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Disclaimer

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Prologue

Three Years Ago

 

Oh shit! Not again, please. Rubbing my hand across my face, I notice she must have undone the top two buttons of her uniform blouse before leaving the galley. I’m left in no doubt about her intentions as she approaches me with a seductive smile, and that gleam in her eyes I can’t fail to recognise. Being no stranger to such situations, I rapidly assess her predictable proposal in the time it takes for her to reach me and have my well-rehearsed response ready, but I wait and let the scene play out before speaking. As she leans forwards, making sure she’s providing me with an eyeful of her artificially enlarged breasts, I smell her freshly applied perfume. Whispering the expected words discreetly into my ear, she confirms her intentions by waving towards the bedroom at the far end of the plane. Suppressing my exasperated sigh, I take her hand and plant a kiss on the back, letting her down gently with a smile.

“Thank you, sweetheart, but I’m just fine here.” 

My rejection wasn’t unexpected and she takes it in her stride, with a cheeky smile as she walks away.

Lifting an eyebrow, I smirk at Jon Tharpe, who’s seated further down the aisle of the Kassis family jet. He grins back, raising his glass in acknowledgement of the blatant offer that I’d just turned down. I’m not tempted. I don’t, as they say, shit on my own doorstep, and fucking an employee would certainly fall into that category. As she walks away, presumably to get on with her flight attendant stuff, I tilt my head and nod, indicating the seat opposite me. Jon accepts the invitation.

“Not in the mood, Nijad?” Jon chuckles as he sits down. 

He’s as much friend as bodyguard – no, more than that, he’s another brother to me. A blood brother. We may not share the same heritage, but I owe him my life, and he owes me his fortune. There’s little formality between us.

Wryly I remind him, “It’s the family jet. She probably thinks fucking her employers is a clause in her job description.”

He grimaces, and then sniggers. “So you’re worried you might not measure up to your brothers?”

My expression gives his comment the contempt it deserves, and then I add dryly, “My father uses the plane the most.” 

Jon snorts, not at the best of times as he has just taken a mouthful of beer. I bark a laugh at his predicament then relax back, enjoying the luxury of the private jet. I’m the spare part of the triumvirate of sons whose father is Emir Rushdi, the absolute ruler of the small Arab state of Amahad. My status, being akin to a prince, makes me one of the richest men in the world, with more money than I can spend in one lifetime, and little to do but play the role of a typical playboy sheikh with no real purpose in life. Oh, of course, I don’t get away with it that easily; I have to fight for my independence. The family keep dragging me back, trying to involve me in the business of running the country. But I am not the heir designate, nor the second option, unless my eldest brother gets himself assassinated or run over by the proverbial bus, so my opinion counts for little, and they give me nothing tangible by way of responsibility. Two weeks in Amahad were enough for me. Just like my brother Jasim I find the country stifling, with its outdated traditions and laws, and live for the moment I can escape. Though right at this moment I’m not particularly looking forward to landing in Paris either. 

“So, Ni, Chantelle. What the fuck you going to do about her?”

Was it the sudden scowl on my face that alerted him to the direction of my thoughts, or is Jon so attuned to me that he can read my mind? Whatever, he’d hit the nail right on the head with his question. Turning my head I gaze out of the window, taking a moment to gather my thoughts before formulating a response. 

At the bottom of it, of course, is the big question about how I’d come to lose my bloody mind just before I left for Amahad two weeks ago? I pride myself on my control, so what on earth had compelled me, the very epitome of a fuck-’em-and-leave-’em guy, to suggest to a woman that she could stay at my apartment? At the time it seemed simpler than arguing. Her case that she needed a place to stay while seeking a new home I found less persuasive than the fact that she literally had me by the balls at that moment. Hmm. I had most definitely been thinking with the wrong part of my body, the one her mouth was hovering over, and then swallowing deep into her throat. She’s certainly got some skill in that area, there’s no denying that. But being three thousand miles away has helped me realise that being able to give good head isn’t a good enough reason for me to give her house room, nor have I any desire to be with her 24/7. So here I am, heading back to Paris with mixed feelings about arriving. This time, there would be someone waiting for me. Shit! 

“Fuck knows why I agreed to her staying.” I’m shaking my head in sheer bewilderment as I give my belated reply.

Jon’s brow creases. “I’ve done some security checks. She’s not got a criminal record and there’s not much substance in her background. I couldn’t find anything of immediate concern.”

“Huh! There’s not much substance to her at all!” 

I know that’s a bit cruel, but Jon’s met her, so the fact I’ve elicited yet another snort from him doesn’t surprise me. 

“Jasim didn’t seem too impressed with the idea?”

I’m well aware Jon had been party to the conversation, and though posed as a question it’s really an observation. And he’s absolutely right; my brother had flown off the handle when he heard about Chantelle, and he had every right to do so. Although, as the co-owner of an exclusive BDSM club in London, Jasim lives mainly in England, we share the apartment in Paris, making it our joint French base. I’d left Amahad having promised she’d be on her way pretty damn quick. I’d not appreciated the accusation I’d been led around by my dick, especially as I couldn’t deny that’s exactly what happened. Jasim also queried why, recently, I’ve been acting impulsively, making bad decisions and exhibiting a lack of control. I’d been subjected to a right earbashing from him, pointing out the shortcomings of my behaviour. Sometimes it sucks being the youngest brother; your elders, even if only by eighteen months, automatically tend to think they’re your betters! 

I stare out of the window again, my mind getting back to the current issue of Chantelle. She knows this is just a temporary arrangement, and while I’m her current fucking partner nothing serious could come of it, even if I was madly in love with her. The emir envisages me ending up with a wife with blue blood running through her veins and, even if I wanted her to, dear Chantelle really won’t come up to scratch. I have to admit she looks the part, and can hang off my arm well enough at the events I’m compelled to attend as an unofficial ambassador for Amahad. But she’s not got a lot going on up top, and while, at first, her ignorance and inability to understand even simple current affairs seemed amusing, it grows old fast. Even the few days we’ve spent living in close proximity have had me tearing my hair out at times. I mean, who lives in Paris without knowing who the fucking president of France is? 

I realise my mood has made me nasty. What Chantelle has got going for her is the spectacular body of a catwalk model, a suppleness top gymnasts would envy, and stamina that matches my own – and, of course, not forgetting the aforesaid talent for sucking cock. I shift in my seat, now uncomfortable as my thoughts start descending in the obvious direction. Maybe coming back to Europe isn’t such a bad thing after all. I chuckle, imagining her reaction when I turn up unexpectedly a day early. One thing I can bank on, Chantelle is always ready and willing for what, numerous women have told me, are my talented attentions.

“So he’s not pursuing charges against you?” Jon again breaks the silence, referring to the telephone call I’d received shortly before boarding the plane. 

His voice makes me start, and I take a second to come to grips with his sudden change of subject. My brow furrows as I get myself up to speed. “Bastard can’t afford it. He’s got his reputation to think of.”

Jon shakes his head, his expression thoughtful. “I can understand why you reacted that way, Nijad. Fuck, anyone would have done. But you went too far …” His voice trails off.

I have to agree, but there were mitigating circumstances as I now remind him. “He was a wannabe Dom, Jon. He ignored his sub’s safeword – not once, but three times! He was using a fucking whip! One of the lash marks needed fucking stitches, it was so deep. She’ll have the scars for life!” 

The incident in Jasim’s club had been shocking. Yes, the culprit had to be pulled away from the woman, but it should have stopped there, with the appropriate punishment of his membership revoked. But I’d been the one first on the scene and I did a lot more than snatch the whip from his hands. His lawyers described it as a vicious attack, and even I had to agree with that description. 

“There was no permanent injury.” If I sound like that was something I regretted, it’s just unfortunate.

“You’re lucky St John-Davies cares more for his rep than any revenge.” Jon lifts one leg, resting his ankle on his opposite knee. “I thought you had more control than that, Ni. You should have left Jasim to deal with it in the normal way. You’re lucky you got away with it.”

I have to agree. Ethan St John-Davies, the man with the pompous attitude to match his pretentious name, didn’t want either the circumstances or the rationale for my actions to be discussed in open court. 

“He’s accepted my apology.” Though the gist of the email I’d received that morning was welcome, because it let me off the hook, I can’t help gritting my teeth, letting Jon know just how much it cost me to make even that small act of contrition. I doubt St John-Davies had apologised to the woman.

“I know it must stick in your gut. I can understand why you got so fucking mad, but you let your fists run away with you. Is anything the matter, Ni? Anything I can help with?”

I’m shaking my head while acknowledging Jon is right. I thought I’d left violence like that behind when I’d left active service. I know I should have handled myself better. And I’m not going to admit I might have killed him, had others not stopped it going too far. The sight of that woman’s flayed back, well, I just couldn’t help myself; it was as if a devil had got inside me. And I don’t want to be reminded of my father’s reaction when he was drawn into the legal battle. He didn’t try to hide his disappointment in his youngest son, clearly thinking the fruit of his loins should have shown more restraint. That the echoes of the incident still reverberated within the palace walls was just one more reason I wanted to get back to Europe. 

“St John-Davies was banned from the club, though. Permanently,” I tell Jon, conversationally. “He tried to make trouble for Jasim, but was slapped down.”

“Not surprised. Jasim’s got some pretty powerful friends.” There’s a pause before he continues. “I hear he’s suspended your membership too?”

“Aren’t bodyguards supposed to be deaf?” For fuck’s sake, now Jon’s annoyed me. It wasn’t something I was particularly proud of. 

He gives an unrepentant shrug. “I was in the room when he told you.” His mouth twists into a half-smile. “I assure you, we aren’t hard of hearing, Nijad. But I can promise you we are discreet.”

He’s right, and it’s not a secret in any event. “Jasim’s worried about my lack of control. And, of course, lack of judgement where Chantelle is concerned.”

“Not good traits in a Dom!”

I lean forwards, elbows on my knees, my hands grasped in front of me. “I wouldn’t hurt a woman, Jon. You know that! Fuck, I’ve been banned for trying to protect a sub! Sure, I should have pulled some of those punches, but what that bugger had done was beyond belief!” I still believed he deserved everything he’d got.

“It’s only a temporary ban, though, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, until the St John-Davies thing blows over.” What Jon hadn’t heard was Jasim giving me a very stern talk about what it meant to be a Dominant, and how very far away from that he thinks I am. The conversation was painful and caused me to do some deep-felt heart-searching. Do I just want control? Do I truthfully believe in the power exchange? Do I want to give pleasure, or just take it? Could I ever really commit to a D/s relationship? Or is it just a game? My brother has given me a month to try to sort out my head.

Realising I’m finished with conversation for a while, Jon relaxes and starts reading something on his tablet. We continue the journey in a comfortable silence and it’s not that long before the plane lands. Having disembarked, we go through the requisite customs procedures which, thankfully, are fairly innocuous, one of the benefits of diplomatic status and private jets. Finally finished with the formalities, Jon, assuming his bodyguard role, accompanies me vigilantly, always on the lookout for trouble as we make our way through the busy airport and outside to the storage unit where I keep my motorbike. I grin at his unmistakable sigh of envy and acknowledge his nod of jealousy as I pull on my black leathers and helmet. Then I throw my leg across the seat and sit astride my MV Agusta F4CC, one of the rarest and fastest bikes in the world. He opens his mouth but rapidly closes it without saying anything, settling for a dismissive shake of his head. It’s been a long time now since he last tried to argue against me going off alone. It’s palace protocol that all royals of Amahad have a personal guard. However, my high disregard for convention means unless I’m going somewhere in my official role his services are not required. 

“Take care,” he says unnecessarily, narrowing his eyes. “Call me, Nijad. Keep me in the loop.” 

I reach out and grasp his arm, shaking his hand, letting him know without words how much I appreciate his friendship and discretion, enabling me to live my life almost like a normal man. 

Although I’m not too enamoured of Chantelle as a companion, thoughts of her hot body and the fact that she’s only a few miles away make me impatient to get going. I’m too wired to waste any time dawdling; my cock is starting to throb uncomfortably in my tight leathers and I need to deal with that problem before I can concentrate on anything else. Two weeks of celibacy is more than enough for me. Throwing a comment over my shoulder to let Jon know I’ll be in touch, I start the engine, rev the throttle and take off. I know it’s childish, but I’m unable to resist the wheelie I wickedly know will give him palpitations. But once I’m out of sight I slow right down. I’m not a maniac, nor stupid, and a death wish is far from my mind.

It’s late morning and, as normal, the streets are busy with crazy Parisian drivers, all of whom seem hell-bent on cutting me up. The Agusta handles well, though, breezing through the traffic as I travel away from Charles de Gaulle and head for the city centre. In no time at all I’m at my apartment building and securing my precious bike in the basement garage next to my other toy, my Maserati GranTurismo Sport. Knowing that Jon will be dropping off my luggage later, all I have to carry is my helmet as I make my way to the lifts, one of which is conveniently waiting at garage level. I get straight in, pushing hard on the button to the top floor as if that will make the lift move faster. Extracting my door key from my pocket as I travel upwards, I’m ready to open my front door as soon as I arrive at the penthouse level. Thoughts of sex on tap, and the exhilaration of the bike ride home, mean I’m already primed and ready for some action.

Fuck! It’s my lucky day. As I open the front door to find Chantelle standing in front of me, wearing only a flimsy robe which leaves nothing to the imagination, the question of how she knew I was returning this morning is a long way from my mind. There’s no denying she is fucking beautiful, particularly with her assets almost, yet not quite, exposed for my immediate attention. My cock feels like a steel rod in my jeans, even though it astounds me that it’s possible to get any harder than I already am. Two weeks without sex; I’m not going to waste another moment. Kicking the door shut behind me I drop the helmet on the hall table, grab her and swing her around, and now I’m kissing her up against the wall, rubbing my cock against her, leaving her in no doubt of my intentions. This, this is the advantage of having a woman living in my home: instant availability, no making arrangements. She’s mine, and she’s here. My cock is pulsing. I want her now. I deepen the kiss, nipping at her lip and then soothing it with my tongue. My mouth firmly attached to hers, my hands rise and push the robe off her shoulders. Just as I expect, she’s completely naked underneath. I break the kiss, pulling away as I need air. 

“Chantelle!” I manage to gasp, my hands going to her breasts, feeling the weight of them. My fingers find her nipples and pinch them lightly, knowing it always turns her on.

“Nijad! I didn’t expect you today!” She pushes me back a step and slides away from my grasp. 

Something about the tone of her voice doesn’t sound right, but I’m too wound up to stop and consider. 

“Come!” Assertively, I take her hand and pull her into the bedroom. It needs a little tug to get her moving, but not enough to suggest she’s making any real protest. I push her down on the bed, falling on top of her. Taking both her hands in one of mine I hold them above her head, imprisoning her. My legs slip between her thighs. I start to kiss her again, and it’s at that point I realise something is decidedly wrong. 

Rocking back on my heels, I release her hands and stare down into the face of the unusually unresponsive woman lying beneath me. Only then do I start to notice the signs that I initially missed, now taking in the redness in her eyes and her pale pallor. For the first time, I wonder why she was standing by the front door all but naked when she hadn’t known I was coming back today. Mentally kicking myself, I belatedly realise that stripping off her robe as soon as I entered the apartment and dragging her naked into the bedroom wasn’t one of my finest ideas. The question of why she’s so scantily clad, and why the bed is still rumpled when it’s already past noon, now crosses my mind. Looking into her eyes, I worry she seems almost wary of me. It’s perhaps a bit late, but now I ask, “Chantelle, what’s the matter? Are you ill?”

 “Why are you home so early?” she breathes, her voice sounding strange. I can’t tell what’s wrong, but I realise as she turns her head away that something is way off.

Smiling at her, I slide my finger down the side of her face. “My last meeting was cancelled. I couldn’t wait to get home; I missed you.” Well, that’s true of a certain part of me, for sure. My cock is straining at the fabric of my jeans as if it’s trying to escape by itself, but I’m starting to come to terms with the realisation that I am going to have to remain uncomfortable. Shutting my eyes, I will my erection to subside. I’m twenty-seven years old, for fuck’s sake, not a teenager, and I should be able to control my libido. Her uncharacteristic behaviour triggers my sympathy. “Are you not well?” 

She starts at my question, and then sniffs dramatically, “I’m OK, it’s just a cold.”

“Just a cold? Can I get you anything?” My fingers move higher and as I begin to gently stroke her forehead she leans in to my touch. “Do you need a doctor?”

She shakes her head, and then winces as if in pain. “I’m sorry, Nijad. My head hurts so bad. We haven’t got any painkillers left in the flat. Could you possibly go out and get me some?” 

I hear the nervous catch in her voice and feel a bastard for not realising how poorly she must be feeling. Assuming she thinks she’s asking too much of me, as I’ve only just arrived home, I lean down, reassuring her by gently brushing my lips against hers. “Of course I will. Do you need them now?” I’ve been travelling since well before dawn and, in truth, could kill for a cup of coffee, but I hate seeing my woman, or any woman for that matter, in pain. My own comfort will have to wait. Fuck. 

As I start to rise, she shrugs apologetically. “If you could …” 

Before she can finish her sentence, I hear the unmistakable sound of the front door opening and then slamming shut loudly. As I hear footsteps coming along the hall and then across the main room I straighten up, immediately on high alert. The only person who would just walk in is Jasim, and I left him in Amahad last night. Jon has a key, but he would always ring or knock first. I start to reach over to the bedside table where I keep my gun, but before I have a chance to grab it a gruff voice calls out. 

“Hey, bébé, Daddy est là, et il a sucre pour vous. Mais avant que vous pouvez avoir toute les trucs sucrés votre Daddy veut quelque chose pour lui-même.” 

 Daddy’s home and he’s got sugar for her? I interpret the words faster than their meaning. I fling myself off the bed, swinging round as I see a man walk into the bedroom, his belt already undone, trouser zip half lowered. There can be no fucking doubt about his intentions. 

“What the fuck?” I suddenly know what it means to see red – anger floods through me like a gigantic wave. “Get the fuck out of my apartment!” I roar. 

The man just stands insolently in the bedroom doorway. “Is this your rich Arab, Chantelle?” he asks, switching to English, the language I’d used. “Or another of your suitors?” He sounds amused. I don’t see the joke.

“Henri! Just leave!” Chantelle hisses. Her eyes flick warily between the two of us. “Go! Go now!” she cries desperately.

“Are you sure it’s me you want to leave? He can’t give you what I can,” the man suggests nonchalantly, reaching into his pocket and pulling something out. 

My eyes narrow as I see the packet of white powder the newcomer holds between his finger and thumb, taunting the woman behind me. With a roar I rush at him, twist his arm behind his back, and propel him down the short hall and out of the front door, not caring that he stumbles and falls. I just need to get him out of my sight before I act on my first impulse to beat the fucking shit out of him. 

“Get out, and stay out!” I yell as I slam the door shut, and then lean up against it, taking some deep breaths, trying to process what has just happened. Such rage comes over me that I take the only outlet I can and slam my fist into the wall hard enough to graze my knuckles, breaking the skin. The pain clears the fog, and helps me realise there’s only one interpretation for what’s just transpired, and even my bemused brain quickly comes to the conclusion that there is only one solution.

“Fucking hell.” I shake my head, unable to believe the situation, although the evidence is plain. No wonder she greeted me wearing a flimsy negligee; it wasn’t me she was fucking waiting for! Fortifying myself with a deep breath I spin round to deal with this shit.

“Nijad, let me explain …” 

I glare at her as she stands, still naked, at the bedroom door. I don’t want to hear lies or excuses. Clenching my fists to stop me doing something I’ll later regret, I push past her to retrieve her suitcase from the top of the wardrobe, and then pull open the closet doors and start chucking in her clothes. I don’t bother folding them, nor do I worry about the blood from my injured hand dripping on to the fabric.

“What are you doing? Nijad, wait, we have to talk,” she pleads, stepping towards me, putting her hand on my arm to try to make me stop what I’m doing. I shrug her off, but pause briefly, glowering at her. I cannot remember ever feeling so angry in my life. Trust and honesty. That’s what I expect from people. Is that too much to fucking ask? On current evidence it seems it is. 

“There’s nothing to say. I don’t even want to know how long you’ve been making a fool of me. Get dressed and go.” I sling some clothes at her, hoping there’s something there she can put on, but not giving a damn if she has to walk out of here naked. I just need her out of my sight as quickly as possible.

“It’s not like that …” Her arm reaches out to touch me again. Stepping back, I evade her touch.

I can see tears in her eyes, but have zero sympathy. She’s brought this on herself. I take a deep breath. 

“What is it like then? You’ve been screwing other men in my apartment, taking drugs? You’ve lied, cheated. What other secrets have you been keeping?” As she starts to answer, I slash my hand through the air, cutting her off. “Don’t say another fucking word, Chantelle. There’s nothing you can say that I want to hear.” I continue stuffing her belongings any old how into her suitcase. 

“Nijad, we’re good together! I didn’t expect you home today!” 

I can’t believe she’s trying to offer that as an acceptable excuse. She puts both her hands round my head and tries to pull me down as if she’s going to kiss me. Unsure how I’m still controlling my temper at this point, and incredulous that she thinks there might be any justification for her actions, I remove her hands roughly, my sore and bleeding knuckles leaving a red smear across her cheek. I thrust her away from me …

And then the world goes black.

 

****

 

I wake feeling groggy, with no idea where I am. Slowly, I begin to take in the sounds around me and the strong smells wafting in the air. The unmistakable odour of antiseptic makes me think of hospitals and, as I open my eyes, I realise that I’m right on the money. It’s not until I go to sit up that I find my right wrist handcuffed to the side rail. What the fuck? Shaking my arm, trying to rid myself of the restraint, I see I’ve drawn the attention of a gendarme sitting in a chair beside me. It’s impossible to ignore the look of disgust on the officer’s face. Disorientated, hurting and utterly bewildered, I swallow a couple of times, trying to produce enough saliva to speak.

“Hommes comme vous me dégoûter!” the gendarme mutters.

Men like me disgust him? I can make no sense whatsoever of that statement. I shake my head to clear it, but the movement only results in the room swimming around me and shooting pains tearing through my skull. After the pain settles, I ask him what he’s talking about. 

“De quoi tu parles? Je ne comprends pas …” I need to know what the hell is going on, but he interrupts me. 

“Vous ne comprenez pas?” the gendarme spits out. “Je doute que le fait de cette pauvre femme, non plus.” 

What poor woman? What has happened? Feeling that I’ve been dropped into an alternative fucking universe, I want to know more, but before I can question him further the door bursts open, and several men enter in quick succession. The first is easy to identify: my brother, Jasim. The second takes me slightly longer to place, but then I recognise the Paris-based lawyer the family use when necessary. His name escapes me for the moment. The man who follows them introduces himself, in English thank fuck, as the detective inspector in charge of the case. What case? Have I been attacked? And finally, there’s a doctor, apparent by his white coat, who’s having little success in his endeavours to usher everyone else out. While not at all in the mood to feel amused, the thought comes into my head that they resemble actors performing a slapstick comedy. I choke back the inappropriate, and probably hysterical, laugh before it can escape, and relax back on to the pillows. All the activity around me makes my headache worse so I close my eyes. Perhaps soon somebody will say something which will make some sense. Luckily, at the moment, they seem content to talk among themselves, seeking no contribution from myself.

“My client will answer no questions. You have no case against him.”

“No case?” The detective sounds incensed. “Have you seen the state of the woman?”

“She’s withdrawn her complaint.” The lawyer’s voice is calm. “She remembers now. She fell downstairs.”

“And his injury?”

“He tripped while helping her,” the lawyer answers steadily. If I hadn’t got the feeling of dread that they were discussing me, I would applaud. 

“I can still press charges. The evidence speaks for itself! And do you know what else we found in that flat? Handcuffs, rope, gags, sex toys, whips! My God, what is this man capable of?”

Those were in Jasim’s room, not mine. I open my eyes and throw a quick glance at my brother, who is looking horrified. He gives a slight shake of his head; I nod, and keep quiet. Anyway, it’s a bit of an exaggeration. Last time I looked, there was one crop there, no whips at all. But the sex toys were quite intriguing. 

“Whatever. The woman was not bound or whipped. I don’t think the procureur général will want to waste police time investigating a case with no witnesses. Sheikh Nijad al Kassis has an impeccable reputation.”

“And a bottomless pit of money,” the detective adds.

