but there were other people out there. Clerks and Glenda and maybe customers. They couldn’t do this.
Except she didn’t want him to stop. Not when he pushed down her panties and urged her to step out of them. Especially not when he slipped his hand between her thighs and began to rub.
He found her center immediately. Back and forth, back and forth, the steady pressure of his fingers on her slick flesh. She was so ready, she thought as she held in another groan. He eased her backward, then raised her leg until her foot rested on the bench.
“Lean on me,” he whispered.
She did as he asked because to do otherwise was to risk him stopping. He supported her with one arm around her waist and eased the other under her dress, back between her legs.
She clung to him as he carried her higher and higher. The pleasure was so intense, she could think of nothing else. He knew exactly how to touch her, how to push her closer and closer until her release was in sight.
She felt the tension in every part of her body. She began to shake, holding on to him to keep from falling. Her breath came in pants. Suddenly she was there…on the edge and aching for him to push her over.
He circled her once, twice, and then she was coming and coming and it was as intense and glorious as she remembered. He leaned in and kissed her, silencing her gasps. He continued to touch her, flying with her, down and down, as the ripples of release eased through her. She was still shuddering in aftershocks when he swore softly and let her go.
“What’s wrong?” she whispered.
“This was supposed to be for you,” he muttered as he bent down and grabbed her bra. “Here. Put this on.”
“I don’t understand.”
He looked at her, passion flaring in his eyes. “I must take you back to the palace at once. To my bed. We will finish the shopping later.”
She smiled. “That’s a good plan.”
It was nearly midnight when Kayleen dialed the familiar number and, when the call connected, ask to speak to the woman in charge.
“Kayleen? Is that you?”
Kayleen smiled. “Yes. It’s been too long since I last called. I’m sorry.”
“If you’ve been off having adventures, I forgive you at once. How are you? How is life at the palace? You must tell me everything.”
The familiar voice, rich with affection and a life energy that inspired those around her, made Kayleen wish to be back in the convent, sitting in the room with her Mother Superior, instead of half a world away.
“I’m well. Very busy. I…The girls are adjusting well.” She’d already called and talked about As’ad adopting the girls and her becoming their nanny.
“I worry about them. There have been so many upheavals. So much pain for those so young. You’re with them and that must help.”
“I hope so.” Kayleen cleared her throat. “I have something to tell you. I’m not sure what you’ll think.” She drew in a deep breath. “It’s about Prince As’ad. He arranged for us to have a Thanksgiving dinner a few weeks ago. It was lovely. But then…”
The Mother said nothing. Kayleen suspected she had long ago learned that silence was powerful motivation for the other person to keep talking.
“It was late and we were alone,” Kayleen said, then told her everything. When she’d finished explaining about the proposal, she paused, waiting for whatever judgment might follow.
“He is a good man?” the other woman asked at last.
It wasn’t the question Kayleen had expected. “Um, yes. A very good man. A little too used to getting his way, but that must come with being royal.”
“He takes care of you and the girls?”
“Yes. Very well.”
“Can you love him?”
An interesting question. “Yes, I can. I want to.”
“Then I am pleased. I always wanted a husband and a family for you, Kayleen. I know you longed to return here, to the familiar, but sometimes we find our happiness in unexpected places. To love and be loved is a great blessing. Enjoy what you have and know I am always thinking of you.”
“Thank you,” Kayleen whispered, feeling the words wash over her like a blessing.
“Follow your heart and you will never be led astray. Follow your heart, child.”
Kayleen nodded. She could already feel her heart drawing her toward As’ad. As he was the man she would marry, it was a journey she longed to make. To a place where she would finally belong.



Chapter Eleven


Kayleen looked at all the designs spread out on the large dining room table. “You’re kidding,” she said.
“This is only from today’s mail,” Lina told her with a sigh. “I never thought anything I did would make designers notice me. I certainly buy nice clothes, but I’m not that into fashion. Besides, I gave up being trendy years ago. But the second Hassan announced our engagement, I started getting calls.” She flipped through the sketches of wedding gowns. “He was supposed to wait, you know. He promised.” She sounded more exasperated than actually annoyed.
“He said he couldn’t stand to keep his happy news a secret,” Kayleen told her with a smile. “I saw the news conference. He was giddy.”
Lina grinned. “Don’t tell him that. He’ll explain that a king is never giddy.”
“He was this one time. I’m glad you’re so happy.”
“Me, too.” Lina sighed. “I’ve really liked my life. I’ve been blessed. Even though I lost my husband so early, I had my brother’s sons to fill the void. I was okay with that. I was going to grow old taking care of their children. Now, suddenly, I’m in love and engaged. I still can’t believe it.”
Kayleen glanced at Lina’s ring-the diamonds glittering on the platinum band made her engagement ring look like a tiny toy. “You’re going to have to start exercising more if you’re going to carry that around all day.”
Lina laughed. “I know. It’s huge. So not my taste, but if you’d seen the look on Hassan’s face when he put it on my finger. He was so proud. How am I supposed to tell him I’d like something smaller than a mountain?”
“If it doesn’t really matter to you, you don’t.”
“You’re right.” Lina picked up a design and studied it. “You’re going to have to go through all this as soon as your wedding is announced.”
“Hopefully on a much smaller scale,” Kayleen told her, knowing being royal was going to take a lot of getting used to. “I only ever wanted to belong to a family. Now I have a whole country.”
“There are perks.”
“I’m not that interested in the perks.”
“Which is why I’m glad As’ad picked you,” Lina told her. “I know you’re not in it for the money.” She set down the design and picked up another. “I’ll admit I’m hoping you’ll fall in love with him.”
Kayleen felt herself blush. “I’ve thought about it,” she admitted. “He’s a good man. Thoughtful and kind. He really cares about the girls. He takes care of things. He makes me feel safe. I know I like him, but love? What does that feel like?”
“Like you can hold the stars in the palm of your hand,” Lina said, then laughed. “I sound foolish.”
“You sound happy.”
“I am. Hassan is my world. Oh, I know that will change, we’ll settle into something more normal. But for now, I’m enjoying the magic. The way my heart beats faster when he walks in a room. The way he can take my breath away with a simple kiss. I only want to be with him.”
“So I’m boring you?” Kayleen teased.
Lina laughed. “Not exactly. But I think about him all the time. It was different before. When I was young. I loved my husband, but I didn’t appreciate what I had. Now that I’m older, I understand how precious love is. How rare.” She turned to Kayleen. “I think you already know that, because of how you grew up.”
“I know it’s something I want. It’s important to me. I want to love As’ad. I already love the girls.”
“Then you’re halfway there. Just give things time.”
“We have that,” Kayleen murmured.
“You have your life. After you’re married, you can start having children of your own.”
Kayleen touched her stomach. A baby. It had always been her secret dream. The one she wouldn’t allow herself to think of very often.
Lina sighed. “I’d love to get pregnant. I’m a little old, but I’m going to try.”
“Really?”
The princess nodded. “I always wanted children. While my nephews have been a source of endless delight, I confess I still have the fantasy of my own child. Hassan is willing to try. We’ll see. If it is meant to be, then it will happen. If not, I still have the man of my dreams.”
“I’m nervous,” Kayleen told As’ad as they walked into the auditorium at the American School. “I’ve been working with the girls. I know in my head they’ll be fine, but I’m still terrified.”
“Yet they are the ones performing.”
“I want them to do well so they’ll be happy,” she said. “I don’t want them to feel bad.”
“Then you should have faith in them. They have practiced. They are ready.”
“You make it sound so logical.”
“Is it not?”
“No, it’s not. It’s horrible. I think I’m going to throw up.”
As’ad laughed and pulled her close. “Ah, Kayleen, you delight me.”
“By vomiting? Imagine how excited you’ll be when I get a fever.” She grumbled, but in truth she enjoyed the feel of his arm around her and the heat of his body next to hers. Not only for the tingle that shot through her, but because the sensation was familiar. She’d leaned against him enough to know it was him. She would be able to pick him out blindfolded-by touch or scent alone. She’d never been able to think that before.
They took seats toward the front, by the aisle. Kayleen was vaguely aware that people were looking at them, but she was too nervous for the girls to notice or feel uncomfortable. A thousand horrible scenarios ran through her mind. What if Dana forgot her lines or Nadine tripped or Pepper decided to teach some bully a lesson?
As’ad took her hand and squeezed her fingers. “You must breathe. Slowly. Relax. All will be well.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I know that your panic will in no way influence the outcome and it will only make you more uncomfortable.”
“Again with the logic. It’s really annoying.”
She glanced at him and he smiled. She smiled back and felt something tug at her belly. Something that felt a lot like a connection. It startled her and made the rest of the room fade away. In that moment, there was only As’ad and she didn’t want anyone or anything else.
A few minutes later, the orchestra began and the curtains parted. The pageant went from the youngest students to the oldest, so it wasn’t long before Pepper appeared on stage with her class. They did a skit about a frog family snowed in for the holidays. Pepper was the mother frog.
Kayleen mouthed the girl’s lines along with her, only relaxing when she left the stage at the end of the skit.
“A flawless performance,” As’ad murmured. “You worry for nothing.”
“Maybe my worrying is what made it perfect.”
“You do not have that much power. Nadine is next. I believe she will dance. That will be enjoyable to watch.”
Sure enough, Nadine and several of her classmates danced to music from The Nutcracker. Kayleen willed her to hold her positions exactly long enough and exhaled when the music ended and the girls were still.
“You will wear yourself out,” As’ad told her.
“I can’t help it. I love them.”
He looked into her eyes. “Do you?”
“Of course. How could I not?”
Something flashed through his eyes-something she couldn’t read. “I was most fortunate to find you. Not that I can take total credit.” He smiled. “We must send Tahir, the desert chieftain, a gift of thanks.”
“Maybe a fruit basket.”
“I was thinking more of a camel.”
“That can be tricky,” she told him. “Don’t you hate it when all you get in a year is camels?”
“You mock me.”
“Mostly I’m mocking the camel.”
Another class took the stage, then Dana’s group appeared. Once again Kayleen held her breath, willing the preteen to get through all the lines without messing up.
Partway through the performance, As’ad took her hand in his. “You may squeeze my fingers, if that helps.”
She did and felt a little better. When Dana finally left the stage, Kayleen slumped back in exhaustion.
“I’m glad we only have to do that a few times a year,” she said. “I couldn’t stand it.”
“You will grow more used to this as the girls are in more performances.”
“I don’t want to think about it. I’m not sure my heart could take it.”
