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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “Oh thank goodness you’re all here!” Shantra exclaimed after bursting into the salon where the family normally gathered for drinks before dinner.  Previously, this period of the evening had been a special time when the five siblings would gather and talk about their day.  But now that Ramzi and Turk had found the loves of their lives, their quiet time as a small family had been sporadic, almost non-existent some weeks.  Her two older brothers tended to prefer dining alone with their spouses rather than as a family.
 
   “What’s going on, little one?” Ramzi asked.  
 
   “Don’t call her that,” Ramzi’s wife, Mia, commanded as she waddled into the room. Her pregnancy seemed to be more pronounced every day, as was her grouchiness because of the pregnancy. She loved children, but she wasn’t in love with being pregnant. 
 
   Ramzi immediately walked over to his wife and put a hand around her very large, very pregnant waistline.  He suspected that she was tired since her French accent was a bit more pronounced than normal.  But she’d insisted on joining the family for dinner tonight although he wasn’t sure why.  “Why not?  I’ve always called her that.  She’s the smallest one in the family.  The name fits.”
 
   Mia accepted his help in sitting down, then sighed with relief when she was ensconced in the comfortable chair with her feet on a low ottoman.  At that point, she turned to glare up at her husband.  “Because she hates it.”
 
   Ramzi’s dark eyes moved back to his youngest sister in time to see her lashes lower, indicating that his beautiful wife was correct but his baby sister was too kind to ask him to stop.  “Got it,” he finally said and kissed the top of Mia’s dark head.  
 
   “What’s going on, brat?” Rais, the middle of all of them but the youngest of the brothers, walked into the room and over to the bar to pour himself a drink.  Of the five, there were three older brothers. Ramzi, the oldest, was the current Sheik of Kilar. Then there was Turk, who had taken on the role of Minister of Defense.  The youngest brother, Rais, was the Minister of Finance and a genius at making money and forcing the business world to bend to his will.  The brothers were significantly older than the sisters and, therefore, more protective.  After several years of dealing with the insanity of three brilliant, creative and mischievous sons, their mother had demanded daughters and so Ciala, the fourth in the Sumara clan, arrived.  And very soon after that, Shantra, the youngest, came into the world.    
 
   Shantra’s eyes snapped and she glared at her brother.  Unfortunately, he was too big to care about her anger and too arrogant to change.  Remembering this quickly, her glare turned to a smile.  She wasn’t going to change her brothers, so she might as well accept them and focus on the positive aspects of their personalities, even though some days it was extremely hard to remember those facets.  
 
   “You’re in trouble,” Turk mumbled. He shook his head as he escorted his wife, Raven, into the room.  Raven was a brilliant doctor who was also pregnant with their first child. 
 
   “Who is in trouble?” Raven asked, walking next to her husband as he helped her into the chair next to Mia.  She looked up at her husband, her eyes questioning if he was the man in trouble.  
 
   “Don’t look at me,” he replied, shaking his head.  Holding his drink, he waved towards the youngest brother.  “Rais is the one causing problems.”
 
   “Tonight,” Raven mumbled under her breath, knowing her husband too well.  In response, she felt his hand slide under her hair, his strong fingers stroking along the edge of her neck, exactly where he knew she was extra sensitive.  She yelped slightly and started to move away from him with a laugh, but his hand wouldn’t relinquish the gentle hold.  
 
   “What’s going on?” Ciala asked as she stepped into the room.  Of the five siblings, Ciala was the calmest, the one to bring peace to the group.  As the middle child, Rais should be the peacemaker.  But he was more likely to tease his two youngest sisters and, as the youngest of the brothers, he was always eager to step into the fray and enjoy a good battle, either verbal or physical.  “Shantra, you seem to have some news?”
 
   Shantra took a deep breath, her face brightening as she remembered her fabulous announcement.  “Jo and Keith are finally coming for a visit!” she announced. She waited for everyone’s excited reactions. 
 
   Ramzi, Turk and Rais all stiffened at the news that their sister’s best “friends” from university were coming to the palace to visit their baby sister.  They didn’t like it.  Not one little bit.  Two men coming to visit?  All three of them thought their baby sister should find other friends that were…well, female.  They didn’t like her best friends being male even if she assured them that they were simply buddies.  
 
   “Your friends?” Ramzi demanded, his hand tightening on his wife’s fingers.  “What are they to you?”  Since no one in the family had ever met them, he didn’t like them.  His little sister talked about them all the time but this was the first time they’d ventured into the lion’s den, so to speak.  Shantra had always been the one to visit them.  
 
   Shantra laughed softly and waved her hand in the air, dismissing her brother’s obvious concerns.  “Nothing like what you’re thinking.”  She turned to face Rais.  “And if you promise to keep your hands off of Jo during this visit, I promise to keep Keith away from you.”
 
   Startled at the idea of him trying to keep his hands off of some guy, Rais chuckled and lifted both of his hands into the air.  “I doubt that will be a problem,” he replied over the muffled amusement of his older two brothers.  “Why in the world would you think that would even be an issue?” 
 
   “Good!”  Shantra walked over to the drink cart and poured herself a glass of scotch, shocking all three of her brothers when she didn’t choose wine.  “They are arriving early tomorrow morning and I want the three of you to be on your best behavior.”  Turning to Ramzi, she glared at him.  “No intimidating my friends!” she told him firmly.  
 
   Ramzi rolled his eyes.  “When do I ever intimidate anyone?” he asked. 
 
   “All the time!” Shantra replied.  
 
   Ramzi looked down at his wife who was nodding her head in agreement.  He sighed as if he was severely put out.  “Fine!  I’ll be nice!”
 
   Shantra turned to look at Turk.  “And you?” 
 
   Turk shook his head, refusing to bow down to his little sister’s glare.  She was the youngest and most naive.  He was going to protect her even if that meant he had to protect her from herself.  “I’ll reserve judgement until I meet them.”
 
   Shantra thought about that for a moment, then shook her head.  “That’s not good enough!” she told him and walked over to stand in front of him.  “You’re the Minister of Defense. Their names have already gone through your security team’s crazy background checks and they came out fine.  Don’t hurt my friends’ feelings, Turk!”
 
   Rais chuckled as he watched his baby sister and his older brother face off.  Shantra rarely came out of these little head-to-head confrontations a winner, but she was getting a bit more feisty lately and he wasn’t sure why.  “You’re very protective of these two.  Why is that?” 
 
   Shantra bristled at his condescending tone of voice.  “I need your assurance that you’ll be kind as well.”  She relinquished her face off with Turk and walked over to stand in front of Rais, her eyes pleading for his cooperation.  “Jo is in charge of a very important business while Keith manages the social aspect of that business and runs the factories,” she explained carefully.  “Neither of them are in your league.  You have no idea how cruel you can be when you get into your ‘beat-every-competitor’ mode, Rais.  And I don’t want you pulling it on Keith and Jo.  They’re not experienced enough to take you on.”
 
   He shrugged one massive shoulder, unconcerned with casualties when it came to business.  He was the Minister of Finance for Kilar, and he was also in charge of ensuring the family’s continued prosperity.  He took both roles very seriously and played to win.  “People shouldn’t be in business if they don’t have the skills to handle it,” he came back.
 
   Her eyes begged him to hold back on his win-at-all-costs attitude.  “I’m asking you, as a personal favor to me, to be very nice to them.”  She turned to her other brothers.  “All of you.”
 
   Ramzi and Turk lifted their hands.  “We’ve already agreed.”
 
   Rais shook his head.  “I make no promises.  If I think they are a threat, I will destroy them.”
 
   Shantra shivered.  “You’re a bad man,” she told him, turning away.  “But I’m not concerned.  Jo and Keith are both very sweet and they won’t be any threat.  Just you wait and see.” She plopped down in her chair.  The conversation changed at that point and the visitors were pushed out of each siblings’ mind as the dinner progressed.  
 
   The following morning, Shantra was pacing back and forth at the palace entrance, wringing her hands together as she worriedly waited for her friends to arrive.  
 
   She’d already had the servants make up the best guest rooms for her friends, warned her brothers to be kind and organized afternoon tea with Ciala as well as both of her sisters-in-law, Mia and Raven, to help ease her friends’ anxiety over staying at the palace.  
 
   This was their first trip to Kilar and she didn’t want it to be the last.  She wanted everything to be perfect so they would feel comfortable here, so they would come back.  It was becoming more and more difficult to get away and meet them in various cities.  She worried that her brothers might get the stupid idea in their heads that she should be married off. And then what was she supposed to do?  
 
   She couldn’t lose this friendship!  Jo and Keith were both too important in her life!  Well, and her business, but these two were special.  They both made her feel…normal.  She loved feeling normal.  Not to mention, without Jo and Keith, she never would have had the courage to…
 
   “Are they really that unreliable?” Rais commented as he breezed past her patrol area on his way to Ramzi’s office.  He stopped and looked down into her worried, brown eyes, trying to understand why she was so nervous.  He wasn’t the type of man who ever cared about another person’s opinion.  He simply bulldozed over anyone that didn’t like him.  He just didn’t care. He was too involved in the next business transaction, or the next acquisition that would add to the already impossibly huge portfolio of companies that he owned and directed. Where other men might think of themselves as lions in the business world, Rais was the dragon that breathed fire and gobbled up anything in his path.    
 
   “Go away!”  Shantra tried to wave him on, not wanting him to be around when her friends arrived.  It was bad enough that they had to enter through this area which was intimidating.  Unfortunately, Turk had required it for security reasons.  This area was the best equipped to speed her friends through the security checks.  Shantra scoffed at Turk’s worry that her friends could be a threat.  As if Jo and Keith would ever harm her or anyone she cared for!  How preposterous was that?!  
 
   She tried to push Rais further down the hallway in her efforts to get him away from the entrance.  “Go away!” she repeated, this time with more urgency.  “It took me years to get my friends to visit me here at the palace.  I don’t want you to be the first person they meet.”
 
   Rais had been intent on his mission but, with her words, he stopped and turned to face his sister.  “Oh really?  Why is that?  Am I so unworthy?”  He stuffed the documents under his arm and crossed them over his chest.  “And why is it that they haven’t visited before?”
 
   Shantra shook her head, frustrated that he wouldn’t just go away.  Unfortunately, she knew that she’d done this to herself.  If she’d just kept her mouth shut, Rais would already have disappeared.  He wasn’t one to linger unless he wanted to annoy her.  Like now.  “They’ve just been extremely busy.  They get to work, hold down jobs,” she told him resentfully, her soft, brown eyes looking up to his as if challenging him.  Unfortunately, she couldn’t maintain the look, afraid he might see into her soul and discover all of her secrets, which were too many to name, and she definitely didn’t want Rais to know what was going on in her private apartment.  He absolutely wouldn’t approve!  
 
   A part of her worried about her brothers’ reactions to her business enterprise while another part of her didn’t care.  This was her baby, she thought with pride as she glared up at her annoying older brother.  This was her private enterprise, her secret joy.  Yes, they had the power to stop her, but she had grown to enjoy the secret, the personal excitement of keeping something from them! 
 
   Just thinking about her secrets, a smile unknowingly formed on her lips and her shoulders swayed back and forth, almost as if she were daring her brother to discover what she did during her days.   
 
   Rais saw the smile and almost reached out to tweak her nose, just as he’d done when she was smaller.  But he stopped himself, remembering that she wanted to impress her friends.  Pulling back, he drew in an impatient breath.  How many times were they going to have this argument?  “You don’t need to work,” he told her firmly and with exasperation.  “You have an allowance and, if you need more money, just ask me for it.”
 
   Shantra had heard it all before.  “How would you feel if you didn’t have the challenge of your work?” 
 
   Rais shrugged.  “I don’t consider my job work.  I enjoy my challenges.”
 
   Shantra’s eyes widened and she lifted her hands, palms up as if to offer his explanation right back to him.  “You work eighteen hours a day and I’ve read about how you crush any sort of business competition.  How can you tell me that it isn’t work?” 
 
   He shook his head.  “I enjoy business.  It stimulates my mind.”
 
   She looked up at him, wishing he could understand.  “And you think I wouldn’t enjoy the same kind of mental stimulation?”
 
   Rais looked down at his pretty sister.  She wore a different outfit every day of her life and he rarely saw her without a sketch pad in her hands, drawing away at whatever it was she drew.  “I think it’s time that Ramzi found you a husband,” he commented a moment before he walked away.  
 
   Shantra wanted to scream at him but restrained herself, not wanting to give in to the temper that was always just underneath the surface whenever she dealt with her brothers.  “Chauvinistic pig,” she grumbled after him. 
 
   “Am not,” a laughing voice said from behind her.  
 
   Shantra spun around and screamed when she found Keith and Joline smiling and staring back at her.  
 
   “You’re here!” she screeched and threw her arms around both of them.  “Oh my goodness, I can’t believe you’re here!  You’re really here!  I’m so excited!  I have so much planned over the next few days, so much to show you!”
 
   Joline laughed and pulled back as she looked at her best friend in one of her latest designs.  As usual, Shantra looked impossibly lovely.  Joline wished she could wear the outfits with the same level of confidence that Shantra was able to pull off.  The clothes would be flying off the racks.  
 
   Holding Shantra’s arms out wide, Joline looked at her rose-colored dress with its elaborate twists and tucks.  “You look amazing!” she gushed and hugged Shantra again.  
 
   While Keith seconded the praise, Joline stepped back and looked around at the foyer of the majestic palace.  The ceilings, walls and floors were absolutely beautiful, filled with color and glorious art made out of marble, stone and tiles.  Everything about this entrance screamed out power and purpose.  It was more than a little intimidating!  
 
   “I can’t believe we’re here either!” Joline gasped as she looked up at the ornate ceiling.  “Good grief, this place is beautiful!”
 
   Keith was looking around as well.  “I’m with you, sister!” he laughed.  “You really do live in a palace, my friend!”
 
   Shantra laughed with them, so excited to see her friends.  “I know we have tons of stuff to discuss, so let’s get the introductions over with, okay?  Then we can…” she started to say something but snapped her lips closed.  “We can catch up once you’ve met my brothers and sister.”
 
   She took both of their hands.  “I’ve warned all three of my brothers to be good, but it normally isn’t in their nature.  They’re beasts and I can’t guarantee anything.”  She looked at Joline and almost clapped her hands with excitement and hope.  Her plan might not work out, but as she looked at Joline, her friend’s beautiful hazel eyes and soft, brown hair floated around her shoulders like a gentle cloud. She was hopeful that…
 
   Well, she would just let things happen if they happened.  If not, no one would be worse off.  
 
   The three of them walked down the long hallway, chatting away about their flight, the sights they saw on the cab ride from the airport, the crazy security surrounding the palace and anything else that popped into their heads.  Joline and Shantra had been friends since their first day of university. Their heads were almost touching as they chatted away.  Keith, the third member of their group, had come later in the friendship but was still an integral member of their team.  
 
   “Is he available?” Shantra asked Ramzi’s chief of staff.  “He told me to stop by as soon as my friends arrived.”  She turned to Joline and Keith.  “I spoke to my brothers last night and they all promised me that they would be on their best behavior.”
 
   A deep voice from the doorway challenged her assertion.  “No, Shantra.  You only wrung a promise from us that we wouldn’t intimidate your friends.  Nothing about ‘best behavior’ was mentioned.”
 
   Shantra spun around and smiled up at Ramzi as he walked out of his office.  “They’re here!” she announced and motioned excitedly at her friends. 
 
   “So I can see,” her oldest brother commented, looking behind her.  His eyes widened when he took in the man and woman that were standing close behind Shantra.  “Are these…?” 
 
   Shantra moved back a step.  “Ramzi, this is Joline Caldwell and Keith Vargas.  Jo, Keith, this is Ramzi, and I guess you should call him Your Highness or something, but I simply call him a pain in the neck.”
 
   Joline stepped forward and curtsied.  “It is an honor, Your Highness,” she intoned.  Joline had studied the appropriate etiquette to use when being introduced to royalty and she was eager to put her new knowledge to work.  She didn’t want Shantra’s brothers, especially the oldest, to dislike her or Keith for any reason.  Her friendship with Shantra was too important.  They’d been friends for so long and she relied on Shantra’s advice about…well, just about everything!   
 
   Keith was right behind her with a formal bow.  “Shantra has told us wonderful things about you.”  
 
   Ramzi shook both of their hands, putting both of them instantly at ease.  “Come into my office.  I’ll order coffee and refreshments.  I’m sure you’re tired after the long flight.”
 
   “Oh, that’s okay,” Shantra said.  “I’ve already asked the kitchen to send refreshments to our…”
 
   “Ramzi, this doesn’t…,” Rais looked up from the file he’d been reading and stopped cold in the middle of the hallway.  The words he’d been about to speak were gone from his mind as he took in the beautiful woman standing in front of him.  She was looking up at him with eyes that changed from hazel to green while he watched and her pale skin turn the most becoming shade of pink.  
 
   She wasn’t very tall, he thought.  Just a little shorter than Shantra but whereas his sister was barely contained energy, this woman looked like a calm breath of fresh air.  Not completely calming, he thought as his body responded to those oddly colored eyes and the rosebud lips that softened as they stared at each other.  She was beautiful in a soft, innocent sort of way that made his body harden with a flash of desire so strong, he actually had to clench his fists to keep himself from lifting the gorgeous woman into his arms and carrying her away so that he could gaze upon her in private.  
 
   Her dark hair was pulled back at her nape, but the soft locks were smoothed down over her shoulder, the ends tantalizing him as they rested against her full breasts.  
 
   Who was this lovely creature he wondered?  He tried to jump start his mind, but those lips!  They were moving, softening, as if she too were anticipating their first kiss, the taste that he knew would be better than the most precious nectar.  
 
   “You promised!” someone hissed. 
 
   The sound was disturbing, like a gnat that he needed to swat away.  But he didn’t want to pull his eyes from the disturbingly beautiful woman to find out what or who was making that sound.  This woman, with those tender eyes and the blushing skin…she was going to be his, he thought with absolute conviction.  
 
   “Stop it, Rais.  You promised to be nice!”
 
   Rais was finally able to tear his gaze away and he looked down at his sister who was glaring at him angrily.  “What are you talking about?” he asked her, not sure what he’d come in here to discuss, or even what day it was, actually.  In fact, the only thing on his mind was finding out the name of this beautiful angel and taking her back to his suite so that he could find out what color those eyes changed to when she was writhing underneath him, naked and hot and bothered.  
 
   “You promised not to be intimidating!”
 
   He looked at his sister, then to the woman.  Things were finally starting to click.  This was her friend?  “You’re…?”
 
   “This is Joline Caldwell,” Shantra explained to her brother, indicating his angel woman.  
 
   Rais looked down into her lovely eyes, which had turned back to hazel and he realized that the woman had the longest, darkest lashes he’d ever seen.  Astounding, he thought.  
 
   Realizing that he was being remiss in his duties, he extended his hand, eager to feel her soft hand in his.  “It is a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Caldwell,” he said and stepped closer, taking her hand.  He noticed that her fingers were cold and her body seemed to be trembling.  He stepped even closer, trying to reassure her that he was no threat, but he couldn’t really tell her that truthfully.  Because he was a threat.  He was more than ready to toss her over his shoulder and carry her off to a place where his annoying sister and his obnoxious brother wouldn’t bother him.  Or her.  
 
   Joline, he repeated in his mind.  A perfect name for his angel.  
 
    
 
   “It is an honor to meet you, Your Highness,” Joline replied, slipping her leg behind her and trying very hard to balance while performing another curtsy.  But this man, with those dark, terrifying eyes that were looking at her as if he was ready to gobble her up, pulled her whole body off balance.  If he hadn’t been holding her hand, she would have fallen at his feet in an inelegant mess!  
 
   She felt his hand tighten on hers as he gently lifted her back up and she tried to smile her gratitude, but Joline wasn’t sure she managed that smile, too nervous with this man touching her hand.  
 
   “And this is Keith Vargas,” Shantra said.  
 
   Joline continued to stare up into his eyes, captured and unable to sever that invisible but unbreakable hold.  Her mind was telling her that he would have to look over at Keith at some point, but a large part of her heart was begging him not to. She wanted him to stay with her and hold that connection.  
 
   When she realized what she was doing, she tried to snatch her hand away, stunned that she would actually want this man’s attention.  This wasn’t her!  She wasn’t this kind of female!  She was distant, reserved!  She preferred to stay in the background!  
 
   But he wasn’t releasing her hand.  Not just yet and she couldn’t break the hold he had on her gaze either.  She felt her heartbeat accelerate and her mind saw only this man, his touch and the unrecognizable sensations coursing through her.  
 
   Sensations she didn’t like…
 
   “Please,” she whispered, hoping that this man was the only one who heard her. 
 
    
 
   Rais heard the plea and thought about ignoring it.  But the fear in her eyes, the confusion, pulled him back.  He didn’t want her to fear him.  And there would be no confusion when he took this woman to his bed.  He would make sure that both of them were very clear about what would take place when that event finally happened.  
 
   “It is a pleasure, Ms. Caldwell,” he said and slowly released her hand.  
 
   Turning to the person next to her, Rais surveyed the man carefully.  It suddenly occurred to him that the man in front of him was doing the same thing he’d done to the lovely Joline.  When Rais realized exactly what was going on, his eyes darted to Shantra’s, narrowing on her mischievous smile.  He remembered the night before, her promise to keep this man’s attention away from him if…
 
   Rais was furious with his little sister.  His first instinct was to spank her bottom but since that wasn’t an option, he’d deal with her privately.  “We’ll discuss this at another time, Shantra,” he snapped and walked out of his brother’s office. 
 
   Ramzi recognized what was going on and chuckled as his brother quickly retreated.   He had gone through exactly the same issues when he’d met his beautiful wife so it was great to see his youngest brother having to deal with the same problems.  
 
   “You’re going to pay for that,” he mumbled softly in his sister’s ear.  
 
   Shantra wanted to jump up and down with excitement at how that introduction had gone.  She’d never seen her brother so…enamored…about a woman before.  She’d seen him move in when he wanted a woman, but never with that intense look in his eyes.  “I know,” she laughed.  Taking a deep breath, she spun around to face her brother.  “Thank you for the offer of coffee and refreshments, but you have work to do and I’m going to show my friends around the palace.  So have a great day.”
 
   “I’ll see you at dinner, correct?” he asked, crossing his arms over his massive chest.  
 
   Shantra shook her head.  “I don’t think so.  I’ve arranged for Keith and Jo to see some of the sights.”  She saw the wary look in his eyes and smiled brightly.  “I’ll bring my bodyguards!  Don’t worry!”
 
   “I don’t think Rais is going to approve of your plans,” Ramzi commented, glancing behind his little sister at the woman who was now looking at the floor.  She was probably feeling a bit out of whack after Rais’ interruption.  But he had complete faith in his youngest brother’s ability to help the woman find her way in palace life.  
 
   “Rais won’t bother us.  Not on this visit,” she assured Ramzi.  Her oldest brother looked skeptical, but she smiled.  “Remember last night’s conversation?” 
 
   Ramzi thought back.  Shantra’s promise to Rais and…Ramzi looked at the woman, then at the man.  The man was looking down the hallway where Rais had disappeared.  When everything clicked into place, he looked down at his baby sister, then threw back his head laughing.  “You’re an evil woman,” he said a moment before disappearing back into his office.  
 
   After that, she pulled the newcomers out of the administrative area of the palace, almost skipping with her excitement.  The introductions had gone off perfectly and her friends hadn’t raced out of the building.  So far, so good.  
 
    “Oh, that was perfect!” she sighed as she led Jo and Keith towards her private apartment.  
 
   Joline wasn’t sure what Shantra was talking about, but she was too flustered to speak.  She followed her friend down the hallway, still trying to get her mind back under control.
 
   The third member of their group wasn’t so quiet.  Keith kept turning his head, trying to get another glimpse of Rais but the doors were closed and he was thwarted in his efforts.  “That was your brother?  Why didn’t you tell me he was so hot?” Keith asked with speculation in his eyes.  “Is he…?”
 
   “Very much so,” Shantra replied, knowing exactly where Keith’s mind was moving.  “Possibly too much so.”
 
   Keith sighed with disappointment.  “Too bad.  He would be…” he blew a kiss into the air.  “Yes.  He would have been fantastic!”
 
   Shantra rolled her eyes.  “Sorry.  He’s more interested in Jo than in you.”
 
   Jo stopped in mid-stride, not liking what her best friend was implying.  “What are you talking about?  Who is interested in me?”  Before Shantra said her next word, Jo knew what her friend was going to say.  And no matter how hard she willed Shantra to stop the words, they came anyway, making her stomach tighten with fear.  
 
   Shantra grinned from ear to ear, her eyes lighting up with hope and excitement.  “Oh, he’s hot for you, honey!” she replied.  “And from the look he gave you, maybe we should just…”
 
   “Stop!” Joline said, shaking her head.  “I don’t want to hear things like that.”
 
   Keith and Shantra stopped and looked at Joline.  “What’s wrong with my brother?” Shantra asked, confused but knowing that Joline rarely dated for some reason even though many men panted after her, only to be shot down time and again. 
 
   “Nothing,” Keith mumbled with fervor, even fanning himself as if the man were too hot to handle.  “But I’m willing to try and find out.”
 
   Shantra laughed, but kept her focus on Joline.  
 
   Joline shook her head, already worried about insulting Shantra who was the nicest person she’d ever met.  Shantra was sweet and kind and generous and…well a genius really.  “I’m sure he’s a great guy.  But you know my position on dating.”
 
   “You don’t do it,” Shantra replied, crossing her arms across her chest and tilting her head slightly.  
 
   Joline swallowed past the lump in her throat.  “Exactly.”
 
   Keith’s eyes changed from teasing to serious, understanding that there was something going on between his two good friends.  “Why is that?” Keith asked.
 
   Shantra watched as Joline struggled to answer.  And then realization fell into place, the puzzle finally formed a picture.  A vivid one!  “Because of her mother,” Shantra explained, her eyes softening with the knowledge and comprehension. 
 
   Joline looked down at her toes, wishing that she could just bury her past.  Her mother was…well, one of a kind.  It was embarrassing, but there wasn’t anything Joline could do. “Exactly,” Joline replied.  “Can we get to work?” 
 
   Keith looked like he was going to argue, but the women moved down the hallway and he had no choice but to follow.  Keith and Shantra were the only two people in the world that Joline had confided in.  And since they were her good friends, they both understood what was going on inside of her mind at the moment.  Neither pressed her to say anything more and the subject was dropped.  
 
   When they got to Shantra’s private apartment, the three of them turned serious.  Joline pulled out her computer while Shantra dug through her drawers to find her latest drawings.  Keith, as the resource expert, was the man who sought out the best fabrics to use for each season’s designs. He pulled the samples out of his bag and laid them all on the table.  
 
   For the next several hours, the three of them brainstormed about the next season’s release of House of Jesek designs.  Jesek was really just an acronym for Joline, Shantra and Keith with the Es between each of the consonants.  The Es meant nothing, but it helped to throw off anyone curious enough to try and figure out who the actual designer was, a question that was being asked more and more often lately as word of their designs started to gain traction in the fashion world.  
 
   Well past midnight, all three of them were dragging and their ideas were becoming sillier.  “Okay,” Joline said, rubbing her eyes and smothering yet another yawn.  “We have the New York store up and running.  Plans for the London salon are almost ready and, once we get your designs, Shantra, Keith can make all the arrangements for the fabrics to be delivered to the factory in Pennsylvania.”
 
   Shantra and Keith nodded their heads.  “So what are we missing?” Keith finally asked. 
 
   Joline propped her chin up on the palm of her hand, exhaustion, jet lag and punchiness making her eyes burn.  “We don’t have enough staff to fill all the time slots in the New York space, the factory in Pennsylvania probably won’t be able to keep up with any additional demand so you’re going to have to find another factory, the insurance company called last week asking questions and requesting an interview, payroll was almost late last month, profits are up dramatically, but expenses are rising as well.  Customers are coming into the shop complaining that they can’t get the designs because we’ve run out of stock and…”
 
   “Okay!  Okay!” Shantra replied, covering her ears with her hands.  “But these are all good problems, right?”
 
   Joline smiled despite her exhaustion and jet lag.  “Yes.  Definitely good problems.  I’d rather have these problems than the other kind.”
 
   Keith started shifting papers around on the table.  “I can help with searching out new factories,” Keith volunteered.  “And what else can I take on?  You’re working yourself ragged lately, Jo.  Give more to me.”
 
   Joline was truly grateful for his help.  He’d come on board with them only as a part-time person but he’d quickly become indispensable with his sense of style and his ability to network with the people who mattered.  His connections had made many of the problems they’d started to encounter much easier to resolve because Keith knew the right people in the industry.  
 
   And yes, Joline was tired.  She worked from early each morning until after dinner time, then pull on one of Shantra’s nightclubbing designs so she could meet up with Keith at whatever social event he’d determined would give Shantra’s dresses the most visibility.  She’d stay out with Keith as late as possible, then start the whole process over again the following day.  
 
   She was growing to hate the weekends because they meant late nights.  While most people hated Mondays, she preferred them lately because Keith didn’t have as many social events at which Joline needed to wear one of the dresses.  Oh, and the ridiculously high heels that he insisted were perfect for each design.  Shantra had no idea if they were “perfect” or not, but they made her feet ache after just five minutes in them.  
 
   Keith looked at Joline and tsked.  “I think our friend here needs to crash into bed.  She’s been up partying too much lately,” he teased. 
 
   Joline rolled her eyes at his comment.  “Only because you are a slave driver,” she came right back.  But she was truly grateful for Keith’s social skills.  
 
   He lifted his hands into the air.  “Hey!  I offered to wear the gowns.  But my boobs didn’t fill out the bodice as well as yours do,” he pointedly looked down at Joline’s cleavage.  
 
   Both women laughed, shaking their heads.  “I’d like to see you in one of my gowns,” Shantra commented as she stood up.  
 