The lawyer nods, not trying to deny it. “As you say.”

I’ve been growing more and more confused listening to them talking. As the conversation seems to reach an impasse I turn to my brother. 

“Jasim.” My voice shakes as I start to speak, not only with weakness resulting from whatever’s happened to me, but I’m very much beginning to dread what I might hear. “What the fuck has happened?”

I see the detective shooting me a look as if he can’t believe I asked the question. But his next words show he knows he has to bow to the inevitable.

“Remove the handcuffs,” he instructs the gendarme, spluttering out the order as he admits defeat. “Mr Kassis.” he looks down to address me directly. I note that he declines to use my title. “I suggest you stay out of Paris, damn it, out of France! Your money might have got you off this time, but you’d better pray to whatever god you have that you don’t cross my path again.” He turns to leave the room, but before he reaches the door, he spins back. Reaching into his wallet he pulls out a photograph and throws it at me. “And you might as well have this,” he snarls as the paper flutters down, landing on my chest. “A memento of Paris.” 

Bemused, I pick up the photo, glance at it and shudder, feeling bile rising into my throat. I’m no stranger to violence – I’ve been in combat, seen injuries beyond belief on the battlefield – but to see a woman in this state is almost more than I can take. I don’t understand why I’ve been given the photo of a face so covered in blood that it’s almost impossible to recognise her. As I look closer, though, I know her immediately. It’s Chantelle. Fuck, she’s hurt! Who attacked her? Did the same person attack me? Is that why I’m here? Once more I address Jasim. 

“What the fuck is going on?” 

The disappointment in his eyes almost undoes me. I watch him take a deep breath, and then exhale as if he’s having difficulty speaking to me. In the end, he chooses not to use words at all. He just pulls a newspaper out of his pocket, unfolds it, and holds up the front-page headline so I can read it. I immediately wish I hadn’t. “SAVAGE SHEIKH SAVAGES WOMAN!”

Swallowing a couple of times, I take the paper and try to get my eyes to focus and my brain to comprehend what the hell is going on. I read the text beneath the headline, feeling as if a cold hand is clutching at my heart. I turn my eyes up to my brother’s face. “Tell me this isn’t true, Jas,” I plead. “I couldn’t have done this!”

Jasim shakes his head sadly, his despair plain to see. “It would appear that you could,” he tells me simply. “And that you did. This time, you’ve gone too far, Nijad. You club membership is permanently revoked, and what’s more,” he pauses a moment, running his fingers through his hair before turning his face away from me, “I disown you as my brother.” 

I don’t know what shocks me most, the accusation of an inexplicably violent attack on Chantelle or my brother’s rejection of the relationship between us. My head is spinning as I try to take in everything that’s been said over the last few minutes. 

The police officers have gone, the lawyer following them. The doctor busies himself checking my vital signs, and then he too leaves. Apart from Jasim, the only person remaining in the room is Jon, standing stoically by the door, his arms folded, his feet apart in typical soldier stance. It’s the look of repugnance on his face that’s the final nail in my coffin. Rapidly, I rack my brain, unable to accept what I appear to have done. Surely I couldn’t have reacted so badly? I remember Chantelle and Henri’s appearance. I remember packing her clothes. I remember I was going to throw her out … But everything after that is a blank. I couldn’t have done it; there must be a way to prove my innocence.

“The security camera …” I start, thinking rapidly. The newspaper report said it had happened in my flat, but Jon’s firm installed the security equipment for me.

Jasim defers to Jon with a nod. 

“It was turned off,” Jon replies, his voice terse.

My forehead creases. I realise I hadn’t reset the alarm in my hurry to get my rocks off, and Chantelle must have disabled the security camera while I’d been away. Presumably so there’d be no evidence of her dealer’s visits. 

“How the fuck could you think it was me?”

Jon shrugs. “I was first on the scene. There was no one else there. Chantelle told me, and the police, that you attacked her.” He shifts awkwardly and, at last, looks me in the eye. “Ni, I’ve spent the last two days while you’ve been unconscious trying to find another explanation. Chantelle is adamant it was you who attacked her, and the available evidence backs it up. Blood from your knuckles was on her face, and her blood on your clothes. There’s no doubt.” 

A touch on my shoulder brings my attention back to Jasim. “You did this, Nijad. Just like you lost your temper with St John-Davies. You’re out of control.” Sadly he shakes his head. “Fuck knows what’s going to be done with you.”

I stare at him but see only the certainty of my guilt in his eyes. With no alternative, I have to accept what he’s telling me. This time, I’ve gone too far. I’ve hurt a woman. Badly. I hurt Chantelle. Jasim’s right; I’ve no control, I’m no Dominant, and I won’t be able to trust myself ever again. Closing my eyes, I can’t forget the newspaper headline. I’ve earned a new title. I think I would rather be dead.

 


Chapter 1

Cara

 

“Hunter! For heaven’s sake, you scared me!” I almost scream at his sudden appearance, jumping so much I only just manage to keep a hold of my jar of instant coffee. “Did you have to creep up on me like that? I thought you were waiting in the sitting room!” My free hand covers my heart to try to still its frantic beating.

“Nervy much?” Hunter gives a short laugh. He’s standing, no, looming, in the kitchen doorway, leaning against the doorjamb, his tall frame almost filling the entrance; his muscular arms are folded in front of him, one ankle lazily crossed over the other, looking more attractive than anyone has the right to be. But it’s the expression on his face I don’t appreciate. He regards me with an intensity that seems to see right through me, and I know I’m going to have to play it very carefully when he asks, “What have you been up to, pet? I know there’s something you’re not telling me, Cara.”

Turning back, I continue making the coffee knowing, if I look at him, I’ll give myself away. I pour boiling water on to the coffee granules and add cream and sugar, making it just the way he likes it. Picking up the cups, I carefully school my features.

“Excuse me.” I want to get through the door to take the drinks into the lounge. 

Stepping aside to let me pass, he reaches out and holds my arm gently. His other hand comes up to cup my face and he regards me with that lazy smile, the one that makes other women throw themselves at his feet. 

“You’re looking good, pet.” 

I cringe as his hand touches my blighted skin, and shake my head. “Come off it.” I dismiss his comment, not wanting to go through the same old dance again. 

 “You’re not the person you were then,” he says forcefully. “Haven’t you looked in the mirror lately?” 

I pull away from his grasp with a frustrated shrug. “No mirrors here,” I tell him glibly, hoping he’ll drop the subject. There hasn’t been a mirror in my house since I smashed the last one seven years ago. “Do you want to get your accounts sorted, or what?” 

Ignoring his sigh of exasperation I lead him into the sitting room that doubles as my home office, out of which I run my successful accountancy business. I know he’s only looking out for me, in the same way he has for over ten years now. It started out as an odd friendship, beginning when he first protected an overweight, spotty fourteen-year-old new girl from bullies trying to steal her book bag. Then, Hunter was as much an oddity as I was: a gangly American boy, only lately arrived in the UK, with an odd name and a penchant for calling football ‘soccer’. Neither of us fitted into our new school easily, and while a couple of years on Hunter’s height and obvious good looks resulted in him being one of the most popular boys, excelling at sports and attracting all the girls, I hadn’t changed at all. But he continued to look out for me, smoothing my path under his protection. When I lost my mother, Hunter took me under his wing and became the only family I had. Our strange relationship somehow endured even after we went our separate ways. Months might pass before we get together, but as soon as we do we slip back into that easy friendship that we’ve always known. At twenty-six, even I have to admit he’s fit, a tousle-haired man with film-star good looks, well over six feet tall and with bulging muscles apparently from working out. But me? Well, I haven’t changed at all. I remain a freak. 

I wave at the couch, and then wait until he rearranges the furniture to allow sufficient room for his long legs to stretch out. Once he’s made himself comfortable, I indicate the file on the coffee table lying between us. 

He hesitates before picking it up, conscious I’m trying to get his focus off me and on to something else. I should have known he isn’t going to let me off the hook that easily. 

“Seven years is a long time, Cara. You really have changed. You’re not the same person you were then.” The words spill out forcefully, willing me to believe him.

It doesn’t work. I shrug off his comment, not deigning to answer. I know what I am, how I look. He’s just trying to be kind. But if I can’t acknowledge the truth to myself, who could I be honest with? I don’t need a mirror to reflect my appearance back at me. It’s been described quite succinctly in the words which play on a loop round my brain. Every. Fucking. Day. Closing my eyes briefly I try to erase the bleak memories from my mind, and then open them again. Raising my cup I take a long sip and make a last-ditch effort to distract him. 

“What’s all this ‘pet’ stuff, Hunter? You sound like a Dominant in some of the books I read.”

 This time, it works. Barking out a laugh, he tells me with a smirk, “You read too much, little one.” I see his eyes flit to my bookshelves and my face grows warm as he obviously notices my collection of erotic romances. My suspicions are confirmed as he continues, “I’m a bit worried about the subject matter too!” He lowers his voice. “Are you offering to be my submissive?”

I almost spit out my coffee.

“What the heck, Hunter? I’m not submissive; I’m a strong, intelligent and independent woman!” I raise my eyes to look at him, but when he holds my gaze, I quickly look at the floor.

After giving me a pointed look full of amusement, he tells me, “I think you’re reading the wrong books, sweetheart.”

“I think we should change the subject!” My cheeks are burning now. Hunter’s like the brother I never had and I’m not going into this kind of discussion with him. I’m just glad he’s not seen the book collection on my e-reader.

Chuckling, but relenting, he grabs the file I pointed out to him, flicking through the pages until he sees the bottom line. Slowly he grins and looks up. “Is this for real?” 

“Yup; you hadn’t claimed relief on some of your expenses.” 

Plopping myself down on the chair opposite him, I curl my legs underneath me, unable to prevent the feeling of pride swelling through me. I like a satisfied client, and at least it’s made him change the subject.

“No wonder I come to you. You’re a bloody genius!”

As he continues to read through the tax return, I muse that there’s one positive that comes from not being a social person. I spent my youth not out partying, but studying. Without distractions, I’d been able to drown myself in books, making the most of my education and leaving university with a first-class joint honours degree in accountancy and economics, together with a number of prestigious prizes and awards from world-renowned financial organisations. The results of my efforts meant top-notch employers had lined up and vied to offer me work. Now, at my relatively young age of twenty-five, I’ve gained a sufficient reputation to enable me to set up my own business, working from home and limiting interactions with people to the minimum. It’s perfect. I no longer have to do the tedious work of balancing numerous end-of-year accounts, but I make Hunter’s books an exception, and pride myself on being adept at finding every single legal loophole possible to minimise his tax bill. 

Ping! The sound comes from my desk on the other side of the room.

“You’ve got a message,” Hunter states unnecessarily, still reading the paperwork.

I go to collect my phone from the desk and glance down to read the text. It’s nothing very exciting. The sender is ‘DELIVERY’, and the message tells me my package has been dispatched and that Bob will helpfully deliver it to me tomorrow morning. My face scrunches up as I rack my brains, wondering what it might be. I order just about everything online so it’s certainly not unusual; in fact, it’s more unusual not to have parcels arriving. Hunter’s watching me expectantly. 

“It’s just telling me when to expect a delivery,” I explain.

“Anything exciting?”

My brow furrows as I try to think what I’m expecting. “With any luck it’s the printer cartridges I ordered, I’m almost completely out of ink.” 

He laughs, idly running his hand over the cover of the seat he was sitting on. “You must be on first-name terms with the couriers, babe. You’re always having something delivered.”

I pretend to be affronted and then give him a broad smile. “You know me too well, Hunter,” I admit. I watch as he settles back on the couch and his action induces me to copy him, so I rest my head back and sigh, feeling the tension of the day drifting away. We might not get together often, but when we do we soon settle into a comfortable companionship. But I relaxed too early. I should have known he wasn’t going to leave it alone.

“Hey, girlfriend. You’ve got to leave this place sometimes.” His sharply snapped comment shows the concern he has for me. I know he hates my hermit-like existence, but it works for me. And I’m not a total recluse.

“I get out!” There’s a bite in my voice as I’m forced to defend myself. “I had to go out last week.” I glare at him to emphasise my point. But what I don't admit is I took taxis all the way from my front door into the centre of London, never walking or using public transport. But thinking back to the meeting I attended I can’t hold back a quick grin. The Scotland Yard detective I dealt with expressed no wish to know the full details of how I’d got the information that was going to put yet another criminal behind bars. He was just happy to have the evidence to prosecute the money launderer, and my assurance it would stand up in court was his icing on the cake.

Officially I’m employed as a forensic accountant, an expert at following the money trails. Unofficially, I’m a computer hacker, and adept at finding information by fair means or foul. And as long as I get the desired results nobody asks too many questions. 

“I know you get out for work, you have to. But that’s not what I bloody well mean, and you bloody well know it!” Sounding totally exasperated, Hunter pushes back the reddish-brown hair that’s flopped down over his forehead, and sighs. 

I watch the gesture; it’s a familiar one and signals I can expect a lecture if I don’t get him talking about something else. Although barely a year older, Hunter feels he has to play a big brother role with me, and his nagging about getting out into the big wide world always comes up. But it’s so easy for him, he doesn’t look like Elephant Man! OK, perhaps I don’t seem quite as bad as poor old Joseph Merrick, but I suspect I have some idea of what that poor devil went through, having to cope with people’s varying degrees of disgust and sympathy. If that makes me a self-imposed social outcast so be it! I just wish Hunter would accept I’m happy enough as I am.

Thinking quickly, I come up with something to distract him. “I sent you a report and some other documents a month ago. Did you have a chance to look at them?”

His eyes sharpen and, like a switch being thrown, he changes from his brother role to that of work colleague. 

“I certainly did!” Running his hand over his chin he continues. “It’s very strange. Half the report reads as though it’s well researched, the other half looks like it’s been made up by some arse who doesn’t know what he’s talking about. But whatever the report says, everyone knows Joseph Benting took money to fund not just oil exploration in Amahad, but also to develop the oilfield he said he’d found. But he didn’t deliver.”

“I think that’s the definition of a con,” I tell him dryly. His comment piques my interest. When I’d come across the rather odd report, my first thought had been to send it to Hunter. Hunter’s degree was in geology, his thesis on undiscovered oilfields, so that part made sense, and I knew he was somehow still involved in that area. But his principal employer is Grade A Security, and while I don’t know exactly what he does there, I suspect if there was anything that needed investigating further, that organisation would have someone to do it. I’d tried to discover more about the workings of Grade A, of course I had. But even I had to admit defeat in an attempt to get behind their firewalls and came away with a grudging admiration for the anti-hacking measures they had in place. 

“Everybody accepts it was a con, but I have my doubts, Cara. What you also managed to send me were the original survey reports. As a professional, had those been submitted to me, I’d have put five years’ salary on there being oil in that desert. All the geophysical evidence pointed to it.” He pauses to give a confused shake of his head. “Yet Benting was pilloried for being responsible for drafting fake reports. The thing is, the originals don’t look fake to me.” He shoots me a curious glance. “How the fuck did you get hold of those papers?” 

Narrowing my eyes at him, I wonder how much I should admit. He’s realised I hacked the information, but doesn’t have a clue why. Am I going to tell him? Am I going to explain that while I never had the slightest interest in Joseph Benting when he was alive, my curiosity had been piqued six months ago when I read that he’d died, apparently driving through railings and crashing down a mountainside in France while drunk? That his body, together with that of his mistress, had burned to a crisp when the car exploded? I can hardly explain it to myself. Both his sudden death and the facts that surrounded it were so vague it meant I found myself just having to know more. My intrigue led to me hacking into his databases and systems to learn about the man I’d only ever met once in my life. 

To my surprise, I found the details of the elaborate con which had caused him to be on the run in the French mountains. The world knew he had successfully defrauded a substantial amount of money out the small Arab state of Amahad, but what I’d found suggested that was only the tip of the iceberg. But I’m hardly going to admit to how I’d used my impressive computer skills to Hunter. I never divulge the details about that part of my life to anyone.

Hunter isn’t stupid, and he’s been my friend a long time. He stares at me for a long moment before speaking again, as if trying to read the thoughts that are going through my mind. 

“Jesus, Cara. I hope you don’t hack into my systems, love.” His voice is stern, but he’s smiling. 

I can’t resist teasing him. “What, all those emails from women begging for your attention? I particularly liked the one describing in detail what she wanted to do to you. Or rather what she wanted you to do to her. Handcuffs, wasn’t it? Whips? Chains?” I ask mischievously. 

“You have!” Hunter dramatically clutches his hand to his heart as though I’ve wounded him, and his eyes widen in horror.

“Just a lucky guess. You’re safe from me,” I assure him, chuckling. “I set up your security for you, remember? Even I couldn’t get in.”

“Hmm.” Hunter brushes his fingers through his hair again and then puts his hand to his brow, seemingly gathering his thoughts. “Anyway, back to those documents. There’s something very fishy going on. I’m going to get the guys at Grade A to look into it a bit further. Cara, please pet, leave it well alone now. Don’t get involved.” His eyes narrow. “Promise me you’ll leave it at that.” 

I nod. Having had a good nose round the files I’d found, the reports I’d given to Hunter had been the only thing of significance that jumped out at me. There was nothing else I could do. Hunter’s firm were the best placed to see if there was anything untoward about them. I’m happy to move on, so can easily give him the assurance he was seeking. 

“I’m finished. And there’s no trace I’ve been in Benting’s systems.” 

I’m good at covering my tracks. More than good. It’s my turn to look at Hunter suspiciously as I wonder what he really does for a living. He doesn’t speak about his work, but the gangly fifteen-year-old had turned into a man with confidence and a muscular physique that shows he’s well able to stand up for himself. I feel a shiver going down my spine, glad that Hunter’s on my side and will always protect me. I wouldn’t want to be the person who gets on the wrong side of him. 

We sit in comfortable silence, the peace perhaps making me a little too relaxed as I find I’m spilling the rest of the can of beans. “It’s strange how coincidences happen,” I start. “Amahad’s popping up all over the place at the moment.” 

I take a sip of my now rapidly cooling coffee. “I was offered an all-expenses- paid trip there. Obviously, I can’t go, but they were quite insistent. Kept repeating the offer.” I watch as he glances up suddenly. I’ve caught his interest. 

“Why the fuck would they do that?” he asks, sharply.

“They offered me a contract for some work.”

Hunter draws in air loudly and sits forwards on his seat. “I don’t like coincidences, Cara. Be careful before considering any offer of work from them. That part of the world is unstable.” 

I nod slowly. He seems strangely anxious for my response, but he needn’t worry; I can quickly reassure him. 

“It’s a bit late; I’ve already accepted it, Hunter. The strange part is that they didn’t hang about, and the contract was signed the next day. The government there apparently moves a lot faster than here.” When dealing with departments of the UK government, bids have to be prepared and submitted, presentations given, and often six months or more elapses before starting on the work. “It was an odd request. They wanted me to investigate the management of their investments.”

“I didn’t know you took that kind of work on.”

“No, I don’t. I can, of course. But it’s not my acknowledged area of expertise, so I’m not sure who would have recommended me. Anyway, no need for you to get your knickers in a twist, Hunter. I’ve already completed the bulk of the work. I’ve just got to write the report up and send it off. It has a relatively simple conclusion: they should fire their fund manager.” 

“Hmm.” Hunter sits back again, seeming a little calmer now he knows the work is all but concluded, but his demeanour suggests he’s not entirely buying the extent of my involvement. “And you’ve got legitimate access to their systems?”

“I’m just writing a report for them, Hunter.” I repeat my previous answer, trying to keep my face a picture of innocence. Idly, I pick at a loose thread on my comfortable baggy jumper, and look down at the damage I’m causing, unable to meet his eyes. What I don’t tell him, but suspect he guesses, is that I also have unauthorised access to their systems. It hadn’t even been that difficult; somebody else had already set up a back door. It must be the fact I’m feeling guilty that makes me open my very big mouth and let something escape I really wouldn’t have said otherwise. The words flow out of their own accord before I can stop them.

“I wouldn’t even have taken the work on if it hadn’t been for my father.”

Suddenly I notice how still he’s gone, and how I have his full attention. Shit, what the fuck made me say that? I sigh, knowing he’s going to be like a dog with a bone now. Hunter knows a bit about my past, knows I only met my father once in my life in that fateful meeting which devastated me, but he’s never known who my father was. No one does. I’ve never spoken about it, never thought it was important. But with Amahad popping up everywhere... 

Hunter’s next question doesn’t surprise me. “Cara,” he begins cautiously, as if afraid of the answer. “You never mention that man. So tell me, just exactly who is your father? I’m not leaving here without you telling me, so you might as well spill it.”

 After the conversation we’ve just had, although I don’t want to admit it, I’ve dug myself into a hole and have no option but to use the truth as my spade to get out of it. Fortifying myself with a deep breath, I decide to admit to the secret I’ve kept close all my life. 

“Joseph Benting.”

After our previous conversation I was expecting he might greet my revelation with surprise, but I’m astounded when Hunter leaps from his chair, comes over, leans down and peers deeply into my face. Then with a loud “Fuck!” he starts to pace the room. Pausing his pacing after a few seconds, he returns to me, grasping my arms in his hands, his touch so hard it’s almost painful. 

“Say that again! Who is your father?” he growls.

“Joseph Benting.”

He’s shaking his head, his hands clasped at the back of his neck. He leans his head back and huffs out a breath. He seems utterly rattled for some reason. “But your name is Carson!” 

I sigh. I generally keep details of my family to myself and it’s difficult to come clean. Telling myself I can be proud of what I’ve become, despite my origins, I block out the shame of my parentage. Another thread on my well-worn jumper is sacrificed as I gather the strength to tell him. “I was born after my mother left my father, or rather after he kicked her out when she became pregnant. From birth, my surname has been Carson. That man has nothing to do with me. Mum put ‘father unknown’ on my birth certificate.”

Standing up and releasing me, Hunter brushes his hand over his eyes and then drags it down to his mouth. “That explains why you got the Amahadian reports. You just had to satisfy your curiosity about Benting, didn’t you?” I struggle to catch the words he’s saying; he’s half talking to himself. “This changes everything.”

“Hunter, what’s so wrong?” I knew he’d be surprised by my ancestry, but I didn’t expect him to have a major flip about it.

“Cara!” Hunter rasps out at me, his voice angry. “Just tell me, what are you up to? You’re not doing something stupid, are you?”

He’s apprehensive about something; his fists are clenched at his sides, palpable waves of alarm emanating from him. I’m puzzled. Hunter’s not usually interested in the boring accountancy work I do and has never reacted like this before, even when I’ve shared what I can of my legitimate work to identify criminals. I watch his face carefully, wondering what he’s getting all het up about. After a moment, he speaks again. “And the Amahadians want you to go out there? Did they say why?”

 “No idea,” I reply. “Everything can be done from here. I’ve told them that, but I keep getting the invitations. Someone called Kadar Kassis is very insistent. I expect it’s just the way they work.”

“You’re not going under any circumstances.” He seems adamant.

I look out of the window; it’s chucking it down with rain, rivulets of water running down the glass. Winter in England; probably nothing worse. Part of me would have loved to go to a different part of the world and experience different cultures, different sights and sounds. But the thought of being in a crowded airport and stuck on a plane with hundreds of strangers trying to hide their pitying looks fills me with horror. I sigh. 

“I’ve completed the work remotely, and there’s no need to go. But it might have been nice to.” Then I shiver, realising that I didn’t dare. I hadn’t exactly stayed on the legitimate side of my access to their systems. But heaven knows what he’d say if I admit that to Hunter. 

He frowns. “Cara, what if they’ve made the connection between you and Joseph Benting? They’ve no reason to love him.”

“There’s absolutely no way they could have found out that he was my father. My name’s Carson, as I said, and there’s no evidence of anything to associate me with him.” I start getting frustrated that he won’t let this drop. 

He looks at me fondly, and then shakes his head. “For an intelligent woman, I can’t understand how you can be so fucking stupid, Cara. You run traces on people, pet. Which means they can too. There’ll be evidence somewhere. Christ, you frustrate me sometimes!”

I look up quickly, annoyed by his criticism. “I’ve told you; his name’s not even on my birth certificate. Anyway, I’ve just said: it’s a moot point. I’ve told them I can’t go. If they had any suspicions about the relationship, there’s no way they’d have let me near their financial systems. Benting must be the new swear word in that country.” The frown on his face shows me he’s still not convinced, so I put more conviction into my voice. “Look, I’m not going anywhere; the project I’m working on is about to close. I don’t understand what the problem is.” 