“Then brace yourself. There is one more surprise yet to come.”
She turned to him. “What are you talking about?”
“You’ll see. All will be revealed when we leave here.”
Kayleen really wanted to whine that she wanted to know now, but managed to keep quiet. She fidgeted until the last song ended, then followed As’ad out of the auditorium. Only to step into an impossible-to-imagine scene of snow.
It fell from the sky, cold and wet and delightful. The children were already outside, running and screaming. Kayleen held out her hands, then laughed as the snow landed on her palms.
“It’s real,” she said.
As’ad shrugged. “Dana mentioned missing snow, as did the other girls. I thought they would enjoy this.”
It was only then that Kayleen noticed the roar of the large snow-making machine off to the side of the parking lot.
“You arranged it?” she asked, stunned by the thoughtful gift.
“Neil arranged it. I simply gave the order.”
It wasn’t just simple, she thought. As’ad had thought about the girls, about how this time of year would be difficult for them, and he’d done his best to make it better.
Dana came running up to them. “It’s snowing! I can’t believe it.”
She flung herself at As’ad, who caught her and held her. Then Nadine was there and Pepper and he was holding all of them.
Kayleen watched them, her eyes filling with happy tears. It was a perfect moment, she thought.
Her chest ached, but not in a scary way. Instead it seemed that her heart had grown too big to hold all her emotions. Light filled her until she was sure it poured from her body.
The world around them shrank until there was only As’ad and the children he held. She wanted to hold that moment forever, to never forget the image or the feelings.
The director of the school came up to greet them and the spell was broken. Dana crossed to Kayleen and hugged her.
“Isn’t this the best?”
“It’s wonderful,” Kayleen told her. “All of it. You did really well. I was scared, but you didn’t seem nervous at all.”
“It was fun,” Dana said. “I’ve never been in a play before. I like it. I think I want to go into drama next year.” She raised her face to the snow. “Can you believe this?”
Kayleen looked at the tall, handsome prince who had asked her to marry him. The man who spoke of their life together, of children and who made it snow in the desert because it brought a smile to a child’s face.
“No, I can’t,” she admitted, even as she realized she now knew exactly what it felt like to be in love.
As’ad watched the children play in the snow and was pleased with his gift. All was going well. Lina had told him to pay attention to the females in his life-that for a small amount of effort, he would receive much in return. She had been right.
He heard Kayleen’s laughter and found her in the crowd. With her hair like fire and her hazel eyes, she was a brightly colored flamingo in a flock of crows. He was proud to have her as his bride. She would provide him with strong, healthy sons and serve the people of his country well. She would keep him satisfied at night and, if the emotions he’d seen in her eyes earlier told the truth, love him.
He knew it was important for a woman to love her husband. That life was much easier for them both when her heart was engaged. He had hoped Kayleen would come around and she had. She would be content in their marriage, as would he. He could not ask for more.
“I’m exhausted,” Kayleen said as she slumped in the back of the limo. “All that worrying, then the snowball fight. If this keeps up much more, I’m going to have to start working out.”
“I do not wish you to change anything about yourself,” As’ad told her.
Words to make her heart beat faster, she thought as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.
At the first brush of his mouth, her entire body stirred in anticipation. She was eager to taste him, touch him, be with him. Unfortunately the trip back to the palace was only a few minutes.
“Perhaps later,” he murmured, kissing her mouth, her cheeks, her jaw.
“Yes,” she whispered. “I am very available.”
“An excellent quality.”
Far too soon, they arrived at the palace. A royal guard opened the passenger door and As’ad stepped out. He held out his hand to her. As she took it, she saw King Mukhtar in the courtyard. He seemed very pleased with himself as he spoke with a woman Kayleen had never seen before.
“Who is that?” she asked.
“I do not know.”
The woman was of average height, with platinum-blond hair teased and sprayed into a curly mass. Heavy makeup covered her face, almost blurring her features. She wore a too-tight sweater and jeans tucked into high-heeled boots. Inappropriate clothing for someone visiting a palace.
Kayleen had never seen her before but as she walked toward the king and his guest, she got an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach.
King Mukhtar saw her and beamed. “My dear, you are back. Excellent. I have a surprise.” He put his hand on his companion’s back and urged her forward. “Do you remember when we were walking in the garden shortly after you arrived? You mentioned your family. Specifically how you did not remember your mother and did not know her whereabouts.”
Kayleen jerked her attention back to the badly dressed woman and wanted to be anywhere but here. It wasn’t possible. Nothing that horrible could really be happening.
“I have found her,” the king said proudly. “Here she is. Kayleen, this is your mother. Darlene Dubois.”
The woman smiled broadly. “Hi, baby. Why, Kayleen, you’re just so pretty. I knew you would be. Let me look at you. You’re all grown up. How old are you now? Nineteen? Twenty?”
“Twenty-five.”
“Oh, my. Well, don’t go telling people that. They’ll think I’m getting old. Although I was only sixteen when you were born.” She held out her arms. “Come on, now. I’ve missed you so much! Give your mama a hug.”
Trapped by the manners instilled in her by caring nuns, Kayleen moved forward reluctantly and found herself hugged and patted by the stranger.
Could this woman really be her mother? If so, shouldn’t she feel a connection or be excited? Why was her only emotion dread?
“Isn’t this fabulous?” Darlene asked as she stepped back, then linked arms with Kayleen. “After all these years. You won’t believe how shocked I was when that nice man on the king’s staff called and invited me to El Deharia. I confess I had to look it up on a map.” She smiled at the king. “I had to leave high school when I got pregnant. Since then, I’ve been pursuing a career in show business. It hasn’t left much time for higher education.”
Or contact with her family, Kayleen thought bitterly, remembering standing alone on the steps of the orphanage while her grandmother told her that no one wanted her and that she would have to stay with the nuns.
“But what about my mommy?” Kayleen had cried.
“You think she cares? She dumped you with me when you were a baby. You’re just lucky I put up with you all these years. I’ve done my duty. Now you’re on your own. You’ll grow up right with those nuns looking after you. Now stop your crying. And don’t try to find me or your mama again. You hear?”
The memory was so clear, Kayleen could feel the rain hitting her cheeks. She knew it was rain because it was cold, unlike the tears that burned their way down her skin.
“Kayleen, would you like to show your mother to her rooms?” the king asked. “She is on the same floor as you and the girls. The suite next to yours. I knew you would want to be close.”
Kayleen was happy that one of them was sure of something. She felt sick to her stomach and caught by circumstances. She looked at As’ad, who watched her carefully.
“What girls?” Darlene asked. “Do you have babies of your own?”
Darlene sounded delighted, but for some reason Kayleen didn’t believe her. The other woman didn’t seem the type to be excited about being a grandmother.
“They’re adopted,” As’ad told her. “My children.”
Kayleen introduced them, using the chance to disentangle herself from her mother.
“A prince?” Darlene cooed. “My baby marrying a prince. Does that just beat all.” She smiled at the king. “You have very handsome sons, sir. They take after you.”
Mukhtar smiled. “I like to think so.”
Kayleen couldn’t believe this was happening. It didn’t feel real. She looked at As’ad and found him watching her. There was something quizzical in his expression, as if he’d never seen her before.
What was he thinking? Was he looking at her mother and searching for similarities? Was he uncomfortable with the living reminder that she didn’t come from a socially connected family? That she would be of no use to him that way?
“Your mother must be tired from her journey,” the king said. “Let us keep you no longer.”
“I’ll arrange to have your luggage sent up,” As’ad told the other woman. “Kayleen, I’ll see you later.”
She nodded because she had no idea what to say. Both the king and As’ad left, abandoning Kayleen to a stranger with greedy eyes.
“Well, look at you,” Darlene drawled when they were alone. “Who would have thought my baby girl would grow up and land herself a prince. I’m so happy for you, honey.” She grabbed a strand of Kayleen’s hair and rubbed it between her fingers. “God, I hate that color. Mine’s exactly the same. It costs a fortune to keep it bleached, but it’s worth every penny. Men prefer blondes. Although you’re carrying the color off great and the prince obviously likes it.” She looked Kayleen up and down. “You could pass for Vivian’s twin.”
“Who’s Vivian?”
“My sister. Your aunt. You had to have met her before, when you were living with my mama.” She looked around at the vast entrance hall. “Did you get lucky or what? I couldn’t believe it when that guy who works for the king called and asked if you were my daughter. After all this time, I had no idea what had happened to you.” She smiled. “Imagine my surprise to see what you’ve become. My little girl. Come on. Show me what life is like in the palace.”
Kayleen led her down the hallway. Her head hurt. This couldn’t be happening. Not after all these years. Not now, when she was engaged to As’ad.
Then she scolded herself for not being happier to see her mother. The woman had given birth to her, after all. Then abandoned her. But shouldn’t she be able to forgive that?
Rather than try to decide now, Kayleen talked about the history of the palace. She took Darlene to the room next to hers and walked inside.
The other woman followed, then breathed a sigh of sheer pleasure as she took in the view of the Arabian Sea and the elegant furnishings filling the large space.
“Oh, I like living like this,” Darlene said. “How did you get from that convent to here?”
Kayleen looked at her, trying not to notice that under the layers of makeup, they had the same eyes. “You knew about that? Where they sent me?”
“Sure. Mama kept complaining about how much trouble you were. I got tired of hearing it and told her to take you there. I knew, ah, you’d be cared for real well. So how’d you get here?”
“I took a teaching job at the convent school here. I’m a teacher.”
Darlene looked amused. “Seriously? You teach children? Interesting.”
Kayleen watched her move around the room. “Your last name is Dubois?”
Darlene nodded without looking at her. She lifted up a small Waterford clock, as if checking the weight and the value.
“Is that my last name?”
Darlene glanced at her. “What are you talking about?”
“I never knew. When my grandmother dropped me off at the orphanage, I didn’t know my last name. Everyone in the house had a different one. Grandmother wouldn’t say which was mine. I had to make one up.”
Darlene grinned. “I made mine up, too. What did you pick?”
“James. From the King James Bible.”
“I prefer Tennessee Williams myself.” Darlene started opening cabinets. “Can you drink in this place?”
“Yes. Right there.” Kayleen pointed to the carved doors hiding the fully stocked wet bar.
Darlene found the ice and fixed herself a vodka tonic, then took a long drink. “Better,” she said with a sigh. She walked to the sofa and sat down, then patted the seat next to her. “You’re going to start at the beginning and tell me everything.”
Kayleen stayed where she was. “About what?”
“The story here. You’re really engaged to that prince?”