   “Bring it on, woman!” he laughed and leaned back in his chair.  
 
   Both women only rolled their eyes.  “Hide all this stuff and I’ll call the kitchens to ask them if they could bring us some dinner.”  Shantra pulled all of her drawings together and handed them off to Joline.  “Take care of them!”
 
   Joline laughed.  “You know I will!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Joline woke up still feeling a little exhausted but details were running through her mind so she knew that she’d be unable to sleep any longer.  
 
   The room Shantra had readied for her was fabulous, with rich fabrics and a bathroom so luxurious, she hesitated to touch anything.  It was all marble and shiny surfaces and was larger than her tiny apartment back in New York.  Shantra might have to hide her work from her brothers, but boy did she have a great place to hide!  
 
   “Coffee,” she sighed and stepped into the shower, trying to revive herself enough to look presentable.  She suspected that searching for the dining room wearing only a camisole and pajama shorts in the Kilar palace wouldn’t be smiled upon. 
 
   After her shower, she pulled on a pair of slacks and simple cotton shirt, unable to do more at this point.  But she did take a moment to add a bit of makeup to conceal the dark circles under her eyes.  Shantra and Keith were already on her case about her working too much.  Joline wasn’t going to give them any extra ammunition.  She didn’t want to let them down, she told herself as she dabbed on a bit more makeup in the hopes of looking more awake.  
 
   When she was finished, she knew that she looked much better, less zombie-like and nodded to her reflection in the mirror.  She pulled her hair into a simple bun and thought it would be good enough for the servants.  She doubted she would run into anyone else at this hour.  The sun was just barely coming up over the horizon so the early morning staff were probably the only ones milling about.
 
   If one handsome, crazy-tall man popped into her mind, she excused her inability to stop thinking about the man as she headed out of the bedroom.  It wasn’t a problem, she told herself.  She’d dreamed about the man so it was only natural that she might wonder what he slept in and what he might be like first thing in the morning.  Was he grouchy or energetic?  Or was he…she blushed at the image that came to mind.  
 
   Besides, she knew there were many gossip sites on the Internet that speculated on what celebrities slept in or wore when lounging around their massive houses.  She was fairly sure that princes qualified for that kind of speculation as well.  She couldn’t be the only one who was wondering.  
 
   Oh my, what if he slept in nothing at all?  She shivered at that idea, wondering what it would be like to sleep in the buff.  Would it be nice?  Or creepy?  She suspected she’d be too aware of the fact that she was naked to sleep at all.  
 
   Shaking her head, she peered to the right and then down to the left of the long, empty hallway, not sure which way to go to find the dining room.  This place was enormous.  Even the private quarters for the royal family, where she was staying, were like a labyrinth of hallways. 
 
   “Need some help?” a deep voice asked from her right. 
 
   Joline turned and her breath caught in her throat when she spotted the man of her dreams, literally, she reminded herself, coming down the hallway towards her.  
 
   Stepping back, she wanted to slam the bedroom door shut once again and hide from him.  He was too large, too male and…she paused when he was standing in front of her…smelled too good!  Looking up, she realized that his hair was still damp but he looked wonderful.  
 
   She grabbed behind her, her fingers clutching the doorknob for help when her knees went all wobbly.  “I didn’t think anyone else would be up at this hour,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.  
 
   “I’ve been awake for a couple of hours,” he told her, stepping closer.  
 
   Joline inched backwards and he stepped closer.  “What are you doing?” she asked nervously.  
 
   “I can’t tell you,” he commented and lifted a hand, his finger running down her neck. 
 
   Joline froze with that touch. Her body’s reaction was to once again start that annoying and very revealing trembling.  
 
   “You’re beautiful,” he commented, noting that her hazel eyes were once again more green this morning and her skin was softer than he could have imagined.  “Do I make you nervous?” he asked.  
 
   Joline shivered when his finger moved lower, the pad of his thumb resting on the pulse beating rapidly at the base of her throat.  “No.  You’re making me angry.”
 
   His only response was a smile.  “Is that so?  Why would I make you angry?” he asked as if they were sitting in a board meeting discussing business, not standing in an elegant hallway while his thumb moved lower, grazing across her collar bone.  
 
   She tried to back away, hoping to dislodge that disturbing touch but she was already back against the door and she couldn’t move to the left or right.  “You’re invading my space.  And I don’t like it!”  Joline tried to add heat to her voice, but suspected she was failing miserably when his thumb started a downward trek towards…
 
   “Stop,” she whispered, grabbing his wrist with her free hand.  Her eyes were glaring up at him but he didn’t seem to be getting the message.  Maybe her look wasn’t fierce enough, she thought.  It was hard to be fierce when all she wanted was for this man’s hand to move lower.  Her body was aching to feel his touch on her breast, to know if his hand would be soft and gentle or hard and demanding.  
 
   “Release my hand, Joline,” he commanded softly.  
 
   She was shocked when her fingers actually eased from his wrist for a moment.  But then she realized what she was doing and her grip tightened.  “Please don’t touch me,” she whispered, wishing she could find that “fierce” tone that seemed to have escaped from her repertoire at the moment.  
 
   “You don’t really want me to stop,” he commented and moved closer.  
 
   Joline started to panic.  This man was just too much for her.  And he was everything she didn’t want in a man.  He was everything her mother would drool over and that made him so very wrong!
 
   She was still trembling but she forced her chin higher, defying his words.  “I do.  I sincerely want you to move back and give me some space.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   Joline opened her mouth to say something, but she couldn’t admit that the real reason they couldn’t see each other was that her mother was a gold digger with five marriages and dozens of affairs under her belt.  Each marriage had made her wealthier, and even more rapacious for more money!  Joline refused to follow in her mother’s footsteps.  
 
   Nor would this man appreciate being subjected to the ridicule of marrying into Joline’s family.  If the press ever got word that she was dating a man like Prince Rais, they would slice both her and his integrity to shreds.  She’d seen it happen to a few of her mother’s lovers.  Her mother let the criticism slide off her back like water on a duck but Joline wasn’t that strong.  She wasn’t as tough.  Nor could her fledgling business withstand that kind of bad press at this point in its existence.  No, this could never have a happy ending.  
 
   Besides, Joline had plans, things she wanted to do with her life.  She loved her job, enjoyed solving all of the problems that came with starting up a small and growing business.  Every day she was excited to see what might happen, what crisis could occur that she could smooth out or what business adventure might step in her path.  
 
   From what Joline knew of Shantra’s brothers, and this one in particular, they didn’t even think women should work.  What an antiquated idea!  Shantra hated the way her brothers would pat her on the head whenever she tried to branch out of the traditional role they’d stuck her in.  Joline could never live that kind of an existence.  
 
   So no, any sort of relationship with this man was completely out of the question.  
 
   “It is just the way it has to be.”  And with that, she slipped away from him and moved on down the hallway.  She had no idea where she was heading, but it was away from him and that was her goal.  
 
   “You’re going the wrong way,” Rais commented, taking her upper arm and pulling her back towards the dining room.  “You need coffee I suspect.  I’ll show you the way.”
 
   Joline didn’t like that offer.  It kept this enticing man too close.  “If you could just give me directions, I can find it on my own.  I don’t want to disrupt your day.”
 
   “Too late for that, isn’t it?” he suggested, looking down into her pretty, hazel eyes.  “Anyway, I am eager to continue our discussion.  And I’d love to hear more about how you and my little sister know each other.  I don’t think there are two people so completely opposite than you and my flighty little sister.”
 
   Joline bristled at his characterization of his sister as flighty!  “You really don’t know your sister very well if you think of her in that way.  She’s actually a…” Joline stopped herself.  She was about to explain how brilliant Shantra was, but that might reveal her friend’s secret and that could be dangerous.  “She’s sweet and kind and wonderful to everyone she meets.”  Goodness, Joline just described a dog!  Shantra wasn’t anything like that.  
 
   “Of course she is.  But she’s not exactly the go-getter like you, is she?” 
 
   Joline had no idea how to defend Shantra who had purposely cultivated that kind of impression in her brothers’ minds over the years in order to throw them off of what she was really like.  “You’d be surprised,” was all she would say.  “She’s extremely intelligent and…” 
 
   “Dining room,” he pointed out.  He held the door for her, then walked in after her.  
 
   “You don’t need to…”
 
   “Coffee,” he told her.  “From the dark circles under your beautiful eyes, the priority is coffee, I’m suspecting,” and picked up a delicate china cup, filling it with fragrant coffee from an enormous silver urn.  “Cream or sugar?” he asked. 
 
   “Just black,” Joline replied weakly.  She’d have to take that cup of coffee from him.  But what if their fingers touched?  
 
   She accomplished the transfer with minimal fuss but it was iffy for a moment.  Joline glanced up into his eyes and realized that he knew exactly what she’d been trying to do.  
 
   Turning away from him so that he couldn’t see her blush, she walked over to one of the chairs, sitting down before she fell down.  “Shantra mentioned you most likely wouldn’t be here during this weekend.  You’re normally out traveling the world.”
 
   “That’s true,” he agreed, bringing his own coffee over to the seat right next to her.  “But I’m here this weekend.  I have some state business to attend to.”
 
   That was news.  “I thought you were in charge of all financial matters for the family.”
 
   “I am, but I also am the Minister of Finance.  That takes me all over the world, ensuring that Kilar’s financial interests are protected, but it also brings me home quite often.”
 
   Joline absorbed that additional information, wishing she could ask him questions.  There were so many financial questions that she encountered every day and this man’s experience could be invaluable.  But there was no way she could impose on him.  That would be rude.
 
   “Ask me,” he coaxed.  
 
   Joline’s eyes moved back up to his dark gaze and she held her breath as she looked up at the man.  “Ask?” 
 
   He leaned back against the plush cushions of the dining room chair.  “You obviously want to ask me something, but are holding back.  Feel free,” he encouraged, taking a sip of his coffee.
 
   Joline opened her mouth, more than ready to take him up on his offer.  But then she stopped herself.  This man was a prince!  He was a real live, genuine prince of a hugely powerful country!  She shouldn’t even be sitting next to him.  Not with her history!  
 
   “I’m fine,” she finally replied, waving her hand to dismiss his permission and feign disinterest.  She then turned and held onto her cup with both hands, afraid that if she didn’t hold on, she might just explode with questions.  
 
   He laughed softly, surprised by her reticence to ask him business questions.  Most people didn’t even hesitate, trying to trick him into revealing his investment strategies, future business plans or, for those who were a bit more crass, ask him how much he was truly worth.  
 
   “We’ll save that conversation for pillow talk then,” he announced and stood up.  “How about some breakfast?” he offered.  “The palace chef is excellent.”  He didn’t wait for her agreement, but took two plates and started filling them up from the silver chafing dishes.  “What do you like to eat for breakfast?” he asked, looking over her shoulder. 
 
   Joline shook her head, trying to stop him but he had his back to her at the moment.  “I don’t usually have time for breakfast,” she told him.  
 
   “Nonsense.  It is the most important meal of the day.  Besides, you’ll need to learn to eat breakfast.  Our nights together are going to be very…” he looked over his shoulder at her again, “vigorous.  You’ll be famished in the morning.”
 
   Joline was trembling with the image that came into her head with his words.  “We’re not…I’m not…”
 
   He set a plate filled with eggs, fruit and several tiny muffins in front of her.  “Of course we are.”  He sat down beside her, turning slightly so that he could look down into her eyes.  “And it is going to be incredible,” he promised. 
 
   Joline could barely breathe with that promise.  She wasn’t even sure how to deny his words.  His absolute conviction terrified her!
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “We will,” he assured her quietly, but with equal conviction.  “An attraction this strong can only lead to one thing, Joline.  But it will be okay.  I’ll take care of you.”
 
   With that, he pulled back and picked up his fork.  “Now eat.  You look like you haven’t eaten for days.  You are a beautiful woman, but you’re tired, probably from lack of sleep and inadequate protein.”
 
   Joline blinked, not sure if she should laugh or be insulted.  “I’m fine,” she replied back.  
 
   The door opened at that moment, denying him a counter argument.  “Leave her alone, Rais,” Shantra commanded, stepping into the dining room with Keith right behind her.  “You’re being rude.”
 
   “Ah, my little sister to the rescue,” Rais teased.  “And what sorts of adventures are the three of you going to do today?”
 
   Joline couldn’t believe the man!  She pretended to eat for the next several moments while Keith and Shantra filled up their plates and came over to the table to join them.  
 
   “We’re going to be doing lots of secret stuff and you won’t know anything about our activities,” Shantra taunted him.  
 
   He shrugged even as he wiped his mouth with a starched, linen napkin and stood up.  “I’m sure you’ll behave,” he warned her.  Then glanced at Joline.  “Thank you for an enlightening conversation,” and he lifted her hand to his lips, kissing her fingertips and causing her stomach muscles to clench with that intense awareness once more.  She pulled her fingers away and hid her hand under the table, unable to hold his gaze.  
 
   She hadn’t won that round.  Not by anyone’s standard and it irked her that he chuckled softly to himself as he walked out of the dining room. 
 
   After the door closed and the three of them were once again alone, Shantra put a hand over Joline’s.  “Sorry about him.  I’ll make sure he doesn’t bother us for the rest of your stay here.”
 
   Joline took a deep breath and picked up her fork.  “Oh, he doesn’t bother me.  Not at all,” she lied.  


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Joline stared at the note a servant had delivered.  His bold scrawl made her heart pound and her stomach…well, it was doing that crazy butterfly dancing.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted to pass out or throw up.  Either option might save her from this summons. 
 
   “Why does my brother need to speak with you?” Shantra asked excitedly.  
 
   Joline knew exactly where her friend’s mind was heading.  Shaking her head firmly, Joline knew that she had to put a stop to her friend’s hopes.  “Don’t go there,” she said emphatically. 
 
   “Go where?” Shantra asked with an innocent looking smile.  But her eyes…Joline knew that look.  She’d seen it several times when the three of them had been sitting at the cafeteria at university, or a coffee shop, or anywhere else a handsome man happened to enter.  She was in matchmaking mode!  The woman knew about her mother’s track record and she was still trying to get her and her brother together?  That didn’t make any sense.
 
   Keith chuckled.  “Your head has already started designing her wedding dress,” he teased.  “And just so you know, I found this amazing silk satin last week that would look perfect for her dress.”
 
   Joline’s mouth fell open.  “What are you talking about?  I can’t marry your brother!” she exclaimed. 
 
   Shantra didn’t stop smiling.  “Why not?  You’re obviously attracted to him.  And he’s pretty slammed by you as well.  We’d be sisters and it would be fantastic!  What’s the problem?”
 
   Joline snapped her mouth shut, glaring at both of them as they leaned back in their chairs, smug in their hopes and dreams.  
 
   “First of all, sisters fight.  All the time,” she pointed out.
 
   Shantra shook her head.  “Ciala and I don’t fight,” Shantra countered.  “And we don’t argue with my sisters-in-law either.”  She smiled smugly, waiting for Joline’s next verbal challenge.  
 
   “I doubt that,” she said under her breath.
 
   Shantra laughed.  “Don’t you have some place to be?” she suggested, looking pointedly at the note. 
 
   Joline looked at the words again, then set it to the side.  “No.  We don’t have time for whatever it is that he wanted to discuss with me.  We have work to do.  Besides, Keith and I have to head back to New York tomorrow and if we’re ever going to open the London store, we have to get things moving.  There are too many loose details right now.”
 
   Keith shook his head.  “You know darn well that you’ll have everything ready ahead of time.  I think the biggest decision is to just settle on the location.  Most of the other problems will disappear once that is finalized.”
 
   “You have no idea,” she muttered.  “I’m still not going.”
 
   Shantra leaned back, tossing her pen onto the table.  “You have to go.”
 
   Joline looked at her friend and cringed, worried about offending someone in a royal family.  “Is it a royalty thing?”
 
   Shantra laughed.  “No.  It is a male-female thing.  You either go see what my brother wanted to discuss with you, or you admit that you’re too afraid of meeting with him because he’s the hottest thing on two legs.”
 
   Joline turned to Keith, knowing that he’d support her on ignoring the summons.  But the traitor lifted his hands into the air, palms up.  “Don’t look to me on this one.  You need to get laid.”
 
   Joline couldn’t believe he’d just said that!  Her mouth fell open and she couldn’t form words for several moments while both of them laughed, nodding in agreement.  “I do not!” she gasped in horror.  
 
   Shantra nodded her head emphatically.  “You really do.  You’re way too uptight.”
 
   “That’s just ridiculous and both of you know that sex doesn’t work that way.”
 
   Keith rolled his eyes.  “Oh yes it does!  And don’t look to Shantra for an answer because you two are the last virgins on earth.  So you’ll just have to listen to me about this.  Take my advice.  Go to him.  Let him show you what sex is all about and then tell me that sex isn’t relaxing.”
 
   Her mouth snapped shut and she huffed for a moment, trying to come up with a valid argument but nothing came to mind.  In the end, Joline simply shook her head.  “No way.  You know my history.  I’m not going there.”
 
   “That’s not your history, dearie,” Keith came back gently.  “That’s your mother’s history.”
 
   She still wasn’t going there.  “I don’t do casual sex.”
 
   Shantra’s smile widened.  “So don’t be casual about it.  Have a love affair.  Let yourself fall in love with him and just enjoy the man.”  She laughed again.  “I haven’t ever heard his mistresses mention that he left them unsatisfied.”
 
   Joline was panicking and trying hard not to show it.  “You two are ganging up on me and I’m not going to let you.”
 
   Shantra knew that her friend was digging her heels in out of stubbornness now so she changed tactics, determined to get her way on this issue.  She’d never seen her brother act like this around a woman before so something significant was going on.  “Okay, so then it’s a royalty thing.  He’s your host and has asked to speak with you.  Go now!” she said, waving to Joline.  “Keith and I will work on all of the details that you hate, like colors and fabrics.”
 
   Joline cringed inwardly.  She really did hate things like that.  Keith or Shantra told her what to wear and how to accessorize, otherwise, she’d wear jeans and a tee-shirt all the time.  Which was why this team worked so perfectly.  Each of them had their own areas of expertise and no one stepped on the other’s toes.  The business was thriving because they all worked so well together.  
 
   “Fine!” she grumbled.  “I’ll go find out what he wants.  But I’m not having an affair with him!”
 
   And she stormed out of Shantra’s private suite, irritated that they were even suggesting something so outrageous.  Besides, she had so many business issues to deal with, a summons by an arrogant prince was just a nuisance!  The man was distracting her which she never allowed men to do.  She’d have time for falling in love later, when the business was better established and she had more time on her hands.  Right now, every moment of her time, not to mention all of her energy, was focused on getting the business to run smoothly and successfully.  
 
   As she basically stomped down the hallway toward the man’s office, she alternately berated herself for being weak around him and nervous because she couldn’t seem to find her gumption when he touched her.  
 
   “I was summoned,” she explained to the aide sitting outside of the man’s office, trying very hard to keep the sarcasm out of her tone.  But by the look on the aide’s features, she suspected that she’d failed miserably.  
 
   She felt Rais’ presence almost immediately and turned to face him, bracing herself as if he were an enemy combatant.  “I sent that note a while ago,” Rais stated, suddenly towering over Joline.  “This way,” he ordered and led the way into his office.  
 
   Joline considered not entering that room.  She was nervous enough with him standing there waiting for her.  She knew that it would be a thousand times worse if she walked into his office and he closed the door.  
 
   When she remained standing in front of the aide’s desk, Rais’ dark eyebrow went up, as if daring her to follow him.  
 
   With a deep sigh of resignation, she followed, stepping into the dragon’s lair with trepidation.  
 
   Rais could sense her nervousness and chuckled.  “I’m not going to bite you,” he teased.  “At least that wasn’t my current plan.”
 
   Joline gasped and swung around, just as the door to his office closed with a snip.  The sound seemed to echo between them and she stared up at him with wide, worried eyes.  “Why did you ask to see me?” 
 
   Rais looked down into her beautiful eyes and all thoughts of business evaporated from his mind.  “I’m going to kiss you, Joline.”  He hadn’t planned on saying that, or even doing that.  But then again, the idea of having this woman in his bed, at his mercy as he explored every delectable inch of her figure hadn’t left his mind since he’d been introduced to her.  
 
   Joline jerked backwards.  “No!”
 
   He took a step towards her, smiling when she backed up.  He calculated how many steps she could take before she was pressed up against his desk.  Three…two…one.
 
   He leaned forward, bracing his hands against the top of his desk, forcing her backwards.  
 
   “Why do I make you so nervous?” 
 
   Joline thought about denying that she was nervous, but she suspected that it was pretty obvious.  “Because you’re a prince.  That’s a bit intimidating.”
 
   He smiled slightly at her lie.  “I don’t think it has anything to do with my title.  More likely, it is because I’m a man and you’re drawn to me, just as I’m drawn to you.”
 
   “I’m not!” she tried to assert.  “I’m just nervous being around a prince.  You’re a bit out of my ordinary, day-to-day experiences.”
 
   “And you’re a beautiful woman.  I’m going to kiss you now,” he told her.
 
   “No!” Joline gasped, trying to slip out from under him, but his arms were much stronger than she’d anticipated and they both wrapped around her waist.  A moment later, his mouth covered hers and she was lost.  Completely lost!  
 
   His lips were demanding, forceful but still teasing her, encouraging her to participate in the kiss.  At first, she was too stunned, but as his hands pulled her closer, molding her against his hard body, she shivered at the shock.  When his tongue slid against her lips, she had no choice but to open for him, allowing him entry.  
 
   When she felt his tongue invade her mouth, her mind exploded with need.  This man, this touch, the way he was kissing her, made her need something she’d never experienced before.  She wanted…more.  She needed this man to touch her in other places.  She needed to touch him!  
 
   Sliding her hands up his muscular arms, she was shocked when he deepened the kiss.  Tilting her head back, she stood up on her toes, demanding more from him and thrilling when he gave it to her.  
 
   Lifting his head, he looked down into her eyes, startled by the instant heat.  He was struggling to keep himself from making love to her right here on his desk!  He’d never been this out of control before.  
 
   Pulling back even more, he almost groaned at the separation.  “Come to my suite,” he told her, kissing her neck, nibbling on the sensitive skin and smiling when he felt her body shiver.  “We can be alone and take our time.”
 
   Joline sighed, not wanting him to stop.  Shouldn’t she tell him to stop?  She opened her mouth to speak the words, but then his mouth found a place behind her ear and she made the most undignified sound!  
 
   “Come on,” he commanded, taking her hand and helping her slide off of his desk.  He didn’t even remember doing that to her which only proved how out of control this entire episode had gotten.  
 
   Still in a daze, Joline let him take her hand and pull her behind him.  They were almost to the door of his office by the time the fuzz cleared from her head enough for her to think clearly.  “Where are we going?” she asked, pulling slightly on his hand.  
 
   Rais looked down at the woman with her swollen lips and dazed eyes, her breasts pushing against the silk of her blouse and everything in him turned caveman.  “We’re going to my suite.  We can’t do this here,” he explained. 
 
   Again, he was nudging her towards the door and Joline was operating on auto-pilot this time.  “Your suite?  Why would we go to your private suite?” 
 
   Rais stopped and looked at her again.  It suddenly occurred to him that this woman might not understand what was about to happen between them.  Could she be…?  
 
   Impossible!  She was too beautiful and any woman with a figure like hers had been initiated by a man at some point along her high school or university career.  “Don’t tease, Joline.  This isn’t the right place and we have to hurry.”
 
   Joline recognized something important at that moment, the urgency in his tone broke through and she pulled her hand out of his, shaking her head even as she stepped away from the doorway.  
 
   “I can’t go with you!” she told him firmly.  
 
   Rais was becoming impatient.  “Joline, this is going to happen.  I don’t want to have our first time together to be a quickie on my desk.  I want to take my time and enjoy exploring all of you.”
 
   His words, as well as his gentle touch as his hands cupped her cheeks, the rough pads of his thumbs brushing against her skin, making her whole body tingle again, made her want to go with him, to find out what she’d been missing all this time.  Why shouldn’t she?  Everyone else had had sex and not everyone really liked it.  She was almost positive that Rais would be the perfect lover.  Why was she even hesitating?
 
   And then reality came back to her.  “No!” she whispered, but with enough feeling that he understood that she was serious.  
 
   Rais stopped and looked back at her, his eyes narrowing as he took in the determined expression of her lovely features.  “What’s going on?” he asked, taking a deep breath as he tried to cool his raging libido.  It was hard, because her nipples were still pressing against her shirt and all he wanted was to find out what made this woman explode around him.  
 
   But she wasn’t ready.  He could see that in her eyes and he didn’t want to push her.  Well, he did, but that wasn’t what he was going to do.  
 
   Suppressing the caveman that had raged so strongly only moments ago, he relented at her panicked expression.  “You need some time to process this,” he commented.  He pulled back and took her hands in both of his.  “Fine.  But you need to accept that this is going to happen, Joline.  You will be in my bed.  Soon.  And I guarantee that you won’t be disappointed.”  
 
   He bent lower and kissed her lips lightly.  
 
   She pulled away and looked up at him, her mouth tingling with sensations she couldn’t quite figure out how to ignore.  “We leave tomorrow,” she told him.  “It was very nice meeting you.”  A moment later, she yanked open the office door and hurried down the hallway.  She didn’t go back to Shantra’s apartment. She needed to pull herself together again.  She felt as if she was coming apart at the seams and the only way she might…stay together, was to be with that man.  But that idea was crazy!  She couldn’t be with him.  Out of the question.
 
   She walked into the bathroom and splashed water on her neck, trying to calm down.  There was no way she could go back to the meeting with Keith and Shantra looking like this.  Her cheeks were flushed and her lips swollen.  Not to mention, her breasts were tingling and…looking at her blouse, she could see where her nipples were still poking against the material.  Sighing, she leaned against the countertop, trying to put the man out of her mind.  
 
   This was crazy!  She was in control, here.  She was not going to fall victim to Prince Rais’ seduction or Shantra’s matchmaking.  She was her own person!  She was in control!  
 
   After that pep talk, and several minutes of pacing back and forth, she felt much stronger.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   “House of Jesek, how can I help you?” Joline chimed in, sifting through papers on her desk.  
 
   “Darling girl, you can tell me that the rumors are true!”
 
   Joline’s hand froze as the voice on the other end of the line sunk into her frazzled, exhausted brain.  
 
   “Mom?”
 
   The voice tingled with feminine laughter that had been practiced and perfected over the years.  “Of course it is your mother, dear.  And you’re avoiding the subject.  Tell me the rumors are true.  Did you really spend the weekend at the Palace of Kilar?”
 
   Joline’s head started to throb as it always did when her mother was involved.  It wasn’t that she didn’t love her mother.  It was more that…well, she’d just had a difficult life because of her mother’s choices.  After repeated arguments throughout Joline’s teenage years, the two of them had finally agreed to disagree, except when her mother decided that she needed to argue with Joline about her life choices.  Or more specifically, her lack of a choice when it came to men.  
 
   Joline wasn’t going to confirm or deny her mother’s speculation, although she did wonder where her mother had heard such a rumor.  “I spent the weekend with a friend of mine from university,” Joline responded.  “Where did you hear about that anyway?” 
 
   Martha laughed softly.  “Dear, you have to know by now that I have a wide range of people who tell me little tidbits of information.  How do you think I’ve found all of my husbands over the years?  I need my spies in order to confirm or deny rumors, don’t I?  It wouldn’t do to become interested in a particular man, only to find out later that he couldn’t afford my lifestyle.  Wasted efforts, you know.”
 
   Joline sighed, more than slightly repulsed by her mother’s mercenary attitude.  “I’m sure your spies are very good at ensuring that your next husband has enough money to keep you in your lavish lifestyle,” she said.  
 
   “Exactly!” Martha confirmed, unaware of or unconcerned with her daughter’s sarcastic disapproval.  Martha had an amazing ability to ignore anything that might cause wrinkles to form on her beautifully botoxed and surgically lifted facial features.  Stress, anything controversial and anything that her mother didn’t feel like acknowledging, were summarily dismissed from her awareness.  
 
   “So who is next on your list for husbands?” 
 
   “Oh, I’m perfectly satisfied right now with my current lover,” she explained.  There was a murmur in the background and Joline cringed, wondering if the voice was from the newest man in her mother’s life.  Her mother laughed seductively, confirming Joline’s suspicion.  She heard a muffled comment before her mother came back on the line.  “What were we talking about, dear?” 
 
   Joline shook her head, not about to remind her mother about the rumors she’d heard.  “Where are you, mom?  Last we spoke, you were heading to the Swiss Alps for skiing.”
 
   “Oh, that was lovely!  Marcus is a fabulous skier.”
 
   Marcus?  “I thought you were dating a guy name Julio,” Joline said, and then cringed because she didn’t want to know.  Another man, another lover…the men that came through her mother’s life were always wealthy and powerful and all of them loved to spoil her mother rotten.  Her mother’s career was collecting men, jewels from the men and stocking up her bank accounts, courtesy of the men in her life.  
 
   “Marcus is in banking,” Martha explained, knowing that mentioning another man’s name would be in bad form.  There were several things her mother did extremely well.  One was finding extremely wealthy men to take care of her and another was making that man feel as if he was the center of her universe.  Until he wasn’t any longer.  Which was sometimes sad.  When Joline was little, the men came and went in her life so often that she’d eventually learned not to grow attached to any of them. The marriages lasted only a couple of years before the sizzle wore off.  Or perhaps the man’s bank account was drained, which was the same thing in her mother’s mind.  
 
   “Where has Marcus taken you?” Joline asked, trying to keep the subject on her mother, normally a very simple task since her mother was extremely self-centered.  
 
   “We’re in Paris right now but we’re leaving for London in a few days.  Marcus has meetings and I’ve agreed to accompany him.”
 