My words still don’t seem to make Hunter any happier. Once again his hands rake through his hair. “I worry about you. Here you sit in command central doing heaven knows what. Fuck this hacking habit of yours. Just because you can do something Cara, doesn’t mean you should. I worry you’ve no idea what the real world is like.”

He’s beginning to irritate me. As if I don’t know what I’m doing! My legitimate criminal investigations occasionally put people in gaol, but sitting behind my screen I admit it’s tempting to think nothing more of them than pawns being moved around a virtual chessboard. But his offhand comment gets to me, and I find myself contemplating what I found when I delved into Amahad’s systems. Aware that Hunter’s waiting to see if his warning has sunk in, I let my thoughts wander.

Someone had been in their finance system aeons before I got there, and all I’d had to do was use the back door they’d left. And that person had been robbing Amahad blind. Large sums of money were disappearing from their state coffers; the theft had been going on for some considerable time. The stolen money went through an ingenious series of cleaning processes, so it took me some time to track down what was happening. But that’s the type of game I enjoy. I discovered the culprit as well, surprised to find it was someone at the very top of the government chain. But as I couldn’t expose him without revealing I’d gone where I had absolutely no business going, I solved the problem another way. I tracked the money until it disappeared into a Swiss bank account and then simply stopped it getting to its final destination, diverting it back into the Amahadian trading account, and correcting the work of the lazy fund manager by putting it into high-performing investment bonds. It had been a good game on a wet afternoon, and I was quite proud of the outcome, feeling I’d righted a wrong. The thief would benefit no more and certainly wouldn’t have the guts to complain about it, as he’d only expose himself. Oh, and I shut that back door and locked it for good. I have nothing to worry about. The Amahadians should thank me for it! 

With a shake of my head, I tell him confidently, “Don’t worry about me, Hunter. I know what I’m doing.” 

Hunter doesn’t seem reassured. He crosses the room, gazing out the window at the rain. Clearing his throat, he turns round and gives me a piercing look. “Cara, you need to be very careful.”

“Careful?” I narrow my eyes, perplexed. “I already said I’m not going to put my head in the Amahadian lion’s den.”

Hunter opens his mouth as if say something more; then, with a shake of his head closes it again. I know he’s got more to say, and I’m not left waiting long. “Let’s work on the worst-case scenario. If Amahad knows you’re Joseph Benting’s daughter, you’re probably classed as an enemy of the state or something.”

I rise to my feet, my ire increasing. “Don’t be ridiculous, Hunter! I’ve never had anything to do with Benting – well, except the once.” I pause, as memories of that ‘once’ echo in my ears. I shudder to remove those thoughts. “There’s nothing to link me to him. And even if there was, what have I got to do with the fraud he committed?” I huff at him, confident that he’s overreacting. I can’t believe how he’s acting. In fact, I’m starting to feel angry; I don’t like being censured. I snort.

“Hunter, I’m an accountant!” 

“You’re Benting’s daughter!” 

“So what?” My voice gets louder.

He comes over and, taking my hand, pulls me back down on the couch and sits beside me, his body angled so he can see my face. 

“Cara, listen. I’m going to look into those survey reports further. Something is going on and if my suspicions are right, there’s something, or someone, very big behind it. I don’t know what you might have got yourself mixed up with. You haven’t told anyone else what you’ve found, have you? Your friends at Scotland Yard?”

I shake my head; there’s no one else I’ve got this sort of relationship with, no one with whom I would discuss anything like this. He’s waiting for my verbal denial, so I give it to him. “I promise I haven’t said a word. And I cleaned up after myself; there’s no trace I’ve been near Benting’s systems.”

After a moment of searching my face, he nods his approval, reading that I’ve given him an honest answer. 

“Cara, I’m going to take this to the team at Grade A and see what they think, and whether it’s worth delving deeper or whether it’s something to worry about. Will you give me some time to try to get to the bottom of this? And, in the meantime, will you be very careful?” He puts up his hand to stop my protest, clearly seeing I was going to tell him again that I didn’t see any reason to be cautious. With a huff, I swallow the words. 

It’s no problem for me to agree to take care. I rarely go out, and my home is a place of safety; Grade A installed the security for me. At Hunter’s instigation, of course, another example of him being my protector. No one would be getting in without Grade A being alerted. My nod of agreement seems to reassure him. 

“I’m going to be out of circulation for a while, but here,” he reaches into his pocket, selects a business card and hands it to me. “If anything suspicious happens, give this number a call.”  

I take the card, noting it is the direct line to Ben Carter, the senior partner of Grade A. 

“When we put this to bed, I’m going to drag you out of command central myself. No arguments. So be prepared to get your glad rags on.”  Hunter tells me with a smile. His worry seems to have diminished with my lack of argument.

“Oh, Hunter,” I tell him. “Not gonna happen.” Having a panic attack in the middle of a busy pub isn’t something I wish to repeat.

He looks at me carefully. “Yes, it will. I won’t let you say no.” Glancing down at his watch, he frowns. “Hey, I didn’t realise the time. I’ve got to love you and leave you, pet. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can, but please, please think about what I’ve said.” 

As he gets to his feet he pulls me with him. He holds me at arm’s length, looking down into my eyes. I can’t remember ever having seen him so serious. His hands tighten as if to emphasise the point. “Set the alarm system after I’ve gone. And be extremely careful who you open the door to. If you don’t know them, don’t open it. Any more strange contact from Amahad, anything that worries you; ring Ben.”

I’m perplexed by the way the whole afternoon has gone. I don’t understand why he’s acting like a bear with a stick up his arse. Amahad is halfway round the world and I do all my work remotely. Cara Carson has absolutely nothing to do with Joseph Benting. Hunter is exaggerating a non-existent risk. But, acknowledging he’s genuinely concerned, I nod to reassure him. 

My gesture isn’t enough for him. He takes a grip of my chin. “I need words, Cara.” 

“OK, Hunter. I’ll be careful. I promise.” 

He tilts my head up and looks into my eyes as if measuring the sincerity he sees there. What he sees must satisfy him. 

“Keep in touch, Cara. If anything unusual happens, let me know. I might have to go away for a while, but I’ll get someone in the office to keep you informed of anything we find. And, pet, please stay out of the Amahadian systems!” 

I give him a gentle thump on the arm to show my frustration. I’ve given him my word I’ll be careful; that should be enough. With a fond smile, he gives me a hug, pecks me on the cheek, and then takes his leave. He turns at the front door, and throws back at me that trademark self-deprecating grin which makes him look even younger and more boyish. When I see it, I can understand the effect of that expression on other women. They all but fall at his feet, especially when he starts speaking with a touch of that American accent he still hasn’t lost completely.

Left alone, I move over to the sofa and take the seat recently vacated by Hunter. It still feels warm and I find it comforting. He’s a good friend; my only friend, if I’m honest, my rock when I needed it, watching my back for over ten years now. He’s normally a man who keeps his cool in all types of situations, so why was he acting out of character today? What was all that rubbish about Amahad? And why does he seem so worried about my connection with Joseph Benting? Does he know something I don’t? How could he? 

Feeling perplexed, I decide he’s overreacting. In any event, I’m safe locked away in command central and I won’t be leaving here any time soon, for any reason. Remembering my promise I go to secure the front door, check the window locks and engage the state-of-the-art security system. I’ll have to remember to disarm it before the courier arrives tomorrow, or else I’ll have half of Grade A appearing on my doorstep. Hunter, you’re a bastard, I curse under my breath. I was quite happy and content before our conversation, and now he’s put me on edge I’ll probably jump at the sound of the central heating boiler firing up. 

Heaving a deep sigh, I force myself to park any worries about Amahad for the moment, and return to the couch, picking up my e-reader instead, ready to leave the real world for a while. As the page I’m currently reading appears, I’m unable to suppress a quick chuckle at the thought of how glad I am that Hunter only saw the tree books. If he’d seen the ones on here, well …

Picking up where I left off, I get lost in my book. 

 


Chapter 2

Nijad

 

The Palace of Amahad hasn’t changed at all after three years. Fuck, it probably hasn’t changed in the thousand-and-odd years that it’s been standing. It still feels as damn oppressive, with the same stifling atmosphere it had when I was a kid. How happy I was, leaving to receive my education in Europe. Until, that is, I was called home to spend the obligatory two years in the military. Then, free at last to live my life as I wanted, I split my residence between the United Kingdom and France, considering myself more European than Amahadian. At least until the events in Paris shook me to the fucking core, and I no longer knew who or what I was. I savaged a woman, my woman, Chantelle. I could have killed her if she hadn’t summoned up the strength, or the luck, to defend herself, and landed me unconscious in hospital for two days. It was the least I deserved. But I have no memory of attacking her. I thump my fist against the stone wall in frustration. 

My penance is banishment to the southern desert, to head the army in protecting the border from jihadists who threaten the Amahadian way of life. To lead the soldiers from the desert tribes, their primitive attitude a far cry from the multicultural, multiracial populace that lives in the more civilised capital, Al Qur’ah, and the other larger cities in the north of Amahad. But I welcome my punishment. So what if a stray bullet stops my heart, or the vicious blade of a scimitar separates my head from my body? Who is this man that I’ve become, this vicious abuser of women? Do I even deserve to live? 

Coming back to the palace today is bringing it all back like a scab ripped off a barely healed wound, causing it to start bleeding all over again. Not that I can ever really forget; the best I can do is to put it to the back of my mind for a while. Feeling bleak and depressed, I make my way through the hallways of the palace but pull back momentarily into a vestibule, not wanting to draw attention to myself, when I hear heavy, determined footsteps approaching. I’ve only been back a few hours, but that’s long enough to know that even after three years I’m still something of a novelty. People can’t hide their curiosity about the savage sheikh, who brought such shame to the family and the country. Three dry years in every sense of the word. Most of the desert tribes are strictly Muslim, meaning no alcohol – not good for the times I’ve just wanted to drink myself into oblivion. With such a high price put on virginity I’ve not had the chance to dip my wick, not that I have any inclination to do so. The thought of the hidden violence inside me makes me avoid women like the fucking plague. My hand and a tube of lube have become my new best friends over the last thirty-six months.

The footsteps draw closer. As they pass, I see they belong to Kadar, my eldest brother and heir designate, who sweeps through the corridors of the palace, his robes flowing out behind him, muttering under his breath, ignoring the servants who salaam, bowing almost to the floor as he passes. His demeanour shows he’s not in the best of moods, and I share his concerns. The emir should be concentrating on shoring up the diminishing finances of our small emirate state, not drawing up ridiculous plans to kidnap an innocent British citizen as retribution for a crime committed against our nation. His priorities and the means to achieve his ends are, as we both agree, illegal and immoral. But he’s the ruler, the absolute monarch. He can fucking do what he fucking likes. 

I know Kadar’s destination is the same as my own, but something makes me want to delay the inevitable confrontation. To give Kadar time to get ahead I wait a few seconds before stepping out of my hidey-hole and start walking again, following the direction he has taken, ignoring the guards stationed along the corridors of the royal quarters. Their presence has been a way of life as long as I can remember, and so have become little more than part of the furniture, serving only to remind me how much I detest the formality of the main palace. 

Eventually arriving at the small, secure conference room reserved for the immediate royals, I halt before turning the handle to open the door, taking a few deep breaths in an attempt to compose myself. Sheikh Rushdi is ruler first, father second, and I need no reminder of that. He has complete control of life and death over all his subjects. And that includes his sons. Arranging my features to show the requisite measure of respect, I step inside and make a deep bow before taking my allocated seat at the table set for four. My brothers Jasim and Kadar have already taken their places. 

Sheikh Rushdi nods, acknowledging my entrance, but it’s Jasim who draws my attention. He looks out of place. Kadar and I – and, of course, the emir – are dressed in traditional robes but Jasim, typically, wears a Western-style Armani suit. He looks uncomfortable in his chair, as if he’s wishing to be anywhere but here, and I sympathise, realising he’s feeling weighed down by the restrictions and outmoded customs of our small Arabic state that have caused his summons back to Amahad today. 

He doesn’t greet or acknowledge me. I’m not surprised, although disappointment still floods through me. He has barely spoken to me since the events in Paris and I wonder how long it will be before he forgives me – if ever. He’ll be leaving for the West again soon, where he’s made his home, and I can’t help but envy him, especially in the light of the decisions I’m anticipating will be determined here today. 

The room teems with testosterone; four dominant men who haven’t felt the influence of a woman’s presence in the palace – except for my younger and totally spoiled sister Aiza, currently away at finishing school in Switzerland – since my mother died during Aiza’s birth. My father has never brought another woman here, and I can only assume he has his appetites catered for discreetly on his many trips abroad. Would we be here today had my mother lived? The question occurs to me as I glance at the man who sired me. He raised us fairly, I have to admit, but with an iron will and a wooden rod. As I watch him, I see no weakening from the man who damn-near flayed the skin off my back when I rode his prized horse without permission the day after my seventh birthday. 

Control and power roll off him in waves; as emir he cannot afford to show any weakness. The only visible sign that three years have passed since I last saw him is the receding hairline reaching almost to the top of his head now, and the observation causes me to run my hand unconsciously through my overlong hair, hoping I have escaped inheriting that particular gene. 

We don’t bother with polite conversation or exchange platitudes and pleasantries; today’s meeting is far too serious for that. A servant enters and serves us with coffee but I sit detached, lost in my thoughts. Everything that has happened to me since Paris seems surreal, as though it’s happening to somebody else and I’m on the outside, looking in.

After casting a careful look my way, Sheikh Rushdi breaks the silence. 

“I have met again with the tribal leaders, the desert sheikhs.” 

I notice Kadar exchanging a flicker of concern with Jasim, and can see they’re both dreading the inevitable outcome that, at this precise moment, I’m feeling reasonably confident I’m resigned to. 

“They want revenge. Nothing will satisfy them other than the blood of their enemy who conned them out of their hard-earned money. They are adamant they will not accept financial compensation. As we are all aware I have already achieved their reluctant agreement to honour the alternative proposal I put before them, but only if it happens fast. Any delays and they will take matters into their own hands. They have become weary with what they see as our procrastination.” 

He pauses as if waiting for comment. When none of us offer any contribution, he continues, “The marriage will go ahead.” Keeping his gaze on us, the ruler’s broad brow furrows, turning his face stern, a monarch’s face, one that would accept no dispute. “You will put your plans into action, Kadar. I want her here in Amahad tomorrow.”

I suddenly find it difficult to breathe, as if all the air has been sucked out of the room. What had been hypothetical is now fast becoming a horrifying reality, and I realise I’m not nearly as ready as I’d hoped. These plans are about me. I suddenly become conscious of the implications. My future. My life. I’m a monster and now I’m to be used as a tool of vengeance.

“No!” 

I’m only vaguely aware of Jasim thumping the table, drawing a look of reprimand from the emir. “This isn’t right. The man is dead and that’s the end of it. They must accept they can’t take their revenge and leave it at that. The Treasury will recompense their losses …” He glances around the table, looking for support. 

Kadar leans back in his seat, steepling his hands and tapping his fingers against his lips as he glances towards our father, who nods, giving him permission to speak. 

“Jasim, you’ve been out of the loop in London. Let me remind you of the history. Three years ago Amahad negotiated a contract with Benting International. It was a blue-chip company at the time; we were satisfied with the terms, and with its financial stability.”

“I’m aware of that.” Jasim shifts in his seat impatiently and gives a short, humourless laugh. “England is no backwater, and the newspapers made sure to cover Benting’s actions. The gossip rags had some particularly juicy, er, facts. His mistress introduced him to a new lifestyle that he couldn’t afford. An intelligent man, apparently, but with a lack of common sense. His legitimate business wasn’t providing enough easy money to fund his drug and gambling habits. So he started elaborate cons.” 

Raising his eyes he throws a quick glance first at Kadar, and then the emir, wanting to see their reaction and confirmation that he was on the right track. He avoids looking my way.

“And he conned Amahad!” The heir to the throne almost spits out the words, the depth of his displeasure obvious. “Benting International Holdings stole millions from our country. We paid for surveys to see if there was oil under the sands of the southern desert. Benting provided reports that there was indeed liquid gold there. Hell, we even had the results from the test wells. We engaged Benting to begin developing the oilfields and paid a hefty sum for the privilege. Half the money was put up by a consortium of desert tribes. And half put up by the state.” He glances at his brother. “You know the tribes, Jasim. They live hand to mouth. Pride in their homeland made them want to take ownership of the project. They found the money, but that required sacrifices they can ill afford. Now it’s come to light there is no oil in the desert, they have nothing to show for it. That same pride demands recompense. The tribespeople want revenge.”

Jasim nods, sadness in his eyes. “And you’re sure the obvious route has failed? You offered them money from the state?”

The emir takes over with a nod. “I have, Jasim. They will not accept charity from the Crown. If they cannot take revenge on the man himself, someone of his bloodline will have to do. And there is only one who carries his blood. Vengeance will be satisfied when his daughter marries the savage sheikh.” He glares at me as if throwing a challenge, expecting me to refute the title. “They would have preferred her dead for her father’s crimes. At least I talked them down from that. For the time being.” 

My mouth’s gone dry, and I can’t speak or prevent a shudder going through me. I look round to see how my brothers are taking it and notice Kadar shifting awkwardly in his chair. As heir to the throne, I realise he’s in an awkward position. His role should be to support the ruler, but it seems even he cannot hold back on voicing his concerns in this instance. 

“She won’t come voluntarily. I’ve already tried that route. I don’t know whether she realises the link with her father but she turned down the invitation to visit.” Kadar narrows his eyes. “By all accounts, she’s a very clever woman.”

Sheikh Rushdi dismisses his objection with a wave of his hand. “Then the next step is to bring her here whether she wants to come or not.”

 “Do we understand that we are talking about kidnapping? The possible political ramifications must be considered,” Kadar says pointedly. “Our relationship with the British government is cordial at best.”

Our father shoots him an incredulous look. “I’m the monarch of Amahad. International concerns are not my priority. I care about our tribes and maintaining the delicate balance between them. The last thing we desire is a conflict between them. If the tribes fight among themselves, or against the Crown, they will not be united in protecting the southern borders.” 

His voice carries authority, as he emphasises the point. “Once jihadists start crossing over in significant numbers Amahad could be in a full-scale war. We cannot afford to have our way of life, our freedoms, threatened. There cannot be too high a price to pay to retain peace in our country.”

As he breaks off, his eyes become hooded. “I leave it to you to manage this in such a way as to avoid any unnecessary complications, Kadar.” As if to show the utmost confidence in his eldest, he stands up to leave. But before he does so, he looks across to me. “Nijad, this is your duty. I will not rescind the terms of your banishment. You will remain in the desert and your punishment becomes the woman’s.” With that parting shot, he moves towards the door.

“Your Highness,” I call out, asking him to wait, and he swings back around. “Are the tribes looking for further punishment? Is marriage to me sufficient?”

He nods, slowly. “I have their word on that. But,” – a pregnant pause follows, drawing emphasis to his next words, and his voice drops to an almost menacing level – “you must control her, Nijad. She must not disrespect the country, the Crown or the tribespeople. They’ll be looking for signs, and the first would be for her to disrespect you. There could be danger for her, for us, if you cannot control your wife. Your violent reputation, of course, gives the tribes the confidence that you will have no difficulty with this task.” He pauses again, and then continues. “Her life, or death, is in your hands, Nijad. The tribes will be satisfied either way. They expect you to discipline her. You can be your true self with her.” 

Again he makes to leave, and this time, I don’t stop him. He turns quickly, but not fast enough to hide the wave of sadness that crosses his face, and at that moment I get a rare glimpse of the man behind the throne. 

Bile rises in my throat. My true self? And what’s that exactly? The fucking tribespeople expect me to hurt this woman? She’s being forced to marry me because of my reputation, not in spite of it? But I have no choice in this matter. No damn choice at all. 

I’m only vaguely aware of the conversation still going on around me as I consider my options. Shit, I’m to be an instrument of retribution. I’m going to be married, and to someone who’s unlikely to come to my bed willingly. I’ll be expected to force her – there’s another word for it, but I can’t stomach even thinking it. If she doesn’t comply she will pay the ultimate price. I take a deep breath. The last three years have changed me, have stripped away my civilised veneer. If it weren't for my reputation, her sentence would have been death. How benevolent of the tribes to accept the penance of a life with the savage sheikh as an alternative to public execution. Punishment on the dead man is to be the mating of his daughter to a known vicious and violent man. I can’t refuse, even if the thought of taking a wife for the archaic reason of revenge makes me feel sick to my stomach. Like it or not I’m Amahadian, and what the emir says carries weight. We must preserve peace at all costs. The woman and I are simply pawns. Putting my head in my hands, I breathe deeply.

Kadar’s watching me carefully, shaking his head, obviously unhappy. “We have to plan carefully to avoid causing an international outcry. That’s the part that worries me most.” He’s moved on to the practicality of how to achieve the ruler’s aims. Reaching for a cup of coffee, as if it could perhaps help calm him, he turns to my brother. 

“I’m sorry, Jasim.” At last, he allows his sympathy to show. “The emir will not listen to any other solution.” 

Finally, he addresses me. “Nijad …” he starts.

I hold my hand up to stop him. “I don’t fucking like it, Kadar, but what can I do? I hate to say it, but it will satisfy the tribes and the alternative, bringing her here to carry out a death sentence, is unthinkable.” 

“But that may still be the ultimate end. The marriage is simply a reprieve, giving her a chance.” My eldest brother looks at me pointedly. 

I stare down at my hands, imagining them red with her blood, and my stomach rolls in revolt. I see them holding her down, forcing her to accept my attentions, compelling her to submit to my dominance as the only way to keep her alive. How the hell has it come to this? I close my eyes briefly as I answer my own question. The tribal leaders see me as the only man violent enough to control her, to subdue her so that her subjugation by this marriage satisfies the desire for vengeance. If she fights me, will it bring out my inner beast? Is she destined to be hurt by my vicious hand in a repeat of Paris? If I’m provoked and black out again, what am I capable off? My hands clench tightly into fists. When I relax them, I have red marks on my palms from my nails. 

Kadar is still watching me closely, giving me the seconds I need to gather myself. Then he turns his attention to Jasim. “What do we know about her?”

I see Jasim is trying to rein in his anger as he realises the futility of further protest. His darkened face looks between us and then, with a hefty exhalation of air, he glances down at the private investigator’s report he had probably been hoping he wouldn’t need to open, and takes a moment to summarise the pertinent points. 

“Not a fucking lot. She’s self-employed as a forensic accountant. She does a lot of work for Scotland Yard, and for large organisations in the city. Nothing about a personal life or boyfriend. No family; her mother died some years ago. She seems to be a very private person. There’s no trace of any photographs, nothing to show what she looks like.”

That doesn’t matter. Crone or beauty, the outcome will be the same. 

 “Did we get the report from Grade A?” Kadar asks, concerned, referring to the organisation we exclusively use for the provision of bodyguards when we need them, and for the majority of our security arrangements. 

“Of course not!” Jasim replies indignantly. “The fewer people who know about our interest in her the better. I agree we probably would’ve got more detail from Grade A, but I kept Amahad and any of our names out of my request for information about her. That assistant of your, Kadar. What’s his name?”

“Richard.”

“Yes, Richard posed as a potential employer, and tried to find out her background. I’m sorry the info is so trivial. But the main point seems to be if she disappears there’s no one to miss her. No family, no friends and no employer.” 

“Well, that makes it simpler.” Kadar nods in satisfaction. 

Brushing his dark hair back over his forehead, Jasim looks incredulous. “Is that all you’ve got to say, brother? Let’s understand what we’re doing here. We’re taking this woman out of her life and dumping her in the desert. All because the tribes think they can take revenge on a dead man by forcing his daughter into a marriage with the savage sheikh?”

I butt in. “It’s the way they think. The old ways are that the sins of the father are carried by the children. If the father is not there to take the punishment his children will bear it in his stead.”

“I suppose we’re lucky they agreed not to stone her,” Jasim snaps. 

Rolling his shoulders to try to relieve the tension and looking somewhat exasperated, Kadar sighs.