“Yes. There will be a formal announcement in a few weeks and a wedding in the spring.”
Darlene took another drink. “So you’re not pregnant. I’d wondered if you were.”
Kayleen tried not to be insulted. “I didn’t have to trick As’ad into marrying me.”
“Of course not. I didn’t mean to imply you would. Still, you have to be sensible. Do you have a prenuptial agreement? How many millions is he offering? Do you have an attorney? I wonder if you could get one to fly out and help.”
Kayleen took a step back. “I don’t need an attorney. As’ad has promised the girls and I will be taken care of.”
“And you believe him? You’re lucky I’m here.”
Kayleen doubted that. “Why are you here?”
“Because I finally found my long-lost daughter.”
“You knew I was in the convent all those years. That’s hardly lost.”
Darlene shrugged. “You’re much more interesting now, honey.”
“Because of As’ad.” It wasn’t a question.
“Partly. Oh, Kayleen, life was hard for me when you were young. I couldn’t take care of a baby, I was just a baby myself. You’re grown-up. You can see that. Then I lost track of you. But now we’re together.”
Kayleen found it difficult to believe she would have been so hard to find.
Darlene stood. “I’m your mother. I want what’s best for you. If you really expect this prince to marry you, you’re going to have to keep him interested. I can help you with that. Otherwise, some rich socialite will steal him away. We don’t want that, do we?”
“I find it hard to believe you care anything about me,” Kayleen said, feeling both anger and guilt. What was she supposed to believe? “You never did before.”
“Don’t say that. Of course I cared. But I had a career. You were better off with those nuns. They took real good care of you.”
“How would you know?”
“It’s the kind of people they are. Am I wrong?”
“No,” Kayleen told her. “They’re exactly who you’d think they would be.”
“Then you should thank me.” She walked to the bar and fixed a second drink. “I’m not leaving, Kayleen. The king thinks he’s done you a big favor, finding me and bringing me here. I, for one, agree with him. You’re my baby girl and that means something to me. We’re going to get to know each other, you and I. Now run along. I need to rest. We’ll talk about this more later.”
Kayleen left. Not because she’d been told to, but because she couldn’t stand to be there anymore.
She didn’t know what to think about Darlene. She’d never really allowed herself to imagine what her mother was like-it hurt too much to think about all she’d lost. But this woman wasn’t anyone’s fantasy.
Then Kayleen thought about what the Mother Superior would say about judging someone so quickly. Maybe Darlene was sorry about their lost relationship. Maybe they could at least learn to be friends. Didn’t Kayleen owe her to give her a chance to prove herself?



Chapter Twelve


Kayleen returned to her suite, but she couldn’t seem to settle down. Not with her mother so close. Just a wall away.
It was her own fault for lying, she reminded herself. If she’d told King Mukhtar the truth, none of this would have happened. But she hated talking about how her mother didn’t want her and her grandmother abandoned her. It sounded sad and pathetic. So she’d made up a more comfortable version and now she was stuck with it.
She walked to the French doors and started to open them, then remembered her mother was right next door. She didn’t want another run-in with her. She turned back to pace the room when someone knocked.
Kayleen froze, afraid of who would be there. The door opened and As’ad stepped inside.
Without thinking, she ran to him. She wrapped her arms around him, wanting to feel the warmth of him, the safety that came from being close.
“That bad?” he asked as he hugged her.
She nodded.
“I take it my father’s surprise was not a pleasant one.”
She looked at him. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t know what to think or what I feel. She’s not like mothers on television.”
“Few are.” He touched her cheek. “Are you all right?”
She sighed. “I will be. It’s just strange. I don’t know her. I’ve never known her and now she’s here and we’re related and I can’t figure out what it all means.”
“I should probably tell you that getting to know her will take time, that it will get easier, but I am not sure that is true.” He smiled at her. “So perhaps I bring you good news.”
“Which is?”
“Do you remember your unexpected visit to the desert? Sharif, the chieftain there, has heard of our engagement and invites us to join him and his people for dinner.”
“I thought the engagement was supposed to be a secret.”
“There are those who find a way to know everything. He is one of them.”
“He probably saw light reflecting off my diamond ring. It’s like a beacon.”
As’ad chuckled. “Perhaps. I have spoken with Lina. She is pleased to take the girls if you would like to go.”
Kayleen bit her lower lip. “Is it too rude to leave my mother on her first night here?”
“I think she will be exhausted from her journey. Perhaps you can leave a message on her phone and see her another time.”
Kayleen was more than up for that. She left the message, then changed into a comfortable dress for her evening in the desert and met As’ad downstairs.
They walked out front where a Jeep was waiting. “You will need to learn to ride,” he told her. “Eventually you will want to go into the desert with the girls.”
“I know.” She settled in beside him and fastened her seat belt. “Maybe I’d do better on a camel. Horses and I don’t get along.”
“A camel is not a comfortable ride. Trust me. You would much prefer to be on a horse.”
“Maybe.” She would have to try a camel first.
It was late afternoon. The sun sat in the west, giving everything a rosy, golden glow. The air was warm with the promise of a cool night to follow.
“I wonder what it’s like to live in the desert,” she said as she stared out the window. “Traveling with a tribe, connected to the land.”
“No plumbing, no heat or air-conditioning, no closet.”
She laughed. “I can’t see you worrying about a closet.”
“I would not, but what about you?”
“I like plumbing and closets.” She didn’t have a lot of things, but she did like to have her few treasures around her.
“My brother Kateb lives in the desert,” he said. “He has always preferred the old ways, when life was simple and a man lived by his wits and his sword.”
“You’re serious? He’s a nomad?”
“It is how he prefers it. When each of us reached the age of thirteen, my brothers and I were sent into the desert for a summer. It is considered a rite of passage-a test of manhood. The tribes were not cruel, but we were shown no preference because of our stature. I enjoyed my time, but had no interest in changing my future because of the experience. No so Kateb. He spoke of nothing else when he returned. Our father insisted he complete his education and Kateb agreed. But when he graduated from university in England, he returned here and went into the desert.”
It sounded romantic, Kayleen thought, if she didn’t think about the reality of the life. Weren’t there sand fleas? And the heat in summer would be devastating. Still, the wilderness had some appeal. Not answering to anyone. Except one would have to answer to the tribe. There would have to be rules for the greater good.
“Will I meet him?” she asked.
“Not tonight. Kateb lives deep in the desert. Once or twice a year he returns to the palace, to meet with our father.”
As’ad watched as Kayleen stared out into the desert. “It’s all so beautiful,” she said. “I can see why your brother would want to make it his home. Even without running water.”
She spoke almost wistfully, as if she meant what she said, which she most likely did. He had learned that Kayleen’s word was truth-an unusual trait in a woman. But then Kayleen was not like other women he’d known.
Now that she had a wardrobe of designer clothes, she dressed more like someone engaged to a prince, but there was still an air of…freshness about her. She blushed, she looked him in the eye when she spoke, she never considered hiding her emotions. All things he liked about her. He hoped she would not develop a hard edge of sophistication. He enjoyed her candor and down-to-earth ways.
A surprise, he thought, knowing he had always preferred women of the world. Of course, those women had been companions for his bed, not anyone he would consider to be the mother to his children. He remembered a conversation he’d had years ago with his aunt. Lina had told him that there were different women in this world. That he should have his fun but save his heart for someone unlike his playthings.
She had been right-not that he would give her the satisfaction of telling her. At least about marriage. His heart remained carefully unengaged, as it should in situations as important as these.
He pulled up by the edge of the camp and parked. Kayleen drew in a deep breath.
“They are so going to laugh at me,” she murmured.
“Why would they do that?”
She looked at him and said, “Good evening. Blessings to you and your family,” in the old tongue of El Deharia. Then added in English, “My pronunciation is horrible.”
“You are learning our language?”
“It seemed the right thing to do. Plus, last time almost no one would talk to me in English. It’s their country, right? One of the maids is teaching me on her lunch hour. She’s taking night classes and I’m helping her with her calculus.”
He stared at the hazel-eyed beauty who sat next to him. In a few months, they would be married and she would be a princess for the rest of her life. Her blood would mingle with his and their children would be able to trace their lineage back a thousand years.
She had a vault of jewels to wear whenever she liked, a bank account that never emptied; she lived in a palace. Yet did she expect humble people of the desert to speak her language? Did she hire a tutor? Have a linguistic specialist summoned? Not Kayleen. She bartered with a maid and learned an ancient speech not spoken outside the desert.
In that moment, as he stared into her eyes and saw their future, he felt something. A faint tightness in his chest. A need to thank her or give her something. The feeling was fleeting and unfamiliar, therefore he ignored it.
Or tried to.
There could be no softer emotions. With them came weakness, and strength was all. But he could be grateful that she had stumbled into his life and changed everything.
He reached for her hand. “I am glad we are to be married,” he told her.
Happiness brightened her eyes and her whole face took on a glow. Love, he thought with satisfaction, knowing all would be well.
“I am, too,” she whispered.
Sharif and Zarina greeted them as they arrived, then the other woman pulled Kayleen aside.
“I see you managed to keep him all to yourself,” Zarina teased as she picked up Kayleen’s left hand and stared at the ring there. “You have chosen well.”
“I think so.”
Zarina laughed. “I recognize that smile. You are pleased with As’ad.”
“He’s wonderful.”
“What every bride should think about her groom.”
She led Kayleen toward a group of women and introduced her. Kayleen recognized a few of them from her last visit and greeted them in their native language. There were looks of surprise, then two of them started talking to her, speaking so quickly she caught about every tenth word.
“I have no idea what you’re saying,” she admitted in English. “I’m still learning.”
“But you are trying,” Zarina said, sounding pleased. “You honor us with your effort.”
“I was hoping we could be friends,” Kayleen told her.
Zarina smiled. “We are. But we will have to remember our places. Once you are a princess, things will change.”
“Not for me.” Kayleen wasn’t interested in position or money. She wanted more important things.
“Then we will be good friends,” Zarina told her. “Come. We are fixing dinner. You can keep us company. We will teach you new words. Perhaps words of love to impress your future husband.”
“I’d like that.”
Kayleen settled in the open cooking area. The women gathered there, talking and laughing. She couldn’t follow many of the conversations, but that was all right. She would get more fluent with time.
She liked the way the women all worked together, with no obvious hierarchy. How the children came and went, dashing to a parent when they felt the need for attention. How easily they were picked up and hugged, how quick the smiles.