   Great!  London!  Of all the cities where she truly didn’t want to run into her mother…well, that wasn’t exactly true.  There weren’t any cities in which she’d want to run into her mother.  They kept their distance, exchanged presents at Christmas and birthdays and that was about it.  Joline’s mother knew that having an adult daughter hanging around would age her.  Or a teenage daughter.  Or even an elementary school daughter which was why Joline had been raised by nannies for most of her young life and sent off to boarding school for her teen years.  That had been hard, but once Joline understood her mother’s “career”, she’d actually preferred the boarding schools to coming home and being introduced to yet another man or worse, a step-father.  
 
   “I’m sure London is lovely at this time of the year,” she said, but couldn’t really care less.  She had a lot of work to do and wasn’t interested in hearing more about Marcus.  “I really have to go, Mom.”  She’d figure out a way to avoid her mother when they were both in London.  It was imperative that they maintain separate lives.  She didn’t intend to be introduced to yet another man that her mother had scrounged up.  
 
   “Oh no you don’t!” she chided her only daughter.  “You haven’t even told me if the rumors are true!  What’s going on, dear?”
 
   “I was in the area,” she commented.  “But I can assure you that I did not hang out with the sheik in any way.  In fact, I believe he has a very lovely wife, doesn’t he?” 
 
   Martha was not to be deterred.  “Yes, I think you’re right, but you’ve made a fabulous connection, dear.  What have I told you about knowing the right people in this world?”
 
   Joline had heard the lecture too many times over the years.  Her mother had once had high hopes that her daughter would help her with entrée into other families.  There had been many arguments when Joline refused to attend parties or social events, flirt with the men in the social circles her mother flitted through in her efforts to marry wealthier and more famous men.  Those arguments became heated when Martha wanted Joline to pretend that they weren’t related.  “Connections are everything,” she repeated, rolling her eyes. 
 
   “Exactly.  So who do you know at the palace?”
 
   Joline didn’t want to have this conversation.  Her mother’s interest wasn’t for her daughter.  Nope, it was self-serving.  Martha’s mind was already spinning, trying to figure out how to leverage Joline’s palace connections for her own benefit.  
 
   Joline looked around at her office. Her desk had piles of papers and a task list that was several pages long. She wasn’t going to allow her mother to derail her day.  “I really have to go, Mother.  I have customers that I need to help.”
 
   “Oh, good grief, Joline!” her mother snapped.  “With your looks, figure and youth, you could have men falling at your feet and instead, you choose to sully yourself with working in that ridiculous shop!  You should be…”
 
   “I love my job and I’m part-owner in the business, Mother.  I don’t just work in the shop.  I run it, I manage it, I build the business!”  she interrupted, angry with her mother for not respecting her life’s work.  Of course, Joline didn’t respect her mother’s “work” either, so it was a relationship that didn’t work on either end.  
 
   Joline knew better than to try and convince her mother that she was happy.  Especially when she was this tired.  But it still irked her that her mother started scoffing at her efforts here at Jesek.  It was a fabulous business with lots of challenges.  “I like my life.”
 
   Her mother scoffed.  “You can’t be happy working nine to five every day with nothing to ease the drudgery.”
 
   Joline didn’t bother explaining that her hours were more like six in the morning to midnight most nights, longer on the weekends.  “Well, I’ll just have to deal with my drudgery,” she responded. 
 
   “Why not meet me in London?  I’ll take you shopping and we can see the sights together.”
 
   Joline almost laughed.  “Would some of those sights be a rich man that could take me away from all of this drudgery?” she asked cynically.  
 
   “Well!” her mother scoffed.  “If there happens to be handsome men in the vicinity, what would be the harm in talking with them and finding out more about them?  It isn’t a crime to fall in love, Joline.”
 
   Joline almost laughed.  She doubted very seriously that her mother honestly loved any of the men she’d taken into her bed.  Joline wasn’t sure if her mother loved anyone other than Martha!  “I’m sure that’s true,” she said, but she was only agreeing with her mother so that she could get off the phone more easily.  “I’ll let you know about London,” she promised, knowing that her mother wouldn’t accept a “no” over the phone.  
 
   “Let me know soon.  I believe Marcus wants to be in London by the weekend.”
 
   “Will do,” she lied.  Well, it wasn’t completely a lie, she told herself as she ended the call and tried to focus back on her work.  She’d simply e-mail her mother and let her know that she wouldn’t be meeting her in London.  It was easier to get her mother to accept no for an answer when she couldn’t argue back.  
 
   Joline set her phone to the side, wishing she could just cut her mother out of her life.  But there was still some sort of relationship there.  And as sad as it was, Joline never gave up the hope that maybe her mother might eventually find a bit of pride in Joline’s accomplishments.  
 
   It was a ridiculous hope, she told herself over and over again.  Martha Caldwell was simply focused on Martha Caldwell.  And the men in Martha Caldwell’s life.  
 
   With a sigh, Joline focused on the details in front of her.  She had a lot of work to do and not a lot of time to do it, she told herself.  Martha Caldwell was not part of her day’s agenda.  
 
   Her phone immediately started ringing again and she picked it up, assuming it was her mother again who must have forgotten something during their initial conversation.  But when she saw the phone number…well, the area code…she shivered in reaction.  Prince Rais!  
 
   It had to be him, she thought as her fingers trembled, hovering over the “ignore” button.  The country code was the same as Shantra’s but that wasn’t Shantra’s phone number.  The only other person who would call her from Kilar would be Rais.  The prince himself and she wasn’t going to talk to him.  That final “conversation” had been disturbing enough and she was exhausted from lack of sleep because every time she closed her eyes, her mind brought back that kiss, the way he’d touched her and all of those amazing feelings that made her body leap to attention.  
 
   He was more dangerous than any man she’d ever met in her life.  Simply because he wouldn’t get out of her mind!  He was there, like a splinter that she couldn’t get out. He just kept showing up at the most inopportune moments.  
 
   The man was horrible and annoying and she finally pressed the “ignore” button and forced herself to get back to work.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Joline stepped into the warm, inviting atmosphere of the coffee shop, breathing in the heavenly scent of freshly ground coffee beans and brewing coffee.  “Fabulous,” she sighed as she stood in line, waiting for her turn to order.  She’d finally slept last night.  No steamy, erotic dreams that woke her up breathing heavily with her body ready and wanting a dark man’s touch.  Just deep slumber!  It was cathartic, she told herself.  
 
   Today was going to be a good day, she thought as she moved forward in the line.  No more palaces, no more tall, dominating men who made her mind turn to mush...just everyday stuff that she could understand and, more importantly, that she could handle.  
 
   “Long line today, huh?” 
 
   Joline turned her head and noticed the handsome man behind her.  “Definitely!” she replied, smiling.  Wow!  Good looking, she thought.  Of course, he could be an axe murderer or serial killer, but he looked normal enough.  His features were pleasant and she doubted there was an intimidating bone in his body.  Nice!  
 
   “Not normally this long on a Tuesday,” he continued. 
 
   Joline nodded her head.  “I don’t even try coming in on Fridays.  The line is normally out the door,” she laughed.  
 
   The man rolled his eyes in agreement.  “Yeah, Fridays are brutal, but I’ll still wait in line.  I’m hooked.”  And he shrugged as if to say that he accepted his weakness.  
 
   Joline chuckled.  “You’re a stronger man than me,” she told him.  
 
   “I’m Toby,” and he extended his hand.  “I work over at Dorsmith and Hammill, just across the street.”  
 
   Joline shook Toby’s hand, relieved when she didn’t feel any burning sensation stream up her arm and her heartbeat was strong and steady.  No crazy hammering at all!  Nice, she sighed with a relieved heart.  
 
   “I’m Joline.  My friends call me Jo.”
 
   “Will I have that privilege?” he asked.  There was a smile on his face, but still a hesitant question in his eyes.  
 
   Joline really liked this guy!  Rais would simply tell her that he would call her Jo.  He wouldn’t be a gentleman about it and ask politely.  What a relief!  
 
   “I don’t know,” she teased right back.  “Are you a friend or foe?” 
 
   The man’s smile increased.  “Oh, I’d definitely like to be a friend,” he came right back.  
 
   Joline almost smiled with relief.  Rais would have come back with something like, “I’ll be neither.  We will be lovers!” and she would have melted even while her body singed with his words.  Yes, this was much nicer.  She didn’t need any sparks in her life.  She needed nice and easy, uncomplicated.  She needed to stay as far away from Rais as possible. 
 
   “Next!” the barista called out. 
 
   Joline stepped forward and gave her order but before she could get her wallet out, Toby was placing a hand on hers.  She looked up at him with a question.  “May I buy you this cup of coffee?” he asked politely.  
 
   Joline smiled and nodded her head easily.  “Thank you, that would be very nice.”  And she stepped back, allowing Toby to place his order and pay for both drinks.  She moved over to the end counter where they would pick up their drinks when they were ready, more than eager to continue her conversation with Toby.  The man was so non-threatening that she was drawn to him, feeling as if already he was a friend instead of a stranger.  
 
   When he stepped over to her, they exchanged additional pleasantries, all the normal comments about working in Manhattan and the silly problems of daily life.  There wasn’t anything worrisome in the conversation, no sparks or anxiety over what he might do or if he might touch her.  His hands remained at his sides, his eyes on hers.  Not a single time did his glance travel lower.  It was just a nice, easy conversation.  
 
   If there was absolutely no spark in any way when he shook her hand goodbye, well, Joline didn’t mind at all.  Not one little bit.  And she wasn’t worried either!  No, she was not concerned that the first man who flirted with her after her return from Kilar sparked no feeling inside of her.  That didn’t mean anything.  And it certainly didn’t mean that Rais was the only man who could make her feel those exciting feelings.  
 
   Besides, she didn’t like those crazy feelings!  She liked the calm, comfortable experience of being with a man like Toby.  
 
   When he turned left, heading to his office building, she watched him for a moment, smiling at how nice he was.  
 
   Okay, so there was absolutely no fizzle.  And she had to admit that the fizzle with Rais had been…eye opening.  Not that she wanted fizzle!  She liked calm and peace.  She liked to be able to sleep through the night, undisturbed by crazy, erotic dreams.  
 
   She pushed her keys into the door of the Manhattan store then re-locked it once she was inside.  Her office was in the back and the store didn’t open for several more hours.  She had some quiet time to get things done this morning.  
 
   And comparing one man to another was not on her list of priorities!  
 
   Over the next three days, Joline worked eighteen and twenty hour days, trying to narrow down the millions of decisions needed for the new London shop while still stepping out on the town in Shantra’s fabulous designs, trying to promote the new fall line.  She was exhausted and dragging by the time Friday rolled around and all she wanted to do was sleep.  She just had to get through Friday and Saturday, their busiest shopping days of the week, and she’d have all day Sunday off!  She couldn’t wait to curl up into a ball on her bed and sleep for a full twenty-four hours!  
 
   “Toby!” she gasped when she saw the handsome man walking through the door to the shop.  “What are you doing here?” she asked, smiling as she approached him.  There were several customers in the store already but her other helpers were with them so she had a few minutes to relax.  
 
   Toby walked over to her with a confidence that she found endearing.  He was such a kind man, she thought as she smiled at him.  A bit on the shy side.  They’d had coffee two days ago and he’d taken her to lunch yesterday, although she suspected that he wanted more but was too nervous to ask.  She wasn’t sure what else to do to encourage him though!  She’d smiled at his office anecdotes until her cheeks hurt, she’d laughed at his jokes, he’d bought her coffee and a meal…what was the hold up?  
 
   Hopefully, his arrival today would indicate that he might want to take her out on a real date.  One where she’d get to glam up and relax for a couple of hours.  She was more than ready to call Keith, to let him know that she wouldn’t be able to attend whatever party he’d lined up for whatever night Toby might ask her out for.  
 
   “Hi Jo.  I was on my way to a client meeting and…well, I realized that I have this thing tonight,” he explained, putting his briefcase down on the floor next to his feet.  
 
   “A thing?” Joline asked, smiling to try and encourage him and ease his nervousness.  
 
   She thought she detected a bit of a blush and he looked down at his briefcase on the floor.  When he finally looked up at her, she was sure that it was a blush and she smiled to herself.  This was a man she could really like, she thought.  No intimidation tactics and he liked her.  She was fairly certain that he was about to ask her out on a date, not tell her that they would be in bed by nightfall.  
 
   “Yeah.  It’s just this thing that my firm asked me to come to tonight.  I know it is short notice but,” he rubbed the back of his neck and looked at her.  “Well, I thought it might be a good way for you to show your dresses off to the women who might be there.”
 
   Joline tried very hard to not roll her eyes.  Toby was obviously trying to ask her out, to request her attendance at his company function tonight and it irritated her that he was forming it as a way for her to work.  
 
   “Well, I…”
 
   He suddenly rubbed a hand over the back of his neck again.  “No.  That wasn’t right,” he interrupted and moved closer to her.  “I just wanted to take you to this thing tonight.  I don’t care if you wear one of the store’s outfits or if you just wear a bag, you’d look beautiful either way.”  He sighed.  “I’m asking you out, Jo.  I was hoping you could be my date tonight.”
 
   Joline laughed, delighted that he’d finally gotten that out.  “Abso…”
 
   “She has plans,” a deep voice said from behind her.  
 
   Joline spun around and instantly her heart went into overdrive as Rais approached.  Goodness, had he been that tall back in Kilar?  Surely not!  And he was…she tried to step back, but Rais was having none of that.  His arm whipped around her waist, pulling her up against his body.  He didn’t even give her a chance to protest!  His mouth covered hers with his own and Joline wasn’t able to even turn her head so that his lips connected with her cheek.  This man zoomed in and kissed her with a passion she’d forgotten was possible. It was even more intense than her dreams and she trembled as she opened her mouth and he deepened the kiss.  It was like lighting a match to a bale of straw – the desire was there, flaming up into an inferno. 
 
   Joline forgot that she was standing in front of Toby and that he’d just asked her out on an official date.  She even forgot that she was in the shop, that the other customers would be turning around, watching as Rais kissed her.  
 
   And she kissed him back!  That was the thing about Rais.  One could not be passive around him!  He was the fire and she was the straw.  No man had ever lit her up like this.  She wasn’t aware of her hands grabbing onto his suit jacket or the way his arm pulled her higher up on his body, pressing her against his hard muscles as he kissed her until she was whimpering with need.  
 
   Rais almost swore under his breath when he realized that he was once again kissing this woman in an inopportune place.  He’d told himself to not touch her until he’d gotten her alone because every time they touched, it was instantaneous fire, white hot and out of control.  
 
   But he’d walked in, determined to be kind and gentle, or as kind and gentle as he could.  He had been planning to show her his gentle side.  Okay, so he’d never been gentle in his life and he suspected that he didn’t have a gentle side.  And “kind” was a four letter word in his world.  He was the kind of man who was used to the women coming to him, experienced women who knew what they wanted and were more than willing to tell him about their desires.
 
   Joline had been a startling change.  Her obvious innocence was more alluring than any woman he’d ever been with.  And the way she kissed him back, those sexy sound she made when he tasted her, made him want to rip her clothes off and make love to her in the most thorough way possible.  
 
   He understood that this passion scared her.  He also understood that he, simply because he was a man, scared her for some reason.  So he’d walked into her store, determined to take things slowly, to help her become more comfortable around him. 
 
   But then he’d walked in on her smiling towards another man.  A man who was about to ask her out!  That was something he simply wasn’t going to allow.  No, this woman was his woman.  Her body already understood that at a very basic level, but so far, the woman, possibly the business woman, was refusing to accept that reality.  
 
   So he’d done the only thing that a man of his temperament could do.  He showed both Joline and the ass standing there stammering out a request that she was his woman and he was staking his claim.  
 
   Damn, she felt great!  He should have arrived sooner but he’d been caught up with business issues.  He’d cleared his calendar for the next few days, determined to figure this woman out.  
 
   He didn’t relent on the kiss until he heard the other man curse and walk out, tripping over his briefcase as he did so.  
 
   Rais would have laughed, but Joline chose that moment to press herself more fully against him and he just about lost his renowned control.  
 
   Lifting his head, he looked down at her kiss-swollen lips and the eyes that were now glazed over with desire.  He had to resist the urge to lift her up into his arms and carry her out to his limousine where he could have a modicum of privacy to explore her mouth and her body a bit more thoroughly.  
 
   Taking a deep breath, he tried to tamp down that crazy desire.  It was extremely difficult, especially with Joline feeling so perfect and soft in his arms.  
 
   “You look beautiful, Joline,” he grumbled.  
 
   Joline’s eyes opened with his words and she smiled slightly.  Rais was slightly irritated that her lips still trembled.  But then again, her whole body was trembling.  He wasn’t sure if it was because of their kiss or because she was still nervous about his presence in her life.  Surely she couldn’t fight this chemistry between them after that kiss, could she?
 
   Hell yes, he thought, almost chuckling at how stubborn she was.  “Have you thought about my offer?” he asked, pulling back a bit more, but not taking his hands off of her tiny waist.  
 
   Joline looked up at Rais, still trying to get her mind to start working.  “Offer?” she parroted.  She couldn’t remember any offer.  Well, to be perfectly honest, she couldn’t remember her name at the moment.  
 
   “Your London store.  I offered you the storefront in the building I own.  Better rent, better location, better landlord,” he teased.  
 
   Joline stepped out of his arms and pushed her hair back out of her eyes.  Store.  Landlord.  Building.  London.  The world and the details of her work were coming back to her.  Slowly.  
 
   “Um…yes.  The store.”  He’d sent her a thick envelope filled with the details of a retail storefront located in one of the prime shopping districts in London.  She’d already found several locations, was working with a realtor in London who was trying to narrow down the choices for her.  But the storefront Rais was offering was in an even better location, had significantly more space and at a ridiculously low price.  
 
   Despite all of the benefits, Joline knew that it would still be dangerous.  Signing a contract with Rais as the landlord only meant he would be closer to her.  That was something she had to avoid.  “I don’t think that your store location is going to work out with our long term plans,” she told him, lying through her teeth and feeling ashamed that her fear of this man was getting in the way of a sound business decision.  
 
   Rais chuckled softly.  Taking her hand, he led her to the back of the store.  “Come along, my beauty.  We should probably discuss this in private.  Where’s your office?”
 
   Joline was halfway to the back of the store when she realized what he was doing.  Pulling back, she tried to extricate her hand from his but he only stopped and looked down at her with those dark, mysterious eyes that made her stomach tighten with anticipation.  
 
   “We can’t go to my office,” she whispered, trying to get him to understand.  “In fact, we can’t go anywhere together.”
 
   Rais pulled her closer.  “Joline, you have three options.  We can go to your office, you can come with me or we can have this conversation right here in the middle of your store.”  He moved closer, letting her know that he wasn’t going to stop touching her.  Nor was he going to allow her to hide behind her fears.  They were explosive together and he was going to show her how perfect they could be once she accepted him as her lover.  
 
   And he damn well wanted to help her out in business as well!  If she’d just stop being so stubborn!
 
   Joline looked up at the man who had haunted her nights when she’d been trying to sleep.  He really was a huge man, but she didn’t like huge, arrogant men!  
 
   It didn’t help that her mother had heard about her visit to Shantra’s country.  That conversation had pretty much doomed any possibility of a relationship with Rais out the door.  There was no way she could put his family through the ridicule that would most likely occur if he ever became serious about…
 
   What was she thinking?!  Rais never became serious about anyone!  He was the ultimate playboy, hopping from one continent to another, and one woman’s bed to another.  The list of women that had shared his bed was probably enormous!  Goodness, in some ways, he was worse than her mother!  At least she sought out men who could make her happy, even if that happiness was completely based in mercenary desires.  
 
   This man sought out women purely for sexual satisfaction then tossed them aside when his lust for them diminished.  She refused to be the next in a long line of women stepping daintily through his revolving bedroom door.  
 
   “Listen,” she said as calmly as she could, “I sincerely appreciate all of your…”
 
   “In your office, Joline,” he interrupted, taking her hand and pulling her along to the back of the store.  
 
   Joline really didn’t have much choice but to follow along behind him, feeling like a puppy as he closed the door to her miniscule office.  
 
   He looked around at her tiny office that was filled with papers, filing cabinets and the cheapest desk she had been able to find when she’d initially gone looking for office furniture.  There was a metal, folding chair that she sat on but with a pillow on top of the seat because it became pretty hard to sit on that thing for several hours straight.  There were no windows, white walls that had been beaten up by the movers over the years and no decorations of any kind.  Not even pictures of her friends or family.  “This is really where you work?” he demanded in a horrified voice.  
 
   “Yes,” she replied, looking around at all of the paperwork that was neatly stacked on each side of her desk, perfectly color coded to help her prioritize the issues she needed to resolve.  “What’s wrong with my office?” 
 
   “It’s not even big enough for a closet,” he told her.  “This isn’t an office, it is a broom storage area.”
 
   Joline laughed and leaned against the opposite wall.  “It works for me,” she countered. 
 
   “This is ridiculous, Joline.  I’ve seen the financials of this business.  I know now that you’re a partner in this venture and you should have a larger office.”
 
   Joline shook her head.  “We’re putting all of our profits back into the business.  My partners and I have agreed that this is better.”
 
   “Who are your other partners?” he demanded. 
 
   Joline had known that this would come up.  From the moment she’d stepped into his office last week after his arrogant summons, she’d known that he would demand more information from her.  That didn’t make her any more prepared, but at least she’d been forewarned.  “Keith is my other partner,” she mentioned, hoping he would just leave it at that.  
 
   “There’s a third partner on the books but only listed as a corporation.  Who is that?  Is that the person that has the money?  Are you financed through a private equity firm?” 
 
   Joline shook her head.  “At this point, we are a limited liability company, incorporated out of Delaware.  Our third business partner is private.  And we’ve set things up to maintain that privacy,” she told him.  There was absolutely no way she was going to reveal Shantra’s role in their business.  He would be livid if he knew that his baby sister was the fabulous designer that everyone has been talking about.  
 
   “But you’re going to tell me the name,” he said softly.  
 
   Joline’s system went on high alert.  “No.  I’m not.”
 
   Rais chuckled softly.  “Yes,” he countered, moving closer to her.  “You are going to tell me.  And we’re going out tonight, by the way.”
 
   “The third party has requested anonymity and I’m going to ensure that request is respected.  If you can’t handle that, then I would offer you several other businesses who would be thrilled with your attention.”  
 
   Rais laughed again.  “No business is thrilled when my attention is caught.”
 
   Joline swallowed painfully, watching as he moved slowly closer to her.  “Why is that?  Are you that horrible to work with?” 
 
   He shrugged one massive shoulder.  “It is possible that I am a bit more dictatorial than other people enjoy.”
 
   “I’m one of those people,” she told him, wishing that she’d taken a bigger area for her office now that she was trapped in this tiny room with him.  
 
   “Are you saying I would be dictatorial towards you?” 
 
   She pressed her back up against the wall.  “I don’t think you can help it.  It’s part of your nature.”  
 
   His eyes moved up and down her body, appreciating the simple wrap dress that flattered her figure and hugged all of her delectable curves.  “Would you want me to change?” 
 
   She laughed nervously but scooted off to the right, behind her desk.  She was hoping that the furniture might deter him, send the message that she didn’t want him to stalk her like this.  “I don’t think that’s possible.”
 
   “Anything is possible,” he replied, but lifted his hand, running a finger down her skin.  The desk was too narrow for her to be completely out of his reach.  That, and the fact that he had long arms.  “I wouldn’t have thought it possible that one’s skin could be so soft, but you’ve shown me that I’m wrong there.”
 
   She wasn’t aware of her head turning, leaning slightly into his touch.  Her eyes were transfixed by his gaze.  “What are you doing?” she asked, but she knew!
 
   He moved around the desk, trapping her just like he’d done in his office.  “I’m going to kiss you.  Again.”
 
   Her eyes moved lower, glancing at his mouth before moving right back up to his dark eyes.  “I don’t want you to kiss me,” she told him but her words were barely a whisper.  Her tongue darted out, wetting her suddenly dry lips.  
 
   He smiled slightly.  “If I were to step back and walk out of your office, would that make you happy?” he asked. 
 
   Joline opened her mouth to tell him yes, but the words wouldn’t come.  She just couldn’t lie to him like that.  She knew that, deep down inside, this man terrified her and fascinated her.  She didn’t want to experiment with whatever was going on between the two of them because this chemistry between them scared her more than all of her childish nightmares ever could.   But she couldn’t lie to him.  
 
   “That’s what I thought,” he said and his head lowered to hers, his lips brushing against hers almost tentatively.  But then again, Rais never did anything tentatively.  He was rough and demanding and powerful, but never tentative.  
 
   Whatever it was that he was doing, it wasn’t enough for her.  Joline lifted her head, trying to capture his kiss, to deepen the teasing touches.  Every time she came closer, he lifted his head out of her reach and she was growing more frustrated with each attempt.  When she couldn’t take it any longer, she reached up with both hands and pulled his head down to hers.  Kissing him, initiating the kiss and deepening the connection caused her heart to beat frantically.  But she was only allowed a brief moment to control that caress.  Rais, naturally a take-charge sort of man, took over the kiss, pulling her against him once more and making her very aware of her femininity.  Well, and his very impressive masculinity.  
 
   Once again, he didn’t let up until she was shifting against him, unaware of the sounds she was making as his hands moved over her lush figure.  Each time he moved his hands, she’d gasp or moan or do that deep, sexy sound that had him hard as a steel rod faster than he could have thought possible.  
 
   And damn it!  Once again, they were in a place where he wasn’t able to follow through.  “Joline, we have to try this again when we’re in a more private place,” he urged, lifting his head but he couldn’t stop his hands from touching her.  She just felt too good, so soft and feminine everywhere!  
 
   Joline pulled out of his arms, trying hard to look around and get her bearings.  “You have to stop doing that to me,” she told him with anger growing in her voice.  “This has to stop.”  She ignored the fact that she’d started the kiss this time around.  
 
   He laughed but there was a painful quality to the sound.  “We’ll stop when we’re both satisfied.”
 
   She lifted her hand.  “I’m satisfied!” she exclaimed, pushing her hair off of her face.  “I’m totally satisfied.”
 
   He shook his head.  “You aren’t right at the moment, but I’m guessing that’s because you’ve never been with a man who knows how to satisfy you.  Is that correct?” 
 
   She was having trouble listening to him when his thumb was rubbing against her waist like that.  She suddenly realized that his thumb was underneath her shirt!  How had that happened?  And when had it happened?  
 
   She grabbed his wrist and tried to pull his hand away, but his thumb wasn’t budging.  “I’ve never been with a man!” she told him furiously, then froze when she realized what she’d just said.  “I mean…I haven’t…I didn’t mean…”
 
   Rais was still for all of five, maybe ten seconds as the import of her words sunk into his brain.  “I’m guessing you’re not trying to tell me that you’ve been with a woman, are you?” he suggested.  At the disgruntled look in her beautiful, hazel eyes, he threw back his head and laughed, thrilled to know that she’d never given herself to a man as she was going to give herself to him.  She would be all his.  
 
   He grunted when he felt her jab him in the stomach even though it didn’t hurt him.  She’d barely even punched him but it was enough to get his attention.  “Sorry,” he told her. 
 
   “A woman admits that she’s…well…you know…”
 
   “A virgin?” he filled in helpfully, ignoring her feeble attempts to get his hands off of her waist.  
 
   “Yes,” she hissed.  “And you laugh?  Is that really the right response?” 
 
   He chuckled again.  “No.  Probably not the best way to react.  But I’ll let you know something,” he told her and bent lower to nibble on her neck, enjoying the way she shivered and leaned into him even as she still tried to grip his hands and pull them away from her.  Not that it was working.  
 
   Joline grabbed each of this thumbs with her fists, trying to pull his hands away but it was impossible.  The man was just stronger than she was.  Perhaps her efforts weren’t as wholehearted as she should have mustered, but…even so!  “You’re going to leave me alone and let me go out with Toby?”
 
   “Hell no!” he told her and nipped her earlobe as punishment for suggesting anything so insane.  
 
   “What?” she demanded, hoping to distract him but then his hand slid up higher onto her ribcage and she bit her lower lip to keep herself from begging him to touch her breast.  Closing her eyes, she unconsciously let her head fall backwards, eyes closed.  All of her attention was on that hand that was so precariously close to her breast.  She was aching to feel his hands there, right…yes!  Just a little higher, she silently begged.  She wasn’t aware of her fingers loosening around his wrist.  Or the way his other hand was unbuttoning her shirt, releasing the clasp on her bra.  
 
   “Don’t move,” he told her, looking down at her breasts that were finally bared to his gaze.  She had perfect breasts, he thought.  Full and pert, her nipples pink and tight, just begging him to taste them.  
 
   Joline flinched when she felt the first touch of his fingers on her breast, his thumb rubbing against her nipple.  When it moved away, she gasped and grabbed his hand, pressing his fingers against her breast.  
 
   “Move your hand, Joline,” he commanded, his voice deep and husky but his fingers didn’t move.  
 
   “Please,” she whimpered.  Her eyes were still closed, but every muscle in her body was tense, waiting for his touch, needing that almost painful pleasure.  
 
   “I’ll give you what you want, but let go.”
 
   Her fingers splayed out against his hand, begging him to stop and to continue.  She’d had no idea that her body was this sensitive!  
 
   Rais waited, watching as she tried to decide.  Was she going to hide her reactions and hold his hand?  Or was she going to be brave and release him?  
 
   The seconds ticked by and he continued to wait, hoping she’d make the right decision. 
 
   In the end, he felt her fingers loosen and, a moment later, his wrist was free, his hands able to move over that perfect part of her that he craved like a mad man.  “Beautiful,” he whispered as his thumb rubbed against the extremely sensitive peak.  “You’re beautiful,” he told her.  
 