 “Brother, I would’ve avoided this at all costs if I could,” he replied. “But although we might live in the modern world, the tribes are still living in the past. And I even sometimes question which century our father is living in! Revenge is what the tribes are looking for, and you know how volatile they can be; the merest thing can set off fighting between them. But at least they’re united in this; as far as they’re concerned, now Benting is dead, vengeance on his daughter will suffice.” 

He lifts his chin and looks down his nose at us, an autocratic pose momentarily showing the signs of the ruler he will eventually become. It’s clear he wants to put an end to the talk and move to action. 

“The emir has spoken; we have no choice but to obey.” He pauses, waiting for our reluctant nods of acquiescence. “It’s a shame she didn’t come of her own volition. I thought the contract we gave her was genuine enough to persuade her everything was above board.” 

“Could you have alerted her by dealing with her personally? She may well have recognised your name. Why didn’t you let Basheer handle it?” 

Kadar takes a few seconds to consider it. “I didn’t use my title. And I wasn’t comfortable involving anyone else, even the Minister of Finance, at this time. The more people we bring into it, the more chance of failure.” He rises to his feet. “Which is why, Jasim, you and I will go personally and bring her here tomorrow. We’ll need to use our diplomatic immunity; we cannot have anyone else compromised.”

Jasim lowers his head into his hands. “So that was why you summoned me here? Fuck!” He throws a glare my way. “Why can’t Nijad go with you?”

“The emir forbids it. He revoked Nijad’s passport as part of his punishment. It has to be you, Jasim. I like it as little as you do, but only we can take responsibility for the task. It may be down to us to avoid a war in the southern desert. 

“Lucky us!” Jasim sneers as he realises he has no option. “I’ve always fancied a career as a fucking kidnapper.”

Kadar ignores his protest, simply stating, “I’ll sort the final details. Let’s face it: we knew this was going to be the likely outcome, and plans are in place. We leave tonight; the Kassis jet is fuelled and waiting.” Before leaving, he hesitates. “Are you OK, Nijad?”

I snort in disgust. “In two days I’ll be married to a complete stranger who my brothers kidnapped. Who I’ll need to fuck and keep under control. I’m fucking brilliant.” I tell him. Placing his hand on my shoulder, Kadar gives a quick squeeze of support. “The emir is right, Nijad. You need to subdue her.”

My response is scathing. “And how do you suggest I do that?” 

“Tie her to your bed with a slave chain?” Jasim suggests, with a snort. 

Both Kadar and I dismiss his input with the derision it deserves, though I can’t deny that an image of a beautiful woman chained captive to my bed flits momentarily through my head. I must be going mad! But I raise my eyes to meet Jasim’s and, despite the seriousness of the situation, we exchange grins. It’s the first time in three years that he’s looked at me with anything other than contempt. Notwithstanding the circumstances, my heart lifts. 

Shaking his head at the two of us, and removing his hand from my shoulder, Kadar leaves the room. He offers no final words of comfort as he leaves me alone with Jasim. 

Staring across at my brother is like looking into a mirror, the resemblance between us almost scary. But the easy smile I’m used to seeing seems to have disappeared in the last three years. Suddenly Jasim stands. He looks down. 

“What the fuck happened in Paris, Ni?”

I’m startled, not expecting the question. Frowning, I shake my head. “I don’t remember.” He looks incredulous. He still doesn’t believe me. I shrug. “It’s a total blank.” I glare at him. “Don’t you think I’ve tried to remember? Don’t you think I want to fucking know?” I rise to my feet to meet his eyes, waiting to see him acknowledge the truth of what I’m saying. I can see when my vehemence convinces him, as he relaxes. 

He’s still staring at me; I can almost see the cogs turning in his head. At last, the penny drops. “PTSD?”

Post-traumatic stress disorder; yes, that’s what they called it – the violence triggered in Paris and the subsequent black hole in my mind, possibly linked back to the horrors of my military service. A name, but no answer. I nod. 

“Have you seen anyone for help?” 

Again, I nod. For the first year, I did nothing, but I couldn’t live with the black hole in my memory.

“Therapists, hypnotists, brain doctors. I flew them all in, Jas, but what I did is buried too deep.” What I’d done shocked even me; my subconscious refuses to allow me to remember. I want to change the subject. “What happened to the apartment?” 

“I sold it.” He glowers at me as if expecting me to argue about it, but I don’t give a fuck. There is no way in hell that I’d want to go back there. Putting his hands on the back of the chair he’s just vacated he leans on it. “I had the Agusta shipped back here.”

I’m taken aback at his thoughtfulness. I close my eyes briefly and nod in thanks. The gesture shows me my brother still spares some consideration for me. Although I can’t take it into the desert, I’m glad he didn’t sell the bike.

“How can you stand to stay trapped in the forsaken desert, Ni? Why don’t you just leave? Father couldn’t prevent you. Obviously, there’d be financial repercussions, but surely you’d be happier?”

I don’t know what to tell him. If I left I’d be disinherited, but my personal fortune from my wise investments would be more than sufficient to support me for life. The reasons I accept my sentence are complicated, but I try to find the words to describe how I feel. 

“If I knew what’d happened, Jas, I could do something about it. But I don’t. And until I can trust myself again I just don’t see any way of moving forwards. If I left, what would I do? Would you have me back at Club Tiacapan?”

Although I already know the answer, I still feel gutted as my brother shakes his head. “As you say, Ni, if you don’t know your trigger how can I risk something setting you off in a BDSM club? It’s a safe place where a sub can trust their Dominant enough to cede their control to them. How could you even consider taking that gift when you can’t control yourself? So no, you’re not a Club Tiacapan Master any more, or entitled to call yourself a Dom. Not until you find yourself again.”

I stand and sweep my robes around me. It hurts, but he’s right. 

“At least, in the desert, I can’t hurt anyone.”

His eyes narrow. “Except your wife.”

I clasp my hands behind my neck, leaning my head back as a wave of despair rushes over me. 

After examining my face Jasim nods, satisfied I know the risks. He turns away and I hear the door close behind him.

I raise my eyes up as if in prayer. Allah give me strength. Then, probably destroying any chance of divine intervention, I remember the well-stocked bar in my room at the palace. I plan to get completely and utterly hammered tonight and maybe, for a short time, I’ll be able to forget the demons of hell that plague me.

 


Chapter 3

Cara

 

Leaning back in my chair I rest my head, pleased with the progress I’ve made this morning. I’ve got to grips with my latest project and allow myself the sense of achievement I get when I manage to trace through years of accounts, finding all the ploys that have been used to leak money from a company. It just takes that one little breakthrough then everything else falls into place. I’m grinning at my success when I hear the knock on the door. Deep in thought, I’m startled, but I check my watch and realise just exactly how much time has passed. The interruption has come at the appointed time – I must’ve lost an hour or so, being so taken up with my investigation. It’ll be the parcel I’m expecting. I’m not surprised at their punctuality. I’ve had couriers before who’ve been sitting outside my house waiting to enter the exact time slot when they’re scheduled to make the delivery. Expecting the package, I’ve already disengaged the alarm system so I just turn the latch to open my front door to find, exactly as expected, a man standing outside wearing the jacket emblazoned with the DHL emblem and carrying a large box. 

“Name?” 

The courier holding the box is tall, and I have to crane my neck up to look into his face. 

“Cara Carson,” I confirm.

“Er …” He smiles apologetically, looking a bit embarrassed, and waves a handheld computer at me. “Sorry. The battery has died. Could you sign my paperwork instead, please?” His voice is rich, and I notice he has a slight accent. He hands over the box.

It feels very light as I take it, almost as if it’s empty. Typical of Amazon, using an oversized box to send one printer cartridge! 

“Yes, of course.” I wait for him to hand the paper receipt over.

He looks sheepish. “I haven’t a pen …”

“Ah, right.” I glance around the hallway as if a convenient writing implement would be lurking there on the hall table. It isn’t, of course. “Hold on a minute. Sorry, I’ll have to find one.” 

Leaving the door ajar, I carry the box in and put it down. I move through to the sitting room to get a pen from my desk. Picking one up, I turn round. 

“Oh!” I gulp. The delivery man is standing right behind me. Stunned, I stupidly do nothing but stand and gape, too shocked to move, and then I hear my front door firmly slamming shut, and another man appears. 

Taken aback, I gasp in surprise and say indignantly, “Will you get out of my house, please?” 

But they ignore me. The one who’d entered first shrugs off the courier jacket, revealing a smart, expensive-looking business suit underneath. My outrage at having my home invaded becomes tinged with nervousness, and then promptly progresses to outright fear. I haven’t a clue why these men have forced themselves into my house, and any satisfactory reason evades me. This can’t be good. In fact, it’s damn terrifying. 

“What are you doing here? What do you want?” I start trembling. My home’s my safe place, my refuge, and now it’s being violated. I open my mouth to scream, but the first man quickly covers it with his hand, cutting off any sound. His hand is warm, his touch firm, the scent of sandalwood wafts to my nostrils. I recoil from the stranger’s touch but his free arm snakes out around me, pulling me back.

“Just do as we say, Miss Carson. Don’t make a sound, and you won’t get hurt.” Logically I know that screaming won’t help much as my neighbour on one side is deaf and the house on the other side is empty. No one could hear me so, reluctantly, I nod, and he removes his hand. I’m relieved I no longer have physical contact with the man. I note that while he takes a small step back, he keeps his eyes fixed on me as if trying to read my face. I swallow. 

“What … what do you want?” I’m visibly shaking now. “Please tell me what you want!” Trapped in my house with two unknown men, both tall and imposing, towering over my small five-foot-four frame, I’m terrified. Hunter’s warnings come back to me. This time, I might have gone too far!

“Be quiet,” the second man commands. I shudder at the harsh order and look up at the man who’s spoken. Dark eyes give nothing away, but he regards me as intently as the one who pretended to be a courier. I watch as he looks around the room until his eyes alight on my desk chair. He wheels it over. 

“Sit.”

Frozen, unable to move of my own volition, I stay standing. Though I try to shake off his hold, the pseudo-courier takes my arms and manoeuvres me gently until I’m sitting down. Something in his eyes changes, and I see a glint of compassion there. The features of this man’s face are softer than those of his companion. I force myself to take in as much detail as I can. If this is a robbery, I’ll need to describe them to the police. If I survive, of course. As I take in their appearance, I can’t prevent a whimper escaping. 

 Their slight accents, together with olive skin and dark eyes, show they are not English. They look perhaps Mediterranean or, and I can’t avoid the obvious truth, Arab. I swallow, thinking fast, as they offer no clue as to why they are here. Amahad. It’s something to do with Amahad. A cold shiver runs down my spine, at odds with the sweat on my palms. My heart starts racing as I panic, with the realisation that my chess pieces have come to life.

 “I would say fifty, sixty kilos at most.” 

I hear the voice from behind me. What the heck are they doing? It sounds like they’re discussing my weight now? If so, they’re obviously grossly underestimating, but I’m certainly not going to enlighten them. There’s no way I’m only nine stone – are they blind? Unbidden words from my memory sweep into my mind, the words my father had so caringly spoken seven years ago at that one and only meeting I’d ever had with him. You’re an utter waste of space. You’re disgusting. Fat, ugly and utterly useless to me. 

“I agree.” The man in front of me is speaking to his companion but, for a second, I think he can hear the echo of the words that just ran through my head. He reaches out his hand and I unsuccessfully try to pull away as he grips my chin firmly. 

“Look at me!”

His voice carries such authority that I automatically follow his instruction. My eyes lock with his. I start to struggle harder to get away from his touch, pulling back to remove myself from his reach.

“If you stay still we won’t hurt you.” 

My eyes widen. What are they going to do? For the first time, the thought of rape enters my head. God, please no. I can’t do that. Why aren’t I screaming? I have to fight; I have to get to the front door. But somehow his dark eyes compel me to remain where I am. 

My sleeve is pulled up, there’s a firm grip on my arm and then the sharp prick of a needle, almost immediately followed by a cold feeling running through my veins. They’re drugging me! My brain kicks up a gear, but too late. Now my synapses start firing and I try to struggle to my feet, but whatever he’s given me is already making my limbs feel like lead. I look, my eyes pleading with the man. 

“Why?” I manage to gasp.

Suddenly he becomes loquacious. “Miss Carson, you’re coming with us. The drug will make you feel drowsy, not unlike indulging in too much alcohol. We need you to go with us, but don’t be anxious. We intend you no physical harm.” The last was said forcibly, as though he’s trying to convince and calm me. 

I start feeling dizzy; the room is spinning. Calling on all my reserves I try to push out the word again. “Why?”

There is no pity in his voice, or in his eyes. “We’re taking you to Amahad.” He breaks off and gives an exasperated shake of his head. “It is regrettable that you did not accept our invitation. It would have avoided having to do this the hard way.”

Only a few moments later I’m aware of being led out of my front door into a waiting car, but completely unable to protest or put up any resistance. It’s a weird, out-of-body experience, like looking down on someone else. I feel a hand on my head as they push me into the back seat, and then someone sits beside me. I don’t know how long the journey is, as I drift in and out of consciousness. Our initial destination is a huge building with glaring lights, which makes my eyes hurt. I’m being held up by one man as we make our way through. We seem to walk for ever. At one point we pause and I hear voices murmuring. Someone asks me a question that I cannot answer, and then there’s laughter. I need to speak; I need to attract attention. But I’m incapable of forming any sound. I’m so scared inside; I can’t prevent what’s happening to me. Soon I’m being led up a strange metal stairway, and though I’ve never been on one before in my life, I realise I’m on a plane.

They sit me down, I try to stand back up, but my head’s too dizzy and I can’t do much more than make a token attempt to rise. One of the men gently pushes me down again, and then firmly fastens a seat belt around me. I try to speak once more, but my throat is too dry, and he hands me a bottle of water, already opened, thank goodness. I don’t think I’ve got the coordination to unscrew the top. As I drink deeply, I hear the engines roar, and the plane takes off into the night sky. I consume almost the whole bottle and then, once lubricated, the first thing out of my mouth surprises even me. 

“I don’t have a passport.” 

“Yes, you do. You’re travelling on Amahadian papers.” 

My drugged brain can’t process that answer, but I don’t have time to ask anything else because once again my sleeve is pulled up. I try to twist my arm away but I’m too weak to get it free. 

“This is a just a sedative. You’ll sleep the rest of the way.”

“I …”

I don’t even have time to protest. Almost as soon as the needle pierces my skin everything goes dark.

 

****

 

Christ! My bed’s uncomfortable this morning. I try to turn over but there’s hardly any room to move. I’m hot, so I toss off the sheet covering me. Sheet? What the hell happened to my duvet? Shit, I feel ill. How much did I drink last night? Why is my brain so foggy that I can’t remember the evening before at all? Groaning, I massage my temples, hoping to ease the ache there, but it does no good. I need to get up and find some painkillers, but I feel so weak I can’t move. Have I got the flu? Blast it, I’ve got to move. 

Pulling myself to a sitting position, I open my eyes. Shit! This isn’t my bed and this isn’t my room! Becoming more alert, I take in my surroundings. I’m lying on a cot of some sort, narrow and hard. No wonder I was uncomfortable. The room is dark and dingy; there’s a musky smell which reeks of age and disuse. I look around to see bare stone walls with just one window, so high up it affords me nothing but an expanse of clear blue sky. There are bars across it, but no glass. Warm air is wafting in carrying an unusual perfume, oddly distinguishable from the stale odour of the room itself. Where the hell am I? 

Dazed and confused, head pounding, I force myself to think. The situation I’m in is no nightmare; this is all too bloody real. The blood is throbbing through my veins and with each beat flashes of the night before come back to me. The men in my house, glimpses of travelling. A plane? Did that actually happen? A wave of nausea floods over me as I realise it did. I’m no longer in England, and there’s a very strong chance I’m in Amahad. 

Feeling like I’m suffering the world’s worst ever hangover, I force myself to my feet and realise at this point that I’m all but naked, dressed only in bra and pants. Who the hell undressed me? Please don’t let it be the two men – I’d die of shame! All at once my embarrassment is overcome by a violent urge to vomit. Summoning up sufficient energy to move off the bed, I stagger towards the door. It’s locked, and no one answers my shouts or the puny effect my fist has on the thick wood. Shit! But what did I expect? The strangers have kidnapped and imprisoned me. I start to heave and look around the room, my eyes alighting on the bucket in the corner. I rush towards it, hands covering my mouth, and only just make it before I completely void the contents of my stomach. To make matters worse I’m unable to hold back my long hair in time and I feel a wave of disgust, realising that I’ve got sick on some of the strands. Another wave of nausea hits; I move away from the bucket and breathe through my nose, just about managing to suppress it. The fuzziness in my head begins to clear now I’ve thrown up the residue of the drugs. With the rebellion in my stomach subdued, my body sends me another signal: my bladder is full to bursting. With a cry I realise there’s nothing I can do but hover myself over the same bucket I was just sick into, and add my urine to the filthy contents. What is this place with its primitive facilities? As I inhale the stink of my own excretions, I feel degraded and humiliated, and the thought crosses my mind this might be exactly the result my kidnappers were aiming for. I’ve hacked into their computer systems, and on the face of it, stolen their money. Shit! What have I done? Removed from command central, I begin to realise I’ve been very, very stupid. The games I play from behind my computer screen have an impact in the real world and now, it would appear, I’m reaping what I’ve sown. Is this a prison? Have I been convicted without trial? Without being given a chance to explain? Is this cell my new home? 

My body’s shaking, and it’s not just because I feel weak. I’m scared: scared because I’m in a situation I cannot control. Kneeling beside the bucket I feel dirty and disgusting, and my head is spinning. I want to curl up into a ball and cry, but tears don’t help. I’ve already learned that lesson. Fear is good if the adrenaline keeps me sharp and focused; it’s not great if it keeps me comatose. Holding my hand to the wall I drag myself to my feet, leaning against it for support until I feel steady enough to move. I grab the sheet from the bed and wrap it around myself like a toga, immediately feeling better now I’ve got something covering me. I shudder again, wondering who has seen my body, and a tiny flame of anger flickers inside me. Well, whoever it was got an eyeful of something they wouldn’t want to see. Serves them bloody well right! 

I stare up at the window I’d noticed earlier. It’s far too high to see out of unless I can put something under it. Perhaps I can move the bed? I make my way over to see, trying not to trip over the end of the sheet I’ve got wrapped around me. As a cover it’s adequate, but as clothing, it’s certainly not the most practical. But any hindrance it might be is of no consequence; I can’t shift the bed because bolts fasten it to the floor. The window offers no escape route. I sit back down on the bed, the only furniture in the bare room, putting my head in my hands in despair. Why have I been brought here? And where, exactly, is ‘here’? 

Thrusting back a wave of panic that this feels like an oubliette, a place where prisoners are thrown and forgotten, I force negative thoughts to the back of my mind and examine my rudimentary prison cell. No plumbing, and no electricity that I can see. An ancient type of torch holder is on one wall, but there’s no light bulb or switch. Christ! How old is this place? How come it’s still in use? How long will I be left here? It’s suddenly difficult to breathe as claustrophobia creeps up on me; I begin to hyperventilate, my mind playing tricks on me. The stone walls seem to be closing in. I squeeze my eyes shut and as much as I want to, I can’t afford to panic. I have to keep myself together. The walls are not moving, I tell myself firmly. It must be the after-effects of the drugs. I open my eyes again and exhale the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. 

I collapse back down on the bed and try to kick my brain into gear, going back over the thought that they must have discovered my crime – and then the flaw in that thinking hits me. I’m certain the invitation to Amahad predated my actions to divert their funds. But what other reason could they have for bringing me here? I laugh out loud at the thought of white slavery. I’d be the last person anyone would choose to traffic like that! In the emptiness of my cell I smirk, the idea providing some humour, even in this dire situation. Unless someone has very peculiar tastes, that is. Oh, for heaven’s sake, Cara, think!  

My mind still foggy, I try to recall the exact words the kidnappers had said, and stiffen. Could they have found the genetic link between me and my father, as Hunter suggested? But even if that was a possibility, and they knew of the relationship, why would they kidnap me? The man’s dead – and there’s no one who would pay a ransom for me. I shudder, recalling just how much money Benting had conned out of this Arab country. Did they somehow think I was involved with his business? I had nothing to do with his crimes and nothing to do with the man himself! 

Putting my head in my hands, running my fingers up and down my cheeks, I realise I have absolutely no idea why I’m here. I must be losing my mind because I only just manage to suppress an impulse to laugh hysterically. Things like this don’t happen to someone like me; I’m a boring accountant, for heaven’s sake!

The sound of a key turning in the lock and voices speaking outside the door in a foreign language interrupt my thoughts and, at first, I perk up – at least they haven’t forgotten me. Then I have to fight off another wave of panic. I’m not ready to come face-to-face with my kidnappers again, or to learn why they’ve brought me here. But I have no choice in the matter; the door clicks open. Pulling the sheet tight around me, as if it will help hide my trepidation as well as my flesh, I stand tall, ready to face whoever enters.

I’m slightly relieved when a woman enters, instead of the men I’d been expecting. She’s wearing a black abaya that covers her down to her feet, and a hijab covering her head. Only her face is visible, but that’s sufficient for me to see that she’s looking around in surprise, her nose wrinkling in disgust. Feeling mortified, I look away. Although I had no choice but to use the only receptacle they left for me, her reaction is humiliating. She turns to beckon a man in and points to the filthy, stinking bucket, and gives him instruction in a foreign language. He picks up the offending item and removes it from the room.

She gives me an assessing look, and then passes me a black robe, similar to her own. “You wear this.” Her accent is thick, and I have a little difficulty understanding her.

Taking advantage of the fact that she does speak at least some English I try to get answers, something to reassure me.

“Where am I? Why am I here?” I’m ashamed that my voice sounds shrill, my nervousness obvious.

For a moment, I don’t think she’s going to tell me anything, but then she tells me succinctly, “This” – she waves her hand around vaguely – “Palace of Amahad.”

I’d figured out it was Amahad, but the palace? I’d assumed this was a prison of some sort. “Why am I here?”

It seems that’s the extent of the information she’s going to give me; she ignores my question, telling me, “Come. Put on robe.” I stare at her. Her face is blank, difficult to read. She’s neither friendly nor unfriendly, just matter-of-fact. Perhaps she knows nothing more. 

Is she my gaoler? What does she think of the way I’m imprisoned here? I’m frustrated with the lack of information. I work with data; I need facts to process, and details to try to make sense of why I’m here. 

“Who are you?” I try.

“I am Tahirah. I palace maidservant. You wear robe. Come.”

Breathing deeply, I summon up some inner strength, telling myself I don’t want to stay in this bloody cell a moment longer than necessary, and anything has got to be better than this. Swallowing down my fear of the unknown, I turn my back and struggle into the robe, trying hard not to drop the sheet until I’m dressed. Somehow I manage it. Turning back to the maidservant I nod, and then regret it as the action causes a stabbing pain in my head. I squeeze my eyes shut. 

“You ill?”

“My head hurts.” There doesn’t seem to be any point in hiding it.

“Come. I help.” 

This time there’s a touch of sympathy in her voice, so I move to follow her, walking slowly, trying not to jolt my head. Outside the door, a heavily armed guard is waiting. He wears a long white robe and under his belt has a holstered gun together with a long curved sword, a scimitar. As I walk alongside Tahirah, he takes up position behind us and I shiver, his presence curtailing any thoughts of possible escape. Able to do nothing but go with the flow, I walk with my new companions through cold corridors and grasp that they have housed me in what probably was a dungeon. The worn flagstones underfoot show evidence of the thousands of feet that must have passed by here. I follow on past open cells similar to the one where I’d been kept; my not entirely rational mind summons up images of prisoners and torture, and I can almost hear imaginary screams of pain echoing from the walls. I close the gap between myself and the maid, wanting the comfort of human company, whoever it might be. There are too many ghosts here. At last, we come to a flight of stairs and ascend, leaving the cold stone cells and forgotten souls behind as we enter a newer section with white painted walls. More modern features appear. I can see wiring tacked to the walls, although there is still an aura of emptiness and disuse, and our footsteps on the flagstone floors are the only sounds I can hear.

Tahirah stops in front of a door. “Here bathroom.” She enters a large room and indicates a smaller room off it. I peer in; the plumbing looks ancient but serviceable. There’s a large bath with a shower over it. Someone has laid out a selection of bottles containing shampoos and soaps, evidently for my use. The idea of being able to wash the cell’s stink from my hair and body is very attractive.