The tribe was an extended family-in some ways similar to her experiences in the orphanage. The group pulled together for the greater good. The difference was one would always belong to the tribe.
Roots, she thought enviously. Roots that traveled along. What would that be like?
She thought about her mother, back at the palace. They were supposed to be family, but Darlene was a stranger to her. Kayleen only had vague memories of her aunts and her grandmother, but then she’d forgotten on purpose. What was the point of remembering long days of being left alone, of being hungry and frightened?
She heard giggles and saw Zarina whispering to one of the young women. There were gestures and the next thing Kayleen knew, she was being pulled into a tent.
“We don’t do this very much,” Zarina told her. “It is only to be used on special occasions. With power comes responsibility.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Zarina opened a trunk and dug around, then pulled out several lengths of sheer veil.
“The trick is to maintain the mystery,” Zarina told her as she passed over the fabric. “It’s about confidence, not talent. No man can resist a woman who dances for him. So you can’t feel self-conscious or worry about how you look. You must know in your heart that he wants you with a desperation that leaves him weak. You are in charge. You decide. He begs and you give in.”
Kayleen took a step back. “If you’re saying what I think you’re saying…”
“After dinner, we will send As’ad to a private tent. You will be there. You will dance for him.” Zarina smiled. “It’s a memory he’ll hold on to for the rest of his life.”
As much as Kayleen wanted to be accepted by the women of the tribe, she was terrified at the thought of trying to seduce As’ad.
“I don’t know how to dance. I’m not good at this.”
“You are the woman he wishes to marry. You know all you need to. As for the dancing…it is easy. Come, I will show you.”
Zarina tossed the fabric onto a pile of pillows, then shrugged out of her robes. Underneath she wore a sleeveless tank top and cropped pants. A simple, modern outfit that would work perfectly in the desert.
“Lower your center of gravity while keeping your back straight. Rock your hips until you feel the movement, then begin to rotate them.”
Zarina demonstrated, making it look easy. Kayleen tried to do as she said, but felt awkward.
But she didn’t give up and after a few minutes, she had the hip movement down. Next she learned to hold her arms out to the side, moving them gracefully.
“Very good,” Zarina told her. “Now turn slowly. You want to dance for a minute or two, turn, then remove one of the veils.”
Kayleen skidded to a stop. “I can’t dance naked.”
“You won’t have to. No man can resist the dance of the veils. You will remove two, maybe three, then he will remove the rest.”
“What if he thinks I look stupid?”
“He won’t. He’ll think he’s the luckiest man alive. Now let us prepare you for the evening.”
Unsure she was really going to be able to do this, Kayleen followed Zarina to another tent where there were several women waiting. She was stripped down to her underwear and sat patiently as henna was applied to her hands and feet.
“It’s the temporary kind,” Zarina told her. “A sugar-based dye that will wash off in a week or so.”
Kayleen stared at the intricate design and knew she wouldn’t mind if it lasted longer.
Next she was “dressed” in layers of veils. They were wound around her, woven together until they appeared to be a seamless garment. They were sheer, but in enough volume to only hint at what was below.
Zarina applied makeup, using a dark pencil to outline Kayleen’s eyes and a red stain on her lips.
“Better than lipstick,” the other woman told her. “It won’t come off.”
Her hair was pulled back and up through a beaded headpiece. Dozens of bracelets fit on each wrist. The final touch was a pair of dangling earrings that nearly touched her shoulders.
When they were finished, Zarina led her to a mirror. Kayleen stared at the image, knowing it couldn’t possibly be her. She looked exotic. She’d never been exotic in her life. She also looked sexy and mysterious.
“I will leave you here for a few minutes to practice, then come for you,” Zarina told her. “Believe in yourself. With this dance, you can snare As’ad’s heart so that he can never be free again. What wife doesn’t want that?”
Good question, Kayleen thought when she was alone. Nerves writhed in her stomach, but she ignored them. Having As’ad respect her wasn’t enough. She wanted more-she wanted him to love her.
He had to see she was more than just someone to take care of the girls or an innocent he’d slept with. Their engagement might have begun due to circumstances other than love, but it didn’t have to stay that way.
She’d already given him her heart-now she had to claim his. Which meant being equal to a prince.
Could she? Kayleen had spent her whole life in the shadows, lurking in the background, not making waves, desperate for what she wanted, but afraid to step up and take it. It was time to be different. If she wanted to love a prince, she would have to claim him. She would have to show him she was so much more than he imagined. Her upbringing had given her an inner strength. She would use that power to achieve her heart’s desire.
With a last look at herself, she walked to the front of the tent to wait for Zarina. She wasn’t afraid. She was going to bring As’ad to his knees and make him beg. And that was just for starters.
While As’ad enjoyed the company of Sharif, he was disappointed in the evening. He’d brought Kayleen to the desert so they could share the experience. But she had been whisked away and a polite guest did not ask why.
As the strong coffee was served at the end of the meal, he glanced at his watch and calculated how long he would have to wait until they could politely take their leave. Perhaps he and Kayleen could go into town for a couple of hours. There were a few nightclubs that were intimate and had small, crowded dance floors. He liked the idea of holding her close.
Zarina approached and bowed. “Prince As’ad, would you please come with me?”
As’ad looked at his host. “Do I trust your daughter?”
Sharif laughed. “As if I know her plans. Zarina, what do you want with the prince?”
“Nothing that will displease him.”
As’ad excused himself and followed her. Night had fallen and the stars hung low in the sky. He thought briefly of his brother Kateb, and wondered when he would next return to the palace. If he came in time, he could attend the wedding. As’ad would like to have all his brothers there for the ceremony. And to point out that he would no longer have to listen to their father’s complaints that they had yet to all find brides.
Zarina wove her way through the tents, pausing at one in the back, almost on its own.
“In here, sir,” she said, holding open the flap. “I wish you a good evening.”
As’ad ducked inside. The tent was dim, with only a few lights. There was an open space covered with rugs, and a pile of cushions in front of him.
“If you will please be seated.”
The request came from a dark corner. He recognized Kayleen’s voice. A quiet tent, seclusion and the company of a beautiful woman, he thought as he lowered himself to the cushions. The evening had improved considerably.
Music began. The melody was more traditional than contemporary, as were the instruments. An interesting choice, he thought, as Kayleen stepped out of the shadows. It was his last rational thought for a very long time.
She wore veils. Dozens and dozens of sheer lengths of fabric covered her body. Yet there were flashes of skin-her waist, her legs, a bit of arm.
Her face looked the same, yet different, with her eyes suddenly dark and intriguing. Jewels glittered from her wrists and her ears; her skin shimmered in the dim light. She was the woman he knew yet a woman he had never known. Even before she began to move, he wanted her.
She moved her arms gracefully. He saw the henna on her skin and dropped his gaze to her bare feet. It was there, as well. The patterns were oddly erotic on her fair skin.
She moved her hips back and forth, turned and a single veil dropped to the rug.
It showed him nothing more. She was too well-wrapped. But when it hit, his chest tightened. Blood heated and raced through him, heading to his groin, where it settled impatiently. The desire was instant, powerful and pulsing.
He knew of the dance, had heard it described, but had never experienced it himself. He’d heard men talk of the power of being seduced in such a way by a woman and had privately thought them weak. But now, as Kayleen danced in time with the music, he knew he had been wrong. There was something primal in her movements, something that called only him.
She turned again and another veil fell.
It was all he could do to stay seated. He wanted to jump to his feet, pull her close and take her. He wanted to be inside of her, feeling her heat, pleasuring them both. Heat grew until he burned. And still she danced.
Her hips moved back and forth, her arms fluttered. This time when she turned, he knew the veil would fall, anticipated it, looked greedily to see more of her. A tug and it fluttered to the ground.
She turned back. He saw a hint of curve, the lace of her bra, and he was lost. He sprang to his feet and crossed to her. After he grabbed her around the waist, he pulled her against him and kissed her.
He told himself to hold back, that she wouldn’t appreciate his passion, but despite his forceful kiss, she met him with the same intensity. She plunged her tongue into his mouth, taking as much as she gave.
Kayleen was shaking, both from nerves and from need. Zarina had been right. Despite her uncertainty, she’d managed to bring a prince to his knees. Or at least his feet, which was just as good.
She’d seen the need in As’ad’s eyes, had watched him get aroused. He was already hard and straining. Even as they kissed, he pulled at the veils covering her, swearing with impatience when one tangled and would not budge.
“How many are there?” he asked, his voice thick with frustration and sexual arousal.
“A lot.”
She reached for his shirt and began to unbutton that.
“Too slow,” he told her and ripped the shirt open, then shrugged out of it. Seconds later he’d removed the rest of his clothes. Then he was naked and reaching for her.
His eagerness thrilled her. She was already damp and swollen, ready to be taken. To show him, she reached between them and stroked his arousal. He groaned as his maleness flexed in her hand.
“I want you,” he breathed in her ear. “I want you now.”
His words turned her to liquid. “Then take me.”
He stared into her eyes. “Kayleen.”
“I am to be your wife, As’ad. Take me.”
He lowered her to the cushions and pushed the veils aside. After pulling down her panties, he slid his fingers between her legs.
“You want me,” he told her as he rubbed against her swollen center.
“Always.”
He smiled, then continued to touch her. She pushed his hand away.
“Be in me,” she told him. “Claim me.”
His breath caught, then he did as she asked. He settled between her knees and pushed inside of her.
She always forgot how large he was, how he filled her and made her ache with need. Normally he was slow and gentle, but tonight he pushed inside as if driven. The passion excited her.
He thrust deeply, groaning, his arousal moving her in a way she’d never experienced before. Her muscles began to tense and she closed her eyes to enjoy the ride.
He took her hard and fast, as if daring her to keep up. She accepted him easily, letting each plunging, rubbing pulse take her higher and higher. She pulled her knees back, then locked her legs around his hips, drawing him in deeper.
Faster and more, pushing and straining until her release was only a heartbeat away.
He spoke her name. She looked up and saw him watching her.
“You are mine.”
Three simple words, but they were enough to send her spiraling out of control. She lost herself in her release, screaming as the pleasure claimed her. He pushed in twice more, then groaned the end of his journey.
The waves of their pleasure joined them and they clung to each other until the earth stopped moving and their bodies were finally at rest.
Kayleen let herself into her suite shortly after midnight. She felt happy and content and as if she could float. Or do the whole veil dance again!
Rather than turn on a light, she crossed to the balcony and stepped out into the night. The air had a slight chill, but she didn’t care. All she had to do was think about how much As’ad had wanted her and she got all hot inside.