   When he felt her shudder, he moved his attention to the other breast, pushing the lacy material of her bra out of his way as he looked down at her.  She was stunning with her mouth slightly open and her eyes closed, waiting for him to give her whatever pleasure he wanted.  When his thumb flicked over the other peak, he felt her body tremble, her pretty, white teeth biting down on her lower lip as she tried to control her body’s reactions to what he was doing to her.  
 
   “Open your eyes,” he commanded, wanting to see the desire in her eyes.  
 
   When she complied, he felt as if his body was going to explode with the need to fill her up, to feel her tighten around him as she convulsed with her first orgasm.  Damn, he wanted this so badly!  But once again, he’d started something that he couldn’t finish.  
 
   Then again, who was to say he couldn’t help her, show her what her body could do?  He would love to see her body throb to a climax.  It would almost be as good as him joining her.  That would happen, he promised himself.  But for the moment…
 
   With that intent in his mind, he pushed her backwards until she was sitting on her desk.  She wasn’t sure what he was going to do but she was his to command, he realized.  And with extreme gentleness, he lifted her up and pressed her further back.  “Just relax,” he told her with a soothing voice.  
 
   Joline would have laughed at his command if she weren’t so tied up in knots with the way he was touching her.  But she fell backwards slightly until she caught herself on her hands behind her back.  Looking up at him, she wasn’t sure what he was going to do.  All she knew was that she didn’t want him to stop.  He couldn’t stop!  She was so wound up, so desperate for anything he might do to her, she didn’t care what it was as long as he kept touching her.  
 
   But then his mouth latched onto her breast, his tongue flicking against her nipple and she almost screamed out as the friction from his tongue drove her crazy.  The only reason she didn’t cry out was because he’d anticipated her reaction and his hand covered her mouth.  Moving higher, he covered her mouth with his, kissing her deeply for a long, drugging moment.  When he lifted his mouth, he looked down into her eyes.  “You have to keep quiet, Joline.”
 
   She didn’t understand, but bit her lip again, trying not to make a sound.  But then his mouth latched onto her nipple and he used his teeth this time.  She wasn’t able to hold back, her body shifting uncomfortably against her desk, wanting more but not sure what to ask for.  She panted slightly, her mind exploding with the crazy pleasure.  But it wasn’t quite pleasurable, she thought as his hands and mouth moved over her body. No, she could never qualify this as pleasurable.  But she didn’t want him to stop.  She might cry if he stopped!  
 
   When she felt his hands move under her skirt, she thought she was going to light on fire.  His expert hands tossed her shoes behind her then reached under her skirt once more, pulling her pantyhose down.  “Lift your hips,” he told her urgently.  
 
   She followed his order blindly, so caught up in the torrent of feeling that she would have done anything he told her to do.  
 
   “Open for me, love,” he encouraged, his hands moving between her knees.  He pressed against the inside of her legs until he was able to move his hips between them.  Then his hands slid slowly, sensuously upwards, his thumb rubbing against the lace edge of her underwear.  When she felt his fingers there, in a place where no other person had ever dared, her eyes flew open and she started to panic.  
 
   “Trust me,” Rais coaxed, his voice soothing even as his fingers brushed back and forth against her tender skin.  “Just relax.  I won’t do anything you don’t want me to.  And if you don’t like anything that I do, just tell me and I’ll stop.”  
 
   Joline’s fingers relaxed ever so slightly.  She shivered once again when the triumph flared in his eyes but she didn’t have time to dwell on that look.  All of her senses were focused on his fingers, the way he was touching her.  
 
   When one finger slipped underneath the lace, she inhaled sharply, her whole body tense as she waited, anticipating what he might do to her.  
 
   “Relax, Joline,” he soothed, his finger moving back out even as he watched her.  When his finger moved back underneath the fabric, he dove in and captured her lips, distracting her from his fingers this time.  When his touch found her heat, discovered how wet she was, how ready for him, he almost lost control.  But he held on with a fine thread, watching and finding extreme pleasure in her excitement.  
 
   When his finger slid inside of her heat, he moved lower, his mouth nibbling along her neck, teasing her ear and collar bone.  Almost immediately, he started to feel her tighten around his finger.  He added another one, moving in and out, feeling her body respond to his unspoken commands.  She was so ready, so hot and tight, her body clenching and hovering at the cliff, he flicked his thumb against that sensitive bud, over and over again, feeling her body and when she finally convulsed around his fingers, he kissed her, absorbing her cry of passion into his own as he felt her climax in his arms.  He thought it was the headiest experience of his life.  
 
   Ever so gently, he brought her back to reality, his finger smoothing out the lace as he stood up, still holding her tightly in his arms as he felt her body’s trembling slow down.  
 
   “You okay?” he asked while rubbing her back, feeling her body tremble less and less.  
 
   “I don’t know,” she whispered, awed and amazed by that experience.  Joline wasn’t really sure what she was feeling.  There was embarrassment at how completely she’d come apart in his arms, not to mention shame at what she’d let him do to her body.  But there was also an amazing exhilaration as well.  She’d never felt this…astonished, invigorated, wonderful!  She wanted to laugh and cry, to jump into his arms and kiss him or maybe even dance around in her office.  She doubted he would appreciate being slobbered by kisses and she wasn’t brave enough to dance around with giddiness.  So instead, she buried her face in his chest, not sure what to do or say.  She’d never experienced something like this and so she was unsure of the protocol afterwards.  
 
   Rais laughed softly, hugging her as she tried to hide from him.  “You’re beautiful,” he told her again.  “And I loved the way you came apart at my touch.”
 
   “Stop!” she whispered, pressing closer to his chest, so embarrassed that she wished there was a way to disappear into a puff of smoke.  “Let’s not talk about it.  I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   His hands moved to her hair, trying hard not to mess it up, but the strands were silky soft against his fingers.  He couldn’t wait to feel her hair against his chest when she curled up against him after they’d fully made love.  
 
   “We’re going to talk about it, Joline,” he argued but he kissed the top of her head.  “And we’re going to talk about doing much more.”  Not only were they going to talk about what had just happened, he thought with relish, he was going to ask her what other types of activities she liked, how she wanted to be touched and all the various positions they were going to try.  Ah, this woman was in for a storm of passion.  
 
   If he could just get her alone and in a bedroom instead of a place where someone could walk in on them!  
 
   Joline pulled out of his arms, pretending that her face wasn’t red with her embarrassment.  “No.  I have to work.”  She looked around and gasped, suddenly realizing that…  “You just…we’re in my office!” she said with a hiss as she jumped off of her desk.  “Anyone could have walked in here!”
 
   He looked around and then down at her pink cheeks, enchanted with her surprise.  He’d never been with a woman who so completely lost track of herself like Joline had a moment ago.  “Yes, and I’m sorry for that.  I didn’t mean for things to get so out of control.”  He pulled her right back into his arms, ignoring the slight resistance.  “So I’ll pick you up tonight for dinner.  Seven o’clock.”  And with that, he kissed her very lightly and stepped away from her.  “Seven o’clock, Joline,” he said with a tone that implied a warning.  
 
   Joline watched as he walked out of her office, shivering at the memories of how she’d felt in his arms.  She couldn’t believe she’d let him do such intimate things to her!  And in her office!  Just a few feet away, there could be a dozen people walking around, looking at clothing, just on the other side of that wall!  Any of the employees working the floor might have walked in with a question!  Good grief, she thought, covering her still-red cheeks with her hands.  
 
   She couldn’t go back out there.  Not with the way she was feeling right now.  She walked around her desk and sat down, trying to sift through the paperwork that needed her attention but she couldn’t focus.  Not on the papers or on the questions her assistants asked when they walked into the office during the rest of the day.  No matter how hard she tried to pull herself together, she felt flustered and confused by her actions.  
 
   Her mood vacillated between fury that he’d done something so intimate – and in her office!  And embarrassment that he’d done something so intimate – in her office!  Well, it wouldn’t matter if it had been in her office or in her apartment, she still would be embarrassed.  And the way she’d reacted!  Goodness, her eyes practically rolled into the back of her head as she remembered the incredible feelings that raced throughout her body.  Never had she felt anything so…incredible!  
 
   Giving up on working in her office, she stepped out onto the sales floor and smiled, feeling that same sense of satisfaction that she always felt when customers were milling about, looking at the clothes and, especially when there was a line at the checkout!  It was a good sales day, she thought with relish.  
 
   She took a deep breath and tried to push her interaction with Rais out of her mind.  But by four o’clock that afternoon, she suddenly remembered that he’d said something about dinner.  
 
   She couldn’t go to dinner with him!  No way!  In fact, she would be happy if she never had to face him again!  She could just picture the knowing, satisfied expression on his hard, raw features the next time she had to face him.  She didn’t want to see that look, thought she might just smack his face if he looked at her with a smug, victorious grin.  
 
   By six-thirty that night, she was pretty much a basket case.  The evening shift had started and she’d retreated to her office, but all she wanted to do was call Rais and tell him that she couldn’t meet him for dinner that night.  Unfortunately, she didn’t have his phone number!  Nor did she dare call Shantra to ask for her brother’s contact number, afraid of what her friend might think.  Shantra was already excited about Rais’ interest in her while they’d been at the palace.  Nope, there was no way she could call her friend and ask for her brother’s cell phone number.  She was positive that Shantra would provide the number, but the questions that would ensue would be too difficult to answer.  She wasn’t even sure what the answers might be!  
 
   Goodness, now she was making up conversations?  
 
   Joline sighed, realizing that it was quite possible that she was losing her mind.  The man certainly made her crazy.  
 
   Maybe she could just leave the shop, head out of here and go back to her apartment.  Of course, he probably had the resources to find her home address.  And she really didn’t want him to see where she lived.  She was embarrassed by the tiny apartment but it suited her needs.  Especially since she was rarely there.  She worked here too many hours to even consider having a larger apartment.  Besides, the smaller size meant lower rent.  And lower rent meant she could put more money back into the business.  
 
   Her cell phone rang and she grabbed it, hoping that it would be Rais calling to cancel for some reason.  Any reason!  “You haven’t called to ask me where we are heading tonight,” Keith said without any greeting at all. 
 
   Joline closed her eyes.  It wasn’t frustration that pumped through her body.  No, it was relief.  Relief to be hearing Keith’s voice instead of a deeper one would mean something she didn’t want to investigate.  Not today, anyway.  She didn’t have the mental capacity to figure out what she was feeling right at the moment.  In fact, she might not ever have the mental capacity to think about what had happened earlier today.  She was more than a little messed up about this morning’s events.  “Keith!  Sorry, I got caught up in stuff today.  I would have eventually called.”
 
   She heard her friend’s laughter at the other end of the call and felt even worse.  “I know.  I’m just teasing you.  Was it a good day today?” he asked.  
 
   He wasn’t talking about Rais’ visit earlier, she had to remind herself.  He was only asking about the business.  It was just her own mind that was wrapped around a single event.  
 
   “Yes,” she sighed, clicking the keys on her keyboard to check the sales total for the day.  The two of them discussed numbers for several moments even though Joline was trying hard to get off the phone.  Her plan to hide away was the best she could come up with, but if she didn’t get out of here soon, Rais was going to show up and she’d be caught.  She definitely didn’t want to get caught!  Not by Rais!  Nope!  That man was completely out of her league and so wrong for her future in so many ways.  And she was definitely wrong for him!  
 
   There could be nothing between the two of them, she thought.  
 
   She and Keith discussed sales figures for a few minutes before Joline make up an excuse to get off the phone.  She kept glancing at the time at the corner of her computer monitor and it was getting too close to seven o’clock.  She had to get out of here!  Grabbing her purse she….
 
   “Don’t even try it,” a deep voice said.
 
   Joline had just lifted her cell phone, about to call Shantra and get his contact information.  But at the sound of his voice so close behind her, she spun around and almost ran into him.  
 
   “Rais!” she gasped and pulled back but his hands immediately reached out to steady her, and to hold her close.  
 
   “Are you ready for dinner?” he asked.  He looked behind her and noticed the other women, both the staff members as well as the customers, staring at the two of them.  Gently he guided her to a more isolated section of the store.  He was pretty sure she was going to try and get out of dinner with him, but there was no way he wasn’t spending the evening with this woman.  She’d been on his mind all afternoon.  He’d actually been distracted during meetings, thinking about the way she felt and her tight heat.  All of which he was going to experience again.  Very, very soon. 
 
   “I can’t make dinner tonight,” she said, looking around nervously.  “I just have too much to do and I can’t get away.  I would have called you but I don’t have your phone number.”
 
   “Let’s talk about it,” he said and took her hand, pulling her gently but firmly out of the store.  
 
   Joline pulled back, irritated with him.  “Rais, you’re not listening to me,” she snapped at him. 
 
   He turned back to her and almost laughed at her anger.  No woman had ever shown her emotions towards him.  Well, unless they were the positive ones.  Joline was refreshing!  “When was the last time you had something to eat?” he asked. 
 
   She opened her mouth to answer, but she honestly couldn’t remember having anything today.  He’d arrived early this morning and she’d only had coffee by that point.  After his departure, she’d been too…distracted…to have lunch.  
 
   “Exactly.  So how about if I take you to that great Italian place three blocks over and you can order an enormous plate of pasta that is smothered in sauce and cheese.”
 
   Her mouth was already watering.  “And garlic bread?” she asked softly, hopefully.  
 
   He smiled slightly.  “Two orders of garlic bread.  And a perfect Chianti.  Does that tempt you enough to forego whatever work you were going to bury yourself in tonight?” 
 
   She couldn’t help herself.  The idea of rich, decadent pasta and loads of cheese made her body remind her of just how hungry she really was at the moment.  “Fine!” she replied with ill-grace, completely forgetting that this man was royalty and she should be respectful when she spoke to him.  “But just food!  No more…” she wiggled her fingers in the air as if a bunch of gnats were flying towards them.  
 
   Rais wanted to bend down and kiss her, she looked too adorable when she was trying to boss him around.  And the idea of a woman needing to be enticed into spending time with him?  Unheard of!  
 
   But he nudged her towards his waiting limousine anyway, feeling like he was finally making headway with her.  At least she was talking to him, he thought with self-derision.  
 
   Over dinner, they discussed business, the retail industry and all of the challenges of the fashion world.  Rais could honestly say that he was fascinated by her work.  She was innovative in her solutions and determined to make a go of the business.  
 
   “I’m guessing your third partner is older?  More experienced?” he said as they fought over the dessert.  
 
   Joline pushed his fork out of the way while she nabbed a larger bite of the amazingly delicious whipped cream.  “No.”  She knew what he was doing, trying to get her to talk about that mysterious third partner, but she’d gone through this many times with others in the industry and she’d learned to hide Shantra’s anonymity.  She’d also only allowed herself one glass of wine, determined not to get inebriated in this man’s company.  He had too much control over her as it was.  
 
   “Hey!” she cried when he stole the last of the chocolate fudge out from underneath her spoon.  
 
   “You started it,” he said and winked in her direction.  “And it was delicious.”  
 
   She laughed when he savored the last bite, thinking he was too darn charming!  “I’m full anyway,” she said and ran a hand over her stomach, feeling very satisfied now that the gnawing hunger from lack of food all day was appeased.  “Thank you very much for dinner,” she told him, lowering her lashes when she noticed the heat in his eyes.  
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   She looked around, trying to find the waiter so they could pay their bill.  She’d pay the check herself, she thought.  And she wouldn’t blink about considering it a business expense since they’d discussed business during the entire meal.  He’d even given her some excellent advice on a supplier she’d been having trouble with lately.  So this definitely counted as a business dinner.  
 
   “Don’t even try it,” he growled when he realized what she was trying to do.  He took her hand and pulled her out of her chair.  “Let’s go,” he said and led her through the restaurant. 
 
   Joline looked back, startled that she hadn’t even had a chance to pay the bill.  “But…”
 
   “My staff will take care of the check, Joline.  Let’s go.”
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked, feeling better once they were outside in the cooler, night air.  It was a gorgeous spring day and one of the few times that she could see the stars over Manhattan.  Normally, the lights of the city plus the weather made it difficult to see the night sky.  
 
   “How about if we take a walk?” he suggested. 
 
   Joline sighed with relief.  “That sounds really nice,” she said and smiled up at him.  “A walk.”  She looked back at the bulky men behind them.  “Are you allowed to just walk around?” she teased. 
 
   He looked down at her with a look that told her she was treading on thin ice.  “I am allowed to walk.  I’m also allowed to spank women who think they’re being smart.”
 
   Joline laughed again, thinking it was nice to finally talk to the man without the threat of sex in the background.  Not that it wasn’t in the background.  Rais was one of those men that seemed to exude sex.  There was always an intense awareness when he was close to her.  But at this moment, she was relaxed, full and happy.  A strange sensation when she was near to Rais.  
 
   “So why are you here in Manhattan?”
 
   He looked down at her, feeling somehow victorious that she felt relaxed enough to tease him.  Not to mention the lovely smile and her glowing, hazel eyes.  “Why don’t you think that I’ve come to the city to seduce you?” he asked, which was the truth.  He had business to tend to, but he’d removed enough meetings over the next few days so that he could focus more on capturing the elusive and amazing Joline into his arms.  And his bed.  
 
   She snorted in disbelief.  “No really.  What’s your business here?” 
 
   “I have some meetings with diplomats over at the United Nations,” he told her, even though those meetings were more social than business related.  “And I’m trying to discover the third partner in a fascinating business I’d like to invest in.  But the beautiful partner is keeping the third partner a secret.  Which only makes me more determined to find out who is holding the other thirty three percent ownership.”
 
   Joline laughed, shaking her head.  “Give it up.  That’s knowledge that no one needs to know about.”
 
   He pulled her closer, moving his arm around her waist.  “Why is that?  Can you at least tell me why the information is such an important secret?” 
 
   Joline was struggling to ignore the heat of his body and the touch of his hand on her waist.  It felt good.  Too good!  
 
   She started to pull away but he only captured her hands again.  “What’s wrong?” he asked.  
 
   She looked out at the waters of Hudson Bay, shimmering in the moonlight, several large yachts floating on the water with their lights on, looking like toys bobbing along.  “You’re going to make a move on me, aren’t you?” she asked him, not bothering to look at him.  
 
   “Yes,” he said, surprised by her boldness but impressed nevertheless.  “Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
   She put her hands on the metal railing, thinking about what she wanted to tell him.  “I think it is a problem.”
 
   He leaned against the railing himself, needing to see her features.  “Can you explain your reasons for wanting to ignore this attraction between us?” 
 
   Joline considered how to answer that.  Deciding to be honest with him…well, to a point…she sighed and turned to face him.  “Because I think that sex with you would be more than what I’m prepared for.  I haven’t ever been intimate with a man before.”
 
   “Why is that?” he asked gently, enjoying her refreshing honesty.  
 
   She hesitated for a moment.  “Why have I never been with a man?  Or why am I not prepared to be with you?”
 
   “Both,” he replied quickly.  
 
   Looking back out to the dark water dancing in the moonlight, she answered his second question first.  “I’ve never really had the time to date.  In college, I was on a scholarship and I had to study a lot in order to maintain my status.  So I didn’t really bother with guys.”
 
   “But you’re busy now and you’re allowing me to distract you.”
 
   Joline laughed and shook her head.  “I’m not allowing you to do anything.  You’re the kind of man who sort of bulldozes into a person’s life.  Yes, you’re distracting me, but not with my permission.”
 
   His hand tucked a wisp of hair behind her ear.  “Perhaps ‘allow’ is the wrong word.  You are distracted.  My point is that if there was a man that you were sincerely attracted to during your school years, like you and I are, you might not still be untouched.”
 
   She considered his words carefully.  “I’ll concede that it is possible that you have a point.”
 
   “Just a possibility?” he teased.  
 
   “I was pretty oblivious to men.  To the world.  That’s why I love Shantra so much.  She pulled me out of my focus and reminded me to live.  From the first moment we met, she was fun and exuberant, full of life.”
 
   “In other words, she’s a chatterbox.”
 
   His words made her temper bristle.  “Don’t say things like that about Shantra.  She’s smarter than you can possibly imagine.  She’d brilliant, actually.  And she’s my friend.  I know that she’s your sister, but…” Joline was trying to calm down but he just made her so angry!  “Just be nice to her!  And respect her!  You’d be surprised.”
 
   He chuckled.  “Another admirable character trait,” he commented softly.  “I like loyalty.  Very rare to see it.”
 
   She huffed.  “You’re a cynic,” she said and moved away from the railing.  It was getting colder and she wrapped her arms around herself, trying to fend off the chill in the spring air.  She suddenly felt a heavy warmth fall over her shoulders and looked up.  His suit jacket was covering her.  She was surprised, but not sure why she should be.  Rais was the ultimate gentleman and seemed to see everything, so it was no surprise that he’d notice her chill.  “Thank you,” she whispered, feeling a strange sensation sweep over her at his chivalrous gesture.  
 
   “I’m not a cynic.  I just have been around a bit longer than you have and I know people’s nature.”
 
   “You don’t know your sister very well,” she told him with conviction. 
 
   He wasn’t going to disagree with her.  “So the two of you shared confidences.  I understand that.  You might know certain parts of her, but I’ve lived with the brat since she was born.”  He grunted when her elbow poked his ribs but she hadn’t hurt him at all.  In fact, he laughed, once again amazed that she would dare.  And she had good aim!  “I get it,” he said as he rubbed his ribs.  “You’re her biggest cheerleader.”
 
   “She’s been a good friend over the years.  And I respect her a lot.”
 
   “You’re moving off the subject,” he told her.  “So you didn’t date men at school because you were focused on studying.  And you’ve ignored men since then because you were waiting for me to show up.”  He ignored her spurt of disagreement.  “So why are you ignoring the attraction between us now?  What is holding you back from being with me?”  He stopped their walking and turned so that she was facing him again.  “Tell me what obstacles I need to eliminate so that we can enjoy each other.”
 
   She almost laughed at the idea of him eliminating her mother’s ridiculous need to marry a man who could support her extravagant lifestyle.  “I don’t think it is possible.”
 
   He shook his head.  “I won’t accept that answer.”  His hand reached out to cup her cheek.  “I don’t think you truly want that option either.”
 
   Joline had trouble breathing when he looked at her like that, so forceful and yet, still a surge of kindness behind his touch.  And passion.  Always that crazy, erotic passion that was never far away when they were together.  
 
   “I have secrets,” she told him, thinking about protecting Shantra as a business partner as well as her mother’s indiscretions.  “It would be too difficult to be with you and maintain my secrets.”
 
   “So tell me your secrets.  I’m very discrete, I promise.”
 
   She laughed despite the strange sensations he stirred within her.  “I can’t.  But I appreciate the offer.”
 
   He smiled slightly.  “We’re going to be together, Joline.”  And he kissed her. 
 
   She knew she should back away, avoid his kiss.  But the way he made her feel circumvented any kind of rejection of his touch.  When his tongue touched hers, she moaned and pressed against him, her body unconsciously needing his touch everywhere.  His strong hands pulled her even closer, lifting her onto her toes as he deepened the kiss.  
 
   Joline felt the world spinning out of control and she knew there was nothing she could do to stop it.  All she knew was his kiss, the way his mouth moved against hers and that she didn’t want him to stop.  
 
   Rais looked around and almost roared with frustration that she was once again clinging to him, her body begging him to make love to her and they were not in an environment conducive to continuing.  
 
   “Joline…” 
 
   At that moment, his driver pulled up next to him and he mentally thought to give the man a raise.  But he didn’t have time to do more than think the thought before he was pulling Joline into the back of the vehicle.  Her eyes were clouded and her body still straining towards him.  He loved the way she looked right now and wanted to see that look when he entered her for the first time.  
 
   When the limousine was once again pulling away from the curb, heading towards his penthouse, he pulled back, wanting Joline to understand and make the decision to be with him without the cloudiness of desire to muddy her choice.  
 
   “Joline, I’m taking you back to my place,” he told her.  He watched carefully, saw her hazel eyes in the dim light of the interior but couldn’t see if the color changed to green again.  “Do you understand what that means?” he asked her.  
 
   Joline heard his words.  She pulled back, not sure what to think.  On the one hand, this man was everything she might want in a lover, even though they could never have a long term relationship.  He was royalty and she was…well, the daughter of a woman who basically sold her body to the highest bidder.  She was also the business partner to his sister, a sister that he was extremely protective of but had no idea was in business.  
 
   It was a fabulous, tangled web and she didn’t know how to extricate herself, other than to enjoy this one night with him.  
 
   No future, she reminded herself.  No promises, no declarations of feelings.  Just one night of beautiful bliss, mutually enjoyed.  
 
   Taking a deep breath, wondering if she was making the biggest mistake of her life, she nodded her head.  Ignoring the warning bells clamoring in the background, she accepted his hand.  “We make love tonight,” she finally said out loud.  Shivering at the sound of her voice as well as the commitment she was making with those words, she moved closer to him, allowing him to pull her onto his lap.  She was trembling with the momentous decision but the moment he kissed her again, the ever-present desire flooded away all of her doubts.  
 
   When the limousine pulled up into an underground parking garage, he lifted her out and set her feet carefully on the ground.  “This way,” he told her and led her to the elevators.  With a single button, they were swept upwards to the top floor.  
 
   When they emerged into a beautiful penthouse, she had only a moment to take it all in before he swept her up into his arms and carried her to his bedroom.  She had a brief impression of dark browns and modern furniture but in that moment, he distracted her by kissing her.  The jacket he’d put over her shoulders fell to the floor as his hands moved to pull her against him once more.  
 
   Joline was terrified of what was going to happen, but she’d committed to this and…oh my!  His hand moved under her blouse, his strong, calloused fingers skimming along the skin of her back and she couldn’t hold back the moan as he found several erogenous zones!  
 
   “Do that again, please,” she whispered to him.  
 
   Rais laughed soft and low as his mouth moved to her neck, nibbling along the way to her ear.  Her head fell backwards as she savored his expertise, her hands clenching at his shoulders.  
 
   Rais had a hard time not ripping off her clothes and making love to her immediately.  He felt like he’d been waiting for years to have this woman in his arms like this and the urgency was making him nuts.  
 
   But he also loved the sexy sounds she made when he kissed her along her neck and her shoulder.  His deft fingers quickly divested her of her blouse and her skirt before he lifted her up and placed her in the middle of his bed.  Looking down at her, with just her lacy underwear and bra on, well, and those sexy heels, he thought he might explode with the need to bury himself in her heat.  His mind was remembering how hot and wet she’d been earlier today but he had to slow down.  This was her first time and he had to make it good for her.  
 
   Leaving his clothes on, because he couldn’t take the additional stimulation of feeling her naked skin against his, he leaned down and quickly took off her bra, feasting his eyes on her perfect breasts.  “Damn, you’re beautiful,” he groaned a moment before he took a peak in his mouth.  He felt her fingers dive into his hair and almost laughed when she tried to pull his head away.  He ignored her tugs and continued teasing the sensitive peak until she screamed and arched her back.  Only then did he move over to the other breast. 
 
   He felt her hips surging against his erection and almost lost his control.  But he pulled back by counting backwards from one hundred, even as he moved lower on her body, exploring her softly rounded stomach.  
 
   When he moved lower, he heard her breathing increase and smiled.  She knew what he was going to do.  
 
   “Rais?” she asked nervously.  But he was already there, kissing the inside of her thighs.  
 
   “Enjoy this,” he told her.  When his tongue touched her heat, he felt her jackknife upwards but he wasn’t relenting.  She tasted too good and his mind remembered this morning, the way she’d clenched his fingers so tightly.  He wanted to watch her climax, to taste her release in his mouth.  
 
   His own body felt as if it was going to explode, but he pushed the ache to the back of his head, wanting her pleasure more.  As soon as he felt her body start to convulse, he slipped a finger inside of her while his mouth and tongue teased that sensitive nub. 
 
   When she splintered apart, he slowly eased up the pressure, trying to prolong her climax.  As her body finally settled down, he stood up and ripped off his clothes.  
 
   Watching her, he thought she was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen as she continued to move on his bed, stretching and almost purring in the aftermath of her pleasure.  
 
   Grabbing a condom, he rolled it over his length and came back to her, moving right back between her legs.  “Thank you for that,” he said as he kissed her stomach again.  “You were beautiful.”
 
   Joline laughed as her hands moved up to touch his bare shoulders.  “You’re amazing,” she whispered, her fingers dancing along the muscles in his arms and shoulders.  “I like this,” she told him, her fingers floating across his chest.  “Can I…” she started to ask.
 
   But Rais had wanted this woman for too long and he was in pain from wanting her right now.  He grabbed her hands as he lifted them over her head.  “Not a chance,” he told her.  “My turn,” and he pressed his erection against her soft, hot opening.  
 
   Joline gasped with the first sensation of pressure.  When he started to fill her up, she liked it so much that she shifted, taking him deeper. 
 
   “Ah, love, don’t move,” and he closed his eyes, trying to maintain a small bit of control.  “Yes, just like that,” he encouraged as she pressed her hips closer.  He felt her knees against his waist, her feet on the backs of his thighs and shook his head, trying to slow down. 
 
   When he felt her body’s resistance, he looked down at her.  “I’m sorry, Joline,” he said a moment before he pressed through, then stilled.
 
   Joline felt a slight pop but none of the pain she’d been expecting.  “I’m fine,” she breathed, shifting her hips experimentally.  Then laughed.  “I’m truly fine!” and she arched into him.  She’d never thought that this would feel so perfect, so amazing.  He was buried deep inside of her and she’d never felt so full.  “You feel wonderful,” she told him and pulled her arms from his grip, wrapping them around his neck.  “Do what you need to do,” she encouraged. 
 
   Rais looked down at her and thought her facial features were a bit too blasé for what he was thinking.  “What I need to do?” he repeated.  He moved in and out of her a bit, feeling the friction, her sheath like a tight glove.  
 
   “Oh!” she gasped, not realizing that the movement would feel so…amazing.  “I thought this part was for the man,” she told him, closing her eyes as she lifted her hips to meet his next thrust.  
 