Tahirah leaves my side but quickly returns, this time carrying a glass of water and two white tablets. I eye them warily, baulking at the thought of being given drugs again. She sees my reluctance. 

“Help head.” She holds the foil packet containing the tablets out on her palm, and with her other hand pushes the glass towards me.

I hesitate, but the thumping in my skull has become almost unbearable, and at that moment being drugged again is possibly preferable to the pain. I take the risk and swallow what will prove to be, hopefully, just painkillers, and drink all the water. 

“I stay? Help wash?” 

Horrified, and despite the pain, I shake my head emphatically. No one is ever going to see me naked! “No, I can shower on my own.”

She studies me and then nods her head. “Clothes on chair.” She waves her hand behind her. “I come soon.” With that comment, she turns to leave and I hear the sound of a key turning in the lock. 

What do I do? I still have no answers as to why I’m here, and the only certainty is that I’m in Amahad. How can I escape, and what happens if I do? I’ve no passport. Maybe there’s a British embassy here. But making an attempt to leave has got to be better than staying and awaiting my fate. I try the door, though I’m sure it’s bolted. It is. I move quickly to the window, but that’s locked as well, so I satisfy my curiosity with looking out, trying to get my bearings. The view doesn’t tell me much, being only that of a walled courtyard, beyond which there is sand. Miles and miles of sand. My shoulders fall. Even if I got out of the palace, I would have no idea where to go. Disheartened, I resign myself to the fact that I’ve no choice but to let things play out as they will. I decide to shower and dress, knowing I’ll feel better for it. Whatever lies in store for me, I’d prefer not to face it with dried vomit stuck in my hair. 

I shower, dry myself, and then move to inspect the clothes left out for me. There’s a pair of silk trousers and a tunic, both in jade, with intricate embroidery around the edges. Silk underwear, the likes of which I’d never considered wearing before, and which would probably cost more than I earn in a week, has also been laid out. The clothing looks strange; pretty and delicate, but made for someone much slimmer than me. They apparently didn’t know who they were expecting. Reaching out my hand, I wistfully caress the beautiful-looking fabric. What would it be like to get away with wearing something so exquisite? A very far cry from the masculine business suits I usually wear when out, or the loose-fitting sweatpants I lounge around in at home.

I laugh softly, mocking myself. I can’t wear that. It’s not my size. Or style. But what alternative have I got but to try it on? The black abaya is stifling and oppressive, and I don’t want to wear that all day. It couldn’t hurt to try these garments on. With that thought, I put on the underwear. Hmm, it fits. That’s strange. Must be some kind of one-size-fits-all. Then I slip the tunic over my head and decide the material must be stretchy, or have hidden pleats, because it doesn’t feel tight; in fact, it seems as though it’s been tailored especially for me and is, I have to admit, extremely comfortable. The trousers too. The silk whispers around my body as I move; its touch caresses my skin. The costume screamed quality and elegance and probably would have looked wonderful on the right person. But it’s light and cooler than the abaya, so I keep it on, even though it makes me feel like mutton dressed as lamb. I shudder to think what I look like. 

Forgetting for the moment the mystery of the fit of the clothing, and resolutely ignoring the mirror in the corner of the room, I turn to discover that a trolley, laden with breakfast food, must have been delivered while I was showering. I can’t believe I’ll be able to force down any food, but I wander over to see what delicacies are available. As I lift the covers off the tureens, my stomach seems to be at odds with my brain and growls loudly at the smells emanating from the spread in front of me, a sweet mouth-watering aroma – as if the offerings had come direct from a bakery. I make myself take a croissant and a little pastry which is stuffed with feta cheese, as well as pouring a glass of fresh orange juice. As the flavours hit my taste buds, I appreciate the freshness and buttery flavour of the flaky pastry and I find myself taking a second cheese delicacy. I feel like I haven’t eaten in days. Once full, I sit back in the chair, realising I feel more settled with something in my stomach, and my headache has completely gone. 

I finish my breakfast just in time to hear the door opening again. Tahirah is back. She looks at me carefully, and I flinch under her scrutiny. Then she smiles, the first I’ve seen from her. 

“Lovely, miss.” She nods at me in appreciation, and then recoils at the glare I can’t prevent. She looks puzzled, and then it’s back to business. “Come now. Meet princes.” 

I start. Princes? Oh damn! A meeting with the princes? That is serious business! I’d looked into the country when I was offered the work contract, so I know the princes are the government of Amahad. It sounds like I’ve upset people at a very high level. This is not good. As I rise, I can feel myself start shaking again. It crosses my mind that no one, absolutely no one, knows I’m here. 

Opening the door, Tahirah gestures for me to follow her. I hang back. Meeting people is always difficult for me. My heart is racing and I’m panting. The breakfast in my stomach is threatening to make a reappearance, and my vision blurs. As I recognise the symptoms of the panic attacks which plague me when faced with new situations, I make a concerted effort to take deep breaths to stave it off, needing to be in control, not a quivering wreck. I lean against the wall for a moment. Tahirah turns but waits for me, noticing my plight, but I wave her on, showing I’m getting myself back together. Gradually, the blood returns to my head and I no longer feel quite so sick and faint. But while my body calms, my mind remains in shock. Princes? If they’ve discovered I’m a hacker, I’d expect them to take me in front of a police officer, or whatever the equivalent is here. But to be summoned by the highest authority in the country? Well, I suppose the emir has the ultimate power, but his sons rate pretty high. Frighteningly high! 

Continuing to concentrate on taking air into my lungs, I inhale deep breaths and take my first step outside the room, noting the unsmiling guard again standing outside, looking steadfastly ahead. As Tahirah turns and beckons me forward, telling me only, “Come,” the guard once more falls into step behind us. My steps falter. 

“Come,” Tahirah instructs again, this time sounding impatient.

Berating myself for my stupidity in exploiting my access to the Amahadian finance systems, I force my feet to move, putting one foot in front of the other. Hacking, to me, is like a drug. I know that. As my dear friend Hunter so accurately pointed out, just because I can do something doesn’t mean I should. 

Although mainly concentrating on getting myself under control, I can’t fail to notice my surroundings as the maid leads me through the hallways that seem to go on for miles, or so it seems in my weakened state. The further we go, the more it starts to look like a palace; heavily ornamented walls and ceilings with plaster carvings covered in gold paint appear. Never in my life have I seen anything as stunningly decadent. Marble staircases lead to the lower floors and the ceilings grow loftier. As the opulence of my surroundings increases my concern intensifies. What have I got myself into? Who exactly am I dealing with here? My stomach churns. If the plan is to overwhelm me, they’ve succeeded. This building I’m walking through is the Palace of Amahad.

But why the elaborate plan to kidnap me? Why didn’t they just hand me over to the police in England? That would certainly have been my preference. The English legal system I can understand, but here? I doubt I’ll like Amahadian methods of retribution; waking up in that cell was bad enough. A cold shiver runs down my spine as I remember the emir – Sheikh Rushdi – is an absolute monarch. Now I’m in Amahad, I’m completely under his power.


Chapter 4

Nijad

 

Pulling back sharply on the reins I bring my Arab stallion, Amal, to a skidding halt, sending clouds of dust up from his heels. Sheikh Rais, the leader of the largest of the desert tribes, draws his mount up beside me. We look down at the ground as if seeing the southernmost border of Amahad marked by a line in the sand. If only it were a visible line it would make patrolling the border easy, but the shifting sands would obliterate any physical boundary within minutes. The border can be found only by geographical coordinates, or the innate knowledge of descendants of those who had lived in the desert for generations. Both Rais and I, friends since childhood, having spent many of our formative years roaming the sands, can sense the exact location of the border, and this morning we’d ridden a portion of the central part. Looking one way and then the other, I speak once our warriors have caught up.

“We wasted our damn time today.” I’m as disappointed as I sound.

Rais narrows his eyes and, with his left hand, shields them from the harsh sun. We are all armed with semi-automatic rifles and have long scimitars in our belts. The swords are not ornamental. “We had reports of sightings in the area yesterday.” 

“My gut tells me the jihadists are planning something.” I’m worried. “The rumours suggest there’s something building. Did the prisoner say anything?” I add, referring to the man we captured hiding in one of the border villages a couple of days ago. He was holding a family at gunpoint but, in a well-practiced manoeuvre, we managed to extricate both him and the tribespeople alive. Well, in his case, alive enough to remain of use to us.

“Muzaffar is still softening him up. I’ll take over when I return.” Rais sounds like he’s relishing the prospect. I grimace and turn my face away. Interrogation is a necessary evil but, to be honest, I haven’t the stomach for some of the methods I know the Haimi tribe use. I prefer to see a man die quickly if there’s a need to kill him, not to see a man tortured to within an inch of his life. There’s only one outcome for the prisoner; the only question is how long it will take. “He’ll talk,” Rais continues confidently. 

I incline my head in agreement. I’ve seen Muzaffar’s work before and even thinking about it makes me shudder. But the civilised world seems a long way from the hostile environment of the desert. Here, I just accept the importance of intelligence-gathering in keeping on top of what our enemy is doing. I just don’t like how we go about it. Since the war with Ezirad ended some years ago it’s not even another country that’s threatening us, but the extremists who want their interpretation of the Muslim religion imposed across the globe – or, in my opinion, just want an excuse for violence. Amahad is liberal compared to some of our neighbours. My job is to coordinate the effort to stop radicals invading our country so we can keep it that way. And protecting the southern border is key to that aim. Unfortunately, Ezirad remains a weak country and is unable, or perhaps unwilling, to block jihadists from using their lands as a springboard to invade the more tolerant northern states.

“We need information about that rumour,” I remind him, referring to the reports of a terrorist training camp being set up in Ezirad. That would surely be too close for comfort.

“Muzaffar will get it,” Rais says, confidently. He sits on his horse, upright, his head cocked to one side as if listening to the perfect silence. There’s no sound except the occasional jingle of the bridles as the horses shake their heads to disperse annoying flies. “But for now, it’s quiet, Nijad. There’s no work for us to do this morning.” 

After staring into the distance for a while, I nod in agreement while deep down I’d been hoping for a skirmish to relieve some of my tension, my thoughts of the day ahead. But there’s nothing here to take the edge off. I squeeze with my legs and subtly loosen my grip on the reins to signal Amal to wheel round. The urgency gone, we start on our way at walking pace, towards what counts for civilisation in these parts.

“So, it’s today that the daughter of the thief is arriving?” Rais asks after a few minutes have passed.

Glancing sideways at him, I reply simply, “Yes.” 

We continue to ride in silence for some time. I realise that by now my new bride will have woken in Amahad, and I find myself pitying her. What will be her reaction? Will she be scared? Angry? Both, probably. One thing’s for certain: she’ll have absolutely no idea of the fucking nightmare she’s about to enter. Marriage to the savage sheikh! I know my brothers have plans to soften her up, to start to break her before they bring her to me. I’m disgusted with myself for having to take part in this fiasco.

Then Rais speaks again. “You’ll bring her to meet us, Nijad?” 

His suggestion surprises me, and I’m not unconcerned. An involuntary movement makes my body tense and almost causes the well-trained Amal to halt. I frown. “Her punishment is being married to me, Rais. Let that be enough.”

A quick smile appears on my companion’s face, and he shakes his head before correcting my assumption. “Seeing her married to you is our revenge, Nijad. I have confidence that you’ll be able to keep her in line. But the other leaders will need convincing by seeing evidence of that.” 

At the last his face twists and he leaves me in no doubt as to his meaning. Distaste floods through me at the thought that my desert brother recognises what I can be. Do they want to see her damaged, her spirit broken?

Rais pulls his horse up and I halt alongside him. “I’ll try to set the example with the other tribes. The money will be paid back, and the savage sheikh has a wife. There is no need to seek further retribution.”

“What about Abdul-Muhsi?” I cover my eyes from the glare of the sun and turn to look at my friend.

Rais dips his head thoughtfully. “Always out to start trouble, that one.” 

We’re both silent for a few seconds, thinking about the older leader of one of the larger tribes. He’s a distant cousin of my father’s, and as entrenched in the old ways as it’s possible to be. It’s well known that he has a dislike for the ruling Kassis family, although currently he doesn’t have enough support behind him to make a serious challenge for the throne. That could change at any minute, a fact that’s a concern for us all. It’s a fragile balance among the volatile tribes of the desert, and so my forthcoming marriage is crucial to keep them united.

“As long as she behaves suitably and doesn’t make waves, I should be able to ensure the support of the other tribes,” Rais continues. “Abdul-Muhsi will be on his own. I’ll let them know that the bride price will be forfeit, should anything happen to her without good reason. You” – he pauses, and stares at me – “you, my friend, hold her life in your hands. No one else.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. “I’m grateful, Sheikh Rais.” I show my respect with the honorific term, not often used between us. Rais is one of the younger tribal leaders but well respected. While Abdul-Muhsi might not follow his lead, the majority of the other desert sheikhs probably would. It’s a chilling fact that some of them would have preferred to see the bloodline of their enemy erased completely. Although the morning is warm, a cold shiver runs down my back at the thought that an innocent life, to the Western mind at least, could be extinguished so readily.  

It’s my responsibility to keep her alive and, if I need to harm her to do that, I will. I remain mindful of my father’s comments. The desert sheikhs will want to see the daughter of their enemy enduring the retribution agreed for her. Her introduction to the tribes will be problematic if I end up with a feisty wench protesting about her treatment and resenting the marriage. They will expect her to accept her punishment, submitting to her new husband. And that would take a very special woman. Will I be able to make her understand the politics of a way of life so far removed from what she’s accustomed to? Will she accept my protection? Or will force be necessary? I frown. I’ve been given permission, no, more than that, there’s the expectation that I will hurt her. And what sickens me down to my very soul is the thought that I might enjoy it. Fuck that blackout! Did I enjoy beating Chantelle? I can’t imagine there’s anything inside me that would take pleasure from injuring a woman, but while I can’t remember, I don’t know how deep the darkness inside me goes. Jasim was right to ban me from his club. No one, least of all I, can know what might happen if I lose hold of my, usually, tight control. He couldn’t take the risk and, up to now, neither could I. Is Cara Benting to be my next victim? Fuck, I could never lose control, never raise my hand to a woman. But I did.

Rais glances across at me. “The blood of that bastard might flow through her, Nijad, but she, herself, carries no burden of guilt. We must all remember that.” I throw him a quick look and nod, again grateful to my friend. Then he loosens his reins and lets his horse lower his head for a while. 

“Do you miss it?” he asks me, curiously, a little while later. At my puzzled glance, he clarifies his question. “The jet-setting, the lifestyle you used to lead?” 

I breathe in deeply and then exhale. “In truth? I’m not that person any more. Even if I miss it, I could never go back.” I’m no longer the carefree playboy sheikh. I’ve seen too much … done too much. I’ve turned into a savage, a barbarian, as I’ve adapted to the harsh desert life. Been in too many situations where the choice is simply to kill or be killed ever to be able to relax at the tables of a casino again. I’ve taken lives with my bare hands, seen my men, my friends, fall around me. And I condone extreme methods of torture in an attempt to lessen the loss of life on our side. I’ve got blood on my hands, my mind always plotting death. I’m no longer a man fit for polite and civilised company. Here in the desert is where I belong now. 

Throwing me a serious look, Rais murmurs, “I think you punish yourself too much, Nijad. The woman didn’t die; none of those injuries were life-changing. She’ll have gone on with her life. But you? You act as if yours is over.”

“But what about the next time, Rais? I don’t know what I could do if angered again. That’s the point. That it could happen again.” I can’t hide my exasperation, not with my friend, but with myself. “I don’t remember.” I shake my head. “I just don’t fucking remember. What was the trigger? Why did I black out?” 

Gazing ahead but not actually taking in anything I’m seeing, I remind him what happened. “She had to hit me to stop me, Rais. I’ve tried for so long to reach those parts of my brain, the part which holds my secrets so securely even I can’t access them. I remember packing her bag. I was angry, but in control. I just wanted her gone. But after that? It’s just a blank. Something must have happened to enrage me to the extent that I attacked her. But what the fuck was it? What made me almost fucking kill her?” I voice the question, knowing he can’t reply.

Rais dips his head in agreement, acknowledging the truth. There is nothing to say that could help. 

I grow quiet, lost in my thoughts. In just a few hours I will be trapped in a marriage to a woman who’s been kidnapped to become my bride. I shudder as the horses walk on. Seeming to understand my desire for contemplation, Rais maintains the silence until an hour later when we part company, the sheikh taking his men off to the current location of the nomadic Haimi tribe. He leaves me with the invitation to visit them when my bride has settled in. Fuck knows when that will be. I watch as he rides off. A stunning sight: lively Arab horses still prancing even after the long journey, armed warriors sitting tight in their saddles. It makes me wonder how long we’ll be patrolling like this. Already we’re using drones, planes and helicopters, but nothing feels more right than getting our feet on the sand. But as in everything, traditional ways are dying. 

My moment of reflection over, I indicate to my own exhausted followers that it’s time to move on, and then turn, and start to lead the way to my desert camp. Looking at the position of the sun in the sky I can see it’s just approaching noon; we’d left for the border long before dawn and are now returning in the heat of the day. I won’t be the only one glad to be back at what I currently call my home. 

After dismounting and ensuring Amal will be taken care of, I enter my tent, folding myself down to relax against the plush cushions in front of the small table, laden with food left by my servants, ready for my return. I pour a cup of the thick sweet coffee, but as I think about the day ahead my appetite leaves me, the portion of bread turning to cardboard in my mouth. And when the satellite phone starts ringing I ignore it for as long as I can, wanting to pick it up about as much as I would a poisonous snake. My head drops down into my hands, and impatiently I brush back the strands of my long hair, which have escaped from the tie holding it back. I know who is calling me, and the reason for it. But that doesn’t mean I’m prepared.

The call will be to confirm that my bride has arrived in Amahad, and to settle the arrangements for when I can expect her. Knowing it isn’t possible to put off the inevitable I sigh deeply, accepting my fate and answer the phone. As expected, the call is from Jasim, but I pay scant attention to what my brother is telling me. Instead, I reflect on how it’s come to this.

I’d given up my right to select a bride as part of the terms of my banishment three years ago – or indeed to retain any choice even as to whether I marry or not. In truth, I’d have expected the emir to have selected a wife for me long before this; by now I should have been wed to a woman from my own culture, someone who would have few expectations and demands from an arranged marriage, content to manage the home and children. But the most trusted tribal leaders had been reluctant to hand over their precious daughters into the bed of the savage sheikh, and those that were willing to sacrifice their offspring only wanted to do so to get closer to the throne. The emir was disappointed that nothing came from approaches to the former, and dismissed the advances of the latter. So it’s come to this, for me to be wed to a woman from the West. A woman who will have her own view of marriage. An intelligent woman at the top of her profession. A woman from a different culture, and with expectations unlike those of an Amahadian. A woman I’m marrying solely to avenge the wrong committed against the southern tribes. It’s undoubtedly not a recipe for a perfect union. 

What kind of husband can I be? What if the events of three years ago repeat themselves? I shudder, as always unable to believe myself capable of my crime. If it hadn’t been for the emir, stepping in with a financial inducement of such a large amount that Chantelle had agreed to drop the charges, I’d now be languishing in a fucking Parisian gaol, rather than living a life of solitude in the desert. For three years I’ve avoided getting close to a woman. It’s safer that way. But now my self-imposed seclusion is to end.

Only half listening as my brother talks, I feel a shiver of repulsion running down my spine. What would it take to provoke me? And would I be able to stop?

“… So Kadar will bring her out this afternoon.” Jasim concludes the conversation. That’s all the information I need to hear, and it’s as much as I can take in at this moment. 

After agreeing the time of arrival I mutter a goodbye and disconnect the call. There’s only one way to handle this. I’ll do my duty and fulfil the terms of the contract, but not get close to her. Distance is the only way to guarantee her safety. I’ll try to make her understand the role she needs to play to keep her safe. The marriage won’t be real: the only reason we’re going to be joined is to satisfy the need for desert tribes’ desire for vengeance on the man who stole their money.

I think back to the easy companionship of the tribal leader, Sheikh Rais, this morning. The last thing that I fucking want is a wife. At least here in the desert I can feel I’m playing my part to keep Amahad safe and, up to now, I could do it with no fear of the monster inside of me coming to the fore, except when an enemy crosses the border. But to trust me again with a woman? Am I ready to do that? That fucking black hole in my memory continues to hide the answer from me. 

 


Chapter 5

Cara

 

Engrossed in my thoughts, still running through any and every conceivable explanation for my presence here, and the likely scenarios that might ensue, I fail to notice that Tahirah has halted in front of an ornate doorway and I almost walk straight into her. I steady myself, automatically smoothing down my clothes to give my hands something to do as the maid knocks and pushes the heavy doors open. She steps back, waving her hand to indicate that I’m to enter the room. Closing my eyes briefly, in an attempt to compose myself, and drawing in a deep breath, I step through. Tahirah closes the doors behind me; they shut with an ominous clang. I have to resist the urge to swing around and open them again, to call the maidservant back, to beg her not to leave me alone. But when I see the sight in front of me, I freeze.

Blinking slowly, my eyes open wide. Rising to his feet in front of me is the man who entered my house, dressed as a courier, just a day before. He’s holding a phone to his ear and, apart from his action in standing, ignores me as he finishes his call and puts the phone back in his pocket. Only then does he turn to face me, now giving me his full attention. This man isn’t a prince; he’s just the hired thug who was sent to collect me. A sense of relief that I’ve got a moment’s reprieve sparks something inside me, but something keeps me silent even though I want to express my disgust at what he’s done. The words catch in my throat. I watch him move towards me. As he gets close enough to loom over me I find him menacing and, unable to stand my ground, I take a step back.

Swallowing rapidly, I notice he’s just as tall as I remember. I have to tilt my head up to see his chiselled, handsome face, dark eyes, shapely nose and a mouth currently compressed, looking almost cruel. He’s frowning. Realising I too am being assessed, I lower my gaze to the floor, knowing he will find my appearance wanting.

Staring at the luxurious woven carpet underfoot, I try to reignite my flash of anger. What does it matter what a kidnapper thinks of me? The man who forced his way into my house? When at last I find my voice I decide to take the initiative. 

“Your name’s not Bob, I take it?” 

He starts as if he didn’t expect me to be the one to break the silence. Then he nods slowly. “I’m Sheikh Jasim Rushdi Sadiq al Kassis, Prince of Amahad,” he replies haughtily, in a way that suggests he isn’t used to introducing himself. But manners apparently require that he inclines his head, in a small polite bow, as he clarifies his name and status for me. He gives me a second to get over my evident surprise and then continues. “You are rested and well?” 

Wrapping my fury around myself like a shield, I answer his question with the disdain I feel it deserves. “I’m rested as a result of the drugs you gave me, and despite the accommodation you provided me with. But I suppose I’m as well as a kidnap victim can be.” I shudder as I recall that dark cell, and hope I won’t be going back there. But what the heck is going on? My kidnapper and a prince are one and the same. A prince abducted me? I raise my eyes to meet his and give a little shake of my head, feeling like I’ve fallen down the fabled rabbit hole.

His gaze steadies on mine, and a flicker of something that could be disgust moves across his face. Repugnance at the kidnapping? No, that’s wishful thinking. It has to be the way I look. I should be used to that. As my face reddens in embarrassment, I comfort myself that at least that’s something familiar in this alien land. Either way, he recovers quickly and his face becomes impassive once more as he gets down to business. 

“You will no doubt be anxious to know why we have brought you here. Come, I will take you to my brother.”

He gestures to me to accompany him and, with perfect manners, holds the door, indicating that I should precede him. As we step out into the hallway again, the guard takes his place behind us. I’m getting used to this. The prince’s words and actions may have been polite, but there’s no doubt I’m a prisoner, not a guest.