The evening had been magical and she didn’t want to forget any part of it. If there were-
The sound of a chair moving caught her attention. She turned and saw something sitting in the shadows. The light from a cigarette glowed briefly.
“Well, well, aren’t you a bit of surprise.” Her mother’s voice was low and tight with something Kayleen didn’t recognize. “I thought you were just a silly girl who’d gotten lucky, but I was wrong. You just have a different game you play.”
Kayleen faced her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“That innocent, country-mouse act is a good one. I’ll bet your prince fell for it in a heartbeat.”
“I’m not acting. All of this is real.”
Darlene laughed. “Don’t try to play me. I invented the game. I’m saying I respect your tactics. They wouldn’t work for me, but they obviously work.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. It’s late. I’m going to bed.”
“You’ve already been to bed. What you’re going to do this time is sleep. Am I wrong?”
“I’m not discussing this with you.” She wouldn’t allow the other woman to turn her amazing evening into something ugly.
“You made one mistake, though. Falling in love with him makes you vulnerable and that means you can make a wrong move. It’s better to stay detached. Safer.”
“I’m marrying As’ad. I’m supposed to love him.”
Her mother laughed again. “Just don’t go expecting him to love you back. Men like him don’t. Ever.” She inhaled on her cigarette. “That’s my motherly advice to you. A little late, but no less valuable.”
“Good night,” Kayleen told her and walked back into her room.
Her good mood had faded, which she hated, but worse were the doubts. Was her mother right about As’ad? Kayleen needed him to love her. She hadn’t realized it mattered, but it did. And if he couldn’t…
She walked into her bedroom and sank onto the mattress. If he couldn’t, how could she marry him?



Chapter Thirteen


Kayleen huddled in the chair in Lina’s living room and did her best to keep breathing. She’d recently discovered that terror and anxiety tended to make her hold her breath. Then she ended up gasping, which was not attractive or likely to make herself feel better.
“She’s hideous,” she moaned. “Isn’t it enough that she abandoned me when I was a baby? Does she have to show up now?”
Lina patted her hand. “I am so sorry. My brother thought he was helping. Truly.”
“I know. I’ve already mentally flogged myself for not telling the truth, but I just hate talking about my biological family. It’s pathetic to be abandoned twice. What does that say about me?”
“That you rose above your circumstances. That you have great character and inner strength. That we are lucky to have you marrying into our family.”
Kayleen smiled. “You’re good.”
“Thank you. It’s a gift. Now about your mother…”
Kayleen’s smile faded. “I don’t want to think about her, but I have to. She’s everywhere. Lurking. She constantly shows up without warning. She has totally terrified the girls. Last night she made Pepper cry when she told her she was going to have to be smart in life because she wasn’t that pretty. Pepper wanted to hit her and I almost let her. Who says that to a little girl? Pepper’s adorable. I can forgive her being mean to me, but to little kids? Never.”
“Do you want me to tell her to leave the country?” Lina asked. “I will. I can be very imperious. We can ship her back on the next plane.”
Kayleen was tempted. Very tempted. “I can’t tell you how much I want to say yes. It’s just…she’s my mother. Shouldn’t I try to have a relationship with her? Don’t I owe her?”
“Only you can answer that. Although I must ask what you owe her for. Giving birth? You didn’t ask to be born. That was her choice. And with having a child, comes responsibility. If she didn’t want to be bothered, she should have given you up for adoption.”
“I wonder why she didn’t,” Kayleen said. What would her life have been like if she’d been raised by a couple who wanted a child? She couldn’t begin to imagine.
“Who knows. Perhaps the paperwork was too complicated for her tiny brain.”
Kayleen grinned. “I like that. But it still leaves me with the issue of what to do with her. While I appreciate your offer to get rid of her, that doesn’t feel right to me. I think I have to try and make a real connection with her, no matter how different we are. I’ll deal with her for another week. If we can’t find some common ground and she’s still acting awful, then I’ll take you up on your offer.”
“You’re giving her more chances than I would, but you have a kinder heart.”
“Or more guilt.” She sighed. “You don’t suppose As’ad thinks I’m anything like her, do you?”
“Of course not. We can’t pick our relatives. Don’t worry-he doesn’t blame you for your mother.”
“I hope not.” She rose. “All right. I need to go make good on my word and try to spend time with Darlene.”
“Let me know how it goes.”
“I will.”
Kayleen walked down a flight of stairs to her suite. She paused at the door, then moved to the next one and knocked.
“Come in.”
She walked into her mother’s suite and found her at the dining room table, sipping coffee. There was a plate of toast and some fruit in a bowl.
Breakfast, she thought, trying not to judge. It was after eleven.
“Oh, there you are,” Darlene said by way of greeting. “I just received the most delightful note from the king. I’m invited to a formal party. Something diplomatic. It sounds fabulous. I’ll need something to wear. Can you take care of that?”
Kayleen sat across from her at the table. “Sure. One of the boutiques is sending over some dresses. If you give me your size information, I’ll have them send over some for you.”
Darlene smiled. “I like the service here.”
Despite the fact that she hadn’t been up very long, Darlene was perfectly made-up, with her hair styled. She wore a silk robe that clung to her curves. She looked beautiful, in a brittle sort of way.
“I thought maybe we could spend some time together,” Kayleen told her. “Get to know each other. Catch up.”
Darlene raised her eyebrows. “What do you want to know? I got pregnant at sixteen, left you with my mother and took off for Hollywood. I landed a few guest spots on soaps and a few prime-time shows, which paid the bills. Then I met a guy who took me to Las Vegas. You can make a lot more money there. Which I did. But time isn’t a woman’s friend. I need to secure my future. I wasn’t sure how that was going to happen, when I heard from your king. Now I’m here.”
Kayleen leaned toward her. “I’m your daughter. Don’t you want to at least be friends?”
Darlene studied her for a long time. “You have a very soft heart, don’t you?”
“I’ve never thought about it.”
“You took in those girls. Now you’re adopting them. You’re going to be exactly the kind of wife As’ad wants.”
“I love him. I want him to be happy.”
Darlene nodded slowly. “You like it here? In El Deharia?”
“Of course. It’s beautiful. Not just the city, but out in the desert. I’m learning the language, the customs. I want to fit in.”
Darlene lit a cigarette. Her gaze was sharp, as if she were trying to figure something out. “The king is nice.”
“He’s very kind and understanding.”
“Interesting. Those aren’t the words I would have used.” Her mother sipped her coffee. “Yes, Kayleen, I would like us to be friends. I just showed up here, which had to have been a shock. I’ve only been thinking of myself. I’m sorry for that.”
“Really?” Kayleen was surprised, but pleased to hear the words. “That’s okay. You’ve had a difficult life.”
“So have you. But a better one than you would have had if you’d gotten stuck with my family. I know you probably don’t believe that, but it’s true.” She rose. “Let me shower and get dressed. Then, if you have time, you can take me on a tour of the palace. It’s a beautiful building.”
“It is. I’ve been studying the history. I want to know everything about As’ad and his people.”
Darlene’s expression tightened. “I’m sure he appreciates that.”
As’ad took Kayleen’s hand in his and kissed her fingers. “What troubles you?”
They were having lunch together in his office. She smiled at him. “Nothing. I’m just thinking.”
“Obviously not about how you consider yourself blessed above all women for being engaged to me.”
She laughed. “No. Not that. I’m thinking about my mother.”
“I see.”
She looked at him. “You don’t approve of her?”
“I do not know her. What matters to me is your feelings.”
“I’m not sure of anything,” she admitted, wondering when everything had gotten so complicated. “I told her I thought we should get to know each other and try to be friends.”
“And?”
“It’s better,” she said slowly. “I just don’t know if I believe her. Then I feel horrible for saying that. I asked, she agreed and now I’m questioning that? Shouldn’t I trust her?”
“Trust must be earned. You have a biological connection, but you don’t know this woman.”
“You’re right. I’m so uncomfortable about everything.” Especially Darlene’s statements that she was in El Deharia to find a rich man to secure her future. Kayleen was torn between keeping her emotional distance and wanting to have family.
She’d always been taught to see the best in people, to believe they would come through in the end. So thinking her mother was using her violated what she knew to be right and what she felt in her heart. But assuming all was well violated her common sense.
She glanced at him. “You know I’m not like her, right?”
He smiled. “Yes, I know.”
“Good.”
Darlene hummed as she flipped through the dresses on the rack. “I could so get used to this,” she murmured as she picked out a low-cut black gown that glittered with scattered beads. “The work is incredible. The details are hand-done. Have you looked at these prices? Twenty-three thousand dollars. Just like that.” She put the black dress in front of her and turned to the full-length mirror set up in Kayleen’s living room. “What do you think?”
“It’s beautiful.” Kayleen thought the dress lacked subtlety, but what did she know about fashion?
Darlene laughed. “Not your thing?”
“Not exactly.”
“You’re young. You’ll grow into black.” She carried the dress over to the tray of jewelry on the dining room table. “I’m thinking the sapphire-and-diamond-drop earrings and that matching pendant. Or the bracelet. As much as I want to wear both, less is more. Are you wearing that?”
Kayleen held up a strapless emerald-colored dress. The style was simple, yet elegant. It wasn’t especially low-cut, but it was more daring than anything she’d ever worn. Still, she wanted to be beautiful for As’ad.
“I love it,” she admitted. “But it makes me nervous.”
“It’s all in the boning. That dress is couture. It should have the support built right in. Don’t worry-you’ll stay covered.” Darlene put her dress back on the rack, then returned to the jewelry tray. “Something surprising. Young, but sophisticated. Let’s see.”
She picked up an earring, then put it down. She handed another to Kayleen. “Here.”
Kayleen took the piece and studied the curving shape. The free-form design was open and sparkled with white and champagne diamonds.
“Really? Not the emeralds?”
“Too expected with the dress,” Darlene told her. “And just the earrings. No necklace or bracelet. You’re young and beautiful. Go with it. When you start to fade, you can add the sparkle. Someone’s going to do your hair, right? You’ll want it up, with long curls down your back. And you don’t wear enough makeup. It’s a party. Use eyeliner.”
Kayleen put in the earring, then held her hair away from her face. “You’re right.”
“Thanks. I’ve been around a long time and I know what men like. Now let’s see how I look in this black dress.”
She stripped down to her lingerie and then stepped into the black gown. Kayleen helped with the zipper.
“Perfect,” Darlene said as she stared at herself in the mirror. “I’ve already met the Spanish ambassador earlier in the garden. He’s very charming. A little older, but that’s good. I can be his prize.”