   He couldn’t believe what she was saying and would have laughed if she didn’t feel so incredibly good.  “Move with me, Joline.  However feels good, just do it.”
 
   Joline heard his words, but the buzzing in her ears and the desperate need to find that release again was pounding at her, pressuring her to just shift and angle her body so …yes!  
 
   Her legs tightened around his hips, trying to get him to keep on moving…just like that!  Again and again he shifted against her body, making her feel completely out of control in her need to get that sensation, to have his body press against her exactly how she needed him to.  Later, she might feel selfish but at the moment, she couldn’t think about anything other than…
 
   Rais watched as her body climaxed once again.  He’d been gritting his teeth, trying to hold back his own orgasm to help her achieve her own, but with that sound, he couldn’t hold back any longer.  Her body was clenching his erection, pulling him in deeper.  A moment after she started screaming, he felt his body lose control.  The waves crashed over him again and again until he collapsed on top of her.  
 
   As he rolled over onto his back, pulling her with him, he was astonished.  Never had any sexual encounter been that…amazing.  


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Rais held Joline against him, felt her trembling slowly subside while he stared up at the ceiling.  The possessive feelings that were swarming over him as he held this beauty in his arms were almost choking him. 
 
   “We’ll be married,” he announced.  The thought hadn’t even completely formed in his mind before the words fell out of his mouth.  But as soon as he said them, he knew that they were right.  This was his woman.  This was the woman he hadn’t even known he was looking for all these years.  And he wasn’t going to lose her.  
 
   Joline stirred in his arms, lifting her head and pushing her hair out of her eyes.  Those pretty hazel eyes just stared at him as if he’d announced that he was an ax murderer.  “Married?”
 
   “Yes.  You’re mine.  You gave yourself to me.  We’ll be married.”  He knew he was being arrogant, a trait she claimed to abhor, but he couldn’t help it.  This woman couldn’t get away from him.  
 
   Joline pulled further away, grateful when he allowed her the space.  She pulled the sheet along with her, hiding her nakedness from his eyes, and ignoring the amusement on his bold features.  
 
   She stood up and grabbed his shirt, slipping her arms into the long sleeves and wrapping the rest around her body.  “We can’t be married,” she told him firmly.  She turned away from the enormous bed, away from the man’s magnificent nakedness.  Goodness, all she wanted to do was climb right back into that bed and explore his body, feel those amazing sensations all over again.  She would love to curl up in his lap and let her hands drift over the muscles on his chest and his stomach.  
 
   That was impossible, she told herself firmly.  She had to pull back, to regain perspective.  This man was…she sighed and ran her fingers through her hair, trying to think, to make sense out of tonight.  
 
   “We will be married in a month’s time,” he stated as if she hadn’t even spoken.  
 
   Joline wasn’t sure if she should laugh or cry.  Marriage to a man like Rais?  No, that wasn’t her destiny.  Tall, dark, handsome?  Wonderful.  Arrogant, irritating and domineering?  Nope!  A man who lived in the limelight?  Definitely not!
 
   “We are not going to be married Rais,” she told him firmly.  Turning around, she swung the clutched his shirt around her and looked at him.  Her eyes couldn’t help but travel down his body and she held her breath for a long moment, trying to control the surge of desire that shot through her when she realized that he was once again hard and ready for her.  
 
   Rais stood up and walked over to her, taking her into his arms, one hand twisted into her hair as he gently pulled her head back.  “We will be married, Joline.  In one month’s time unless you can give me one good reason why marriage would be wrong.”
 
   Joline could think of two right off the top of her head.  Three actually.  “First of all, I won’t marry a man who doesn’t listen to me.”
 
   Half of his mouth went up into a smile of amusement. “I listen.  I just choose to ignore ridiculous statements that don’t make sense.  Like the denial that we won’t be married when you know it is true.”  
 
   Joline shook her head.  “Why aren’t you asking me why we can’t be married?  Don’t you respect my intelligence enough to realize that I know my own mind?”
 
   His eyes traveled over her lovely features, enjoying the way her eyes shifted from hazel to green when she became angry.  “Yes.  I think you are a brilliant woman who has accomplished a great deal in a very short period of time.  Which is something that I like and respect more than you might think.”  
 
   Joline felt something inside of her chest relax with those words.  “Thank you.  I love my job.”
 
   “And after we are married, you can stop selling someone else’s products and start buying anything you’d like.”
 
   That was a startling statement.  “What do you mean?” she demanded, trying not to assume she understood.  She’d give him a chance to explain, she thought silently.  Surely he didn’t want her to give up her job, could he?
 
   “You won’t need to work after we’re married.”  He kissed her neck and started pushing the sheet down so that his hands had unhindered access to her breasts.  “In fact, you can quit right now and I’ll take care of you.”
 
   Joline shuddered when his hands cupped her breasts.  She tried to push his hands away.  She really did.  But when her hands found his wrists and wrapped around the muscular arms, she wasn’t sure that she was pulling away from him so much as directing his hands.  “I won’t quit,” she told him.  “I’m one of the owners.”
 
   “I’ll hire someone to take over for you.  You can oversee them.”  And with those words, he lifted her into his arms, high enough so that her breasts were at the same level as his mouth.  He captured one nipple with his mouth and teeth, completely distracting Joline from making any argument.  
 
   As he laid her back down on the bed, he looked at her with her long, dark hair spread out behind her and her eyes filled with desire, he knew that it would be a good life with this woman.  They would have many children together.  
 
   “One month,” he promised a moment before he bent over her again and captured her other breast, even while his hands were making their way down her body, sliding against all of those sensitive spots he’d found the first time he’d made love to her.  
 
   When he entered her this time, standing by the bed and looking down into her beautiful green eyes, he pulled her legs onto his arms so that he could slide into her more deeply.  He’d thought about not using protection this time, wanting her to become pregnant so that she wouldn’t be able to argue with him about marrying him any longer.  But he couldn’t do that to her.  He didn’t think it was ethical to force her into marriage.  Not that she would get away from him, he told himself as he reached down and helped her find her fulfillment.  And then he couldn’t think any longer.  Her body convulsing around him and those screams as she arched her back with her climax took him over the edge.  All he could do was hold onto her slender body as waves of pleasure hit him full force.  
 
   When it was all over, he lifted her into his arms and settled her against him as he felt her drift off to sleep.  As she slept, her soft breath tickling his chest, he made plans.  There were many details he’d have to take care of in order to get this woman to the altar in thirty days.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Rais walked into the salon, relieved to find his youngest sister alone.  She was usually the first to arrive to these family gatherings, and he’d shifted his schedule so that he could fly home and talk to her alone.  He had several meetings as well, but talking with Shantra was high on his list of priorities.  
 
   “Rais!  You’re here!  I thought you were in New York,” Shantra said excitedly, standing up and smiling eagerly at her brother.  “What’s going on?” 
 
   Rais walked over to the bar and poured himself a scotch.  “I think you know exactly what’s going on.  Don’t you?”  He looked at his youngest sister over the edge of his drink, watching her eyes carefully.  Sure enough, those pretty, brown eyes instantly revealed her knowledge of his relationship with Joline. 
 
   Shantra laughed but she nodded her head.  “Yes.  Joline called me.”
 
   “What did she say?” he demanded, standing over his little sister.  He was only here in Kilar for one day before he planned to fly back to New York, wanting to be with Joline.  Hell, she would be here with him if he could have figured out a good argument for her to be here in Kilar with him.  Soon though, Joline would be by his side and then he would fly her to London.  The little beauty didn’t know that though and he smiled in anticipation.  
 
   But Shantra shook her head, still grinning as she held her hands behind her back.  “Our conversation was private.”
 
   Rais’ eyes narrowed.  “Tell me about your friend.”  He’d switched tactics, wanting information but coming at it from a different angle.  
 
   Shantra again shook her head.  “Why?  So that you can use my knowledge of my friend to manipulate her?”
 
   His eyebrows lifted in surprise.  “Is that what she says I do?”
 
   “No.  That’s what I know you do.  You’re a fabulous businessman, Rais.  I know that, everyone in this family knows that, and the rest of the world is terrified of you.  But you’re not going to intimidate me into telling you Joline’s secrets.  When she feels comfortable enough with you, then she’ll tell you anything you want to know.  Until then, you just need to treat her with the utmost respect.  Just as you would want any other man to treat me.”  
 
   Rais muttered a curse under his breath.  
 
   That word drew her concern and she blinked up at her brother.  “You are treating her just as you’d want another man to treat me, aren’t you?” she asked, raising her dark eyebrows just as she’d seen her brothers do on many occasions.  “I mean, she’s a classy woman who deserves roses and romance.”
 
   “Is that what she wants?” he asked, latching onto any clue.  
 
   Shantra shook her head.  “No.  That’s what I want.  You’ll have to take your time and get to know Joline better before you can understand what she wants.”  She looked up into his frustrated features.  “Are you talking to her?  Are you trying to be her friend so that she’ll feel comfortable around you?”
 
   He leaned lower.  “I don’t want to be her friend!”
 
   “Then what do you want?” 
 
   Rais glared down at her.  “I asked her to marry me.”  
 
   Shantra was suddenly speechless!  A miracle in itself, he thought.  But she rallied quickly.  
 
   It took her a long moment before she could respond.  She’d never thought that any of her brothers would settle down with only one woman, but Rais was the worst playboy of them all.  Possibly because he traveled outside of Kilar so much but also because…well, because he was Rais!  
 
   “You’re kidding!  Oh, this is fabulous!  She’s going to be my sister-in-law!  I can’t wait!” she exclaimed, clapped her hands together in her excitement.  “The two of you will be fabulous together!  Oh, this is so exciting!”
 
   “She turned me down,” he told her with a growl of frustration.  
 
   Shantra froze in mid-clap, not sure she’d heard her brother correctly.  “She said no?” she clarified, her head tilting to the side slightly.  
 
   “She shook her head and…” Well, he wasn’t going to mention where he’d proposed or what she’d done right after.  Some things were private.  “She didn’t give me an answer, basically.”
 
   Shantra put her hands on her hips and glared up at her brother.  “And you let her get away with that?  Why would you do that?  Why didn’t you ask her why she was running away?  She should have told you by now!”
 
   Ramzi and Turk walked in at that point.  “What have you messed up now with that poor woman?” his oldest brother asked.  
 
   Raven’s laugh followed that comment as she followed her husband into the room.  “Uh oh.  Has Joline finally come to her senses?” and she leaned against Turk who immediately wrapped his arm around her waist.  
 
   “I told you he’d mess it up,” Turk said and Ramzi laughed even as he nodded his head.  
 
   “Of course he mess it up,” Ramzi agreed, helping Mia into one of the chairs.  “Don’t you owe me twenty bucks?”
 
   “No way,” Turk argued.  “You said he’d mess it up in the first two weeks, it hasn’t even been that long.  I at least gave him a month.  You owe me.”
 
   Rais swung around, glaring at both of his brothers.  “You were betting on my failure with Joline?” he demanded, furious that they would dare. 
 
   Both men laughed, not intimidated in the least by his fury.  “Not failure, my man,” Ramzi said, slapping his brother on the back, a gesture that would take down an ordinary man; but the males in this family were made of sterner stuff, Rais didn’t even grunt.  “No, we just knew that you’d stumble.  But,” he turned and winked at his very pregnant wife, “where the women in our lives are concerned, we persevere.”
 
   Rais’ shoulders relaxed slightly with that explanation.  “But you bet that I would stumble; I think that deserves a few rounds on the mats in the near future.”
 
   Ramzi laughed harder.  “I look forward to you trying to beat me.  But you’re growing soft in the business world, brother.  I have no fears.”
 
   Rais only smiled.  “I make it a priority to keep up my skills.”
 
   Turk chimed in with that.  “In that case, count me in as well.  I’d love to see these skills.”
 
   The three men clinked glasses even as the four women rolled their eyes.  “How can the three of them talk about beating each other senseless one moment, then acting like best friends the next?” 
 
   “Because they’re warped from testosterone poisoning.” Mia commented, lifting her glass of lemonade and taking a long sip, even as she gazed lovingly over at her husband.  
 
   Ramzi winked at her before turning back to Rais.  “So what are you going to do to get your woman?” 
 
   Mia shook her head.  “Wrong question, dear,” she said, trying to pinch her husband’s waist but there was no extra fat on his body to pinch.  He was solid muscle and he chuckled at her attempt, giving her a look that promised retribution later on.  
 
   “Perhaps I should rephrase for the more tender feelings of the ladies present,” he teased, pulling Mia closer so she couldn’t hurt herself while trying to punch his ribs.  “What are you going to do to convince the lovely lady of your sterling attributes and prove that you are the man of her dreams?”
 
   All the ladies snorted with that comment.  “Right.  Nightmare was more like it,” Ciala commented as she sat down with her own pre-dinner drink.  “I take it you’re trying to woo the lovely Joline and failing?  Just as your brothers struggled with their ladies?” 
 
   “Still struggling, if you ask me,” Raven commented with a teasing glint in her eyes.
 
   “All evidence to the contrary,” he argued, looking down at her with that special look in his eyes until she blushed and pressed her lips closed.  
 
   “You’re very rude,” she told him with a mock glare.
 
   “And you love me.”  He kissed the top of her head when she didn’t argue with him this time.  
 
   “So what’s the problem?” Ramzi asked, turning the subject back to the original topic.  “Why won’t she marry you?”
 
   Ciala gasped, her eyes wide with shock.  “You proposed?”  Her eyes flashed to each of her brothers and then to her younger sister.  
 
   Ramzi watched her carefully and noticed a strange expression come into her eyes.  It was almost as if…could Ciala be scared?  Impossible!  What could she possibly be scared of?  That wasn’t like her, he thought.  She was normally calm and composed, facing each challenge with equanimity.  When Shantra was bouncing around with exuberance, Ciala was cool as a cucumber.  
 
   He made a mental note to talk to Ciala at the earliest opportunity.  He didn’t want to embarrass her in front of the whole family if nothing was wrong and he was only misinterpreting her reaction.  
 
   “She hasn’t said yes,” Turk pointed out.  
 
   “She hasn’t said no, either,” Shantra pointed out with a wise look, almost as if she knew something they didn’t.  
 
   Ramzi watched Ciala carefully, glancing at his wife to see if she’d noticed the same thing.  When Mia nodded her head, he sighed but pushed the issue of his sister to the back burner.  He’d talk with her later and figure out what might be bothering her.  
 
   “To your eventual success,” Ramzi said to Rais, lifting his glass into the air in a toast.  
 
   Rais clinked his glass to both of his brothers but the ladies were shaking their heads.  “It is bad luck to toast something like that,” Shantra announced.  
 
   “It’s going to happen,” Rais announced with absolute finality.  “She will be my wife.  Soon.”  
 
   Shantra’s smile widened, she was practically jumping out of her chair to call her friend and find out what was going on.  Their recent conversation hadn’t included any mention of a proposal.  Obviously, a great deal more had been happening.  
 
   “I think I need to make a visit to Joline in New York,” she announced.  
 
   “She’s flying to London tomorrow,” Rais corrected.  
 
   Shantra blinked but she shouldn’t be so surprised that her brother knew the whereabouts of Joline.  When Rais set his mind to something, he didn’t let anything get in his way.  That didn’t negate the fact that she was more than a little jealous that Rais knew more about what Joline was doing than she did.  For years, Shantra, Joline and Keith had been inseparable, confiding in each other about everything.  If Rais and Joline really did have a strong connection with each other, it was only right that Joline would start confiding to Rais now.  
 
   That didn’t make it easier to take though.  
 
   Looking up at her big, huge brother, she knew that he rarely concerned himself with other people’s feelings outside of his family.  He went through the business world as if he owned it.  And in most cases, he did!  
 
   But he didn’t own Joline.  She was courageous and defiant when it came to authority.  Not to mention, there was that issue with her mother that Shantra had never fully understood.  Joline hadn’t really had a mother growing up and, no matter how much Joline said her mother’s actions didn’t bother her, Shantra suspected that simply wasn’t true.  Joline wanted a mother figure, she wanted that loving-no-matter-what kind of relationship.  “You’ll be gentle with her, right?” she asked of her brother, standing right in front of him, so that she could tell if he was being sincere or callous about one of her best friends.”
 
   Rais could tell that this was very important to his little sister.  They might be several years apart in age, and even further apart in temperament, but she was his sister and he loved her.  “I’ll be very careful not to hurt her in any way.  Will that suffice?” he asked her.  
 
   Shantra grimaced.  “The thing is, I’ve seen the way Ramzi and Turk fell in love with Mia and Raven.”
 
   “And?” he asked, remembering those stressful periods in his brothers’ lives with fondness.  Not so much now that he was in their position though.  “What do you think will happen to your friend?”
 
   Shantra hesitated with her next question, but she had to ask it anyway.  “Do you love her?” she asked quietly so that the others wouldn’t hear.  
 
   Rais was stumped by that question.  Did he love Joline?  He wanted her, definitely.  With an intensity that he’d never experienced before.  And he wanted her in his life.  Forever.  He wanted the right to protect her and give her his name.  But was that love?  He had no idea what love was with someone outside of his immediately family.  “I have very strong feelings for her,” he finally said. 
 
   Shantra waited, wishing that he would admit more.  But she also knew that her brothers weren’t very open about their feelings.  She suspected that Rais admitting even that much was hugely significant.  “I’ll take it,” she told him and wrapped her arms around him with a big hug.  
 
   Rais hugged his little sister back, astounded by her ability to show her affection.  She was so open about everything.  If Shantra was happy, she bounced around, excited and eager for everyone around her to be happy as well.  If she was sad, she hid away from the world but didn’t hesitate to try and fix her world.  And if she was angry…get out of her way.  
 
   He suspected that Joline was similar, although not nearly as blatant about her emotions.  He also suspected that she was holding back for some reason.  He wanted to know all about her and understand her.  He wanted all of her, her emotions, her feelings, her happiness and her anger.  He was determined to figure her out.  “Does this mean you’ll explain Joline to me?” 
 
   Shantra pulled back and smoothed her red and green dress down over her hips.  It fell like an artistic waterfall over her body.  “Absolutely not.”
 
   Rais recognized the dress as one that had been hanging in Joline’s store.  “Why?” 
 
   Shantra laughed.  “Because I know Joline.  I know that, once she trusts you enough to tell you about…herself…well, then you’ve won her trust and so much more.  But you’re going to have to work for it.  Joline doesn’t trust many people.  I’m one that she does trust and I’d never break her confidence and betray her by telling anyone…anything.”  
 
   Rais watched his baby sister walk away, more intrigued than ever.  Just as he suspected that Joline had hidden depths to her, which had just been confirmed by his little sister, he also suspected that Shantra had a bit more to her personality than the flighty woman that spent most of her time shopping so that she could wear a different outfit every day.  
 
   He told himself to discuss Shantra and Ciala with Ramzi and Turk at the first opportunity.  He was wondering if letting them drift through life as they had been for the past several years was possibly not the best course of action.  
 
   But that was for another day, he told himself.  Tonight, he was going to have his security team look into the lovely Joline a bit more.  
 
   His mind stopped as one of the servants placed the first course in front of him, remembering Shantra’s words.  Trust.  An interesting concept to be applied to a woman, but he liked the idea of Joline trusting him, and trusting him enough to reveal whatever secrets were lurking in her past.  There couldn’t be anything horrible.  Joline was too young for something truly deceitful.  So what was it that she wasn’t telling him?  And was that the reason she was so hesitant to embrace the passion they stirred within each other?  
 
   Trust.  Somehow, he was going to get his woman to trust him no matter how frustrating it might be. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Joline tapped her pen against her desk, not even aware of the movement or the annoyance she was causing Keith who was working in the only other chair in her office.  
 
   Keith looked across the desk and noticed her far-away expression and smiled.  “He got to you, didn’t he?” 
 
   Joline jerked upright.  “I’m sorry?” 
 
   Keith closed his computer, knowing that they wouldn’t be getting any more work done today.  “He got to you, right?” he repeated.  
 
   “Who?” she asked, but she knew exactly who Keith was referring to.  Deep down inside of her, she wanted to pretend as if she wasn’t glowing with the excitement of her night with Rais.  But she knew that she was different.  That difference was clearly obvious to others who knew her.  
 
   Keith was amused by her attempt at subterfuge.  Especially when his friend was distracted and so obviously happy.  Very happy.  “That prince guy that dazzled you from the moment both of you looked at each other.”
 
   Joline scoffed.  “That’s ridiculous,” she snapped, looking down at her papers.  “We were talking about fabric supplies.”
 
   “No, we were talking about you falling for that hot, studly man that you stole from me.”
 
   Joline couldn’t stifle the laughter his comment caused.  “You never had him.”
 
   Keith shrugged, trying to pretend he was offended.  But Keith was too easy going to be offended.  He just went with the flow in life.  “We’ll never know since you walked in ahead of me.”
 
   Her eyes twinkled with laughter.  “You think that’s the only reason?”
 
   “I think I would have at least had a shot if I’d come in before you.”  He sighed and shook his head.  “He could have been my one-and-only!” 
 
   Joline chuckled.  “I guarantee that he isn’t into men, Keith.”
 
   “Aha!” he exclaimed, causing Joline to jump and look back at him.  “So you admit it!  You’ve done the deed!  You’ve snuggled into that big, huge man and been taken to the moon!  Details!  I want details now!”
 
   Joline shook her head, trying to feign ignorance.  “I don’t know what you mean.  I don’t have any details to tell you.”  She looked down at her papers, praying that Keith wouldn’t notice her lie.  
 
   But Keith wasn’t falling for it.  They’d been friends for too long and gone through too much over the years for her to try and pretend with him.  “Don’t even try it,” he said in a low voice.  “What happened?  And how did it happen?  Isn’t that man thousands of miles away?” 
 
   Joline couldn’t stop the blush that started on her neck and worked its way upward. 
 
   Keith saw it and gasped, leaning forward.  “He’s here!  He’s here in New York and you’re trying to play it cool but you and Shantra are the last known virgins and have no idea how to play it cool!”
 
   Joline rolled her eyes.  “Keith, we have a lot of work to do and not a lot of time to do it.  I leave for London in the morning.”
 
   He looked at her speculatively and then gasped.  “You’re no longer a virgin!  Our lovely Shantra has that title alone now, doesn’t she?”
 
   “Keith!” she snapped, trying to work up a righteous anger but she simply felt too wonderful after her night with Rais.  “Work?  Details?” 
 
   “Forget work, for once!” he laughed and leaned closer.  “Or maybe I should say that you should forget work for a second time and go have more pulse pounding sex with your gorgeous man!  And then come back and tell me all about it because I’m truly jealous!”
 
   “Keith, we’re going to…”
 
   The door to her office opened up and there he stood, the man of the hour and all thoughts of fabrics, factories, supplies and sales records flew out of her mind as her face once again turned red with his dark, intense look.  
 
   Keith noticed the look that passed between the two and knew that he was extraneous.  “Okay, well, I’m out of here.  We’ll discuss those silks when you get back and you can let me know which ones to go with,” he said and snapped his book closed.  Glaring up at Rais, he cleared his throat a moment before he said, “Take care of her.  She’s too sweet and kind to understand the traumas of a difficult relationship, Your Highness,” and a moment later, he disappeared.  
 
   Rais stared at the retreating man for a moment, then glanced over to Joline, wondering what she’d told her friend.  “Are you okay?” he asked softly but with that deep, gravelly voice that never failed to send shivers throughout her body.  
 
   “I’m fine,” she replied, feeling nervous with his tall, muscular body crowding into her tiny office.  “How are you?” she asked.  How did one calmly converse with a man with whom she had been so intimate?
 
   He slid his hands into the pockets of his slacks, the amusement evident on his features.  “I’m fine.  Thank you for asking.”  He waited a moment.  “Are you ready for dinner?” he asked.  
 
   She opened and closed her mouth, not really sure what to say.  “I didn’t know we were having dinner tonight,” she finally blurted out.  
 
   He moved closer to her, leaning over her desk.  “We’re having dinner tonight.  And every night.”
 
   Joline shook her head.  “I don’t think…”
 
   “Stop right there,” he told her.  Rais would have come around her desk, but there wasn’t enough room.  So instead, he reached over the top and took her hand, gently but inexorably pulling her around to the other side.  “What’s going on?” he demanded, resting his hands on her hips.  
 
   Joline had no idea what was going on in her mind other than all the jumbled chaos that she couldn’t quite nail down to a comprehensive list of concerns.  “I don’t know what’s going on,” she told him honestly.  “I just know that, no matter how strong this connection or how…alive…I’ve felt after that night we shared, we can’t be together.  There are…things about my family that would look bad if they were to become public knowledge.  And I don’t want that.  Not for you and certainly not for me.”
 
   He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.  “Is this one of the reasons why you fought so hard against being with me?” he asked gently.  
 
   She thought about it for a moment.  “No. I fought against being with you because you scare me.  And you’re a chauvinist who thinks women shouldn’t work.  And because you don’t listen to me when I disagree with you.”  She thought about it for a moment, lifting her hand up to stop him when he was about to say something.  “Also, because you’re arrogant and uncompromising.”
 
   He chuckled at her list.  “Those are some pretty big obstacles.”
 
   “And because I don’t think any relationship between the two of us is going to go anywhere.”
 
   “You’re going to marry me, Joline,” he argued even as he pulled her along behind him, bringing her out of her office.  “Grab your purse.  Apparently, we have a great deal to discuss.”
 
   She grabbed her purse but tried to pull his hand off of her arm.  “Rais, we’re not going to dinner, I’m not going to marry you and we’re not a couple.  The other night, it was a fluke.”
 
   “A good fluke,” he added in.
 
   She blushed, but didn’t agree or disagree.  “We are completely incompatible.”
 
   “We were pretty compatible the other night,” he said as he held her hand, nudging her towards the exit.  “And we’ll be very compatible again tonight,” he told her.  
 
   Joline shook her head.  “I’m going back to my apartment to work tonight.  I’m going to have a sandwich or a bowl of cereal for dinner.”  
 
   He leaned in closer, his eyes holding hers.  “We’re going to La Tanna for dinner.  We’re going to talk.  After dinner, we have one errand to run and then I’m going to make love to you until we’re too exhausted to move.”
 
   Her chin went up a notch, disagreeing with his agenda.  “I’m going home to work,” she argued right back.  
 
   He smiled down at her.  “You really think you’re going to win this argument?” he asked gently.  
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest.  “I really think that I’m not afraid of you any longer,” she lied.
 
   He shook his head even as his arm snaked around her waist, pulling her against his muscular frame.  “Joline, I don’t want you to be afraid of me, but we are together now.”  And with that, he lowered his head, kissing her until she was melting against him.  Only then did he pull away and tuck her into the limousine then stepped in behind her.  When the door was closed, he pulled her right back into his arms, placing her on his lap so that he could continue to kiss her.  When she pulled away and shook her head, he moved his mouth to her neck and moved lower even while his hands slid under the silk blouse, caressing her soft skin and making her breath catch in her throat.  
 
   “Rais!  Stop, we need to discuss this!”
 
   “You’ll just argue with me, so we’re not discussing anything.”  His teeth captured her nipple through the fabric of her blouse and her bra, causing her head to fall backwards.  
 
   When the limousine came to a stop, Joline felt like she was just a pile of mush.  And all she wanted to do was to stay in that vehicle and have him finish what he’d started.  But Rais wasn’t slowing down.  He took her hand and led her into the restaurant, holding out her chair for her and then sitting down across from her, all with a smug, smile of triumph on his features that, somehow, had grown less harsh and more handsome over the past few days.  Joline was startled to realize that his jaw was actually quite masculine and his mouth, previously just a hard, implacable line, she now knew could give her the most amazing pleasure.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” he asked while he nodded for the waiter to go ahead and pour the wine.  
 
   Joline hadn’t even glanced at the menu options because she was still too flustered.  But she waited until the waiter had departed before she laid the menu down on the table, folding her arms and leaning forward.  “Are you going to try that every time I disagree with you?”
 
   He shrugged, unrepentant.  “It worked.  It got you here, having dinner with me instead of eating a pathetic bowl of cereal at your apartment.”
 
   She clenched her jaw for a moment, trying not to let her irritation fly at his arrogance.  “I don’t really think that’s the point, Rais.  You’re not listening to me.”
 
   “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
   “Perhaps the fact that I need to work tonight and don’t have time to have dinner with you.”
 
   His eyes were skimming the menu.  “You need to hire additional help.  You’re working eighteen hour days and still not getting everything done that you should be doing.”
 
   She didn’t like the sound of that.  “Of course I’m getting things done!” 
 
   He closed his menu with a flick of his wrist and laid it down as well.  “No.  You’re not.  You should be marketing the clothes with different celebrities, have a layout in various magazines.  You should have stores in Paris, London and Milan as well as starting a lower-cost line of the clothes that could be mass-produced for the department stores.  You’re missing opportunities that could push your business higher.”
 
   She knew all of that, but she hadn’t been able to get all of that done.  They didn’t have the capital to accomplish all of those goals.  In the future, yes.  The business was growing at a steady rate and they would eventually be able to do everything he’d just listed.  But not at the moment.  “We can’t afford that yet.”
 
   He disagreed.  “Take on additional investors.  You’re one of the partners.  I’m guessing Keith is the other.  Who is your third partner?” 
 
   Joline pulled back.  “I’ve told you before.  That partner prefers to remain anonymous.”
 
   He continued watching her and she grew uncomfortable under his knowing gaze.  “You run the day to day operations as well as the expansion plans.  Keith is the one who does the purchasing.  Who is your designer?  The third partner?”
 
   “I’m not telling you details, Rais.  Stop trying to get the name out of me,” she snapped and picked up her menu, hiding behind the leather-bound barrier.  She couldn’t even read the various options for dinner, too aware of Rais glaring at her from across the table.  
 