I become increasingly intimidated as he leads me through the vast palace. The fact that he’s so serious and makes no small talk intensifies the gravity of the situation. Oh God! They must know I abused the trust they put in me when they gave me access to their systems. So how do I exonerate myself? I know I can if they give me the chance to explain. I try to hold my head up, letting no sign of guilt show. Apart from the illegal hacking, I’ve not done anything wrong. But that’s serious enough! Trying to ignore the voice in my head, I attempt to instil confidence in myself, I follow the prince through the older parts of the palace finding, on the whole, it’s relatively unoccupied. Any servants or guards we pass pause to give a deep bow to Prince Jasim, and then continue going about their duties in silence. But as we enter a more modern area it becomes a hive of activity – the sort of environment I recognise well. Phones are ringing, people moving around with a sense of urgency. Here, Jasim is met with friendly greetings of ‘Good Morning’, and even a back slap and half hug from one guy whom he evidently hadn’t seen for a while. He doesn’t act like a prince and I wonder what his position is. I quickly realise I’m the centre of attention, some people even rising to their feet from their desks to get a better look at me. I keep my head down, avoiding the curious glances that the workers are sending my way. If only I’d been in my trustworthy black trouser suit I could have held my own in this setting, but instead I’m swishing past dressed in silk, the soft feel that I found comfortable earlier now mocking me with each step. Inwardly I cringe. Yeah, folks, get a good look at the freak. I wish the floor would open up to swallow me. 

With everyone’s attention on me, I realise I’ve got to make an effort to do something. I pause by the desk of a Caucasian woman. Quickly catching her eye, I ask, “Could you contact the British embassy for me, please?”

Jasim comes sharply to my side and gives the curious woman a shake of his head. She looks at me with sympathy but is obviously not going to risk her job to help me. Pointedly she looks at her computer screen and resumes her work. As the prince takes my arm to encourage me forward, I notice that all the occupants of the office seem to have become engrossed in whatever it is they are paid to do. I have no choice but to continue to walk with Jasim.

Eventually, my guide walks through an anteroom and, after acknowledging the secretary, who stands and bows deeply as he passes, with a simple, “Good morning, Richard,” and easy smile, knocks and then pushes open the door which leads into the biggest office I’ve seen in my life. The prince stands back, politely giving me the space to go ahead of him into the room.

I enter, and stop dead, looking around desperately trying to stop my mouth falling open at the stunning sight in front of me. It’s an office, but unlike any I’ve ever known. Its very size is impressive enough, but it’s the rich decoration that is most remarkable. There are antiques on the shelving, precious paintings on the walls, and a massive floor-to-ceiling bookcase. A huge desk inlaid with leather dominates the rear of the room, behind which is a magnificent chair. It’s as if everything in the room is all paying homage to the rank of the person who would sit there. On the wall opposite the doorway we entered through, windows range the full height of the room looking on to a garden ablaze with flowers. A sweet smell is wafting in through the patio door that’s open to the outside. 

A movement catches my eye. So overwhelmed by the magnificence of my surroundings, I hadn’t realised the room’s occupant was standing by the windows, silhouetted by the light coming through the glass. He is dressed in Arab robes and a keffiyeh, complete with a golden agal, and the traditional dress only serves to make him look all the more formidable. He seems in no hurry to address me but takes his time looking at me, giving me a thorough examination. Embarrassed and ashamed, I’m about to turn my head away when he eventually makes a move and comes forward.

He extends his hand as if in friendship, but his expression doesn’t quite match the action. “Miss Carson, I’m Sheik Kadar Rushdi Sadiq al Kassis, Crown Prince of Amahad. Welcome to my country.” 

Bemused at the formal welcome, I force myself to respond to the handshake, my hand feeling small and weak as he grips it briefly, but firmly. The fingers surrounding mine have strength enough to crush bone, but I’m spared that torture for now. My hand is released, and although the hold hadn’t been tight, I have to resist the impulse to rub and soothe it. If I’d found Sheikh Jasim to be intimidating, Sheikh Kadar is in a whole different league, one all of his own. Taller than his brother by a couple of inches, his bearing is military straight and regal, and his presence is overpowering. I force myself to meet his eyes briefly, unwilling to cower like a criminal, but lower my gaze almost immediately, finding I’m unable to maintain eye contact. The man before me oozes control and dominance.  

Those few seconds I focus on his face are enough for me to recognise him as the second man who’d taken part in my kidnapping. Hell! Not one, but both of the men who kidnapped me are princes, one the heir to the throne of Amahad! I have to swallow fast to suppress a nervous giggle – hysterics aren’t far away. Then I sober quickly. The situation I’m in is not a game; the men in front of me are not pawns but knights, and they are about to take the queen. My head swims and I start shaking as I begin to realise the magnitude of the trouble I’ve got myself into. 

Kadar looks at me cautiously, his dark eyes penetrating mine as if able to see my innermost thoughts, and I have the feeling there isn’t much he misses. When he speaks his powerful voice resonates with authority, and he wastes no time getting down to the business at hand. 

“Welcome to Amahad, Miss Benting. You are no doubt anxious to know why we have brought you here. Come. Sit, and we will talk.”

Ignoring the desk, Kadar waves me towards a low couch. He and Jasim seat themselves on a similar one opposite. A small table is between us. The setting is informal but does nothing to relax me. I feel like prey, wondering when the lion will pounce. While Kadar is giving me a long stare I wipe my hand over my face, trying to think. What do they know? How should I play this? Are they waiting for me to speak and give enough information to hang myself? A shudder makes my muscles contract as I realise what I’ve thought of as a commonplace expression might be a little bit too close to the truth. Is hacking a capital offence in Amahad? Or am I going to spend the rest of my life in a prison cell like the one I woke up in this morning? I don’t care for either option. I make a vain attempt to still my trembling legs, and I can’t seem to stop clasping and unclasping my hands in my lap. My actions give my nervousness away. Sheikh Jasim shoots me a look full of sympathy which, if anything, makes me feel worse. 

Sheikh Kadar clears his throat and nods. I take it as a sign the interrogation is going to start. “I know you must be concerned, Miss Benting. I apologise for the way we brought you here. Unfortunately, you refused our invitation. We had hoped that you would travel here in comfort, and avoid the distress.” He examines my face. “I trust you have now recovered from any after-effects of your treatment?”

I ignore his question; I just want to get on with why I’m here. In truth, my headache is returning, but I home in on one thing he’s said which irks me, and I have to correct him. My nerves mean I need to swallow a couple of times to get any words out. 

“My name is Carson, Cara Carson. I’m not Cara Benting. Please stop calling me that.” I’m annoyed my voice sounds weak.

The crown prince looks annoyed and narrows his eyes. “Your father was Joseph Benting,” he states as indisputable fact.

“Yes, but …” He raises his hand in an obvious gesture for me to be quiet.  

He nods, as if pleased with my obedience, and then swiftly his expression changes to a frown, looking like he is preparing for an awkward conversation. Starting to speak again, he comes straight to the point. “You can change your name, Miss Benting, but you cannot change your blood. Your father, Joseph Benting, committed a serious crime. He stole from Amahad.”

I lower my eyes, thinking quickly. They’ve confirmed I’m here because of my father, and I have absolutely no idea why. My brain quickly computes my response to this scenario, which is different to any I had expected. The fraud Benting committed had been reported in the newspapers and was a well-known fact. Yes, I’d hacked into his systems and found the strange documents that I’d given to Hunter, but the crime itself was nothing to do with me. My hacking ability isn’t something I care to advertise, particularly just now, so if they don’t already know I’m not going to advertise the fact that I delved deeper into the Amahadian finances than I should have done. So I keep to the topic they raised, and say in a shaky voice, “I heard about the crime; it was all over the news. And I also read in the papers, the man you call my father is dead.”

“And I’m sorry for your loss.” It’s obvious Kadar is going through the motions; there’s no conviction behind the condolence. 

“Why? I’m not.” 

This time, I show more strength in my response, which surprises both men because they sit up straighter and take notice. I have never owned any relationship between that hated man and myself, so I tell them that. “I don’t consider that man to be my father. His sperm might have caused my existence, but that’s as far as any involvement I had with him went. I’ve nothing to grieve over.”

Kadar exchanges a puzzled look with his brother, as if my bluntness has surprised them, and then clears his throat. “Miss Benting, I realise you might not have been close to your father, but nevertheless, you are the daughter of Joseph Benting.”

I have to protest. I’ve never been a Benting in my life. I wish they’d get to the point of why they’ve brought me here. I tremble as I respond to that comment, getting more frustrated the more they push the point. 

“You call me Miss Benting – the name on my birth certificate is Carson.” 

I pause, trying to gather my rather scattered thoughts, fear and the after-effects of the drugs making it difficult for me to think. “I only saw the man you call my father once in my life, and then only for a matter of minutes.” Once, when I was eighteen; once and never again. As I recall the meeting, my eyes crease up in pain.

Jasim is watching me carefully, and what he sees seems to make him uncomfortable. Up to this point he’s left the talking to his brother, and I’m getting the distinct impression that he doesn’t want to be here. But now he breaks his silence.

“You are aware of his business with Amahad?” he probes gently.

I’m unsure how to answer him. I’m still out of kilter. Why are they concentrating on the man who’s technically my father? What on earth has he got to do with me? I take a deep breath, deciding to be deliberately vague, and hope that I’m saying the right thing. 

“I’ve already told you: I read about it.” 

Kadar sits forwards as though to emphasise a point. 

“Your father stole from us, Miss Benting. More importantly, he stole from our tribespeople, and they demand recompense. They want revenge.”

I start at the word ‘revenge’, not understanding what he could mean. I’m scared and alone in a foreign country, and they are talking about revenge for a crime a dead man committed? What the hell could they possibly want from me? I look from Kadar to Jasim, while taking a moment to try to calm myself. I narrow my eyes showing my confusion. 

“I’m sorry, Sheikh Kadar, Sheikh Jasim.” My voice squeaks as I acknowledge them both, looking at each in turn. I’m getting more concerned by the minute. I don’t know what to say safely, or what they want from me. Trying to choose my words carefully, making sure I don’t give myself away, I continue, forcing my voice into a more normal tone. “I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing here. How do you think I can help you?” I open my hands as if pleading with them to believe me. “I never had anything to do with Joseph Benting. I didn’t inherit anything, I’m not an executor of his will, and I don’t have any responsibility for the debts he left. I presume administrators have been appointed to salvage what they can. I’m sorry, but what do you think I can do to help you?” 

Suddenly, I feel a little bit more confident. They must soon realise Benting was nothing to do with me, and let me go home. 

With an exclamation in his own language that sounds like an expression I probably wouldn’t want translating, Kadar stands up in one smooth, fluid action and turns his back to me. I notice his posture has gone rigid, as if he’s reluctant to answer my question. His body language isn’t making me feel comfortable. His fists clench in anger, but whether at me, or my father, I can’t tell. Glancing across the table, I see his brother is watching him anxiously. Turning back again to Kadar, my eyes follow him as he begins to pace around the room. He stills, lifts his shoulders up and rests his head back. Then he noticeably seems to relax and returns to take his seat, looking like he has brought himself back under control. He nods at Jasim as if to show he’s back on script. For some reason, I’m starting to feel this conversation is as difficult for the two brothers as it is for me, which only makes me more perplexed. I’m at a complete loss to understand anything about this interview. But I’m feeling more confident. It’s clear they’ve got the wrong person; I know nothing about Benting’s activities. Officially, that is. 

More positive now, I take a deep breath, needing now to get to the crux of the matter so that any misunderstanding can be sorted out. The tensions of the morning have left me like a rubber band about to snap. So I ask directly, “Your Highnesses. Why am I here?” But as I look directly at the older man I flinch at the cold look on his face, noticing he’s staring at his brother rather than me. The warmth seems to disappear from the room, and I shiver. Their delay in replying and the fact that neither appears to want to look me in the eye suggests they aren’t simply going to let me go home. Have my arguments fallen on deaf ears? My hands start shaking again, and my confidence ebbs away.

After a tense pause, Kadar’s eyes darken; his voice is so sombre it sounds ominously like a judge pronouncing a death sentence. “We accept you had no relationship with your father, but you are his kin. Of his blood. His actual daughter. His only living relation.” He breaks off, closing his eyes as if his next words are painful, even to himself. “To satisfy the tribal leaders and their people, we must be seen to seek retribution. The tribes want someone to be punished for this crime. As Joseph Benting can no longer accept his penance you, his daughter, will bear the punishment on his behalf.”

What. The. Fuck. Punishment? For something I haven’t been any part of? For a crime the man who is nothing to me but a sperm donor? They must be crazy. The blood drains from my face and I must be as white as a sheet; my heart is beating like it’s going to jump out of my chest, and my muscles tense as though I’m getting ready to run. That one word: punishment. I’m not in England – I’m in Amahad. Everything I’ve ever read or heard about this region goes fleeting through my head. Stonings … beheadings … I can’t conceive of what might be in store for me, but the cruel way they left me to wake up this morning gives me some idea. Swallowing, having difficulty getting the words out, I all but whisper: “Punished?” I look at Jasim, because he seemed to show some sympathy for me earlier, but he’s looking away, avoiding meeting my gaze. I stand and, leaning forwards, put my hands on the table. I almost spit in my effort to get my point across. 

“I am NOTHING to do with Benting!”

“Sit!” Kadar’s rasped command has me obeying him. Steadily he holds my gaze. “You do not understand our ways. Your blood is your father’s.” 

As I start to protest again, his fist bangs on the table. “No more. Accept it. Revenge will be taken on Benting’s bloodline. You cannot deny your relationship. It is a physical certainty.” His voice gentles. “I know it’s difficult for you to understand because you are a Westerner, but any Amahadian would accept their fate. It’s our way, Miss Benting. You will bear his punishment because you are of his blood.”

What can I do? What can I say? I’ve no one to turn to, nowhere to run. I’m stunned, shocked, and frightened to ask, but I have to know. I draw in a shaky breath, and then ask, “What punishment?” I don’t think my voice could have been much quieter.

But Kadar hears me. He closes his eyes and then tells me. “The tribal leaders have demanded your death as the price of their vengeance. They wish to end the Benting bloodline. They have called for a public execution by beheading.”

I can’t process what he’s saying. I feel faint, and begin to slide off my chair. Jasim’s arm reaches out to steady me. Are they going to kill me for the crimes of a man I never even knew? I open my mouth to protest again, but nothing comes out except a muffled whimper. This can’t be happening to me. 

“Kadar! Tell her the rest. Quickly!” Jasim’s entreaty sounds urgent. He’s still supporting me; without his hand holding me I’d have fallen to the floor.

“We have negotiated with the tribes and have agreed on a way to avoid the death sentence, Miss Benting.”

I’m not capable of understanding what he is telling me. I throw a glance of desperation towards Jasim; his face is taut as though he’s far from happy with the situation. He gently reinforces the words Kadar has spoken. 

“Be calm, Cara. You will not suffer that sentence. You have another option.” For the first time, he has addressed me by name. “Listen to Kadar.” He glares at his brother. 

 Kadar shrugs and then continues. “The tribes cannot afford to lose the money that Benting stole from them, but neither will they accept anything that could be perceived as charity from the Crown. So the emir has generously offered a bride price which, coincidentally, totals the ten million pounds sterling that Benting conned out of Amahad.” He smiles at this, but the twist to his mouth makes it resemble more of a grimace. “The bride price will be paid to the tribes. They have agreed to accept this.”

“Bride price?” I realise I’m in danger of sounding like a parrot, but in my fear I’ve totally lost track of this conversation as a whole, and am only hearing key words that frankly scare the living daylights out of me. I look from one brother to another, my eyes open wide with fear, and a total lack of comprehension. They could have been speaking in a different language for all I can understand.

Kadar seems focused on a spot above my head; even he is avoiding looking at me at this juncture. “Yes, Miss Benting. A bride price. And you are the bride.” He stops briefly as his features transform into a mirthless grin. “You will be married to our brother, Sheikh Nijad, and your bride price will be used to write off the debt.”

It takes a moment for the words to compute in my brain, and even when I realise I did hear them in the right order, they still make no sense. I’m still trying to get over the fact that people in this country want me dead. And now they’re proposing to marry me off? My mouth falls open in disbelief. I’m speechless, and then relief makes me start to laugh, now certain I’m not going receive any penalty for hacking into their systems, and that I’ve been given a reprieve from execution. Instead, I’m going to be married! I laugh and laugh, tears streaming down my face, my laughter turning hysterical, and two things strike me at once. Firstly, that anyone thought I could be worth anything approaching the millions of pounds that Benting had stolen, and secondly that they were suggesting I’m going to marry a prince? Me? 

 


Chapter 6

Cara

 

Marry? Me marry a sheikh? That anyone would want to marry me is a step beyond belief, but a sheikh and, more than that, a real live prince? I’m having difficulty pulling myself together as I realise how ludicrous and unbelievable the proposal is. I must be the butt of a very elaborate joke. Perhaps if I look around I’ll see hidden cameras? Eventually I stop laughing, my mirth ending in a series of unladylike hiccups. I gaze incredulously at the two princes, who are giving me time to let their suggestion sink in. I shake my head, knowing Sheikh Kadar cannot be serious. When I’ve sufficiently got myself together to be able to speak, I start telling them how ridiculous they are being.

Looking at them scathingly I begin, “Look, this is crazy.” Remembering who I’m addressing, I realise I need to choose my words a bit more carefully. Insulting princes in their own land is probably not the brightest idea. “I don’t know why you brought me here; there’s obviously been a big mistake. What you are suggesting is ridiculous.” I pause and, noticing their expressions remain sober, try a different tack. “I appreciate Benting has caused trouble for your country, and I’m sorry to hear that. If there was any way I could help repay the money I’d do it. But you have to be joking to think that I could marry your brother. I’ve never met him, but he wouldn’t want to marry someone like me. And I’m certainly not worth the bride price you are suggesting! You’ve had your fun; you’ve succeeded in frightening me. Please just end this now, and let me go home.” 

Two sets of grave eyes are on me now; two men looking at me with sympathy. They are not laughing. I go completely still, horror filling me at the prospect that they could actually be serious. “You are joking, aren’t you?” My voice sounds hoarse. Suddenly nothing would feel better than escaping back to what Hunter refers to as command central, and burying myself in familiar work. Perhaps I should pinch myself to prove this is a dream.

 Kadar reaches behind him and rummages. Turning back, he hands me a tissue. I take it, and mop up the wetness that seeped from my eyes during my laughing fit; I hadn’t even been aware I had tears running down my cheeks. He waits, presumably for me to compose myself, and then starts to speak. 

“In our culture arranged marriages are the norm, particularly for the royal family …”

 “But it’s not my culture!” I interrupt, not caring if I'm rude. An arranged marriage? I can’t conceive of that. But their manner is making me realise that they are serious. They mean this. Oh shit! I start to hyperventilate as I begin to consider their proposal as a possibility. “I can’t marry a stranger.” I shudder. “I can’t …”

“I’m afraid you can and you will. You have no choice.” Kadar pronounces his statement as if he’s hammering nails into my coffin. 

“Miss Benting.” Jasim addresses me now. “Let us try to explain. The tribes are angry.” He throws his brother a quick look when he pauses, and with a gesture shows he expects him to continue. But when Kadar just stares back, Jasim gives a frustrated sigh and starts to provide me with a fuller explanation. “The tribes want revenge. I appreciate you don’t understand our ways.” He takes a deep breath and then continues. “Amahad is a country of two parts. In the north we have industry and large towns. Al Qur’ah has a prime position on the coast and over the centuries has become an important port and gateway not only for our people, but also for neighbouring landlocked countries. Nowadays we attract significant tourism as well. The northern towns and cities are cosmopolitan as a result, with acceptance of different cultures and religions. But a third of our population still live a traditional life in the southern desert. It’s a wild place; the people living there are predominantly of the Muslim faith, and there is a divide between the city and desert dwellers. The desert tribes play an important role, acting as a buffer against the less tolerant countries surrounding us.”  

It’s a lot for me to take in, let alone try to understand. Jasim gives me a moment to digest his geography lesson before continuing. 

“We need the tribal leaders to be united, or we are unable to protect the border. The tribes blame the Crown for losing their money and we cannot afford to have them rebel. Once they have a taste for blood, they will turn among themselves. Your marriage, the payment of the bride price, will appease them. We have their word on that.”

His explanation doesn’t help. Tremors are shuddering through my body as his unsmiling face shows his determination to achieve this outcome. How can I get out of this? I stare at him. 

“But it’s got nothing to do with me. I don’t know anything about your country. Look, I don’t mean to sound uncaring, but your tribal disputes have nothing to do with me. There must be some other way to appease them?” I look round, as if for an escape route. I’m wildly clutching at straws. “I’m a forensic accountant! I’m British. You can’t treat me like this. I will not be a pawn in your political game.”

Kadar stands up so rapidly that his chair tips backwards. Automatically our eyes go to it, watching it rocking, waiting to see whether it will fall. Before it does, Kadar reaches out a hand to steady it. He doesn’t exactly shout, but his stern voice increases in volume. 

“This is not a game! Your father stole from Amahad and you are his only kin. That debt must be repaid.”

“But I didn’t even know my father!” I continue to protest, vexed tears filling my eyes. They are not listening to me. “I want to go home.” I try to put some strength into my voice. “I insist you let me go back to England!” Thinking quickly I add, “I need to contact the British embassy!”

“Enough!” His voice was quieter now, but his tone made me automatically obey. 

I shut my mouth.

“You will remain in Amahad. And you will be married.”

I’m not having this. The situation is beyond preposterous. They can’t force me to do anything. Surely any marriage needs my agreement? I stand up, and it’s my chair that actually falls over, and I couldn’t give a damn. “I demand you let me go home right now. You can’t coerce me like this. I refuse to consider this any further.” I’ve never been so angry in my life – or so scared.

“Then you will pay the ultimate price!” Kadar throws this back at me. “Sentence has been passed. The tribespeople will have your life.”

“What?” I start. The thought of this preposterous marriage put the earlier threat of the execution out of my head. I stop breathing in the stunned silence. A scraping sound tells me that Jasim has righted my chair. His hand comes to hold my arm as he gently guides me back into it. 

Kadar’s cold eyes focus on mine. “Marriage or death. Those are your choices.”

Jasim gives my arm a gentle squeeze; a gesture of comfort, not support. I don’t take my eyes off his brother. The horror of his pronouncement shakes me to the core. Jasim glares at him and turns me to face him. 

“The tribes wanted Benting’s daughter dead, Cara. As we have already explained, we managed to get them to accept an alternative: marriage to Sheikh Nijad.” Another squeeze of his hand, his actions at odds with the brutal finality of his words. “But if you don’t accept the marriage you will have to take the only other option.”

I turn my eyes to him; I read the compassion in his face and his distaste for the words he is saying. I find myself considering whether death is a better option than the impossible marriage they are planning for me. In truth, what have I got to live for? A lonely life hidden away from the world, my only interaction with other people consisting of delving into their digital lives. 

Kadar seems to understand that I’m considering the ultimate option. “You would die by being beheaded, Miss Benting. A public execution.”

After staring at him and noting that, unlike his brother, his unyielding features show no sign of sympathy, I put my head in my hands and rub my forehead, pressing my fingers into my temples. What the fuck kind of nightmare have I got myself into? I feel sick to my stomach, and my headache is coming back with a vengeance.

Jasim sees my actions, interprets them correctly and places a glass of water in front of me. I stare at it for a moment, before picking it up and taking a few sips. 

“If only you knew …” I whisper. The men are silent, giving me time to take in what they’ve told me, but my thoughts take a different turn. They weren’t taking revenge by insisting on this marriage. Joseph Benting would be over the moon to know he’d sold his daughter, and received such a large payment for her. It was what he’d wanted all along. But then, he hadn’t dreamed my life had any value at all. To him, I’d been worthless. 

I have no choice. Well, I do have a choice, but a deep innate survival instinct persuades me that losing my head isn’t a particularly attractive option. For the first time, I start to realise that this marriage could become a reality. I consider the princes in front of me, looking from one to the other. They are both handsome men: tall, well-muscled, fit-looking, intimidating, powerful men, neither of whom would have even glanced at someone like me if they’d passed me on the street. If my potential husband is cut from the same cloth, it will be a marriage made in hell. There’s no way he would want to be tied to me. I’m under no illusions as to what I look like: overweight and badly scarred from my childhood acne, not fit to be seen on the arm of any halfway decent-looking man, let alone a prince! If Nijad is anything like his brothers, why on earth would he agree to marry me? Surely the princes can see I’m not princess material? 

My thoughts were tumbling through my head in no particular order. How would such a marriage be arranged? Was there an option to meet Nijad first to see if we might be compatible? If we did meet, I know he’d reject me on sight. What a preposterous idea that I was to get married, and even more than that, to a sheikh? Impossible! Surely they must see that. Are they blind? 