Kayleen didn’t know what to say to that. “Have you ever been married?”
Darlene held her hair up, as if considering the right style. “Once, years ago. I was eighteen. He was nobody. But I was in love and I told myself money didn’t matter. Then the marriage ended and I had nothing. I learned my lesson. Something you should learn.”
“What are you talking about?”
“As’ad. You get starry-eyed when he’s around. It’s embarrassing for all of us.”
Kayleen flushed. “We’re engaged.”
“I don’t see how that matters.” Darlene stepped out of the dress and put it back on the hanger, then reached for her own clothes. “I know this sounds harsh, but believe me, I have your best interests in mind. Men like As’ad don’t have to bother with love. You’re setting yourself up for heartache. Take what you can get and move on.”
“So no one matters. No one touches your heart.”
“Life is easier that way,” her mother told her.
“You’re wrong,” Kayleen said. “Life is emptier that way. We are more than the sum of our experiences. We are defined by our relationships. The people we love and those who love us in return. In the end, that matters more than money.”
“So speaks the girl who has never been hungry and without a home.”
Kayleen stiffened. “I have been without a home. My grandmother dumped me at an orphanage because she couldn’t be bothered. But then why should she when my own mother walked out on me?”
Darlene pulled on her shirt and buttoned it. “Here we go,” she said, sounding bored. “Poor you. Nobody loves you. Get over it. Life is hard, so make the best of it.”
“You mean use other people to get what you want.”
“If necessary.” Darlene seemed untouched by the comment. “Maybe it seems cruel to be tossed aside, but sometimes it’s worse to be kept. Your grandmother wasn’t exactly a loving parent. There’s a reason I left.”
“I was your daughter. You should have taken me with you.”
“You would have only dragged me down.”
“So you left me to the same fate?”
Darlene shrugged. “You got lucky. She didn’t bother with you. Trust me, if she had, it would have been a whole lot worse.”
Kayleen didn’t want to believe the words, but it was impossible not to. “You don’t care about me at all.”
“I’m proud of what you’ve accomplished.”
“Catching a rich man?”
“Every woman’s dream.”
“Not mine,” Kayleen told her. “I only wanted to belong.”
“Then consider the irony. You have what I want and I’ve turned down a thousand of what you want. Life sure has a sense of humor.”
The battle between Kayleen’s head and her heart ended. She walked over to the tray of jewelry and shook it. “This is why you’re here. This is why you’re pretending we can be friends. Let me guess-if you land the Spanish ambassador, you’ll be gone and I’ll never hear from you again. Until you need something.”
Darlene shrugged. “I didn’t come looking for you, honey. I was living my life, minding my own business. You’re the one who set all this in motion. I’m just taking advantage of the ride.”
Kayleen had always tried to hate her mother. It had been easier than being disappointed and heartbroken over being thrown away. But it was impossible to hate someone so flawed and unhappy.
“It won’t matter if you end up with the Spanish ambassador,” Kayleen told her mother. “You’ll never feel like you have enough. There’s not enough money in the world to fill that hole inside of you. It’s going to take more. It’s going to take giving your heart.”
“Spare me.” Darlene waved her hand dismissively.
“I can’t. You can only spare yourself. But you won’t listen to me because you think you already know everything you need to. You can’t use me anymore. You can stay for the party, but then you have to leave.”
Her mother glared at her. “Who the hell are you to tell me whether or not I can stay?”
Kayleen drew herself up to her full height. “I’m As’ad’s fiancée.”
Kayleen was determined to enjoy her first formal event despite feeling uneasy about her mother. Darlene had been friendly, as if nothing had happened. As if she wasn’t planning on leaving. Kayleen was determined to handle the situation herself, so she didn’t mention anything to As’ad.
He came to her door a little past seven, looking tall and handsome in a black tuxedo and white shirt.
Dana let him in after insisting Kayleen needed to make an entrance.
“You’re so pretty,” the girl told her. “He needs to see all of you at once.”
Kayleen did her best not to fidget as As’ad walked toward her, his dark eyes unreadable. He paused in front of her.
“You are perfection,” he murmured as he lightly kissed her. “I will have to keep you close or you will be stolen away.”
“Not likely,” she told him with a laugh. She turned in a slow circle. “You like the dress?”
“Yes, but I adore the woman who wears it.”
Her heart fluttered.
She’d taken Darlene’s advice on her hair, asking the stylist to put the top part up and leave the rest in long curls. The gown fit snugly and seemed secure enough for her to relax. She wore the champagne-and-white-diamond earrings, along with a simple diamond bracelet. Her high-heeled sandals gave her an extra four inches and would be excruciating by the end of the evening, but they looked fabulous.
“When do we get to go to formal state parties?” Pepper asked with a whine. “I want a new dress and fancy hair.”
“When you are thirteen.”
“But that’s forever away.”
He touched her nose. “You will get there soon enough.”
“I only have to wait a year and a half,” Dana said happily. “Then I can go.”
“Three pretty girls,” As’ad told Kayleen. “We’re going to have to watch them closely. There will be boys at these parties.”
“Am I pretty, too?” Pepper asked. Her eyes were big and she sounded doubtful, as if expecting a negative answer.
Kayleen remembered Darlene’s harsh assessment and wanted to bonk her mother on the head for it.
As’ad crouched in front of the little girl. “You are more than pretty. You are a classic beauty. Never doubt yourself. You are to be a princess.”
Pepper smiled widely. “When I’m a princess can I chop off people’s heads if they’re mean to me?”
As’ad choked back a laugh and straightened. “No, but you will have other powers.” He took Kayleen’s hand. “We must leave. Be good tonight.”
“We will,” Nadine told him.
Kayleen waved as they left. This being a palace, there was always someone to babysit.
They walked the length of the long corridor, then went down a flight of stairs. Once on the main floor, they joined the milling crowd walking toward the ballroom.
While Kayleen had toured the palace many times, she’d never seen the ballroom anything but empty. She was unprepared for the thousands of lights glittering from dozens of massive chandeliers or perfectly set tables set around a large dance floor.
The room was like something out of a movie. Well-dressed couples chatted and danced and sipped champagne. She’d never seen so many jewels in her life. Each dress was more beautiful than the one before, each man more handsome. As they walked into the ballroom, she waited for the sense of not belonging to sweep over her. She waited to feel awkward or out of place. Instead there was only contentment and the knowledge that she belonged here.
The burst of confidence bubbled inside of her, as if she’d already had too much champagne. She enjoyed the sensation, knowing this was her world now. She would marry a wonderful man and together they would adopt the girls. In time she would have children of her own.
As’ad led her to the dance floor, then pulled her into his arms. “Now what are you thinking?” he asked.
“That I’m Cinderella and I’ve finally arrived at the ball.”
“So you leave me at midnight?”
She stared into his eyes. “I’ll never leave you.”
He stared back. “Good. I do not wish you to go. I need you, Kayleen. I will always need you.”
Happiness filled her until she felt as if she could float. The music was perfect, as was the night. They danced until the king arrived, then As’ad led her around and introduced her to several of the guests.
The sound of loud laughter caught her attention. She turned and saw Darlene leaning against a much older, heavyset man. The man’s attention seemed locked on her barely covered chest.
“The Spanish ambassador?” Kayleen asked As’ad.
“Yes. Do you wish to meet him?”
“Not especially.”
He watched Darlene. “So that is who she has chosen?”
“Apparently.”
“He’s very rich, but alas, he is married. His wife does not accompany him when he travels.”
Married? Kayleen looked at her mother. Did Darlene know?
“I should tell her,” she said.
He frowned. “Why?”
“Because she’s looking for security in her old age and he’s obviously not the way to find it.”
“Do you care what happens to her?”
“She’s my mother. I can’t not care.” Which didn’t mean she’d changed her mind. She still wanted her mother gone. Not that she’d figured out how to make her go.
“I think it is time I dance with my new sister.”
Kayleen turned and saw Qadir, As’ad’s brother, standing next to her.
“Assuming you don’t mind,” Qadir told As’ad.
“One dance and don’t flirt.”
Qadir laughed. “I flirt as easily as I breathe. Are you so worried that I will steal her away?”
“A man always guards what is precious to him.”
Kayleen held in a sigh. “Flirt away,” she told Qadir. “My heart belongs to your brother.”
“Then he is a lucky man.” Qadir led her to the dance floor. “You are beautiful tonight.”
“Just tonight? Am I usually a troll?”
He laughed. “So this is what has charmed my brother. There’s a brain.”
“I have all my organs. Unusual, but there we are.”
He laughed again. They chatted about the party and the guests. Qadir told her outrageous stories about several people, including a rumor about an English duchess who complained about not being allowed to bring her dog to the event.
When the dance was finished, Kayleen excused herself. Qadir was nice enough, but not the person she wanted to spend the evening with.
She walked around the edge of the room, and saw As’ad speaking with her mother.
“That can’t be good,” she muttered to herself and crossed the room to where they were standing.
“You will leave,” As’ad said as Kayleen approached.
“I’m not so sure about that,” Darlene told him. “The girl is my daughter. Who are you to come between her and her family?”
“A man who is willing to pay you to leave.”
Kayleen caught her breath. No. As’ad couldn’t do that. It wasn’t right. She moved forward, but neither of them noticed her.
“You will not see her again,” he continued. “If she contacts you herself, that is fine, but you will not have contact with her directly without her permission.”
“So many rules.” Darlene smiled. “That’ll cost you.”
“I would think a million dollars would be enough.”
“Oh, please. Not even close. I want five.”
“Three.”
“I’ll take four and you’ll consider it a bargain.”
The room went still. Oh, sure, people were dancing and talking and Kayleen was confident the orchestra kept playing, but she couldn’t hear anything except the conversation of the two people in front of her.
“I’ll wire the money as soon as you get me an account number,” he said.
“I can give it to you tonight.” Darlene patted his arm. “You really care for her. That’s sweet.”
“She is to be my wife.”
“So I hear. You know she’s in love with you.”
Kayleen’s breath caught.
“I know.” As’ad spoke quietly, confidently.
“I’ll bet that makes things real easy for you,” Darlene said.
“It does.”
Her mother tilted her head. “You think she’s foolish enough to think you love her back?”
“You are not to tell her otherwise.”
“Of course not.” Darlene smiled again. “But I think I should be allowed to keep the dress and the jewelry then. As a token of goodwill.”
“As you wish.”
“Then she’ll never hear the truth from me.”