   Unfortunately, he was more patient than she could have imagined, and more diabolical.  He simply sat there and waited.  When the waiter arrived to take their order, she selected a salad, not sure what else was on the menu.  
 
   Rais raised one, dark eyebrow when she didn’t order anything else.  Turning to the waiter, he said, “She’ll also have the carbonara with pan seared scallops and I’ll have the coconut chicken.”  
 
   The waiter bowed a moment before he stepped away.  “Very good, Your Highness,” he stated and then disappeared.  
 
   Joline glared at him.  “A salad would have been enough.”
 
   “A salad isn’t enough.  You’re going to need your strength,” and he had the audacity to wink at her.  “Back to your business, you were about to tell me who your third partner was.”
 
   She leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest.  “I definitely wasn’t going to do that,” she countered. 
 
   “Why does this person need anonymity?  Can you at least tell me that?” 
 
   She considered his words for a moment, then countered with her own question.  “Why are you so intent on knowing who the third partner is?” 
 
   “Because you will become my wife.  All issues concerning you are now my business.”
 
   “And does the opposite also hold true?”
 
   “Of course,” he offered.
 
   “So you’re going to provide me with a list of all of your businesses and everyone you do business with so that I can look into them?”
 
   “If you’d like that, then yes, I will provide you with a list.”
 
   “Including all silent partners in any endeavor?” 
 
   Rais thought she was adorable.  “I will provide you with a complete list of all of my business interests.  And if there is anything you’d like additional information on, I will be happy to provide it.”
 
   Joline narrowed her eyes, trying to figure out the catch.  “You just have so many business interests.  You don’t think I’ll have the time to go through all of them.”
 
   He shrugged.  “Not before the wedding, but you’ll have plenty of time to dig through the details after our honeymoon.”
 
   “We’re not getting married, Rais,” she told him, wishing he would drop that subject. 
 
   “Yes.  We are.”
 
   She considered her next proposal carefully, not sure if she could follow through on it.  But in the end, she had to at least offer it up for his consideration.  She might be emotionally slaughtered, but she couldn’t easily walk away from this man.  “How about if I agree to have an affair with you?  No marriage and we keep our relationship confidential.”
 
   He didn’t miss a beat in countering her offer.  “How about if you pick out a wedding dress, tell me what the problem is and you let me take care of the issue?” 
 
   She bit her lip, wishing that he really could fix the biggest problem.  But no…
 
   “Joline?” a sultry feminine voice called out. 
 
   Joline instantly stiffened.  Her eyes widened and she nervously looked over at Rais who was watching her closely.  “Oh no,” she whispered, wishing she could hide somewhere.  
 
   But it was too late.  Her mother had already seen her and was weaving her way through tables, heading towards her.  
 
   Joline didn’t have any choice so she made the best of a bad situation.  “Hello Mother,” she said stiffly, as she stood up, anxious to have this encounter over with.  
 
   She felt Rais stand up as well, and suddenly large men surrounded the whole table.  Rais waved his bodyguards away and stepped forward.  “Ms. Caldwell?” he asked.  
 
   Martha turned, pretending to be surprised.  “Goodness!  You’re a handsome devil, aren’t you?” she said and the flirting immediately started.  Joline resented her mother for all of the airs she was putting on and all she wanted to do was kick her mother’s shin for being so obvious.  “You must be my daughter’s new beau!”
 
   “Mother, perhaps this isn’t the best time.  We’re attracting attention.”
 
   Martha laughed and waved her hands in the air, dismissing the issue.  “Darling, I attract attention everywhere I go, don’t I Antonio?” 
 
   For the first time, Joline noticed a man behind her mother who was hovering on the outer edge of their group.  The guards were holding him back but he didn’t appear to be annoyed by the action.  “Yes you do, my dear,” he replied with a look that told Joline that he endured this kind of activities often.  “You’re definitely the center of attention no matter where you go.”
 
   Joline heard the sarcasm but her mother preferred to ignore it.  “You’re so right.”  Turning back to her daughter, she said, “Now introduce me to this gorgeous man!  And tell me all about him.”
 
   Joline refrained from rolling her eyes a second time.  “Mother, this is Prince Rais Sumara of Kilar.  Rais, this is my mother, Martha Caldwell.”
 
   Rais took the offered hand and lifted it to his lips, dutifully kissing Martha’s fingers.  “It is a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Caldwell,” he said in a very suave voice.  
 
   Joline had to stop herself from making an exasperated sound when her mother’s lashes fluttered.  “Goodness!  He certainly beats all of the other men you’ve dated, darling,” she stage whispered to Joline with an elbow nudge.  
 
   “Mother, I thought you said you would be in London.  What are you doing here in New York?”  She didn’t bother to mention that her mother had said her current man’s name was Marcus and not Antonio.  Some things were better left alone.  
 
   “Oh, I just had to go shopping and thought of you, dear.  I know you run that quaint little store and thought I would see what I could find.  Besides, Antonio had some business here so I told him I would be more than happy to accompany him,” she explained, pulling her man’s hand forward and wrapping her arms around his own.  “What a coincidence, running into you here!  I didn’t think I’d see you until I went to your store tomorrow morning.”
 
   Joline didn’t mention that her mother could have called and set up a meeting.  The fact that she hadn’t only meant that her mother was lying about trying to see her.  A usual occurrence, she thought with increasing resentment.  “I will be sure and pull some of the outfits for you.  Just call as soon as you know your schedule tomorrow,” she offered, wishing that her mother would simply disappear.  As she had so often in her life.  
 
   That was a horrible thought, Joline told herself silently.  She should be thrilled that her mother was here at this moment.  Maybe she would be if her mother had planned this interlude, but the fact that her mother had never gone out of her way to see her just meant…
 
   Joline sighed and stopped thinking so negatively.  Her mother was one of a kind, and there was no use trying to wish things were different.  She’d done enough of that when she was younger and it had only caused her heartbreak.  With the help of Shantra and Keith, she’d learned to release that part of her childhood and forgive her mother.  Or at least accept her way of life.  She didn’t approve, but she could at least accept.
 
   Martha was clearly oblivious to all of her daughter’s negative thoughts.  
 
   “Oh dear, how sweet of you!” Martha cooed and batted those false eyelashes some more in Rais’ direction even though it had been Joline who had offered.  “I will definitely do that.  I don’t have my planner with me right now, but I’ll call you soon.”  She glanced over at Joline, then back to Rais with a speculative look in her eyes.  “I suspect that we have a great deal to discuss, don’t we darling?” 
 
   “Oh, not so much,” Joline offered with an equally fake smile.  
 
   Martha laughed.  “You’re being coy!  A prince!  You make your mother proud, dear!”  
 
   A moment later, there was nothing more than a whiff of cloying perfume and a stunned expression left on Joline’s face.  
 
   She looked up at Rais who didn’t seem to be affected by her mother’s visit.  She sat down, wishing that he’d chosen any other restaurant than this one.  What were the odds that her mother just happened to be in town at the same time and at the same restaurant?  Crazy world, she thought and took a long sip of her wine.  
 
   “So that was your mother,” Rais said, leaning back with his hands on his lap as he watched her reaction carefully.  “I gather you and your mother are not close?” 
 
   Joline laughed and took another gulp of her wine.  “Not terribly close, no.”
 
   There was a long pause before he said, “And the man she is with, I’m guessing he’s not your father?” 
 
   Joline cringed visibly.  “My mother isn’t positive who my father is.  Or at least, that’s the story she’s told me over the years.”
 
   Rais wasn’t sure if he was more amused by her reaction or angry because his woman had had to live through that.  “You don’t believe her, I’m guessing?” 
 
   Joline tossed her hair behind her shoulder.  “Oh, I’ve stopped trying to figure out my mother.  I realized it was a futile effort around the eighth grade.”
 
   “And the man she’s with now is her current husband?”
 
   Joline laughed but the sound came out harsh and cynical.  “I don’t know.  He might become her sixth husband, but he might be smarter than the previous five.  I spoke to my mother last week and she’d mentioned another man’s name, so who knows what this Antonio fellow might become in the future.  It is equally possible that he’ll either be my next step-father or long gone by next week.”  She shrugged and drained her wine glass.  “Time will tell,” she explained airily.  
 
   Rais leaned forward and poured her more wine.  “Would I be incorrect in my assumption that your mother might be one of the reasons you’re so resistant to the idea of marriage?” 
 
   “You would be right on target,” she replied, lifting her glass again and taking another long swallow.  “She sort of turned me off of men in general and marriage.”  She pointed her finger at him, the wine loosening her tongue.  “Do you have any idea how many flower girl dresses I used to have in my closet?” 
 
   He smiled slightly.  “I’m guessing five?” 
 
   She shook her head.  “No way!  Three!”
 
   “What happened to the other two weddings?” 
 
   Joline chuckled, but again, it wasn’t a humorous sound.  “I was too old.  I wasn’t invited to those weddings.”  She lifted her glass into the air, almost spilling it as the alcohol hit her empty stomach and permeated out to her blood stream more easily.  “Oh, she told me that one of them was a beach wedding, another was spur of the moment and the last…” Joline thought about it for a moment.  “Actually, I have no idea why I wasn’t invited to the last wedding.  But suffice it to say, I was too old.  She didn’t want her new husband to realize that he was marrying a woman who had a teenage or adult daughter.”
 
   Rais was starting to seriously dislike Joline’s mother.  “That’s three weddings that you weren’t invited to but you had three flower-girl dresses.  You said your mother was married five times.”
 
   Joline waved her fingers in the air.  “One of them didn’t turn into a wedding.”
 
   “A minor detail, I’m guessing?” he asked.  
 
   Joline didn’t bother to answer.  She was too disgusted with her mother’s antics and lack of motherly concern.  Wasn’t she over this disappointment in her mother?  Why did she even care?  
 
   The waiter arrived with their meals by that point but Joline was too furious with her mother, and becoming too inebriated, to eat the delicious smelling meal in front of her.  
 
   “Oh – and don’t even get me started on the number of men she’s slept with!”
 
   “Which is probably why you kept me waiting for so long,” he mumbled, taking her wine glass out of her hands and replacing it with a fork.  
 
   Joline sighed, leaning her head against the palm of her hand while her eyes lost focus as the alcohol did its work.  “I didn’t hold out very long with you.”
 
   “Long enough.  Eat,” he ordered and picked up his own fork, waiting until she’d stabbed one of the scallops before he looked down at his plate.  “Tell me about your school experiences.”
 
   “Boarding schools,” she corrected.  “I was shipped off to boarding schools so that my mother could flit about Europe and the United States in search of her next husband or lover without the albatross of a daughter in tow.  Quite embarrassing, you know.  Children are not good for a woman’s youthful and care-free image.  The perception of youth should be maintained at all times, don’t you know?”
 
   “No.  I didn’t realize.”
 
   “Absolutely.  Children age a woman dramatically.”
 
   “Are you going to feel that way about our children?” 
 
   Joline looked up at him with a horrified expression.  “Absolutely not!  I can’t wait to have children!”  She was about to stick the scallop into her mouth but then pulled back to make her next point.  “Of course, not for a long time.  I have to get the London store ready.”
 
   “And you’re going to use my building for that,” he told her firmly, thinking she was an adorable drunk.  He thought about getting more information out of her now that her guard was lowered but pushed that aside.  He’d get the information he needed, but he wanted her to tell him while she was sober.
 
   Of course, her inebriated state would help him with their after dinner errand, he thought with relish.  He’d anticipated a fierce battle but now…yeah, he could manage this night more easily.  
 
   “Tell me what it was like growing up,” he encouraged. 
 
   Joline shook her head.  “No, I don’t want to dwell on that.  It gives her too much power.  Tell me what it was like growing up in your family with all of your brothers and sisters.”
 
   “Including one brother who knew that he was going to be sheik?”  He laughed and shook his head.  “You think you had it bad, I can’t tell you the number of times Turk and I had to take Ramzi down a notch or two.  That man takes arrogance and responsibility to a new level.”
 
   Joline thought that was a sweet thing to say, but also amusing since she’d never met anyone as arrogant and domineering as Rais.  “I’ve met your brother.  I didn’t find him arrogant in the least.”
 
   “Trust me.  I had to learn it from someone,” he told her.  
 
   She shook her head.  “I remember your brother being everything that was kind and charming.”
 
   “Don’t believe it,” Rais said with feeling.  “He can be as much of an ass as the best of them.”
 
   “Yourself included?” she asked with a cheeky grin.  
 
   He winked across the table at her.  “Absolutely.  Don’t ever forget it.”  He hadn’t given her more wine, but nudged her food closer, wanting her to eat something.  He suspected that she forgot to eat most meals.  
 
   “Tell me more stories,” she encouraged, leaning forward and taking another bite of her food.  As the pasta started to hit her stomach, it helped sober her up, but she was still tipsy from the alcohol already in her bloodstream.  She listened to him talk about holidays and schooling, private tutors that rarely stayed long enough because of the pranks he and his brothers played on them, and nannies that were horrified that royal boys would be so ingenious.  
 
   When the meal was over, she leaned back, holding her stomach because he’d made her laugh so hard at some of the antics he and his brothers had gotten into.  Not to mention all of the torture the three boys had done to their two younger sisters.  
 
   “Are you ready?” Rais asked when she finished the last bite of her pasta.  She looked so beautiful as she sat across the table from him, relaxed and smiling, laughing at silly sibling antics.  He enjoyed her like this.  She was more beautiful without all the stress weighing her down. 
 
   “Ready for what?” she asked sleepily.  
 
   “Ready for our next stop on the evening’s agenda,” he explained, smothering a laugh because the wine really had relaxed her a great deal.  
 
   “I think my next stop should be my bed,” she told him, propping her chin up on her raised hands.  “I’m falling asleep.”  She emphasized that point with a yawn, her hand delicately covering her mouth.  “I’m so sorry!” she gasped, but she didn’t look sorry.  She looked sweet and delectable.  
 
   “That’s the stop after this one,” he promised.  Standing up, he took her hand and lifted her out of her chair.  “Come along, sleeping beauty.  This will be quick, I promise.”  
 
   She sighed but allowed him to lead her out of the restaurant and back into the limousine.  “I could really get used to this,” she said happily as he stepped into the back next to her.  “Fighting the crowds on the subway can be brutal!”
 
   “No more subways for you, my little woman,” he told her.  “Not safe for you any longer.”
 
   “Oh, it’s fine,” she said, waving away his worries.  “Women travel along the subways all the time without anyone bothering them.  Besides, I don’t go into any of the more dicey areas of the city.  So I’m pretty safe.”
 
   “Subways are not safe for future princesses.”
 
   He ignored her snort of laughter and nodded to his driver when the door was once again opened for them.  “Come along, princess.  You have a choice to make.”
 
   Joline sighed but allowed him to tug her out of the vehicle.  “You really are a handsome man,” she told him as she looked up into his hard profile.  
 
   Rais looked down into her beautiful hazel eyes, surprised by her compliment.  But he only wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her against him as they walked into the exclusive jewelry store.  The manager had already been informed of their visit and had closed the shop in anticipation.  On the countertop, there was a large black display of diamond rings already laid out, sparkling in the overhead lights and looking more astounding than anything she’d ever seen in her life.  “Pick one,” he said and gestured to the startling array.  
 
   “Pick what?” she asked, leaning her head against his chest.  
 
   Rais chuckled a bit but he was enjoying this softer, more affectionate side of Joline.  Normally, she was pulling away from him, telling him that they shouldn’t, couldn’t and wouldn’t be together.  A tipsy Joline was more malleable, and, in some ways, more honest.  “A ring.”
 
   Joline looked down at all of the lovely rings and gasped.  “Oh my!  Those are gorgeous!” 
 
   Not as gorgeous as she was, he thought.  “Which one do you like the most?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Oh, I couldn’t ever afford anything like those rings.”
 
   Rais lifted one eyebrow, ignoring the manager who was standing stiffly behind the counter.  “Choose one, Joline.”
 
   Joline had been up since about five o’clock this morning after having about five hours of sleep.  In fact, she’d only gotten four or five hours of sleep for the past several nights.  Add a few glasses of wine and yummy, cheesy pasta and she’d garnered just enough courage to defy him openly.  “No,” she said simply and crossed her arms over her chest, plopping down onto one of the tufted seats.  “I’d like you to bring me home so that I can get some sleep,” she told him with her most disdainful tone of voice. 
 
   Rais could see the dark circles under her eyes and wanted to laugh at how charming she looked as she tried to argue with him.  “Fine,” he told her and turned towards the rings.  He looked over the selection and picked one up, looked down at Joline’s hands and almost chuckled again when she curled her fingers underneath her arms.  
 
   But he was not to be deterred.  He selected another one and took her hand, ignoring the way she tried to hide her hands behind her back.  With very little effort, he slid the diamond ring onto her finger.  “She also needs real diamond earrings,” he told the manager.  He looked down at Joline as he said, “My fiancée is not going to be wearing fake jewelry,” he announced. 
 
   Joline rolled her eyes as she shrugged her shoulders.  “No one can tell the difference,” she replied back, yawning again.  “These are fine.”  She ignored the muffled gasp of horror from the store manager with those words as she continued to glare up at Rais.  
 
   He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head, needing to avoid kissing those red lips at the moment or his mind would shift to other priorities.  And she was getting real diamonds, damn it!  “I can tell.”
 
   Joline started to slide the ring off of her finger but froze when he glared at her.  “Don’t you dare,” he told her with a voice that sent a sliver of fear throughout her body.
 
   And that was the end of her defiance.  That tone and the look in his eyes, a look that promised her retribution if she defied him again, tamped down all of her rebellious tendencies.  “This still doesn’t mean we’re engaged.”
 
   “We’re engaged.  I proposed, you have a ring, it is a done deal.”
 
   The manager already had several sets of diamond stud earring sitting on the counter.  Rais’ eyes skimmed over the choices and pointed to one of the medium sized studs.  “Those will do.”  He looked down at her.  “Anything larger and she’d look ridiculous.  You’re too tiny,” he told her but it wasn’t a reprimand, especially since his eyes were skimming over her now, and there was definitely appreciation in that look.
 
   Joline wasn’t sure if she was bristling at his words or trembling at the promise in his eyes.  Either way, she felt the need to correct him.  “I’m not too small.”
 
   Rais was finished arguing with her.  He nodded to the jeweler who vanished, coming back moments later with a box and a receipt.  “Thank you,” the man gushed after Rais had signed the sales slip and ushered them to the door.  
 
   Once back in the limousine, Joline sighed and leaned her head against the back of the soft leather seat.  “I’m so tired and you’re not helping me get any sleep.”  
 
   Rais looked down at the woman and grunted a moment before he pulled her onto his lap.  “You’re too soft, too,” he mumbled, but knew that she was pretty much asleep so she wasn’t going to argue any longer.  
 
   He held her until his chauffeur drove into the underground parking garage of his building.  He had the top three floors of this building, preferring to have his own place here in New York instead of staying at a hotel since he was here on business so often.  
 
   He carried her to the elevators and then up the stairs to his bedroom.  She slept through the whole process, only grumbling slightly when he stripped off her clothes.  She stopped and fell back to sleep when he tucked the blankets around her and she rolled over, curling up and tucking her hands underneath her cheek.  Just that quickly, she was asleep.  
 
   Rais went into his office and made several phone calls.  She was going to get the help she needed, whether she liked it or not, he thought as he told his assistant to get several people lined up for interviews over the next few days.  Until then, his own staff would step in and help Joline out with whatever needed to happen.  He also called Keith and got the name of the building where they were negotiating for the London store, then the property management company informing them that Jesek Designs wouldn’t need the space.  If Joline wanted to open up a London store, she damn well was going to do it in his building.  And she was going to take the terms that he would give her.  She wasn’t going to like it, but she’d deal with it.  
 
   When he was done with his phone calls, he went back into his bedroom and stripped off his own clothes, pulling the bedcovers away and wrapping his arms around her.  When she was once again curled up against him, only then did he fall asleep.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   “Where in the world…?” she whispered as she woke up to the sound of a shower going.  Looking around, she realized that she was once again in Rais’ bedroom.  Pushing her hair out of her eyes, she realized that her hand was heavier than it should be.  Looking down, she gasped when she saw the enormous diamond ring on her finger.  
 
   That’s when things started coming back to her.  Piece by piece, the night before filtered into her brain.  
 
   “This isn’t happening,” she whispered to the empty bedroom.  “No more wine!” she vowed. 
 
   The water shut off and Joline knew that she had to move quickly.  But it was only at that moment that she realized that she wasn’t wearing any clothes!  Nor could she see where her clothes had gone.  “I wasn’t that drunk!” she said, looking around.  She remembered batting Rais’ hands away last night and then falling asleep again but surely she hadn’t been so tired and inebriated that she would miss making love with Rais.  
 
   A moment later, the man himself came out of the bathroom with a towel tucked around his lean waist and another rubbing his hair.  When he noticed her sitting up, he dropped the towel from his hand.  “You’re awake,” he said and started walking towards her.  
 
   Joline knew exactly what he was about to do and scooted back on the bed, pressing her back against the pillows.  “Stop right there!” she ordered, lifting her hand.  But the diamond on her finger distracted her and she looked at that instead of judging his distance.  “I can’t keep this ring,” she told him.  
 
   “Yes.  You can,” he countered.  He took her hand in his and started nibbling on the tender pads of her fingers.  “It looks good right where it is.”
 
   She shook her head.  “No.  Don’t…” but then he was right there, taking her hand and pressing it against his chest.  “Oh my,” she whispered, her eyes following her hand as her fingers moved over his skin.  Hot skin.  Smooth, fascinating skin!  
 
   “Damn I love it when you touch me,” he ground out.  
 
   And she loved his voice, she thought.  Her other hand came up and started touching his chest as well, moving along the surface and exploring all of those muscles that she’d felt before but hadn’t had the courage to investigate.  
 
   “You’re hard everywhere,” she commented, her breathing changing from smooth to labored and she felt her body heat up just from this simple touching.  
 
   “I am,” he told her and pulled the other towel away, proving how right her comment really was. 
 
   Joline stared at that part of him, amazed at how large it was.  And how fascinating.  Her fingers moved lower, following the trail down from his chest to…lower.  “Can I?” she asked, not able to say the words. 
 
   “I think I might just die if you don’t,” he told her.  His eyes closed when her fingers wrapped around the length of him.  She was tentative at first, but when his hands closed over her fingers and he showed her how he liked to be touched, she pushed herself up onto her knees, wanting to learn more, to experience more.  She’d read about how women would take that part of a man into their mouths and Joline didn’t hesitate.  Bending down, she let her lips close over him and almost laughed with delight when she felt his hands bury themselves in her hair.  “Ah love,” he groaned.  
 
   She loved the way he sounded right now.  Unfortunately, he didn’t give her enough time to truly enjoy her newfound freedom.  One moment, she was tasting him and the next, she was on her back and he was spreading her legs.  “My turn,” was all the warning she was allowed before he was reciprocating.  And goodness, he knew what he was doing far better than she did!  
 
   Perhaps it was because she’d slept in his arms or maybe it was his voice or even how she’d pleasured him, but it took only a few moments of his tongue laving at her core before she was exploding in a mind-drugging climax that made her throat sore from her cries.  She’d barely recovered from that before she felt him press into her heat and the whole storm started up again, slower this time but still insistent.  All she could do was hang onto his muscular shoulders as he moved and shifted inside of her, filling her with so much pleasure she thought she would happily die in his arms.  
 
   When she screamed out again and held onto him as he found his own release, she thought she really had died and gone to heaven.  
 
   When it was all over, he collapsed down on top of her and she wrapped her arms around his neck, hugging him close to her, afraid that letting him go would mean never experiencing this kind of bliss in his arms again.  
 
   Joline sighed as she held Rais close, wondering what was going on inside of her.  This man was so complicated and yet, he was simple in some ways.  He enjoyed sex and was open and aware of his tastes, not afraid to show her what he wanted.  Which made it easier for her to react to him, release inhibitions that had been brewing for years.  But at the same time, she had no idea what he was thinking or feeling towards her other than sexual desire.  She couldn’t read his features, didn’t understand his motivations and she really wanted to!  She wanted to “get” this man on so many levels.  She wanted to feel comfortable with him, but suspected that would never happen.  
 
   The diamond ring sparkled in the sunlight streaming in through the large windows and she lifted her hand, looking at the ring.  
 
   Rais lifted his head and realized how much weight he had on her.  Rolling over, he knew that she was looking at her new ring.  “It looks perfect on you,” he said, kissing her neck and enjoying the way she wiggled against him.  
 
   Joline wasn’t sure what to say.  The idea of marrying this man was both terrifying and thrilling.  
 
   But he had a strange look on his face and all thoughts of marriage and his complex personality dissipated.  “What’s wrong?” she asked, not sure if she really wanted to know.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Joline,” he commented, hesitating as he looked down at her.  “I didn’t use protection.”  
 
   He felt her freeze in his arms and knew that she was coming to the same realization as he was.  That she could be pregnant.  
 
   “You didn’t…?”
 
   “No,” he shook his head.  “I didn’t do it on purpose.  I promise,” he said to her, his thumb rubbing against her shoulders as he held her close.  
 
   Joline did a quick calculation in her mind, trying to count the days to her next cycle.  When she did the math, she relaxed slightly and gave him a tentative smile.  “I think we’re okay,” she told him.  “It is pretty late in my cycle so the chances of pregnancy are slim.”
 
   Rais wasn’t sure he liked that news.  “Would you be upset if you were pregnant?” he asked softly.  Rolling over, he shifted on the bed so that she was on top of him.  His hands went from her shoulders down to her waist, his thumbs resting on her stomach.  He was obviously picturing her body swelling with their child and he liked the idea.  
 
   Joline shrugged.  “A pregnancy should be something that we both agree on and are excited about.”
 
   “You’re not answering my question.  Would you be upset if you are pregnant?”
 
   She thought about it for a long moment.  “I don’t know,” she told him honestly.  
 
   Her answer revealed more than she’d anticipated telling him.  “You have feelings for me, don’t you?” he asked, his fingers teasing her sensitive skin.  “You’re falling in love with me.”
 
   Joline rolled her eyes.  “You’re making a huge leap.  All I said was that I don’t know if I would be upset about being pregnant.  I could mean that I wouldn’t care if I was pregnant, but that could be with any man’s child.”  She smiled smugly with that response, thinking that she’d effectively put him in his place.  
 
   Little did she know!
 
   His retaliation was swift and intense.  One moment she was straddling his stomach, the next, she was flat on her back with his mouth attached to her breast and the heat was furious.  She arched her back even as her hands grabbed his head, trying to pull him away from that kind of extreme pleasure.  
 
   “Take it back,” he commanded as his head moved to her other breast, suckling and driving her crazy with a need so intense she could barely see straight.  
 
   “I take it back!” she cried out, trying to wiggle out from underneath him.  “I promise, I take it back!”
 
   Rais pulled her hands up over her head as his mouth eased up.  He didn’t move his mouth away, but he kissed her nipple, teasing it now.  He would have smiled at the way she whimpered, but feeling her like this, all stretched out and helpless to his pleasure was driving him crazy.  And the need he could feel in her was only adding to his need to take her and find fulfillment with her body.  He was amazed that this woman could so completely drive him wild in so short a period of time.  
 
   “Tell me you love me,” he coaxed as his hand moved lower on her body.  His mouth followed the path that his hand had taken.  
 
   “No!” she gasped, trying to release her wrists from his grip.  
 
   He laughed softly at her efforts and continued on his downward journey.  “I want to hear those words, Joline.”  And with that, his mouth once again latched onto that part of her that he loved so much.  Well, he actually loved every part of her delectable body but the sight and smell of her here, just like this, drove him mad.  
 
   He wouldn’t let her have her release though.  Every time he knew she was coming close, he would pull away, kiss her thighs or her stomach.  
 
   “Aaaahhh!” she screamed when he did that for the third time.  “Fine!  I love you!” she cried out, desperate for him to let her climax.  “I love you, okay?”
 
   With those words, he moved up her body and, after putting on protection, he slid into her heat, watching her beautiful eyes light up as he deliberately filled her once more.  Slowly, ever so slowly, he started moving inside of her.  
 
   “Tell me again,” he commanded, releasing her arms.  She immediately grabbed his shoulders and lifted her legs, taking him deeper inside of her. 
 
   “I love you, you brute,” she sighed and enjoyed the way he filled her, the friction his enormous body created as he moved inside of her. 
 
   Rais accepted her words and reached down, helping her over that cliff.  He loved watching her climax like this but her body’s convulsions pulled him over the edge as well.  Holding onto her as gently as he could, he let the waves of pleasure sweep him away until he collapsed next to her, pulling her against his side as they both tried to get their breath back.  
 
   He was leisurely running his fingers up and down her spine, smiling as she shifted against him, when she gasped and sat up.  “What time is it?” she demanded.  Grabbing the sheet, she scooted over to the bedside table where his watch was resting.  “Oh no!”  
 
   She pulled herself off of the bed but since he was still lying there, she couldn’t keep the sheet this time.  She dropped it and hurried into the bathroom.  “Why didn’t you get me up earlier than this?” she demanded as she turned on the water for a shower.  “I’m so late!  I’m usually at the store...”  She stopped and her hand slapped over her face.  “I’m supposed to be at the airport!  I have a ticket to London!  I’m supposed to already be through security by now!”
 
   Rais walked into the bathroom, arriving just in time to see her step under the water.  “You’re not late,” he told her, crossing his arms over his muscular chest as he enjoyed watching her in the shower.  
 
   “Oh yes I am!  I can’t believe I let you hijack me last night!  I should have been working and yet…” she didn’t finish that statement and she pushed her face into the water so that he couldn’t see her blush.  
 
   “You’re flying to London with me today, Joline.  And we’ll leave as soon as we’re ready.  No need to get through security.”  His hands soothed her as he explained, “You’re going to take a look at your new store there and interview managers who will set it up and run it for you while you’re not there.”
 