My voice comes out as a horrified gasp. “This is absurd! It’s nonsensical to think I could marry anyone at all. Certainly not a prince. Even as an arranged marriage, your brother wouldn’t want to marry me!”

I know I’ve surprised Kadar when I see him frown. “Why not?”

My embarrassment at drawing unwanted attention to my features makes my voice grow shrill. “Just look at me!”

Tilting his head to one side, Kadar does as I suggest, and then exchanges a look with his brother. He shakes his head as if he can’t understand. 

His nonchalant attitude makes me angry. Giving an exasperated sigh, I continue, almost shouting, “Why would Sheikh Nijad even consider marrying me?” I raise my eyes to the tall, imposing sheikh. 

Still standing, but looking down, examining me intently, Kadar seems to be choosing his words. Then he tells me, “Sheikh Nijad has no more choice in this matter than you do. It is his duty. The emir has spoken.” He looks down at his brother, but Jasim only shrugs and stays silent. They seem to be communicating without words. I’m starting to think there’s something they aren’t telling me, something about Nijad, something important. Why would their brother, a prince, third in line to the throne, be forced to marry a commoner from another country? 

Kadar takes his seat so he can address me face to face. “Our brother lives in the southern desert. He hasn’t left the desert for three years and is unlikely to, so you will join him there. The tribespeople will be monitoring the marriage very carefully; you need to understand that.” Again he glances at Jasim, looking for encouragement. “You must satisfy Nijad as his bride. You will not bring shame upon him or his name, and you will not disrespect him.” 

He wasn’t saying it, but there was an unspoken consequence in there, I was certain. I want it clarified. “Or else?” I whisper.

“Sheikh Nijad holds your life in his hands.”

Jasim is watching us and his cough draws my attention back to him. “It won’t be a life sentence, Cara.” His voice is as comforting as it can be in the circumstances. “You will sign a contract that specifies the length of your marriage. It’s probable that the conditions can be accomplished within five years. At that point, you would be free to return to your old life.” His words do slightly soften the blow.

Still reeling from the idea that my proposed husband will have the power of life or death over me, I try to process what Kadar was saying. A relatively short marriage? For five years only? Does that make a difference, knowing it isn’t for ever? Perhaps we would have a business-type arrangement; I could cope with that. Perhaps Nijad is gay, and needs a wife to keep up appearances?

But the swift rise in my hopes are immediately dashed as Kadar continues, “Our ruler has decided it’s time Nijad has an heir. And for that, he needs a wife.”

I recoil. Any thoughts I had of a platonic marriage just went flying out of the window. 

“An heir? He will want children?” Everything had been sprung on me so quickly this morning that I hadn’t thought things through. Children meant sex. Agreeing to this marriage would be agreeing to be intimate with a man I have never met, and know absolutely nothing about! But as soon as Kadar continues speaking in that deep solemn voice, I realise he is deadly serious.

“Yes. A son. You will remain married for five years, or until the terms of the marriage contract have been satisfied.”

“The contract will call for me to have a child?” I’m stunned. I’ve never even had a boyfriend, and now I am to get pregnant? Pregnant by a man I don’t even know. “This is beyond crazy!” 

Ignoring my whispered statement, he just answers my question. “The contract calls for you to provide Nijad with a son, yes,” he repeats.

 “But what if I can’t … what if I can’t have children? What if any children are girls?” I’m reeling at the thought of having a child, any child – and, in particular, the unimaginable actions that are necessary for it to come about. 

Kadar shrugs. “If there is no child at all, or only females, after the period of five years has passed Nijad will be able to discuss his options with the emir.”

I don’t think I want to hear what those options might include. And, on the other hand, “What if I do have a child? What happens after five years?” My voice grows sharp. I really can’t believe I’m having this discussion. 

“At the end of five years, you will be able to return to your old life. You will be provided for, with more than sufficient for your needs.” 

Marriage, sex, having a baby … All things I never thought I’d experience. But wait: Kadar’s expression tells me I haven’t been told everything yet and, as the elder prince clears his throat, I soon found I was right.

“Any child of the marriage will naturally remain in Amahad.”

So that’s it. The suggestion is for me to be a breeding machine. It’s barbaric! Things like that don’t happen in this century, and certainly don’t happen to me! Me! Plain, boring, ugly Cara. Marriage! A consummated marriage, no less. It’s ludicrous. I’ve never considered having children. Who would want to have them with me? But if I did have a child, could I bear to part with it? My head is swimming. Abruptly, I pull myself together. The whole thing was insane, unthinkable. I would refuse.

“No,” I tell them, my voice as firm as I can make it. “You cannot do this. Kidnapping and forced marriage, it’s not legal …” 

Kadar interrupts. “It is our ruler’s wish. And the emir is the law. There is no way out, Cara. Not if you want to live.” He touches his forehead, his hand wiping his brow before coming down to cup his chin. It suddenly hits me that, underneath his autocratic exterior, he is trying to hide his sympathy for me, and struggling not to show it. But whether or not he feels compassion, as he continues speaking I realise nothing is going to deter him from this decided course of action. It is too important to their country, even if their solution is unacceptable to me.

 “We have to avoid warring among the tribes, and there is no other way to achieve that aim.”

Feeling as if I’m sinking fast into a quagmire, I make a request. “I need time to get my head round all of this. And I’d like to call someone …” I’m thinking of Hunter, or if he’s not available, I’ll try and get through to Grade A. Oh my God, Hunter, had been so right to warn me about Amahad.

“No phone calls,” Jasim answers quickly. 

“But at the very least I’ll have to tie up my work commitments. There’s my house, my account with the bank …” My mind fills with inconsequential practicalities.

“You’ll give us the power of attorney. We’ll sort out all the details for you.”

I stand, surprised that my legs support me. “I need time to think about this.”

This time, both men shake their heads in unison. They glance at each other, and Kadar nods as if confirming he is taking the lead. “The lawyers are waiting in the next room with the paperwork. You’ll sign the marriage contract now. You’ll be taken by helicopter to Nijad’s desert camp this afternoon.”

“No!” I’m truly starting to panic. I begin walking back and forth across the room, as if the movement can help get my thoughts in order. “I’m not ready.” I shoot a look of appeal to Jasim, who I think has the most empathy with my plight, but he merely lifts his shoulders up in a shrug and stares back with a sad look on his face. 

“You sign the contract, or you will be taken to prison to await execution.” In a cold voice Kadar reminds me of the unpalatable alternative. 

Panic increasing, I come out with the only thing I can. “I need to see the contract before I sign it. I don’t sign anything I haven’t read,” I say desperately. Anything to buy myself some time.

I can see the crown prince considering my request, and his capitulation when he nods slowly. “No problem with that. Wait here.” His long robes swishing around him, he leaves the room. But my reprieve is brief; he returns almost immediately. He holds an official-looking document, which he places in my hands. 

I take as much time as I can to peruse it, anxious to take in every word and to try to understand the implications. It’s relatively short and to the point, and covers the facts they’ve already told me. As far as I can see there’s nothing else hidden there. But even so the contents are sinister, outlining a marriage to Prince Nijad, which will last for at least a period of five years, or until I produce a male heir. At the end of five years, should no child or male child have been produced, the emir has the discretion to agree to a divorce, or ‘other alternatives as the ruler sees fit’. Any child of either sex is to remain in Amahad. There is a section for a settlement after the divorce that seems to be a more than generous six-figure sum per annum, but I can’t possibly think that far ahead. The money seems excessive, but doesn’t attract me. What use do I have for that kind of money? I don’t spend half of what I currently earn. I read through the contract thoroughly twice, making sure I take it all in, trying to find a way to escape this cruel fate, but I can see no way out. But while I’m reading, a kernel of a thought comes to me. 

Kadar, looking regal like the ruler he will one day be, has not retaken his seat, so I am forced to look up at him. “I’d like to add a clause. Can I write it on here?”

He looks surprised, and I think he’s going to refuse, but just before I start to plead, he tells me: “I do not see what you might want to add that would have a bearing on the details of the marriage, but I will look at what you propose. So, yes, I’ll find you a pen.” He goes over to his desk and finds a piece of paper. Then, taking a pen from a holder, he comes back and holds it out to me, but when I reach out my hand to take it he brings it just too far away. “It is up to me whether I accept your amendment.”

Well, of course, it would be. He holds all the power here. Begrudgingly I nod, and he hands me the writing implements. I tap the pen against my teeth and then start writing. When I’ve written a few sentences, I put the top back on the pen and place it on top of the contract, which I then slide back across the table. Kadar picks it up and reads what I’ve written.

 

Clause X: If, in the period of the said five years, Miss Carson repays the amount of the bride price plus ten per cent interest per year then the marriage will be dissolved with immediate effect and the annual allowance (as noted in clause 19 below) will become payable. Any child of the marriage will remain with Miss Carson and there will be no restrictions on residence, whether within Amahad or elsewhere.

 

“But that will never happen!” He looks exasperated. “Why waste time adding anything like this? I don’t think you realise what living in the desert and being married means. You will not be able to work. Nijad won’t allow it.” 

He passes the revision over to Jasim, who also looks incredulous. “Are you expecting a rich relative to die, or something?” he asks, presumably the only explanation he can think of.

I shake my head, sadly. “Unfortunately not; I have no relatives. But I’m an optimist.” I know I can’t explain, but it wasn’t completely beyond the realms of possibility that the plans I’d put in place would bear sufficient dividends. Of course, I won’t be there to manage my projects, but computers will keep ticking away following their original instructions if given no alternative course of action to follow. It crosses my mind to wonder whether coming clean now might save me from this marriage, but it’s a thought I quickly reject. If I was unable to prove my honest intent to their satisfaction, I have no doubt of the outcome. At least by signing this contract I’ll be staying alive – for the present, anyway.

Kadar picks up a pen and idly rubs the end against his mouth while he thinks. After a short while, he inclines his head towards his brother. “Take this to the lawyers and get the contract redrafted.” He turns to me. “You will sign the revised contract, and then Tahirah will come to look after you until it’s time to leave.”

 

****

 

The maidservant is no more communicable than she was earlier, but at least I’m left to await my fate in an ornately furnished sitting room, rather than being returned to my cell. I’m brought food for lunch, but I can’t consider eating. My guts are churning as I try to process everything that’s happened to me over the past twenty-four hours or so. I have no idea how I can evade what seems to be my destiny due to an accident of birth. There’s no phone in this room and the door, as I might have predicted, is locked. So I sit here, waiting, alone with my thoughts. 

There’s a fluttering of butterflies in my stomach, and I’m ashamed to admit it’s in anticipation of something I never expected to experience: sex, intimacy. What man would want to touch me? What will it be like? I wonder what Sheikh Nijad will be like. Will I be able to fancy the man I’m being given to? Christ! If I don’t like him, if he doesn’t turn me on, it would be rape, wouldn’t it? I pick up a cushion and hug it to me. One thing’s for certain: he’s going to be very disappointed in his new bride. A sob escapes me. It won’t matter whether I’m attracted to him or not. There’s not a chance that he’ll find me appealing in any sense. Shit! What a complete fuck-up. 

They come for me long before I’m ready. Tahirah enters alone. The maid has apparently not warmed to me since this morning, but now I suspect I know the reason. I, in lieu of my dead father, seem to be the most hated person in Amahad. She’s not rude, just not friendly. When she offers me some kind of headscarf and veil in a matter-of-fact way, I’m strangely comforted and accept her help to put it on. I’m not surprised they’ve decided to cover my face; they certainly didn’t hit the jackpot with me as their future princess. Only my eyes are visible, and it’s something of a relief to be able to hide.

A knock on the door announces the arrival of Kadar, who seems to have become my personal escort. Walking alongside the prince – again followed by the ever-present guard – I’m taken out of the palace and into the scorching sunshine which emphasises how far removed from home I am. Fuck! I’m an ordinary twenty-five-year-old Englishwoman. I work, eat, sleep the same as everyone else. I moan about the UK weather and watch the news with curiosity but with no real empathy for things happening at the other side of the world. So how the bloody hell have I ended up here? Caught up in a drama of my own, thousands of miles away from everything I know? This cannot be happening! But my eyes, ears and other senses assure me that it is. I won’t be waking up from this nightmare any time soon. Or for the next five years, for that matter.

Since the extraordinary meeting with the princes, I’ve been in a state of disbelief, almost managing to convince myself that someone, at some point, is going to leap out and shout ‘Candid Camera!’ at me, but now, as Kadar leads me across to a helicopter waiting on the helipad, everything starts to seem all too real. My eyes fill with tears. I falter and stop. What the hell am I thinking? I can’t do this. No way on earth can I marry a man I’ve never met in a country with customs I don’t understand. What’s going to happen to me? How am I going to be treated? My gut churns at the thought of being taken to the desert; the place conjures up no romantic fantasies for me. As a wave of nausea rises I turn, looking for somewhere to run.

Kadar places his hand on my arm, holding me firmly, as if he’s read my mind, preventing any escape. “Come,” he says, his voice rough. With a secure grip, he pulls me forwards to the transportation waiting to take me to my fate.

Before I can protest, he lifts me in his strong arms and I’m seated and belted up in the helicopter. Trapped. The pilot wastes no time in getting going. The strange sensation as we rise into the air makes my stomach heave, but once we’ve levelled out I’m slightly better, although unable to enjoy what turns out to be quite a long flight. With no watch or phone, I have no idea of how much time is passing. There’s nothing to do but stare out at the scenery below, which is simply miles and miles of nothing. I see no beauty in the desolate desert we’re flying over. Like my thoughts, it resembles a sea of despair. The pilot has given me headphones, but I’m obviously not tuned into the same channel as the pilot and Kadar seated in front of me. They hold conversations that I cannot hear, and I’ve no opportunity to ask any more questions, or plead my case further. As we travel over the endless sand, I drift into a mindset of disbelief, completely unable to accept this is happening to me.

Eventually, I feel a slight change in our orientation, and see that we’re flying lower. There seems to be a kind of encampment ahead, and as much as I’ve found the journey monotonous and boring, I’ve now got no desire for it to end. My brain’s suspended animation comes crashing back to life with the thought that I don’t want to arrive at our destination, nor do I want to face what’s waiting for me there. As the decrease in altitude signals we’re coming into land, my nausea returns with a vengeance. The helicopter circles then hovers before finally coming gently to rest, allowing me, in those last few moments in flight, to see a small camp surrounded by an oasis. There’s water and a handful of palm trees. I’d expected somewhere bigger, certainly more than the thirty or so tents I count. Beyond, there’s nothing but sand in either direction. Jesus, is this my new home? Despite the space, it already makes me feel claustrophobic. So alien, so unlike anything I’ve ever known before. I want to beg them to turn the helicopter around. As my panic rises, I barely feel the jolt that signals we’ve touched down. 

Kadar comes to the door. He tries to undo my harness but I grasp it tightly, not wanting to leave the last piece of the twenty-first century that’s in sight. I shake my head, words failing me as I see the determination in his eyes. He’s not going to save me. His job is to deliver me, and plainly he takes his job seriously. Firmly prising my fingers from the safety belt surrounding me, he undoes the harness, frees me, and then offers his hand to steady me and help me out. Fighting back tears and taking a deep breath, I realise I have no option but to step down on to the baking sand. 

Taking my eyes away from Kadar, I turn to face the crude-looking camp, unable to miss the reception party of half a dozen robed men and, behind them, a small group of women. In my fear of what is going to happen to me, I’d forgotten Kadar’s high status in this country. But I get a stark reminder as the assembled crowd all bow deeply from the waist when he turns to face them – all except one man waiting behind the others, tall and upstanding in his white robes, who merely dips his head briefly in a subdued mark of respect for the crown prince. 

Wasting no time, Kadar leads me forward to the man standing apart from the others. 

“Sheikh Nijad.” Kadar nods to his brother, seemingly using the two words succinctly to serve as both acknowledgement and my introduction.    

Just like that, I’m presented to my husband-to-be. The desert air is hot and dry, but that’s not what’s preventing me breathing; it’s the man in front of me. He is wearing a headdress which obscures most of his face, but my gaze is drawn to his dark eyes examining me, and then to his mouth where his lips are compressed. His face is lean, much like his brother’s, and while his features favour those of the friendlier Jasim, his expression mirrors Kadar’s, stern and almost cruel. He is just as tall as his brothers; I barely reach to his shoulder. Feeling thoroughly intimidated, goosebumps rise on my skin, even though the sun is blazing down. Nervously I wait. He continues his lazy appraisal, but makes no immediate move to welcome me or to put me at my ease. I take a step closer to Kadar before I realise what I’ve done, unconsciously seeking the comfort of the known, scared of the formidable sheikh staring so intently at me.

 

 


Chapter 7

Nijad

 

So this is the woman. My future wife. She looks so slight and frail, as if the desert wind could blow her over. Not that I can see very much at all; her veil covers all but her eyes, which are a pretty enough blue, but clearly show her fear and apprehension, wide open, with dilated pupils. I scowl, having to force the pity for the woman standing in front of me to the back of my mind and remember the reason she is here. She’s here for vengeance. This is the woman I’m expected to break and bend to my will, as the only way to keep her alive. This fucking marriage has to go ahead whatever her feelings about it or, for that matter, my own. I realise my thoughts have made my face grow fierce as she steps back, seeking the protection of Kadar, as if I’d struck her. Her wary movement brings me to my senses. Even if I can’t muster any particular feeling of empathy for the woman I’m going to be forced to live with, I’ve no wish to frighten her more than she is already. Fear is a tool but, like any other, there’s a right time and place to use it. I make an effort to sound sociable and friendly, something I’ve not had much practice in over the past three years. My voice is low and rumbling, and as non-threatening as I can make it, as I tell her “Welcome”. I accompany my words with a slight bow of my head.

After only a second’s hesitation, she returns a matching bow and stutters out a quick “Thank you”. Her response pleases me. I could have expected her to rail against her fate, but my brothers appear to have cowed her sufficiently; she seems to have no fight left in her.

The brief exchange of courtesies is the signal Kadar’s been waiting for. He claps his hand on my shoulder, gaining my attention. “Nijad, I need to talk to you.” He raises his eyebrows, awaiting my response. I nod, knowing there are formalities to complete. 

“Indeed brother. You will take refreshment?” As he indicates his agreement, I turn my attention back to the woman. I wave my hand towards the small group waiting patiently behind me. “Go with the women,” I tell her. “You will be brought to me later.”

It’s impossible to miss the flash of panic in her eyes which flick quickly between the women waiting to my rear and me, but I’ve told her what I want her to do. Forgetting she’s a woman from Western society, I expect her to obey me without question. I’m already following Kadar when I feel her hand on my arm, stopping me. I can’t help it: I go rigid making me realise I’ve been in the desert too long as the contact takes me by surprise. Here the accepted protocols mean that no one touches a prince without invitation. Her hand drops away as she grasps she shouldn’t have tried to attract my attention in that way. I know I'm a bastard. It’s not her fault that she’s here, or that she doesn’t know our ways. I turn back, giving her the opportunity to speak, tilting my head to show I’m listening.

 She stares into my eyes. I see her eyes flit back and forth showing there’s a myriad of questions she wants to ask me, but as the intelligent woman her reputation suggests she is, she dismisses most of them. There’s no point in further protestation; what will be, will be. Both of us have to accept that. When she, at last, selects the question she wants to ask, her voice is soft, melodious, but shaking. She’s scared of me. She has to swallow before asking, “When will the wedding be?” 

My eyes narrow. She’s expecting time to prepare. Time neither of us has. I give a short, mirthless laugh when I reply with the answer that’s as distasteful to me as it is to her. “You have already signed the marriage contract. I’m going to add my signature now. In a few minutes, we will be man and wife. There is no need for a celebration. In the circumstances, festivities are, perhaps, inappropriate.” I raise my eyebrows as I look down at her, daring her to disagree. 

Glancing around at the group of women, I wave towards the one who I know has a good command of English. “Go with Lamis now,” I tell her, and then pause. My voice low and commanding I add, to ensure this time she obeys, “Go with the women. They will prepare you for your sheikh.” 

Walking away, without bothering to make sure she’s complied with my instruction, I go to the tent where Kadar is waiting for me. Without invitation, he’s folded himself down so he’s half-lying on the cushions and has spread out a document on the low table in front of him. As I take my place opposite, I watch him smooth the paper out with his hands and turn it so the writing is towards me. Looking up into my face, he takes out a pen and passes it over. I shut my eyes briefly before picking it up, wishing I could avoid this situation but knowing there is nothing I can do but my duty. It isn’t just that the emir has decreed it; I see for myself, daily, the volatility of the tribes and I know they would be out for blood were I not to take the woman for my wife. I pick up the pen and scrawl my signature. There: it’s done. We are now man and wife. Sheikh and Sheikha.

“It’s well done, brother.” 

With my head still bowed over the contract I glance up at my oldest brother through my eyelashes. “It keeps the peace.” Suddenly I’m curious. “What do you make of her, Kadar?”

Rubbing his hand over his short beard, he takes a minute to gather his thoughts. “She’s out of her depth, as we knew she would be, but she has an inner strength.” He gives a short laugh. “She preferred marriage over death.”

Personally, I don’t think that’s an alternative at all, but then she doesn’t know me. I want to find out. “Did you tell her about me?”

He shakes his head. “No, she’s scared enough already without informing her of your reputation. The story’s long buried now; she didn’t recognise your name.” He shuffles his robe around him. “You have to control her, Nijad. We can’t afford a loose cannon. I don’t care how you do it, but you must make sure she toes the line.”

I feel sick to the depths of my stomach. Yes, I’ve proved I can be violent towards a woman, but I still resent the fact that’s how people know me nowadays, and that the tribes think marriage to the savage sheikh is a punishment worse than death. And it galls me that this woman is in a bad enough place already, without adding the threat of a potentially violent man into the mix. “I’ll do what I have to do,” I answer. It’s all I can promise.

The flap of the tent is pulled open and in steps a man I’ve not seen for three years. It’s Jon Tharpe, my ex-bodyguard from Grade A. I hadn’t taken notice of who’d been piloting the helicopter today, but I gather now it had been him. I stand to greet him, my arms hanging loosely by my sides. In another time, we’d have exchanged man hugs or, at the very least, shaken hands. I realise from the look on his face he hasn’t forgiven me; he is frowning as if this meeting is distasteful. 

“I didn’t realise you were in Amahad, Jon.” He can’t refuse to answer a sheikh, but I can tell he doesn’t want a conversation with me. 

“I’m covering for Harry,” he tells me directly. “I was asked to bring your wife to you.” His mouth twists, letting me know without words that he knows the reason that she is here and, being English, finds it abhorrent. The person I was three years ago would have agreed with him. The person I am now? I can’t deny the desert is in my blood. Life is harsher here, and death is commonplace, caused by the whims of nature, the lack of accessible medical care and, not least, the jihadists trying to cross the border. It makes a man look differently at the world.

Stepping towards Kadar, he hands him a parcel. My brother nods as he takes it. With a dip of his head, Jon takes his leave of the crown prince. Sparing just a glance in my direction, he makes no further acknowledgement as he leaves me alone with my brother. I sigh, regretting the loss of his friendship. He found me with Chantelle, saw the injuries I’d inflicted. He, more than anyone, knew exactly what I did, and what I am capable of.

“Here, Nijad.” Kadar attracts my attention. I’m surprised to find him grinning, and holding the parcel out to me. “It’s a present from Jasim.”

Tilting my head to one side, I’m curious. Jasim doesn’t typically send me gifts. My heart lifts slightly in expectation, hoping it signifies a renewal of our relationship. I take the parcel, strip off the outer wrapping, and cannot contain the hearty laugh that comes out of me. Still chuckling I hold out the contents for Kadar to inspect. It’s a slave chain. Now no one could accuse Jasim of being a cheapskate; it’s one which would encircle a slave’s waist and is made of pure gold, with diamonds dotted around at intervals. Another long gold chain is attached to fasten to a bed, or bolt to the floor. The padlocks are likewise made of gold and studded with rubies. But far from being just decorative, the item is sturdy and practical. 