Chapter Fourteen


Kayleen didn’t remember leaving the party, but she must have. When she finally looked around, she was in the garden-the one place she always seemed to retreat to. It was mostly in shadow, with lights illuminating the path. She wandered around, her body aching, her eyes burning, neither of which compared to the pain in her heart.
As’ad didn’t love her. While he’d never specifically said he cared, she’d allowed herself to believe.
“I’m a fool,” she said aloud.
He’d dismissed feelings as nothing more than a convenience. He’d admitted that their marriage would be easier for him, because of her feelings. He was using her. Nothing about their engagement mattered to him. She didn’t matter to him.
She hurt. Her whole body ached. Each breath was an effort. She wanted to cry, but she was too stunned.
Her hopes and dreams continued to crumble around her, leaving her standing in a pile of dusty “what could have been.” She’d thought she’d found where she belonged, where she could matter and make a difference. She’d thought so many things. But in As’ad’s mind, she was little more than a comfy ottoman, where he could rest his feet. Useful, but not of any great interest.
She turned, trying to figure out where to go, what to do. Light caught her engagement ring and made it sparkle. She’d been such a fool, she thought bitterly. So stupidly innocent and naive about everything. Her mother had been right-why on earth would a man like As’ad be interested in a country mouse like herself? She’d wrapped herself in the fantasy because it was what she wanted to believe. Because it was easier than accepting the truth.
She heard a sound and looked up. One of the doves shifted in its cage. Willingly trapped because they either didn’t understand they could be free or weren’t interested. They took the easy way out, too.
Anger joined a sadness so profound, she knew it would scar her forever. Because whatever mistakes she’d made, she truly did love As’ad. She always would. But she didn’t belong here. She couldn’t stay and marry a man who didn’t love her.
That decided, she made her way into the palace. Her mother’s door stood partially open. Kayleen stepped inside without knocking to find her mother supervising two maids who were packing her suitcases. Darlene had already changed out of her evening gown into an elegant pantsuit. When she saw her daughter, she smiled.
“Oh, good. You stopped by. That saves me writing a note. Look, I’m leaving-just like you said I should. I’ve had a great time. I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to get to know each other better. Next time you’re back in the States, you’ll need to look me up.”
Everything about her was false, Kayleen thought emotionlessly. From her bleached hair to her fake smiles.
“You’re leaving because As’ad is paying you four million dollars,” Kayleen told her. “I heard the conversation.”
“Then you know I got what I came for. A secure future. It’s not a fortune, but I know how to invest. I’ll live well enough and maybe find someone to supplement my excesses. It doesn’t compare with your haul, of course, but we can’t all be that lucky.”
Lucky. Right. To fall in love with a man who didn’t care about her.
“When do you leave?” Kayleen asked.
“There’s a plane waiting at the airport. I love the truly rich.” Darlene frowned. “You’re not going to want an emotional goodbye, are you?”
“No. I don’t want anything from you.”
With that, she left and returned to her own suite. The babysitter greeted her.
“They were all so good tonight,” the young woman said.
“I’m glad. Thank you.”
The other woman left and Kayleen was alone.
Despite the pain, she felt almost at peace. Maybe it was finally seeing the world as it was, and not as she wanted it to be. Maybe it was knowing the truth.
The truth was she would never have the kind of relationship with her biological family that she wanted. She could keep trying and maybe in time, things would improve, but there was no rescue there. There was no happy ending.
The same was true with As’ad. He’d proposed out of duty and maybe with the belief that she would be a good wife. He’d told her he didn’t believe in love and she hadn’t listened. She’d created a different story because it was what she wanted to believe.
But he didn’t love her and he had no intention of loving her. So her choices were clear. She could stay and marry him, live life as a princess, or she could walk away. Darlene would tell her the money, the prestige, the palace, were worth nearly everything. But Kayleen remembered reading once that when a woman marries for money, she earns every penny.
She didn’t want to marry for money-she wanted to marry for love. She wasn’t like the doves-trapped even though the door was open, she was free to leave.
After looking in on the girls, she returned to her own room. She undressed and pulled on a robe, then sat in a chair by the French doors and stared out at the night.
The only part of leaving that bothered her was knowing how much she would miss As’ad. Despite everything, she loved him. Would she ever be able to love anyone else?
Because that’s what she wanted. A real life, with a family and a man who cared. She wasn’t going to run back to the convent school. She was going to make her way in the world. She was strong-she could do it.
As’ad found Kayleen in her suite. She’d changed out of her ball gown and pulled on a robe. She sat in the living room, a pad of paper on her lap.
He walked in and stared at her. “You left the party. I looked everywhere and you were gone.”
She glanced up at him. “I didn’t want to stay any longer.”
That didn’t sound right, he thought warily. She’d left without talking to him? “Are you ill?”
“I’m fine.”
“You came back here to make notes?”
“Apparently.” She set the paper and pen on the coffee table, then stood. “Have you transferred the money to my mother?”
He swore silently. “You spoke with her?”
“Not about that. Don’t worry. She didn’t tell me anything, so she gets to keep the dress and jewelry, right? I mean, that was the deal. Along with the four million. A generous offer. I’d already told her to leave, but you didn’t know that. She made out well.”
“I do not care about the money,” he said, trying to remember exactly what he and Darlene had discussed. Obviously Kayleen had been in a position to overhear their conversation.
He felt badly-he guessed she was hurt and his intent had been to avoid that.
“I know,” Kayleen said. “But she does, so it works out well for both of you.”
He tried to read her expression, but he had no idea what she was thinking. Was she angry?
“Once she is gone, all will be well,” he said, willing it to be so.
“I’m not as sure.” She stared into his eyes. “This is just a marriage of convenience for you. I’m surprised you’d pick me. I’m sure there are women with better pedigrees out there. Women who understand what it’s like to be a princess and who won’t have foolish expectations.”
“I am pleased to be marrying you. I want you to be the mother of my sons. I respect you, Kayleen. Isn’t respect and admiration more important, more lasting, than a fleeting emotion like love? I will honor you above all women. That must have value.”
“It does. But love has value, too. Maybe it’s a peasant thing.”
She was calm and he didn’t like it. Screaming and crying he could understand, but not this quiet conversation. What did she want from him?
“I take a lot of the blame,” she said, her gaze steady. “I took the easy way out. You told me that after we slept together, and you were right. I want to hide, first at the convent school and then here, with you. I was never willing to really strike out on my own. I was afraid and I let that fear rule me. I thought by staying close to what I knew, I would be safe and belong. Even when I went halfway around the world to your country, I huddled in the orphan school, terrified to take a step.”
Her reasoning sounded correct, but he had a bad feeling about what she was saying.
“Now you have chosen a different path,” he pointed out. “So you are making changes. That is as it should be.”
“I am making changes, As’ad. Big ones.” She removed her engagement ring and held it out to him.
“No,” he told her, shocked by her actions. “You have agreed to marry me. Changing your mind is not permitted.”
“You don’t get to decide that. I won’t marry a man who doesn’t love me. I’m worth more. I deserve more. And so do you. I know you believe love makes you weak, but you’re wrong. Love makes you strong. It is powerful and the reason we’re here. To love and be loved. You need that, As’ad. I love you, but that’s not enough. You have to be willing to love me back. Maybe I’m not the one. Maybe there’s someone else you can love.”
She gulped in a breath and tried to smile. Her lips trembled. “It hurts to say that. It hurts to think of you with someone else. But I can’t make you love me.”
She didn’t mean this, he told himself. It was the emotion of the moment. She would get over it.
“I will not accept the ring back.”
“That’s your choice.” She put it on the coffee table. “Either way, I’m leaving.”
“You cannot go. I won’t permit it. Besides…” He prepared to say the one thing that would change her mind. “I need you.”
She nodded slowly. “You do. More than you realize. But that’s not enough.”
He frowned. It had worked before. Lina had told him Kayleen wanted to be needed above all. “I need you,” he repeated.
“Maybe, but you can’t have me.” She sighed. “It’s late, and you should go.”
Somehow he found himself moving to the door. Then he was in the hallway. He stood there a long time, fighting the strangest feeling that he’d just lost something precious.
No, he told himself. Kayleen wouldn’t leave him. She couldn’t. She belonged here. To him and the girls. She would be fine. In the morning they would talk again. He would make her understand that she belonged here. With him. It was what he wanted. And he was Prince As’ad of El Deharia. He always got what he wanted.
As’ad gave Kayleen plenty of time to think about what she was considering, which turned out to be the one flaw in his plan. For when he returned to her suite close to midday, she and the girls were gone.
Their closets were empty, the toys missing, the dining room swept clean of homework and books. The only thing lying there was the engagement ring he’d given her.
He had expected a fight or tears or even an apology, but not the silence. Not the absence of life. It was as if they’d never been there at all.
He walked through the rooms, not truly accepting the truth of it. She had left him.
Him! A prince. After all he’d done for her, all he’d given her. He’d rescued her and the children, started the adoption process for the girls. He’d given them a home, had proposed to Kayleen. What more did she want?
He burst into his aunt’s office and glared at her. “This is all your fault,” he told her sternly. “You created the problem and you will fix it.”
Lina’s office was small and feminine, overlooking the garden. Normally he would tease her about the frills and ruffles, but not today. Not now when she had ruined everything.
Lina poured herself some tea from a pot on a silver tray. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Of course you do. Kayleen is gone. She left and took the girls. Those are my children. El Deharian law states royal children cannot be taken from the country without their royal parent’s permission.”
“You’re not the royal parent yet. Your petition for adoption has not been approved, nor is it likely to be. Custody will be given solely to Kayleen. She’s already spoken to the king.”
As’ad stared at her, unable to believe what she was saying. “That is not possible.”
“It’s very possible. You only took the girls because I suggested it as a way to solve the problem with Tahir. You never actually wanted them.”
This was not happening, he told himself. “I did not know them. I know them now and they are my daughters.”
“Not really. Kayleen is the one who loves them.”
“I provided snow for their pageant.”
“Which was great and I know they enjoyed it. I’m not saying you didn’t care about them, As’ad. But love? You don’t believe in it. You’ve told me yourself. Your father understands completely. Don’t forget, these aren’t royal children who grew up like you did. They expect their parents to love them. Kayleen will. They’re leaving El Deharia. All four of them.”
Leaving? Permanently?
“I will not allow it,” he told her. “I insist they stay.”
“They will through the holidays, then Kayleen is taking the girls back to the States. It will be easier for them to start over. Your father has offered to help financially. Kayleen is being her usual sacrificing self. She will allow him to help her with the girls until she gets established, but then she’ll handle things. She’s going to let him pay for college, though. Especially for Dana. Apparently she wants to be a doctor.”