   Joline looked over at him, blinking back the water droplets that attached to her lashes.  “London?   We’re not ready for a London opening.  I only just narrowed down the possible sites!  I’m meeting with a realtor tomorrow morning.”
 
   Rais stepped into the shower, taking the soap out of her hands and finishing the job.  “You are ready.  You’re just too nervous to follow through on anything.  Take the risk.  Dive in.  I’ll help you with any advice you need.”
 
   He was right!  She’d been searching the internet, scouring the various real estate markets for a London store.  She’d finally decided on the site she wanted, but hadn’t followed through on finalizing the contracts…because she was afraid of the increased risk.  
 
   “The first time I saw you, I wanted to ask you questions about business,” she told him, looking up into his strong features.  He was rubbing the soap all over her body and being so sweet and gentle.  “But I thought it would have been rude.  I didn’t know anything about you except for your reputation in the business world.”
 
   He smiled slightly as he winked at her.  “Now you know me a bit more thoroughly.  Ask me anything.”  
 
   Relaxing against his body, Joline smiled up at him.  “I probably will.”
 
   “And you’ll come to London with me?” 
 
   She thought about it for a moment.  She didn’t want him to think she was weak in business.  Not moving forward with the London store, even though she had decided on so many of the details, would be a weak path.  She was going to be strong and confident.  She’d researched all of the details, now she needed to just follow through on her decisions.  
 
   “I’ll have to call and cancel my ticket, but yes.  I’d like to go to London and check out some of the possibilities.  There's one in particular that I was looking at that might work.”
 
   He considered telling her about the phone calls he’d made last night, but he probably should reveal that little intervention once he had her in the store he owned.  She might be more forgiving at that point.  
 
   “We leave in an hour,” he told her.
 
   She spun around, her mouth hanging open as she processed that statement.  Fly to London in an hour?  She was stunned, shocked at the possibility of that kind of freedom.  
 
   He misinterpreted her expression as he massaged shampoo into her hair.  “Leave the New York store to your assistant.  You need to look at the bigger picture.  It sounds as if you are too caught up in the minutiae to effectively grow your business.”  After rinsing out her shampoo, he took the conditioner and poured some in her hair.  “Trust me on this, Joline.  You need to delegate.  First of all, I’ve done a background check on your employees and you’ve hired excellent people.  Almost all of them want more responsibility.  If you don’t give it to them, they’ll go somewhere else.  And secondly, you have to decide if you want to be a manager or a director.”
 
   His words rang true.  It was one of the reasons she’d hired several of the people for the New York store but that didn’t mean she wanted to release any of her control.  But he was right.  If she wanted Jeseks to grow, she needed the help of good staff members.  She needed to release control and delegate.  
 
   His question was intriguing though.  She’d always thought that a manager and director were basically the same thing.  “There’s a difference?” she asked, leaning against him as he conditioned her hair, his strong fingers pressing against her skull and helping her relax. 
 
   “Definitely.  A manager runs the business.  A director grows the business.  Remember that,” he told her as he kissed her nose before pushing her backwards under the stream of water to rinse out her hair.  
 
   As she pulled on clothes that had somehow been delivered from her apartment, she thought about what he’d said and she suspected that he was right.  She’d been so worried about getting all of the details right that she hadn’t had much time to think of the bigger picture, the higher level growth of the stores.  She’d done a good job of getting things going at the New York store, but now it was time to release the task of day to day running to someone else.  
 
   She’d definitely have to discuss this latest mind-shift with Shantra and Keith, see if they were willing to take the cut in profits that would allow her to hire on a manager.  
 
   “You ready?” he asked as he walked out of what she assumed was a dressing room since he was now dressed in yet another immaculately tailored suit. 
 
   “Ready?” she repeated, not sure what he meant.  Her mind was too focused on sifting through his words.  
 
   “We’re flying to London, remember?” he said as he adjusted his tie.  He walked over to where she was standing.  “You look beautiful, by the way.”
 
   Her hand flew self-consciously to her face.  “I’m not even wearing makeup,” she scoffed. 
 
   He took her hand.  “I like it.  Makes you look fresh.”
 
   Joline laughed as she shook her head.  “No way.  Not in New York and definitely not in London.”  
 
   Rais shrugged.  “You’re beautiful no matter what,” he said and pulled her against his side as he led her out of his penthouse.  The limousine was waiting for them down in the parking garage and Joline looked around, startled to see so many additional bodyguards.  
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked when one of them opened the limousine door for them, mumbling something into a microphone that went from his ear to his mouth.  Very strange, she thought.  
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked as they settled into the leather seats and the driver pulled away.  
 
   She looked through the front window, then to the back of the limousine.  “I mean, why are there so many bodyguards?”  A thought hit her suddenly and she jerked around so that she was looking up at him.  “Did someone threaten your life?” she gasped out.  Grabbing onto his arm, she couldn’t stop the panic as her imagination took off.  “Is something wrong and you’re just not telling me about it?”
 
   He shook his head, loving the way she was nervous about his safety.  It proved that her declaration earlier this morning wasn’t just about sexual release.  Although he wasn’t sure that Joline had fully acknowledged her feelings towards him.  He’d have to think about that a bit more.  If she didn’t consciously accept that she loved him….
 
   Focusing on the current issue, he touched her cheek, enjoying the soft skin.  “Nothing is going on and yes, there are always death threats against me and my family.  That just comes with the reality of being the ruling family of a powerful, oil-rich nation.”  He took her hand, trying to reassure her.  “You’ll get used to it after a while.”
 
   She shook her head.  “If nothing changed from yesterday to today, why are there so many additional guards?  There’s even an extra vehicle and I’m guessing it is filled with your bodyguards.”
 
   “Those additional guards are for your protection, Joline.  As my fiancée, you will be protected around the clock.  Which is one of the reasons you can’t go on the subway any longer.  It isn’t safe.”
 
   Her eyes moved down to the enormous diamond on her finger, the reality of its meaning starting to sink in.  “But…”
 
   “Don’t even argue any longer that we’re not getting married, Joline.  That’s a foregone conclusion.  You’re mine and I protect what’s mine.  Your own security team will protect you.  And when we have children, each of them will have their own team as well.  Accept it and learn to live with it.  It is the way it will be for the rest of your life.”
 
   Her eyes were wide as she took in all of the implications of his words.  “I don’t think I could learn to live with something like that.  I don’t want my every move watched over by strangers.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders.  “As I said, you’ll get used to it.” 
 
   Joline pressed her lips together, not sure how to get through to him.  He was simply riding over all of her concerns, not even listening.  
 
   She’d just opened her mouth to tell him that she didn’t want to ‘get used to it’ but the limousine stopped at a strange building.  “Where are we?” she asked, looking out the window.  
 
   “Heliport,” he explained.  “It is safer to travel over water by helicopter to the airport than through the streets,” he explained, stepping out and extending his hand to assist her.  
 
   She stepped onto the platform and looked at the large helicopter that was ready and waiting for them to board.  Pulling back, she kept her eyes on the contraption, not sure if she could trust anything that looked that precarious.  Intellectually, she knew that helicopters were safe.  She saw them buzz along the Hudson River and over the buildings of Manhattan all the time.  But that didn’t mean she wanted to fly in one.  Irrationally, the thing didn’t look strong enough to carry all of them plus their luggage.  
 
   Joline pulled back with that thought, blinking up at him.  “I didn’t pack anything!  I don’t have clothes or toiletries.  I don’t even have my passport!”
 
   “All taken care of,” he assured her. 
 
   She looked up at him.  “What does that mean?  How was everything taken care of?”
 
   He put a hand to the small of her back but she dug her heels in and looked up at him, then at the helicopter, deciding that she wasn’t going to budge.  Not at the moment.  “Rais, tell me what you’ve done!” she demanded, stalling for time but also wanting more information.  
 
   Rais turned around, not sure why she was being so stubborn.  But when he looked into her eyes and noticed they were green and not the normal hazel, he realized that she was nervous.  Anxious?  He watched her, caught her glance behind him at the helicopter and finally understood.  
 
   Taking both of her hands in his, he looked down at her, squeezing her fingers slightly.  “Are you nervous about getting onto the helicopter, Joline?” he asked gently.  
 
   Joline wished he weren’t so observant, but now that she’d been caught, her shoulders sagged.  “Yes,” she told him quietly.  “But I’m also confused about what is going on, frustrated that you’re just ignoring all of my concerns and questions, irritated by all the changes you’re imposing on my life and yes, I’m terrified of getting onto that machine.”
 
   That was a long list of concerns and Rais tried to smother his amusement.  She was right.  He was just pushing her along on his own path and not listening to her.  That was just the way he worked and lived.  He’d never cared one way or the other if the women in his life agreed or disagreed with the way he moved through the days or nights.  If they disagreed, they could move on to their next lover. 
 
   He understood that he’d have to take things differently with Joline.  She was going to be his wife.  Unfortunately, she wasn’t accepting that title as quickly or as enthusiastically as he would have preferred.  She was fighting him every step of the way.  
 
   “How about if I deal with your most obvious concern first?” 
 
   “That I don’t want to marry you?” she asked, wishing he would just accept that. 
 
   He chuckled, indicating that he didn’t agree with her priorities.  “No,” he told her.  “I was going to try and reassure you that helicopters are very safe.”
 
   “They crash all the time,” she argued. 
 
   “You’re probably hearing about the times when a helicopter was flying over dangerous areas or trying to land in places that don’t really have any landing site.  Helicopters are the kind of machine that can land just about anywhere and fly over just about any kind of terrain.  So when one crashes, it was probably because of wind shears off of a mountain or maybe it was landing in dangerous territory.”  He watched her, making sure that she was listening to his comments.  “This helicopter is going to fly over the Hudson River and the airport is only about ten minutes from here.”
 
   She glared up at him.  “I know how far it is to JFK Airport, Rais.  I’ve flown in planes.  And just for the record, it takes about forty-five minutes to get from downtown Manhattan to the airport.  Why don’t we just ride in the vehicles like a normal person?” 
 
   He pulled her closer, wishing he could ease her anxiety more effectively.  “Because you aren’t a normal person any longer, Joline,” he told her, trying to explain the new facts of life to her.  “You will be my wife, which means you will be a royal princess.”
 
   Joline pulled back, terrified by that title.  “What if I don’t want to be a princess?” 
 
   He chuckled and kissed her tenderly.  “You want to be my wife.  The title just comes along with the territory.”  He wrapped her in his arms, trying to give her a bit of his strength.  “There are many more positives, I promise.”
 
   She grunted.  “Such as being bull-dozed by an arrogant, opinionated, irritating man with too many muscles?” 
 
   He laughed at her quip.  “Such as more of the same that you experienced this morning.”  He looked down at her.  “Are you saying you didn’t enjoy yourself this morning?” he challenged her. 
 
   “Irrelevant,” she sniffed, turning her head so that her cheek was resting against his hard chest.  “So far, the negatives are far-outweighing the positives.”
 
   He took her hands once again.  “I’ll dedicate myself to providing more positives tonight.  But right now, we need to get onto that helicopter.  If I hold your hand and show you that it is safe, will you be okay?” he asked her.  
 
   Joline looked behind him once more, eyeing the enormous contraption.  “I’ll get through it,” she told him.  But she was gripping his hand tightly, not wanting to lose her connection to him in any way, even for a moment.  
 
   He led her across the tarmac to the back of the helicopter and helped her step into the machine.  Inside, it wasn’t like the interiors she’d seen on the television.  This was like a small living room that included beautiful leather chairs and even a small table.  There was enough room for several people and half of Rais’ body guards stepped in behind them, moving to the back of the machine.  
 
   When the rotors started moving, Joline gripped Rais’ hands harder and looked around.  “Why isn’t there a bunch of noise?” she asked, thinking about the films she’d watched where the actors seemed to be screaming over the noise of the helicopter.  
 
   “This one is sound-proofed.  We won’t hear the noise from the engines or the rotors.  And it’s significantly smoother than the ones you might know about from the movies.”  
 
   As the helicopter lifted off, she was amazed at how smooth the ride actually was.  “Wow!” she whispered, looking out the window, amazed at the speed they were moving across the water.  The boats beneath them were small as they raced over the water and, before she was ready, the helicopter was landing at a private hangar of the airport.  “Oh my,” she told him, her smile beaming up at him.  “That was not nearly as bad as what I was expecting.”  
 
   Rais squeezed her hand that was still gripping his.  “You’ll find that most of your concerns aren’t as bad as the reality.” 
 
   Joline wasn’t so sure about that, but she wasn’t going to argue with him either.  The man was used to this kind of lifestyle.  He knew what to expect.  To her novice mind, changes were coming at her left and right at speeds that were making her confusion intensify.  And he wasn’t helping a great deal.  But she couldn’t blame him completely.  He was so used to his life and all of the aspects of being a royal person that it wouldn’t occur to him to warn her that something was going to change. 
 
   When he led her onto a large, private plane, she was shocked at the size of it.  This wasn’t one of those six or seven passenger jets that celebrities used.  Nope, this was more like the plane that the U.S. President flew around the world on.  It was enormous!  
 
   She didn’t have much time to look around.  Rais led her to a set of chairs on the upper level and told her to strap herself in.  He then disappeared, conferring with the pilot who looked very official in a smart uniform, leaving her alone.  The plane took off and she still had no idea where Rais had gone.  
 
   He finally returned several minutes after takeoff but she didn’t have a chance to question him about anything since he was on the phone talking in a language she didn’t understand.  
 
   Joline watched him with growing resentment as he pulled out documents, working on whatever big business issue was underway in his business empire.  Meanwhile, Joline realized that she hadn’t been given the time to gather up her own work. She’d simply been rushed out of his penthouse and transported to this plane.  She had no makeup, no change of clothes even though he’d told her that someone else had packed a bag for her.  Maybe they had, but she hadn’t been able to select her outfits!  She hadn’t been able to figure out what she might need and pack for herself.  And she wanted her computer!  She wanted to work and dive into the issues needing her attention.  Not to mention, she was irritated by his lack of communication on what was happening and the way he’d ignored all of her other concerns.  
 
   During the flight, she flipped through one magazine after another, not really seeing any of the pictures or able to concentrate enough to read the articles.  All she knew was that Rais was going about his business as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.  Meanwhile, she’d basically been kidnapped!  
 
   When the plane finally landed and he shut off his phone, she was more than ready to start snapping her complaints at him, wanting him to understand how frustrated she was.  But there was so much going on all of a sudden and she didn’t have a chance for a private word with him.  They were ushered off of the plane and into yet another waiting limousine.  She didn’t see her luggage, had no idea where her purse had gone since that had disappeared the moment she’d stepped onto the plane and she was still without makeup and a change of clothes while Rais answered one phone call after another!  
 
   Joline wasn’t going to take this any longer!  She felt shanghaied and confused, irritated by his attitude that he could simply take over her business and…well, she was just stomping mad!
 
   In the middle of London traffic, she grabbed his cell phone and pressed the end button, tossing it across the seat then turning back to glare at him.  
 
   “Problems, dear?” he asked with both amusement and irritation.  
 
   “Yes!  I’m not going to do this Rais!  I don’t have my purse, I don’t have makeup, I don’t know what’s going on, I don’t have my computer so that I can work…” she stopped and took a breath.  “I don’t like the way you’re treating me!”
 
   He leaned back, his mind dismissing the fact that she’d just hung up on the French Prime Minister.  “How am I treating you?” he asked softly.  He wasn’t sure if he was irritated with her or amused.  Possibly both.  
 
   “Ever since this morning…” she paused and thought for a moment, “No!  Since last night, you’ve just been plowing through, making unilateral decisions about my life.  I had things to do today and it doesn’t matter if you think my agenda was wrong!  You don’t get to tell me what is right and wrong!”
 
   “Even if I’m right?” he asked smoothly, shifting slightly so that he could better enjoy her fury.  
 
   “No!”  Then she closed her eyes and shook her head.  “I mean yes!”  Another shake of her head and she huffed a bit in confusion.  “No!  You don’t get to object to my agenda, even if you’re right!  I would love your business advice, but I won’t even discuss Jesek business if you think that I have to follow every one of your business edicts!  This is my business!  I will run it, along with my partners, in the best way I feel is right!  And no, you don’t get to interfere!”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow.  “What if…”
 
   “No!” she stopped him before he could finish the sentence.  “Under no circumstances are you allowed to interfere!  And for the record, I have not agreed to marry you, so call off the bodyguards!  I won’t let them follow me around.  I’m not even sure if I’m going to sleep with you again!  Not with the way you’re treating me.  I’m not an idiot, Rais!  I’m an intelligent, competent woman with a good education and I can think through problems on my own.”
 
   “Joline, you’re making too much of this.”
 
   She tilted her head.  “Am I?  Then where is my purse so that I can make phone calls?  I told you hours ago that I needed to talk to my New York store manager to make sure she could cover everything today but did you listen?  No!  You disappeared on the flight and then made phone calls for hours.”
 
   “My business is…”
 
   She held up her hand to stop him.  “I don’t care about your business, Rais.  Yes, you are very important, but if you were about to imply, in any way, that your business is more important than mine, then you’d better revise your thinking.  Because Jesek is very important to my partners and me.  No more important than any oil deal or business deal that you are making.”
 
   “I beg to differ,” he replied smoothly, starting to become angry.  
 
   “You can beg all you want,” she replied and shrugged one shoulder.  “To you and to the people you work with, it is more important.  But to me?  It isn’t.  To the people who rely on me?  My business is more important.”
 
   “You won’t have this burden…”
 
   “Stop right there!” she interrupted yet again, her teeth clenching with frustration.  “Don’t you dare say that I won’t need to work after we’re married.  There is absolutely no way I will marry a man who thinks that women don’t want to work, that we’re all flighty children who should be cosseted and cared for by the big, strong man!  I’m sure there are women who are like that, but I’m not.  I love working.  My job, my career,” she emphasized, “is thrilling.  Every day there are new problems, new challenges.  I have plans.  My partners have dreams and suggestions and the three of us work together to build our company.”
 
   “And it is impressive,” he stated, trying to calm her down.
 
   “Exactly!  It is impressive!  We’ve accomplished a lot!”
 
   “So why not let me take over for a while and relax?  Enjoy life a bit more?” he asked her, not understanding why she was angry.  He was giving her every woman’s dream and she was throwing it right back at him.  
 
   The limousine pulled up outside of a building on one of the most famous streets for shopping in London.  “Where are we?” she asked him, distracted and confused.  
 
   Rais looked out the window and smiled.  “This is your surprise,” he said and stepped out.  He held his hand out to her to help her out of the limousine but she ignored it, stepping out and looking around.  “What is this, Rais?” 
 
   “This is your London storefront,” he told her and put a hand to the small of her back to guide her into the building.  “The lease is up on the current company and they don’t have the sales to maintain it.  It is yours,” he told her as if she should be apologizing for her rant in the car.  
 
   Joline looked around, noticing all of the wonderful details of the store.  But she couldn’t do it.  She couldn’t take on the rent for a storefront in this location.  They didn’t have the capital nor the brand recognition yet.  
 
   And he hadn’t heard a word she’d just said.  “Where’s my purse?” she asked, a sadness creeping into her heart and her voice.  
 
   A man stepped closer, handing her the leather bag and disappearing again.  
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.  She looked inside and was relieved to see that both her wallet and her passport were inside along with her cell phone.  “I have to go,” she told Rais.  
 
   Without another word, she turned and started walking towards the door.  
 
   Rais watched her for perhaps three seconds before he finally grasped that she honestly wasn’t excited about the store.  He took one step and reached out to grab her arm, spinning her around to face him.  “What’s going on, Joline?” he demanded.  “This store is perfect for your business.”
 
   She looked up into his dark eyes and a pain stabbed through her, somewhere in the vicinity of her heart.  “Yes, it would be ideal.  In a few years.  But that’s not the point, Rais.  You didn’t hear a word I said on the way over here, did you?”
 
   “I heard you,” he growled.  “But…”
 
   “I have to go.  I’ll call Shantra soon.”
 
   He released her arm but only because he was too stunned by her statement.  Call his sister?  Why would she do that?  They would be seeing her in a day or two, once their business here in…
 
   He watched as she stepped out into the street and lifted her arm.  What the hell?  
 
   Both he and his bodyguards were stunned when she slipped into a taxi.  They hadn’t been expecting that!  It took them several moments to react and scramble to get into the second vehicle.  But by that time, the lights at the corner had changed, traffic surging forward.  The guards couldn’t get around the traffic to follow Joline’s taxi!
 
   Rais was furious that she would put herself in danger like that.  He commanded his guards to find her and protect her but they were already rushing into action.  They knew their jobs, but not when their protectee didn’t realize that she needed to be protected. 
 
   He stepped into his own vehicle, his mind racing with actions but at the top of his list, he knew he wanted to spank her adorable bottom for being so stubborn. 
 
   Quickly, Rais retrieved his phone from where Joline had tossed it less than thirty minutes ago and made a phone call.  But his sister wasn’t answering her phone so he couldn’t get answers.  Enough of this ‘trust’ issue.  Joline was stubborn, but he was more stubborn.  He wasn’t going to let her out of his life and she would bow to his will!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Yes, Joline would bow to his will, but he had to find the stubborn woman first!  He couldn’t believe she’d disappeared so quickly and so completely!  His security team was tracking her credit cards, but she hadn’t used them.  They’d locked onto her cell phone, but she’d turned it off.   He’d finally reached Shantra, but his baby sister had only laughed at his frustration.  
 
   On the one hand, he couldn’t believe his baby sister had actually laughed.  On the other hand, at least her lack of worry over one of her best friends meant that Joline was safe.  He was fairly certain that Joline had already checked in with Shantra.  Which made him feel better, but he wanted Joline here!  With him!  By his side!  
 
   Rais paced back and forth in his New York office.  He’d flown back to Manhattan thinking that Joline had just come home.  But no one at the store had heard from her and she wasn’t in her apartment.  
 
   Oh, that was a whole other issue, he thought.  That hovel that she’d been living in was ridiculous!  The woman had been putting all of the money from the store back into the business and living as a pauper.  
 
   Damn, he wanted to see her.  He wanted to make sure she was okay.  
 
   Hell, he missed her!  
 
   He missed her smiles, her feisty attitude and her pretty eyes.  He missed holding her and feeling her try to pull away, only to feel her press her soft curves against him when she finally accepted their passion.  
 
   “I’m sorry to interrupt, Your Highness,” his assistant said from behind him. 
 
   Rais swung around, searching the man’s face to see if the news was good or bad.  The blank expression told him that his woman had not been found.  
 
   “What is it?” he snapped. 
 
   The man extended his hand, holding a small box out to Rais. 
 
   Rais took the box but suspected he didn’t want to know what was in it.  
 
   “This was sent this morning with a note that it be brought to you immediately.”
 
   Rais took the box and ripped open the package.  Just as he expected, inside the small box was Joline’s engagement ring.  No note.  Just the silent message.  
 
   “Damn!” he growled.  “Enough!  This is going to end!”
 
   He walked out of his office, determined to speak with his baby sister and find out why Joline was running away from him again.  She had to know that they were perfect for each other.  
 
   Several hours later and a long flight home, he found both of his sisters walking down the hallway, their heads close together and whispering about something.  
 
   “Shantra, where is Joline?” he demanded.  
 
   Both sisters’ heads snapped up and Shantra glared at him.  He recognized the outfit she was wearing and thought she looked very pretty.  Joline had been wearing it one day as well.  It made sense that his sister would support her best friend’s business and he highly approved.  The designs really were ingenious, using the woman’s figure more as an art board.  The designs were more flattering than anything he’d ever seen, even in Paris.  
 
   Both of his sisters crossed their arms and he gritted his teeth in frustration.  
 
   Shantra wasn’t going to be intimidated.  “What did you say to Joline?  Why is she hiding from you?” 
 
   Ciala covered her mouth, trying to hide her amusement.  “He probably ignored her when she was talking.”  Ciala looked up at her brother.  “Did you ignore her?”
 
   Rais gritted his teeth.  “I didn’t ignore her.”
 
   Shantra shook her head.  “He ignored her.”  
 
   He glared down at his tiny, normally exuberant sister who looked abnormally calm at the moment.  And abnormally stubborn.  Since when had Shantra become stubborn?  
 
   “I didn’t ignore her!” he snapped at both of them.  Unfortunately, they didn’t believe him. 
 
   Shantra stepped closer, poking him in the chest.  “What did she say right before she stepped into the taxi?” she asked. 
 
   His eyes narrowed.  “You’ve spoken to her,” he commented, zeroing in on her knowledge that Shantra knew that Joline had walked out on him in London by taking a taxi.  “What did she tell you?” 
 
   Shantra wasn’t intimidated.  Maybe when she was younger, she might have cowered when he looked like this, but not anymore.  “I’ll tell you some of what she told me if you remember anything that she’d said to you in London.  Or on the plane.  Or before you left New York.”
 
   Rais was getting angrier with each challenge.  “Did Joline tell you what happened before we left New York?” 
 
   Shantra’s eyes widened but both women only shook their heads, laughing.  “No, Joline didn’t say WHAT you were doing in New York.  She only told me what you’d said and asked me how to handle you.”
 
   “What did you tell her?  And, just for the record, no one ‘handles me’, least of all my wife.”
 
   Mia walked up at that moment with Raven right behind her, both women shaking their heads. “Oh, you are going to be handled,” Raven said as she and Mia stood shoulder to shoulder with Ciala and Shantra.  
 
   “There’s no other way to live with arrogant, know it all men,” Ciala explained.  And then his mild-mannered, lovely sister grinned cheekily up at him.  
 
   Rais looked at his sister, stunned that she would say something like that.  She was… “Why is your hand bandaged?” he demanded. 
 
   The smug expression on his sister’s face immediately disappeared and she hid her bandaged hand behind her back.  “I just scraped myself in the stables yesterday,” she stammered out.  “It’s nothing.”  She glanced at Raven, smiling weakly.  “The scrapes weren’t even bad enough to ask you for help.”
 
   Ignoring Ciala for the moment, he turned to Mia and Raven.  “Are you telling me that you both ‘handle’ my brothers?  And be careful how you answer that, ladies.  I interpret ‘handling’ to mean manipulating.”
 
   Raven and Mia both laughed.  “Of course we manipulate our husbands!” they explained.  “How else are we supposed to survive without being smothered by men with personalities like Turk and Ramzi?” Mia explained.  
 
   Ciala was trying very hard not to laugh.  “And I’m taking notes every time it happens.  For the future, you know.  I’m pretty sure that…”
 
   “This is ridiculous!” Rais snapped.  
 
   Shantra linked her arm through his while Mia took his other arm.  They started walking down the hallway towards the dining room with Ciala and Raven on either side.  “Okay, deal still stands,” his baby sister said.  “If you can tell me what she said, why she’s hiding from you, then I will tell you what you need to know.”
 
   Rais felt cornered.  And surrounded!  He thought back to that morning several days ago, trying to remember.  “She said something about not having her purse.”
 
   “And?” Ciala prompted.  
 
   “And her computer,” he went on.
 
   Shantra lifted her other hand to her mouth.  “Hmmm…why would Joline need her computer?  What a silly thought.”
 
   Rais rolled his eyes.  “Okay, so I had her on the plane to London before I gave her the chance to pull work together for the flight.”  He conceded that he might have been a bit high-handed there.
 
   “Yes, but why would she need her computer?” Ciala prompted. 
 
   Raven agreed.  “You’re not answering the question.”  Turning to Shantra, Raven said, “I don’t think he really understands the issue.”
 
   Rais sighed, deciding to play along with the ladies.  If it got him his information, he would figure out what to do about it.  He wanted Joline by his side, damn it!  “She would need her computer to work.”
 
   “But she’s a woman!” Shantra exclaimed, slapping his shoulder playfully.  “She doesn’t need to work!  Work is for men!”
 
   “Women like to shop!” Raven announced. 
 
   “We don’t like to work!” Ciala chimed in.
 
   His eyes looked at his sister-in-law who was still wearing her lab coat, having just come from the clinic.  Raven was a brilliant doctor who provided extremely valuable services to the low-income people here in the capital.  
 
   “Okay, I get it.  Women like to work,” he announced, conceding that he’d been an idiot about telling Joline she didn’t need to work, that he would take care of her.  “And they enjoy jobs, sometimes.”  But his eyes slid to Ciala and Shantra.  
 
   “Don’t go there!” Mia warned, reading his mind.  “You’ll just sound uninformed.”
 
   Rais sighed with impatience.  “Fine!  Joline is a brilliant businesswoman who would prefer to work.”
 
   “Needs to work,” Shantra corrected.
 
   He took umbrage with that verb.  “No.  My wife will never need to work.”
 
   All four women sighed, shaking their heads.  “You don’t get it,” Ciala said with another grimace.  She looked at the other ladies.  “He might not ever get it,” she told them. 
 
   Rais almost exploded with irritation when the other three shook their heads, agreeing that he was clueless.  “Would someone please explain what I’m missing?” he yelled, looking up at the ceiling to try and find some patience.  
 
   Shantra stepped in front of the group and pointed at Rais.  “You’re such a chauvinistic pig, Rais.  You think that women are too flighty to need to work but you’re wrong.  And you’ll never truly understand Joline until you get that.”
 
   “And you’re not going to tell me where she is until I understand, is that it?” 
 
   All four women crossed their arms over their chests and glared right back. 
 
   Rais muttered something under his breath and walked away, frustrated and furious.  “I’ll find her,” he promised the women even as he walked away.  He had to find her, he told himself.  
 
   He didn’t think he would survive if he didn’t find her.  Joline…hell, she made him feel alive!  She defied him and challenged him, made him laugh and they had conversations that were more stimulating than any he had with other people.  She wasn’t afraid of him and yet, she trembled in his arms and made love to him as if he were the only man on earth who could make her feel that way.  
 