“I know that,” As’ad said through ground teeth. “And Nadine will dance and Pepper has yet to decide, but she’s only eight and why should she? This is ridiculous. My father will not support my children. It is my responsibility and my right. You have meddled, Lina. You have ruined everything.”
“Actually, you did that all yourself. Kayleen is a wonderful woman. She adored you and would have made you very happy. She was yours to lose and you did. But don’t worry. She’ll find someone else. I’m a little more worried about you.”
He wanted to rant and yell. He wanted to throw her antique desk through the large window. He wanted to crush her teapot with his bare hands.
“None of this is acceptable,” he growled.
“I’m sorry you see it that way, but I think it’s for the best. Kayleen deserves a man who will love her. Or don’t you agree?”
He glared at his aunt. “You seek to trap me with your words.”
“I seek to make you understand that you don’t deserve a woman like Kayleen.”
Her words cut him in a way no words had before. He stared at her for a long moment as the truth settled into the wound. She was right-he did not deserve Kayleen. All this time he had assumed he was doing her a favor when, in truth, the situation was reversed.
He left Lina’s office and retreated to his own. He told Neil he would not be disturbed. Then he stood alone in the silence and wondered what had gone wrong.
Two days later he understood the real meaning of the words living in hell. Only there was no living for him, only reminders of what he had lost.
He had always enjoyed life in the palace, but now every room, every corridor, was a reminder of what was missing. He turned, expecting to see one of the girls. But they weren’t there. He thought of a thousand things he should tell Kayleen, but she wasn’t around to listen. He ached to hold her, touch her, kiss her, and there was no one.
She had left him. Willingly, easily. She had walked away and not come back. She, who had claimed to love him.
While he knew in his heart her affection for him had not had time to fade, in his mind he grew angry. But she was not there to fight with.
He spent the night in her rooms, wandering, sitting, waiting, remembering. He arranged to go to Paris to forget her, then canceled his plans. He, who had never allowed himself to care, to need, to love, had been broken. Prince As’ad of El Deharia reduced to a shell of a man because his woman had left.
He hated that. Hated to be weak. Hated to need.
He hurried to see his father, walking in on the king without knocking. His father looked up from his morning paper. “As’ad, what is wrong? You do not look well.”
“I am fine. Kayleen has left.”
“Yes, I know.”
“You must not give her permission to leave the country, or take the girls with her. Those are my children. The law is clearly on my side.”
His father frowned. “Kayleen said you did not love the girls. That they would be better off with her. Was she wrong? What do you wish?”
Love. Why did it always come back to that? As’ad walked to the window and stared out at the horizon.
What did he wish?
“I want her back,” he said quietly. “I want her here, with me. I want the girls to return. I want…”
He wanted Kayleen smiling at him, laughing with him, close to him. He wanted to see her stomach swell with their baby, he wanted to ease her discomfort when she was sick. He wanted to see the girls grow and learn and prepare for college. He wanted to walk each of them down the aisle, only after terrifying any young man who would claim one of them as he had claimed Kayleen.
What if Dana was in a love with a man who did not love her back? What would he do?
Kill him, he told himself. He would kill the suitor in question, then take his daughter home where she belonged. He would insist she not be with anyone who did not love her desperately. Because that was what she deserved. What they all deserved. He could not let them go under any other circumstances.
Didn’t Kayleen deserve the same?
He already knew the answer. He believed it. But if it was true, then shouldn’t he let her go to find such a man?
No!
The roar came from deep within him. He faced his father. “No. She is to have no one but me. I am the one who first claimed her and I will not let her go.”
His father sighed. “We have let go of the old ways. You will not be allowed to claim a bride who is not interested in marrying you.”
“I will convince her.”
“How?”
“By giving her the one thing she wants.”
The king looked doubtful. “Do you know what that is?”
As’ad finally did. “Where is she?”
Mukhtar hesitated. “I am not sure…”
“I am. Where is she? I know she has not left the country. Lina told me. Where is she hiding?”
And then he knew that, as well. “Never mind. I’ll find her myself.”
Kayleen did her best to smile. The puppy was adorable, as was Pepper as the two of them tumbled together on the rug by the fire. Dana and Nadine were off with the older girls. Despite the sudden change from a palace to a desert camp, the sisters had adjusted well. They thought they were on a fun adventure.
Kayleen wished she could share their excitement and flexibility. While she appreciated that Sharif and Zarina had taken them in, she longed to be back at the palace. While life under the stars offered a level of freedom she’d never experienced before, it was difficult to even breathe without thinking of As’ad.
She ached for him every minute of every day. She knew she had to stay strong and she was determined not to give in to the need to see him, but there were times when the pain overwhelmed her.
Zarina hadn’t asked any questions when Kayleen had shown up with the girls. Instead she’d offered a comfortable tent and acceptance by the villagers. But it was a temporary situation-in a few days the tribe would return to the desert and Kayleen would have to find temporary housing until she could leave El Deharia.
Perhaps in the city somewhere. A small house. Lina had promised it would only take a couple of weeks for her paperwork to be pushed through the legal channels. There were advantages to a royal connection.
Thank goodness As’ad hadn’t been interested in hurrying the adoption. If he had she wouldn’t have been able to leave. Royal children could not be taken from El Deharia without the royal parent’s permission.
She touched her belly and remembered the last time they’d made love. If she was pregnant, she would be trapped forever. Imagine the irony if she at last had the baby she’d long desired.
“I will not think of that,” she whispered to herself. “I will stay strong.”
She might not know the future, but she was confident she could handle whatever life threw at her. She’d stood up for what she believed, she’d faced As’ad and turned down the half life he’d offered. She’d been willing to lose everything to gain her heart’s desire. There was some peace in knowing she’d been true to herself. Unfortunately peace did not seem to ease pain.
She stood and walked to the fire, where tea always boiled. After pouring herself a mug she stared up at the clear sky. Only two days until Christmas. They would celebrate out here, under the stars, then return to the city.
She turned back to the tent, only to stop when she saw a man riding toward the camp. For a moment her heart jumped in her chest, but then she realized he wore traditional clothes. One of the young men who came and went, she thought, looking away. Someone’s husband.
Several of the tribespeople called out to each other. Kayleen tried to figure out what they were saying, but they were speaking quickly, yelling and pointing. Was there a problem?
Then she looked back at the man and recognized him. As’ad. But he was unlike she’d ever seen him before. He looked determined, primal. This was no prince in a suit-this was a sheik.
She stood her ground, reminding herself she had nothing to fear. He couldn’t hurt her worse than he had when he’d admitted he didn’t love her and that her love for him was a well-timed convenience. She shook out her long hair, then raised her chin. Pride and determination stiffened her spine. She didn’t move, not even when he rode his horse right up to her.
Their eyes locked. She had no idea what he was thinking. Despite everything, she was happy to see him, happy to drink in the male beauty of his hard features. She wanted to touch him and kiss him and give herself to him. So much for being strong.
“I have claimed you,” he told her sternly. “You cannot escape me.”
“You can’t hold me against my will. I’m not your prisoner.”
He dismounted and handed the horse off to one of the young boys who had run up. Then he stalked over to her.
“You’re right, my heart. I am yours.”
She blinked. What had he called her? And what did he mean that he was her prisoner? What?
He touched her face with his fingertips. “I have missed you. Every second of every day since you left me has been empty and dark.”
She swallowed. “I don’t understand.”
“Nor do I. My course was set-the plan clear. I would marry appropriately, father sons, perhaps a daughter or two, serve my people and live my life. It was arranged. It was my destiny. Then one day, I met a woman who leads with her heart, who is fearless and giving and kind and who bewitched me.”
She couldn’t breathe, but that didn’t seem to be such a big deal. This was all good, right? He was saying good things. Maybe, just maybe, she could hope.
“Kayleen, I was wrong,” he told her. “Wrong to think I knew so much more, that I was in charge. You swept into my life and nothing was the same. It was better-so much better. I miss you desperately. You and the girls. I need to see you smile every day. All of you. I need to hear your voices, your laughter. You cannot take my daughters from me and you cannot take yourself.”
She ached for him. Giving in seemed the only option. But how could she?
“I won’t live in a loveless marriage,” she told him, fighting tears, fighting the need to surrender. “I deserve more.”
“Yes, you do. I was wrong to suggest such a thing before. You deserve to be loved, to be worshiped. To be the best part of your husband’s life.”
He took her hands in his and kissed her knuckles, then turned her wrists and kissed her palms.
“Let me be that man,” he said quietly. “Let me show you all the ways I love you. Let me prove myself again and again, then, when you are sure, continue to test me.” He stared into her eyes. “I will not fail, my heart. I will never fail. Because I love you. Only you. I did not think it was possible, yet here I stand. Humbled. Needing. In love. Can you find it in your heart to forgive me? To give me another chance?”
“Say yes.”
The words were whispered from behind her. She sensed all three of the girls standing there, willing her to give As’ad the second chance he asked for.
“Yes,” she whispered, then threw herself into his arms.
He caught her and pulled her close, saying her name over and over, then kissed her and held her as if he would never let her go.
He felt so right, next to her, she thought, nearly bursting with happiness. Then there were more arms and he pulled back only to let the girls into their circle of love.
He picked up Pepper and put his arm around Nadine. Kayleen pulled Dana against her and they held on to each other…a family at last.
“I’m so happy,” Kayleen told him.
“As am I. Perhaps not as quick a learner as you would like.”
“You figured it out.”
“Only because you had the strength to leave me. You will always do the right thing, won’t you?”
“I’ll try.”
He kissed her again, then frowned. “Why do you cry?”
“I’m not.”
She touched her cheek and felt wetness. But it was cold, not warm and wasn’t a tear.
Pepper shrieked. “It’s snowing. As’ad, you brought the snow machine to the desert!”
“I did not. There is no way to power it out here.”
Kayleen looked up. Snow fell from a clear sky. Perfect snow. Miracle snow. Christmas snow.
He set Pepper on the ground. She joined her sisters and the other children, running around, trying to catch snowflakes in their hands and on their tongues. As’ad pulled Kayleen close.
“You must promise to never leave me again,” he said. “I would not survive it.”
“As you will never leave me.”
He laughed. “Where else would I want to be? I have you.”
“For always,” she told him.
“Yes,” he promised. “For always.”
Love burned hot and bright in his eyes. Love that filled the empty space inside of her and told her she had finally, finally found her way home.
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