   He…
 
   Oh hell!  He loved her!  He hadn’t accepted that fact until now.  He hadn’t even thought it was possible, but he loved her.  He loved all of her, every frustrating, annoying, intriguing aspect of her.  
 
   And yet, he still had no idea how to find her.  
 
   Which begged the question, if he knew her better, if he understood her…would he be able to find her?  
 
   That thought made him pause.  Did he really not understand Joline?  If he loved her, wouldn’t he understand her? 
 
   Possibly not.  
 
   Damn, he hated it when his sisters were right.  He was an arrogant ass.  And yes, he’d been stomping all over Joline’s feelings, ignoring everything she said simply because her wishes didn’t fall in line with his own desires for their future.  
 
   “Hell!” he muttered and stormed back into his office.  “Get my head of security on the phone,” he commanded to his assistant.  
 
   A moment later, his phone rang and Rais snatched up the receiver.  “Where is my fiancée?” he demanded of the man.  
 
   “There’s still been no activity on any of her credit cards, Your Highness.  And she hasn’t turned on her cell phone.  We’ve been staking out both her apartment and the New York store, we’ve contacted her mother, her friends, the coffee shop where she normally gets her coffee each morning and are looking at her financials to see if there’s another place she frequents.  So far, we haven’t come up with anything.  But we will keep looking.”
 
   Rais lowered his head, trying to come up with something, anything, to help his guards find Joline.  But he just didn’t know her well enough.  He hadn’t listened to her.  
 
   “Do you think someone has her?” he asked the question that was in the back of his mind but hadn’t wanted to acknowledge.  
 
   There was a slight pause before his head of security said, “It is a possibility that we’ve been looking into without raising any awareness of her existence, Your Highness.  I don’t want to discount the possibility, but no.  I don’t think that she has been kidnapped.  If that were the case, we would have received demands, there would have been chatter among the various groups.  Something that big wouldn’t have gone under the radar.  But we are still exploring options, ensuring that she hasn’t fallen victim to any of your enemies.”
 
   Rais breathed a sigh of relief.  “Okay, so…” he thought back to something that Shantra had told him.  What has she said?  Understand Joline and he’ll find her.  
 
   Joline had been gone for five days now.  He thought back to that morning…she’d been so furious with him for basically kidnapping her.  He hadn’t kidnapped her, damn it!  He’d gotten her to London in the most expedient way.  She hadn’t complained about going to London!  She’d agreed to come to London!  
 
   But she’d been angry that she hadn’t had her phone.  He’d handed her purse to one of her new guards and…she hadn’t had it on the plane.  He also hadn’t given her a chance to get her computer so she…
 
   Oh hell!  “See if there’s been any e-mail activity!” he told his guard.  
 
   At that moment, Shantra stepped into his office.  “Not right now, Shantra,” he grumbled.  He didn’t yell because at least she’d given him clues in the hallway.  Now he was acting on her advice.  
 
   “You’re not going to hack into her e-mail account, are you?” she asked as she almost sashayed her way into his office.  Shantra picked up a pen, glanced at a paper, shifted his desk lamp ever so slightly. 
 
   “You told me to understand her and I’d find her.  I figured her out.  She’s working somewhere.  Now I know how to find her.”
 
   Shantra sighed as if extremely put out.  “Rais, you’re brilliant at business, no doubt about it.  But when it comes to women, to humans,” she corrected, “you’re blind as a bat and stupid to boot.”
 
   Rais was sick of her puzzles.  “If you’re trying to tell me something, just spit it out.”
 
   Shantra laughed.  “I believe that Joline explained everything very carefully to you and you didn’t get it.  So obviously, saying this straight isn’t a good way to communicate with you.”
 
   Rais closed his eyes and laid his palms flat out on the desk, trying for patience.  “I can’t wait to marry you off, Shantra.”
 
   His little sister only laughed, delighted that she’d gotten to him so badly.  “You’d never sell me off to some horrible man.  My marriage will be a love match.”
 
   He looked at her across the desk.  “Not anymore,” he growled right back. 
 
   Shantra shook her head.  “Just e-mail her, you idiot!  If you want to get in touch with her, just contact her!  Don’t hack into her account, don’t track her phone, don’t monitor her spending, or her bank accounts.  Treat her as an equal!”  She leaned forward.  “Treat her as you would prefer to be treated!”
 
   Rais blinked in her direction, so startled he could hardly believe what she was saying.  “Contact her?”  he asked.  “That’s your advice?  Just send her an e-mail?”
 
   She pushed away from his desk and shrugged.  “Well, you might want to tell her how much she means to you, that you were wrong and a jerk and that you’ll never do it again.  Mentioning how much you love her might also help.”
 
   Hell yes, he loved her!  Damn, he loved her so much, he could barely think because of the worry of her missing.  But admit it out loud?
 
   “Get out of here, brat,” he ordered, but his tone was softer, almost teasing.  
 
   Shantra smiled and blew him a kiss.  “You’re welcome, dear brother.”
 
   When the door closed behind her, Rais sat down at his computer and pulled up his e-mail.  It took him several minutes before he understood what he needed to say.  And even as he was typing it, he still was hesitant to admit it.  The words made him feel vulnerable and he didn’t like that feeling at all.  
 
   But they were true.  Every last one of them.  


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Joline wiped at the tears again, frustrated because they kept blurring her vision and she needed to re-read the message.  Was he really saying all of this?  Did he mean it?  
 
   Just as she thought it, another message popped up.  “I mean it.”  No other words, just those three profound words that meant everything to her.  
 
   She pressed more keys on the computer, re-reading the first message.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Joline.  I didn’t take your preferences into consideration and pushed you to a relationship you weren’t ready for.  But we can go slower this time.  Just come back to me and we’ll work things out.  I promise, I’ll listen this time.”
 
   The second message was just as sweet.  “I’ve fallen in love with you and I really don’t want to face another day without your smile and your presence.  You love your job just as much as I love my business.  I get that now.  But I need you to explain it to me again, in person.”
 
   “Well?” Shantra asked, her eyes bright with hope.  
 
   “I have to go to him,” Joline gasped as soon as she saw her friend.  
 
   Shantra was astounded.  “So fast?  Wait!  You can’t…” but Joline was already out the door, running down the hallway with her hair flying out behind her.  
 
   Shantra shook her head.  “…Gotta make the man work for it, woman!” she whispered.  But Joline wasn’t a woman who played games, when she wanted something, she went after it with both hands.  
 
    
 
   Joline burst into Rais’ office, wiping at the tears one more time.  “I love you too,” she burst out.
 
   Rais swung around, about to snap off the head of whoever had dared to enter his office.  But at the sight of Joline standing there in his doorway, he couldn’t believe his eyes.  “You’re here?” he said, his voice grumbling in disbelief.  “Joline?”
 
   “I’m here,” she told him.  
 
   He stood up and came around his desk; still not sure he believed she was standing in his office looking so beautiful that his teeth ached.  “Where have you been?” he asked as he walked towards her.  
 
   Joline threw herself into his arms and hugged him, so in love with this man.  “I love you!” 
 
   “I love you too,” he told her, wrapping his arms around her slender body and burying his face in her hair.  “I love you so much and I’m sorry I messed up so completely.”  Pulling back, he looked down at her.  “Can you ever forgive me for making such a muck of things?” 
 
   “Yes.  If you tell me that you love me again,” she said through another sob.  
 
   “I love you,” he groaned and pulled her close once more.  “Damn, I love you so much.  I was so worried about you!  Don’t ever do that to me again!”  And then something occurred to him.  “Wait, how did you get here so quickly?”
 
   She laughed and wiped the tears out of her eyes again.  “I’ve been here all along.”
 
   His eyes widened in astonishment.  “Here?  In Kilar?” 
 
   She laughed and kissed the middle of his chest.  “In the palace,” she corrected.  
 
   He was still as that fact sank into his mind.  When he realized what she was saying, he growled out his sister’s name.  “I’m going to beat that woman!” he said, moving Joline to the side so that he could find Shantra.  
 
   Joline laughed and the sound stopped his momentum.  He looked back at her and shook his head.  “No, I think I’m going to beat you first.”  And with that, he walked back over to her and lifted her into his arms.  “In private,” he told her.  
 
   She laughed, delighted with his plan.  “I think that would be wonderful,” she told him and wrapped her arms around his neck, happy once more. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   “I’m not opening another store this year,” Joline said as she pulled the dress down over her three year-old daughter’s head.  The colors went perfectly with Sitra’s coloring and Joline made a mental note to thank Shantra for the gift.  
 
   “You should,” Rais said as he straightened the tie on seven year-old Mica’s neck.  They were getting ready for their official photos and Joline was arguing with Rais about everything lately.  
 
   She spun around and glared at him.  “We’re not expanding any more this year!  I’m not going to saturate the market with Jesek Designs too quickly.”
 
   “You’re losing out on a marketing opportunity.  Everyone is talking about your clothes after those two actresses wore Jesek dresses to the Oscars.”
 
   Joline stood up and took Sitra’s hand.  “Momma says you’re too pushy, Daddy,” Sitra said, defending her mother with that same defiant lift of her chin.
 
   Rais chuckled as he lifted his son into his arms.  “Is that what she says?” He turned to Mica.  “Do you think I’m too pushy?” 
 
   Mica shook his head.  “Momma already told me that we gotta be pushy because business people are pushy.”
 
   Rais looked over at Joline, eyes wide and eyebrows lifted.  “Oh, Momma said we have to be pushy?” he repeated.  
 
   Sitra was having none of that.  “Daddy, you told me the other day that Mica was too pushy.  And when Badri tried to pull my hair, you told me to be pushy right back.”
 
   Joline cringed when the admissions were made.  When Rais lifted his eyes to hers, she tried to distract him.  “Aren’t you going to get angry with Badri for pulling our daughter’s hair?”
 
   Rais looked at Sitra and winked.  “You got him back, didn’t you?” 
 
   Sitra’s grin widened.  “Of course, Daddy.  Just like you taught me.”
 
   Mica’s fist pumped into the air.  “Yeah!”
 
   Joline rolled her eyes.  “We do not condone violence,” she told both of her children.  
 
   Sitra’s wide, hazel eyes looked up at her mother’s.  “I didn’t hurt him.  I put a pink bow in Zeus’ ears and took pictures,” she explained.  Zeus was Badri’s German Shephard dog and best friend.  And a mighty, ferocious beast who protected all of the children as if they were his own puppies.  
 
   Rais and Joline stared at their daughter for a long moment before bursting out with laughter.  “Good girl!” Rais said, kissing her smooth, little girl cheek.  “Ingenuity and beauty,” he said and looked at Joline as well.  “A dangerous combination.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Excerpt from The Sheik’s Captured Princess (Preorder available now)
 
    
 
   The popping sound didn’t really register in Ciala’s tired mind.  
 
   “Da shuka laka,” Ciala thanked the older couple but her mind was already moving on to her next interview which was about an hour’s drive from here.  
 
   It took her several more moments before the anxious expressions on the couple’s worried face registered in her mind.  Turning to her interpreter, Fayad, she glanced at him, seeing the same, startled glance out the windows.  “What’s wrong?” she asked, still not aware of the danger.  
 
   “Get down!” he commanded.  
 
   Ciala looked back at the couple but found them already crouching on the floor underneath the window.  “Why would I…?”  And then she realized.  
 
   Gunshots?  Impossible!  
 
   Fayad’s grasp on her wrist was hard as he yanked her down to the floor.  “Do you have a death wish?” he almost shouted.  
 
   Ciala still wasn’t really sure what was happening but she had the presence of mind to push her thick, dark glasses higher up on her nose and ensure that her mustache was still glued to her upper lip.  In this part of the world, her job was easier if she looked like a male so she put on a mustache, fake glasses and a dark wig over her wavy, brown hair every time she ventured out on the these research trips.  No one knew her as Ciala del Abass Samara, Princess of Kilar here in neighboring Drakar.  Here in the oil rich country she was only known as Tim Kindall.  
 
   She looked around, trying to figure out what was happening, why people were shooting.  This wasn’t a small, border village.  They were close to the capital of Drakar.  They should be safe here!  
 
   Thinking fast, she narrowed her eyes and looked around, planning an escape.  This was not good, she thought, evaluating the area rapidly, just as she’d been taught by all of her bodyguards.  
 
   Patting her bag, she ensured that all of her notes and files on the numerous SD cards were safe.  Unfortunately, her digital video camera was still on the tripod!  Whoever was shooting might miss their target and…
 
   No way, she thought with rising anger.  She’d worked too hard to get this information, she wasn’t going to lose her work to some idiots who thought they could shoot at random people.  With more determination than caution, she wiggled over to her camera and pulled it down, hugging the camera and bag containing the disks that held her work.  Hundreds of interviews done over the past year.  She was not going to lose her work!  Not to some idiot rebels who had the audacity to shoot stupid bullets into the air in an effort to scare the locals.  What jerks!
 
   She’d just packed away her camera and was slinging the bag across her body when the door to the small house slammed open.  Three dirty men stood there, masks over their faces and wild eyes latching onto her.  
 
   Ciala knew that look!  It wasn’t good.  
 
   “Oh no you don’t!” she growled and stood up, getting into fighting position and getting ready to defend herself as well as the elderly couple behind her.  She lowered her bag back to the floor, preparing to fight these men and not wanting the heavy bag to get in the way.  
 
   The three men looked at her, noticed the couple she’d just finished interviewing as well as her interpreter crouching on the floor, then brought their eyes back to her.  Obviously they didn’t know she was a female or they would have a completely different reaction.  But she didn't care.  It was to her advantage that they thought she was just a smallish man.  
 
   “Bring it on, jerks!” she said under her breath, ignoring the startled reaction from Fayad, the only person who understood her words.  
 
   The men pressed further into the small house, circling her and Ciala realized that was her first mistake.  She should have high-kicked them back out the door where they would be down for a few moments, giving her the advantage.  
 
   Not allowing them the time to get into position, she moved quickly, slamming her booted heel into the first one, then swinging around to the second, knocking him out.  With two down, she walked towards the third.  He was still staring down at his companions, a startled expression in his eyes.  Ciala took advantage of his surprise and slammed her elbow into his stomach, taking him out for a few moments as well.  
 
   “Let’s go,” she said to the other three even as she reached down to grab her bag once again.  The couple immediately stood up, more than ready to get out of the small area, eager to be safe.  
 
   Fayad looked at the three men, still writhing on the floor, then back at Ciala.  He said something, then walked over to one of the men.  Ciala was startled by the way he was acting but she didn’t have time to worry about him.  She pulled her camera bag across her body, then helped the couple out of the house and into the alley where they would be safer.  She then glanced at the street, calculating the distance to the beat up old truck she used on these kinds of excursions.  It was one of those vehicles that appeared worn out, rusted in several places and looked like it would barely make it to the junkyard.  It was all part of the illusion.  A beat up truck like this wouldn’t be stolen.  Thieves wanted the more expensive cars, the flashier vehicles they could bring to a chop shop and sell for parts or sell off for a tidy profit.  Her truck didn’t look like it would even start.  
 
   “Stay here, I’ll send for help as soon as my phone gets a cell signal, okay?’ she said to the elderly couple.  
 
   They both nodded their heads, worried about what would happen in the next few minutes.  Ciala wished she could stay here to protect them, wished she’d brought a gun and she wished she’d checked with her guards about security issues in this region.  But none of that had happened so she had to deal with the current situation.  
 
   Clutching her bag closer to her, she glanced both ways down the street, looking for the source of the gunfire.  She’d smelled the gunshot residue on the men but it wasn’t strong enough for all the gunshots she’d heard.  
 
   Her heart was beating frantically and she could feel the blood pounding in her head.  This was it, she thought.  She’d practiced and trained for this, hoping a situation this dire would never occur.  But it had and she was more than willing to handle it.  
 
   The priority was getting out of this mess alive.  Her second objective was to get out of this country without being discovered.  The second was almost as high a priority as the first.  
 
   Her truck was only fifty feet away.  She could make it, she told herself.  Palming her keys, she lifted her hand once more to ensure her disguise was still in place, then made a dash for where she’d left her vehicle.  
 
   She’d almost reached her truck when two men in black stepped in her path.  
 
   “Oh no,” she told them, shaking her head and pulling her backpack out of her way.  “Not today, boys,” she said.
 
   The two men simply stared at her through their aviator glasses, both of them chuckling slightly as they realized she was going to fight them.  
 
   Of course, they didn’t know she was a female.  They thought she was just a small male.  Ciala hoped that their confidence would help her take them down.  
 
   She didn’t give them any advance warning.  Swinging out, she caught the first one in the stomach but he only grunted, not going down.  These men were significantly better trained, she realized.  But she didn’t lose confidence.  Following up, she used her elbow again, causing the man to bend over but he wasn’t out.  Not yet.  She reached around and smacked the second in the nose, causing his head to flip backwards.  
 
   But in that moment, she realized that neither man was out and, even worse, a third man was approaching.  Stepping out of their reach, she braced herself for this next threat.  And this man was…oh goodness.  This was not good, she realized.  This man wore the same glasses, the same black, uniform-type clothing but…
 
   He was bigger!  And meaner looking!  And this man filled out the uniform better than any of the others!  Those muscles in his arms were stretching that black material and making her head spin with the idea of taking him on.  She couldn’t do it!  He was too big!  
 
   He didn’t look like he was going to be easy to take down.  In fact, he looked like the kind that wouldn’t go down!  She calculated the odds, knew her training and heard the grunts from the men behind her.  They were recovering quickly.  Deciding that retreat was her best option, she glanced to the right and left.  
 
   Unfortunately, that was her downfall.  
 
   That slight hesitation was all the big guy needed.  
 
   She bent lower, ready to try and fight but…
 
   The enormous man simply walked up to her and slammed her against the dirty truck.  His forearm was powerful and he snapped several commands.  The men behind her moved to his side and he slowly, very slowly, lifted those glasses higher. 
 
   As he looked down at her, she felt the chocking sensation and her eyes started to water.  The blackness was surrounding her and, a moment later, she passed out.  
 
    
 
   Jurar looked at the small man in a heap at his feet but something wasn’t right.  Looking behind him, he realized that the other rebels were gone.  They’d been entering that small office building but they’d snuck out while he dealt with this one.  Not very loyal, he thought with disgust. 
 
   “Pick him up!” Jurar snapped to his men, referring to the embarrassingly small man who had passed out with just the smallest pressure.  He was furious with his guards as well.  The small man now crumpled at his feet had almost overpowered two of his men.  One of his guards should have been enough to take down this small, un-muscled man but there had been two of his guards against this miniscule man and the small man had gotten in some good hits!  Their training was going to ramp up significantly, he mentally promised himself.  The unconscious man had some good moves, but his men were supposed to be the elite!  He would not permit anything less.  
 
   “Drag him along to the jail.  We’ll question him there.”
 
   Jurar walked away, knowing that his orders would be followed instantly.  The two guards ignored their pain and lifted the man by his limp hands, dragging him along behind them to the local jail.  There, they dumped him into a cell and walked away. 
 
   Ten minutes later, Jurar walked into the jail house and looked down at the smallish man, irritated that he hadn’t woken up yet.  “Get some water!” he commanded.  
 
   A large bucket of water was quickly brought out and splattered over the small prisoner. 
 
    
 
   Ciala gasped and sputtered, her mind trying to figure out what was going on.  Where was she?  What had happened?  Looking around, she spotted the enormous man staring down at her, his legs braced apart and his sunglasses off.  She could see his eyes now and what she saw there made her stomach quake with fear.  This was not a man to mess with!  She’d heard about the rebels in this area and knew that they were a nuisance.  Was this one of them?  She’d seen the other three and had determined that they were rebels but they weren’t as well dressed as this man.  Nor as muscled!  
 
   Oh goodness, what had she gotten herself into?  She should have just crouched down underneath the window but…
 
   “Where’s my bag?” she gasped, sitting up and looking around.  She realized that her glasses where still on the floor and quickly picked them up, sliding them up her nose to try and help disguise her femininity.  She couldn’t let these men know who she was!  
 
   The man was watching her carefully and she struggled, remembering that she was supposed to be a man.  She didn’t like the possibilities if this man discovered her identity.  It was too scary to contemplate!  
 
   “Your bag is in my possession.  As are you.  Tell me what you know!”
 
   Ciala blinked, not sure what he meant.  “Well, I know that you’re going to regret capturing me.  The Sheik of Drakar will hear about your activities today,” she warned, trying to pretend that wasn’t an empty promise.  “Just let me go with my stuff and I won’t mention it to anyone.”
 
   That threat seemed to amuse the man.  She scooted back on the cement floor, needing some space because he was so tall.  It was always better to see the enemy’s eyes, she remembered.  They could give her hints about what they were thinking.
 
   Looking up at this man’s eyes, she suspected he was the exception to that rule.  His eyes were blank, his facial features hard as a rock.  She shivered, thinking she was in more trouble than she’d anticipated.  This man didn’t appear to be afraid of the law.  What’s worse, he was big enough and appeared strong enough to not be afraid of anything!  
 
   “The sheik is a mean guy,” she tossed out, still hoping to scare the man.  
 
   Jurar remembered that he didn’t have time for this.  Lifting the man up off the ground with a fist on his jacket, he let the man’s feet dangle in the air.  “Tell me what I want to know!  Where are the others?”
 
   Ciala grabbed the man’s wrist, scared witless and trying to remember her training.  She should…she could…her mind couldn’t think properly, not with this man’s fist holding her up in the air.  He was dangerous, hard and didn’t look like he was afraid of anything.  
 
   “Please, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she gasped out.  “I’m just here doing interviews!”  Her hand moved up, tugging at her ear, making sure her wig was in place.  
 
   Jurar looked at the man, disgust at his cowardice and lies.  “Where are the other rebels!” he demanded.
 
   Ciala’s mind cleared for a moment and she reacted, kicking her dangling legs out and knocking the man with her steel-toed boots.  That hard kick alone should have weakened his hold but the man’s grip only tightened and she inhaled, thinking quickly.  She swung out with her hands, trying to knock his head.  But that was a bad move.  The man simply swung her around and plastered her against the wall.  His hands then grabbed her wrists and pulled them back, 
 
   This position was bad enough, but her glasses had fallen off and, even worse than that, the man’s wrist had rubbed against her face, pulling her mustache off.  
 
   For a long, startled moment, neither of them said a word.  His dark eyes stared into her softer brown ones, Ciala’s heart rate picked up ten-fold.  Their look spoke volumes but his silence scared her even more.  The man was dangerous when riled, but her disguise, now laying on the cement floor, appeared to have exponentially enraged him.  
 
   She should run!  She should knock his arms while he was still surprised!  She should….
 
   Unfortunately, the big guy was the first to recover.  His hand whipped her back around so that she was facing him and his fingers whipped the rest of the mustache off.  
 
   With her glasses and her mustache gone, she stared up at him with her soft, brown eyes exposed to his coal black gaze.  She wasn’t sure who was more startled, herself or the man.  A moment later, it was no contest as his hand reached down and ripped open her jacket.  She still wore a plaid shirt as well as a tee shirt underneath, but the man’s hand was quick to slide from her waist upwards.  
 
   “No!” she gasped when his extremely large, extremely strong hand discovered her breast.  She tried to shift away but he was ready for her move and countered it.  His hand easily slid over to the other breast and she was shocked by the heat his touch shot through her body.  “Stop!” she ordered, grabbing his wrist and pulling in vain to try and dislodge his grip.  
 
   She was relieved when his hand pulled away but not when it came up and pulled her hat off, toppling her wig as well.  The wig was tossed to the floor and her wavy brown locks tumbled from the pins that had been holding it all in place.  
 
   “You’re a woman!” he growled furiously.
 
   Not one to languish when abused, Ciala snapped out of her frightened state with a surge of anger.  
 
   “Aren’t you a brilliant guy!” she snapped right back, still trying to dislodge his hand so that she could get free.  “Now that you’ve discovered that, think you could pull back?” she asked but it was more of a demand as her body twisted, trying to get his hands out of her hair and off of her chest.  
 
   His hand moved but only to grab her face, his long fingers touching the soft skin.  “No stubble.  I should have realized sooner.”
 
   Ciala was still pressed against the jail wall but she pushed him back.  Or tried to.  The man was like a mountain, unmoving and indifferent to her struggles.  “Okay, you beast.  Just let me go or I’m really going to report you!”
 
   Jurar couldn’t believe this woman, couldn’t understand his body’s instant and intense fascination with the woman in his arms.  He was normally drawn to the soft, sexy ladies with elegant manners and a knack for sexual enticement.  
 
   So why was his body suddenly rock hard and throbbing at the discovery that the small man was actually a very lush female with delicate skin and beautiful eyes, not to mention, bountiful curves that his hands were aching to explore further?  He felt her nipple pebble against his palm and he wanted to move against that succulent flesh, to tear open her flannel shirt and look at what his hands were only starting to understand was a very full breast.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

List of Elizabeth Lennox Books
 
    
 
   The Texas Tycoon’s Temptation
 
    
 
   The Royal Cordova Trilogy
 
   Escaping a Royal Wedding
 
   The Man’s Outrageous Demands
 
   Mistress to the Prince
 
    
 
   The Attracelli Family Series
 
   Never Dare a Tycoon
 
   Falling For the Boss
 
   Risky Negotiations
 
   Proposal to Love
 
   Love's Not Terrifying
 
   Romantic Acquisition
 
    
 
   The Billionaire's Terms: Prison Or Passion
 
   The Sheik's Love Child
 
   The Sheik's Unfinished Business
 
   The Greek Tycoon's Lover
 
   The Sheik's Sensuous Trap
 
   The Greek's Baby Bargain
 
   The Italian's Bedroom Deal
 
   The Billionaire's Gamble
 
   The Tycoon's Seduction Plan
 
   The Sheik's Rebellious Mistress
 
   The Sheik's Missing Bride
 
   Blackmailed by the Billionaire
 
   The Billionaire's Runaway Bride
 
   The Billionaire's Elusive Lover
 
   The Intimate, Intricate Rescue
 
    
 
   The Sisterhood Trilogy
 
   The Sheik's Virgin Lover
 
   The Billionaire's Impulsive Lover
 
   The Russian's Tender Lover
 
   The Billionaire's Gentle Rescue
 
    
 
   The Tycoon's Toddler Surprise
 
   The Tycoon's Tender Triumph
 
    
 
   The Friends Forever Series
 
   The Sheik's Mysterious Mistress
 
   The Duke's Willful Wife
 
   The Tycoon's Marriage Exchange
 
    
 
   The Sheik's Secret Twins
 
   The Russian's Furious Fiancée
 
   The Tycoon's Misunderstood Bride
 
    
 
   Love By Accident Series
 
   The Sheik's Pregnant Lover
 
   The Sheik's Furious Bride
 
   The Duke's Runaway Princess
 
    
 
   The Russian's Pregnant Mistress
 
    
 
   The Lovers Exchange Series
 
   The Earl's Outrageous Lover
 
   The Tycoon's Resistant Lover
 
    
 
   The Sheik's Reluctant Lover
 
   The Spanish Tycoon's Temptress
 
    
 
   The Berutelli Escape
 
   Resisting The Tycoon's Seduction
 
   The Billionaire’s Secretive Enchantress
 
    
 
   The Big Apple Brotherhood
 
   The Billionaire’s Pregnant Lover
 
   The Sheik’s Rediscovered Lover
 
   The Tycoon’s Defiant Southern Belle
 
    
 
   The Sheik’s Dangerous Lover (Novella)
 
    
 
   The Thorpe Brothers
 
   His Captive Lover
 
   His Unexpected Lover
 
   His Secretive Lover
 
   His Challenging Lover
 
    
 
   The Sheik’s Defiant Fiancée (Novella)
 
   The Prince’s Resistant Lover (Novella)
 
   The Tycoon’s Make-Believe Fiancée (Novella)
 
    
 
   The Friendship Series
 
   The Billionaire’s Masquerade
 
   The Russian’s Dangerous Game
 
   The Sheik’s Beautiful Intruder
 
    
 
   The Love and Danger Series – Romantic Mysteries
 
   Intimate Desires
 
   Intimate Caresses
 
   Intimate Secrets
 
   Intimate Whispers
 
    
 
   The Alfieri Saga
 
   The Italian’s Passionate Return (Novella)
 
   Her Gentle Capture
 
   His Reluctant Lover
 
   Her Unexpected Admirer
 
   Her Tender Tyrant
 
   Releasing the Billionaire’s Passion (Novella)
 
   His Expectant Lover
 
    
 
   The Sheik’s Intimate Proposition (Novella)
 
    
 
   The Hart Sisters Trilogy
 
   The Billionaire’s Secret Marriage
 
   The Italian’s Twin Surprise
 
   The Forbidden Russian Lover
 
    
 
   The War, Love, and Harmony Series
 
   Fighting with the Infuriating Prince (Novella)
 
   Dancing with the Dangerous Prince (Novella)
 
   The Sheik’s Secret Bride
 
   The Sheik’s Angry Bride
 
   The Sheik’s Blackmailed Bride
 
   The Sheik’s Convenient Bride
 
    
 
   The Boarding School Series
 
   The Boarding School Series Introduction
 
   The Greek’s Forgotten Wife
 
   The Duke’s Blackmailed Bride
 
   The Russian’s Runaway Bride
 
   The Sheik’s Baby Surprise
 
   The Tycoon’s Captured Heart
 
   His Unexpected Protégé (Novella)
 
    
 
   The Samara Royal Family Series – February 2016 to June 2016
 
   The Samara Royal Family Series Introduction
 
   Pregnant with the Sheik’s Baby
 
   The Prince’s Intimate Abduction
 
   The Prince’s Forbidden Lover 
 
   The Sheik’s Captured Princess (Coming May 2016)
 
   The Sheik’s Jealous Princess (Coming June 2016
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
) e
MNCEs
I orbidden
The SamaraKo 3al

Family Setics #3