Kadar laughs with me. Trust Jasim. But as I run my hands over the beautifully made chains I wonder whether I could ever use it. If she doesn’t come to my bed willingly or tries to escape me, could I chain her as a slave? My mirth disappears as I shudder. Forcing a woman is something I would have to summon my inner beast to be able to do. It’s one thing to use such items in play, quite another in earnest. I feel a heavy weight settling over me as I think of the expectations of the night to come. I’m expected to consummate our marriage tonight. I can have no mercy. The people of my tribe expect it as much as the leaders and peoples of the others, and it’s not possible to keep secrets in a small camp such as this. 

Kadar takes his leave as I sit in contemplation. She’s an intelligent woman and she’s signed a contract. Our coupling is not only a certainty but a business arrangement. I just hope she’ll see it that way.

 


Chapter 8

Cara

 

Prepare me for my sheikh? I freeze to the spot. I want to call him back, but my voice doesn’t work. And what the hell could I say, in any event? He seems as determined to take this course of action as his brothers. Shit! That’s my future husband, and he’s done nothing to put me at my ease. But why would he? I watch him stride away, his long legs eating up the sand as he follows the path his brother had taken. He doesn’t give a damn who I am, just the fact I’m a convenient female, an incubator for his child. My eyes continue to track him until he disappears from my sight. 

Prepare me? Prepare me for what, exactly? I swallow rapidly, and then remember the words he’d said. Are we already married? Or will be as soon as he puts his signature on the bloody document? Does that mean we will be consummating the marriage tonight? That, in only a few hours, I will be forced to be intimate with a man who, quite frankly, terrifies me? Will he hurt me? The only people who ever caused me physical pain were the school bullies, before Hunter put a stop to it. All I can recall is that I didn’t much like having my hair pulled from my scalp and a fist in my stomach. With a low threshold for pain, I don’t think I’ll be able to cope if he hurts me. 

If I’d ever had any thoughts about marrying it would have been to someone I respected, someone I’d felt was a real partner, a man of my choice. A marriage based on love and mutual attraction, not to a complete stranger with whom I have nothing in common. And definitely not this fierce, forbidding sheikh. How the hell have I ended up here? I curse the name Joseph Benting under my breath. These circumstances are not my fault. I can’t go through with this. I can’t, can’t! I absolutely can’t!

I look around in a panic, but there’s only endless desert stretching as far as I can see in all directions. I’m hyperventilating as I realise there is nowhere to run. I sink to the ground, putting my head in my hands. All my energy has been sapped out of me. Suddenly it seems too real as, for the first time, I start to accept this is my destiny. I’m in the desert at the total mercy of an unknown man I’m being forced to marry. 

I’m vaguely aware of the women who have been watching me from a distance. As I start to have my breakdown, Lamis steps forward. She hesitates before leaning down and gently touching my arm, rubbing it softly to get my attention. 

“Sheikha.” Her voice is soft and kind as she lowers herself to her knees beside me. Putting her arms around me, she hugs me to her. “Do not upset yourself.”  

The gentle touch of the woman, and her apparent concern, has a calming effect; I allow myself to lean briefly into the comforting embrace. Then the words she has spoken register with me. “Sheikha?” I ask, confused.

Lamis holds me close as she mummurs gently. “Being the wife of the sheikh makes you the sheikha.” While her English is impeccable, I notice she speaks with an unfamiliar accent that I struggle to understand. It emphasises how unfamiliar and real my situation is. 

Despair makes me catch back a sob in my throat. “Already?” At her sympathetic nod, I turn away and whisper softly, almost to myself. “But I don’t know him!” Suddenly it feels like the weight of everything that has happened in my life is pressed down on me. I begin to feel numb as I realise I have no choice. I’ve never had a choice. My future was preordained by the accident of my birth. The fact that Joseph Benting sired me has brought me to this place and time. This is my punishment solely for being the daughter of that man. All my mother’s plans to protect me have come to nothing. Any fight I might have had, leaves me.

“Come,” Lamis says softly. “Come with us.” She tries to reassure me by adding “Wanahn sawf yreak”. At my look of puzzlement she translates. “We will take care of you.”

As she gently encourages me to stand, I take a deep breath and let her lead me away. A numbness takes over me, spreading throughout my body, carried by the blood in my veins. My mind closes down.

Feeling a sense of detachment, I make no protest as she takes me into a large tent. From the outside it looks a functional structure, the canvas black and austere, but the interior is brightly lit with colourful carpets on the floor, and decorated with silk wall hangings. It’s cooler inside, and I realise just how hot I’ve become standing outside in the heat of the unfamiliar desert sun. I stand, emotionless, letting them take over. Even when the women undress me and I’m naked among strangers I don’t protest, and for once in my life the worry about what they think of me is absent. With only mild interest, I note that of the five women surrounding me only Lamis appears to speak English. Once they have removed my clothes, I’m quickly encouraged to lower myself into a large hip bath. I relax back into the soothing water, my brain blank, anaesthetised, unable to cope with everything that’s happened and the speed with which it’s taken place. I let the women bathe me, not protesting even when they give me more intimate attention and start shaving my body hair. I jerk back to myself when Lamis tells me to stand so they can shave my pubic hair. I cover myself with my hands and refuse. 

“No, absolutely not.” 

“Yes,” Lamis insists, just as firmly. “It’s unclean. It’s our way, and the sheikh will expect it. If you don’t let us, he will be angry. You do not want to make him angry.” She translates the conversation to her companions who mutter among themselves, looking at me in consternation. 

At this moment I don’t care how angry the sheikh will be, they are not touching me there. The thought of anyone touching those parts is utterly humiliating. I struggle, but it’s one against five, and it soon becomes clear they are going to have their way. I’m serious about my resistance, and soon I’m screaming. Water is splashing everywhere. Of everything that has happened in the last twenty-four hours, this is the most invasive, the most demeaning. 

“Calm yourself, Sheikha! Or I will get guards to help.” Lamis is angry as she threatens me. I try to back away again, but the women hold me tightly. Having women forcing me is one thing, having strange men coming into the tent and seeing me in this position would be even worse. Shuddering, I give in. They shave me completely.

When the women have finished I look down at myself, smooth and devoid of all body hair. It feels weird and seems strange. It brings home the realisation that I have indeed been prepared for my sheikh. Prepared to have sex with him, to be intimate with a man from an entirely different culture and one whose expectations of me I can’t begin to comprehend. I’m so scared, I forget to breathe. I’ve never even been with a man before, so cannot imagine what he’s going to ask of me. 

I make no further rebellion, and let the women do as they wish. After they dry me, they massage aromatic oils into my skin. Trays of food are brought in and, although technically I should be starving, when I try to eat I find even the simple acts of chewing and swallowing are impossible. After a short while, I push the food away. Thoughts, worries, regrets go round and round my mind as I try to resign myself to an immediate future I am powerless to prevent. They call it a bride price; I have a different word for it. I’m being bought and sold like a whore. As evening falls I have to fight down the bile that rises from my stomach, and I’m glad I didn’t manage to get any food down; it wouldn’t have stayed long. 

I’m aware that the time has come when the women bring in a pile of clothing. Like a Barbie doll, I let them dress me in pretty underwear, and then in a different pair of loose silk trousers. Lamis presents me with a thigh-length tunic, a thobe, to wear over the top. The tunic has buttons up the front and is pretty and embroidered. It is shaped rather than being completely loose. 

My long hair is brushed out and dries quickly in the warm air. The women leave it down, not allowing me to pull it back in my regular utilitarian ponytail. Kohl is used to outline my eyes, and the women spend time putting other concoctions on my face. I know it’s a waste of time; you can’t turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse. But the attention has a hypnotic effect, and I find myself reaching an acceptance of the inevitability of it all when Lamis puts her hand on my shoulder. 

“You will wait here. The sheikh will summon you soon.”

The sheikh will summon me! Although just a moment ago I thought I’d accepted my fate those five words make me go cold, and a shiver runs down my spine even in the heat of the air surrounding me. I start to swallow rapidly, and I feel my heartbeat speeding up. Is this really happening? Am I going to lose my virginity tonight? My body clenches, my legs squeezing together at the thought of being violated by a man I don’t know, and my instinctive reaction is to promise myself, however futile the action might be, I’ll fight him off. Anything to prevent a mating because of a signature on a piece of paper, like a bitch taken to a stud dog chosen only for his pedigree. My eyes rest on the uneaten food, and home in on the knife lying across the plate. Glancing round I see the women are talking among themselves and paying no attention to me. Could I arm myself? Having no real idea what I’m doing or whether I’d have the guts to use a weapon in any event, I slowly reach out my arm and slide the knife across to me. There’s a cloth napkin I use to bind round my wrist, slipping the knife in so it lies against the inside of my arm. I make sure my sleeve covers it. I’ve never thought about hurting anyone in my life before, but if he tries to hurt me maybe I could make some attempt to protect myself. The cold steel is gradually warming against my wrist, but I remain conscious of its presence. Not entirely sure what the hell I think I could do with a blunt knife I freeze, rethinking the plan. This is ridiculous: I could anger him and make him hurt me. Just as I’m deciding to get rid of it Lamis returns, and I lose my chance.

“It’s time,” she says, softly. “Come, Sheikha.”

Rising to my feet and standing I let her place a scarf over my head and a veil over my face. I stumble slightly as she leads me outside into the darkness of the night. My feet falter as I approach the entrance to a much larger tent, situated a little distance away from the rest. Lamis guides me on and, after pulling back the covering over the entrance, ushers me into the tent. I enter. I’m left alone and face-to-face with the man who has become, with a complete lack of pomp or ceremony, my husband. 

There’s charcoal burning on a small stove with some incense smouldering on the coals; the aromatic scent of sandalwood and other spices fills the air. Warm light glows from lamps hanging from hooks in the ceiling, illuminating the rich furnishings and tapestries adorning the walls. Music is playing outside the tent, drums beating to a primitive rhythm, but I can hardly hear it over the loud beating of my heart. I try to look anywhere but at the man in front of me, but avoiding looking at him doesn’t offer much comfort because my gaze instead falls on the enormous bed that seems to dominate the interior and my eyes widen at the sight. I look away fast, swallowing hard at the thought of what that item of furniture will be used for. Unable to avoid it any longer, I slowly turn back and, for the first time, dare to look at the man to whom I’m apparently married.

Robes no longer hide him from my view. Naked to the waist, wearing only loose cotton trousers, he’s lounging back on large cushions scattered on the floor in front of the bed. He has removed his headdress, allowing me to see his dark, near-black hair which hangs down to his shoulders. Now able to see his face, I take an indrawn breath, appreciating he’s probably the most strikingly handsome man that I’ve ever seen in my life. He’s more than I expected, more than I hoped, and far more than I can handle. My chest tightens, and I have to make a conscious effort to exhale and then take a breath in again as I make a more detailed study. His face is narrow. Chiselled cheekbones, a straight nose and a wide, generous mouth form an almost fierce, warrior-like expression. He has stubble around his chin, whether because he hasn’t shaved or he’s purposefully left it there, I can’t tell – but it serves to give him a rakish air. His broad, muscular chest is criss-crossed with scars, making me wonder how he came by them. He’s got just a sufficient smattering of hair to enhance his masculinity and, lower on his stomach, the trail arrows down, dipping beneath the cloth that covers him. I swallow compulsively. He is terrifying, scaring me in ways I’ve never been scared before. I’ve never seen a half-naked man up close in the flesh before, so perhaps this tightening of my vaginal muscles is a perfectly natural reaction to any member of the male species. My immediate response to him unnerves me. 

This, this is the man I’ll be married to for five years? Perhaps the gods have smiled kindly on me for once in my life. What have I ever done to deserve such a reward? For a short while, I allow myself to daydream, to think he’ll see beyond my scars. And then I swiftly bring myself back down to earth. As I recognise my visceral attraction to the man in front of me I swallow hard, tears prickling at my eyes, knowing there’s no way the appeal will be reciprocated. What’s going to happen when he sees he’s married a monster? Oh God, please don’t let him be cruel. When my veil is off and I’ve nowhere to hide, please don’t let him show the disgust he will surely feel. 

I want the earth to open up and swallow me. The night ahead will hold nothing but humiliation, and I’m fearful when he sees the hand he’s been dealt he will be angry. Perhaps he’ll even reject me, unable to force himself to ravish a body like mine.

I risk another glance at the man sprawled comfortably in front of me, not knowing which will be worse: him taking me, or him not being able to bring himself to touch me. Oh God, he’s looking at me intently. I’m sure he’s missing nothing. He’s studying me with a lazy stare, like a cat looking at a cornered mouse. 


Chapter 9

Nijad

 

Lamis has brought my wife to me. The woman I will bed tonight and, by order of the emir, in whom I’ll plant my seed. Could it get any fucking colder than that? I hadn’t actually considered what I’d feel at this moment other than physical relief. I’d thought I’d approach it in the same way I’d follow any other royal instruction, perhaps more pleasurable than some of the things I’ve been ordered to do. In theory it sounds simple: be intimate with the woman and impregnate her; well within my area of expertise, even allowing for my recent lack of practice. But now, looking at her, seeing her standing before me, her nervousness so fucking obvious, her fear palpable, I realise she’s flesh and blood, she’s real, with her own wants and feelings. Not just a name on a piece of paper, on that fucking contract I had to sign. I’d heard the screams as the women prepared her – fuck knows what they were doing to upset her – but it cut me to the quick. That was no sound of a wife looking forward to her wedding night. I falter. Before Paris I enjoyed the company of women both in and out of bed. I didn’t have a preference for any particular shape or form; I was happy to sample them all. And women found me attractive, so much so I couldn’t think of a time where I’d had to put in any effort and make the running. A tilt of my head, a raised eyebrow, and the woman of my choice would come swiftly to me, pushing competition aside if she had to. I know I’ve been called arrogant, and I accept the indictment with equanimity. I’ve never had to make any effort to get a woman into my bed before now.

The last thing I expected to be on my wedding night is nervous, but to my surprise I most definitely am. As she stands at the entrance to the tent, unmoving, staring like a fucking rabbit trapped in the headlights, I realise this is different from all my previous dealings with women. She’s not here by choice, and neither am I. Tonight will be a mating just because the emir demands it. A coupling to satisfy the requirement for revenge. 

Can I do this? I’m not a barbarian; I’m a modern man, educated in the West. Can I take a reluctant and scared woman to bed under these circumstances? Force her to accept my semen, and as a consequence make her belly swell with my child? Can I really do that?

But while my brain tells me I’m a civilised man, my body is stirring at the sight in front of me. Her clothes fully cover her, but there are sufficient hints of what lies beneath to tempt me, to be curious to see what she’ll look like unclothed. The fitted thobe shows a shapely enough figure, and my hardening cock twitches in eagerness. The primitive music playing outside stirs something deep inside me. The primeval drum beats rouse me on a very basic level and I realise that the thought of this woman, any woman being in my bed tonight after three years’ abstinence has made my dick as hard as iron. My civilised veneer slips away from me, transforming me into a man of the desert with the hot blood of my ancestors flowing through my veins. 

I notice exactly when she sees the hard evidence of the direction my thoughts are taking, my loose trousers tenting over an erection I have no fucking hope of hiding. Abruptly, her eyes flick away and down, and rather than continuing her visual assessment of me, she is now rather avidly studying the carpet at her feet. I’m still trying to get my thoughts straight in my head when she breaks the silence. 

“I can’t do this.” Her voice comes out as an anxious whisper and is accompanied by a small shake of her head. She keeps her gaze on the floor.

She’s trembling, but I resist any show of sympathy. I frown as I shrug; neither she nor I have any alternative. Our fate has been ordained by a piece of paper and, before that, the actions of a criminal. One thing is for certain: she’ll be in my bed, under me, tonight. She’s here to pay the price of her father’s crimes. “You signed the contract.”

“Yes.” She’s tense, her voice shaking along with her body. “It was either that or death. What choice is that? Please, please don’t make me do this.” She looks at me just long enough for me to see a tear fall from her blue eyes, the only visible part of her. I watch as she wipes it away impatiently, impressed to see she’s trying not to cry, pleased she’s not resorting to tears to sway me, acknowledging her inner strength. Then my eyes narrow; I don’t want a strong woman. If she fights me, I’ll have to fight back.

My hand slashes through the air. “Neither of us had a choice. We both set our signatures to signify our acceptance of the contract terms.”

She glances up at me quickly. “But this …” She waves her hand towards me, and then her eyes drop to the carpet again, as she adds quietly: “I didn’t expect …”

I know what she means without waiting for her to finish her sentence. “You read the contract? It was obvious this wasn’t to be a platonic marriage,” I tell her dismissively.

She wraps her hands around her body as if trying to protect herself.

“I know. I just thought we’d get to know each other first. But it’s obvious what you expect of me. And I can’t do it.” Once more she gathers her nerves and looks at me. 

I bark a short laugh. “You needn’t worry on that score. We’ll certainly be getting to know each other very well tonight.” I take it from the way she’s speaking that she’s probably never had a one-night stand, never recklessly fallen into bed with a man simply for sex. Getting to know someone first is having a relationship, and I’ve never wanted, nor had, to wait that long. I’ve never felt the need to know all that much at all about a person before fucking them. All I need to know about is their body, how it attracts me and how it responds to mine. After my self-imposed drought, I long to touch a woman’s breasts again, to feel their weight in my hands and to suck on the nipples. As I watch her, my wife, standing in front of me, my mouth waters as I imagine exploring her body, tasting her. I’ll make it good for her; I’ve the talent to do that. Fuck, I want to be inside her, and as quickly as I can. I’ll take her fast the first time, I won’t be able to hold myself back. Already I’m throbbing just from the thought of it. I might be unable to see what she looks like, but my cock doesn’t seem to care. She’s a woman, a receptacle waiting to be filled. I can hardly wait another fucking moment. My body tenses. I’m about to rise to my feet. Then, I frown, watching the way she’s struggling to speak, her mouth opening and closing until eventually she rasps out what is clearly her deepest fear. 

“Are you going to rape me?” The words are spoken quietly, but in a voice full of dread. She lifts her face until her worried eyes briefly meet mine, and I see her take in a deep breath as she waits anxiously for my reply.

Fuck it! I’d thought this was going to be easy; women have fallen into my arms eagerly enough before. I’m a sheikh, a prince, for fuck’s sake. I’m handsome and I take care of my body. I used to attract women like bees to a honeypot. Is this woman completely immune to my charms? Am I going to have to force her? The consummation must go ahead. If necessary, I’ll have to take her even if she’s unwilling. But can I actually do that? She’s no longer a name thrown about in conversation. Now this scared woman is a reality standing in front of me; I know I will be unable to compel her to submit to me. I’m just not that kind of man. My automatic response to her question is to recoil enraged, and I give her the only answer I can. 

“I’ve never had to coerce a woman into my bed, and I’m not going to start tonight,” I hiss. “You’ll be willing when I take you!” I’m incensed by the idea that she thought I would use force, and I’ll call on all the weapons in my armoury to do what I’ve never had to do before. Seduce a woman. But her next words fill me with horror.

“I’m supposed to please you, but I don’t know how. I’ve never … How am I expected to know what to do?” It comes out almost like a shout. She covers her mouth, trying to smother a gasp as if she hadn’t meant to let the words escape.

I shake my head sadly. What ploy is this? She’s twenty-five years old for fuck’s sake, and a Westerner. She might not be very experienced, but her innocence must have been lost long ago. Does she think trying to protect her non-existent virtue would save her? Or does she think that, being Arab, I would be impressed by her pretence of virginity? I don’t want to bed an innocent. I close my eyes, considering. If she’s telling the truth, she will be paying the ultimate price for her father’s sins in giving me that precious gift women hold sacred, giving it to a man who’s not of her choosing. Fuck it! I want an experienced woman, one who knows what to expect, one who can take the pleasure I can give her and, hopefully, who’ll want to pleasure me in return. But the chances of her being a virgin must be slight. Indolently, my gaze takes her in from head to toe. And then I start to feel my anger rise, her delaying tactics annoying me. There’s no way out of this for her. She’ll end this night in my fucking bed with my cock deep inside her. 

Even at a distance, her eyes are very expressive and hide nothing from me. I can see emotions flitting across them – her confusion, and her fear. What if she’s telling the truth? If so, she’s got to be feeling terrified, being asked to perform an unknown act with a complete stranger. And it’s not as if I’m the gentlest lover in the world. I have my moments, of course, but down to the very depths of my soul I’m a sexual Dominant I can’t change that; it’s in my psyche. A virgin? Untouched? Given to a man like me? I look at her again, shaking my head. It can’t be true. It has to be a ploy designed to arouse my pity. But it won’t influence me; nothing she can say will discourage me. I have my duty to perform tonight. A duty, my cock throbs to remind me, I need to fucking get on with. She’s annoyed me with her assuredly pretentious statement.

I rise to my feet, my movements swift and fluid. Irritated that she’s delaying the inevitable, but also feeling curious in case she might be telling the truth, I continue to move towards her; my face is so intent, she starts to take a step back, making me stop, just before I invade her personal space.  

“Look at me.” I use a rich, dominant voice. She’s instinctively lowered her eyes to the floor again, but at my instruction she raises them. Again my cock twitches at the way she responds to me. I can’t tell if she’s truly innocent just by looking at her, but her behaviour suggests she’s a submissive. I can work with that.

I look deeper into her eyes, holding her gaze. I can see the steel-blue irises, almost hidden by the dilated pupil. It’s plain she’s afraid, and suddenly I want to see the same dilation reflecting a state of arousal, not fear. Carrying on with my examination, I see the tribal women have applied her make-up a little too thickly for my liking, but the effect is not unpleasing. Her eyes heavily outlined with kohl and her lashes thick with mascara. The women prepared her to tempt me. I breathe in deeply as I realise I could drown in her gaze.  

“There’s no need for any pretence,” I tell her. “I do not need, nor want, a virgin wife.” As she goes to speak, I put my hand up to stop her, and continue, “I’ll know if you’re lying.” My anger’s dissipating, but I need to make one thing clear. “Never lie to me, Cara. Always tell me the truth. Starting now.” My voice and close proximity make her shiver. 

“I’m telling you the truth.” She tries to convince me, continuing quickly, “But you might not be able to tell. I used to ride a lot when I was younger. I’ve heard that …” Her voice trails off. Her nerves seemed to be making words come out of her mouth without her being able to apply a filter.

“You’re saying that your hymen might already be broken?” Even though she’s hidden by the veil, I know she’s flushing red in front of me. I look at her intently. “I’ll still know. If you’re a virgin, you’ll be tight as hell.” 

Fuck! I hope it wasn’t true. I’m not the man to handle someone’s first time. I’m not boasting when I say I’m well endowed, larger than average. I wouldn’t want to hurt her. That’s what my mind is thinking, but my body is telling me something else. I harden to the point where I think I might explode, suddenly realising that mine might be the first fucking cock inside her! An unexpected wave of possessiveness floods through me and I become impatient to discover the truth for myself. It’s time for my bride to reveal herself.

“Take off the veil.” I lower my voice so it is at a level that I know will resonate within her, demanding she obeys. She hesitates, and I wait. I’m not a patient man, but something tells me this is a significant moment for her. I’m slightly taken aback when I see her shoulders slump in a gesture full of defeat, and her hands hesitantly rise to remove her veil. I can’t prevent drawing in a sharp breath as she is, at last, revealed to me. I examine her carefully. Now I can see the oval shape of her face perfectly framing her delicate features, her gentle sloping cheekbones and perky nose. Even though her full lips are pursed with fear, her mouth looks like it was made for passion. Under my intense scrutiny, she turns her head away. I bring my hand up, gently grasping her chin to move it back. I continue to hold her gently, facing me. “Look at me.” I use the same dominant tone.

Surrendering, she looks into my dark eyes, such a contrast to hers. I narrow mine, and can’t begin to comprehend what she means, when she tells me self-depreciatingly, “You got the wrong end of this bargain. I’m sorry.” Again the slight tug to escape my touch.

My grip tightens a little. “What the hell do you mean?” There’s a touch of anger in my voice which I can’t control. The bite in my voice increases her nervousness; I feel her tension through my fingers. She tries to pull against me, so I release my hold, not wanting to scare her more that she already is. 

“What do I mean? Just look at me?” Her voice is sharp. Free, she takes a step aside, moving away from me. “This marriage is a joke.” Her eyes flicker around the room as though she looking anywhere but me. “It’s beauty and the beast, but I’m certainly not the beauty.” The final words come out as a whisper, and a tear drops from her eye. 

She might not have meant it as an admission, but I have a sudden surge of relief as I realise that, in a roundabout way, she’s just admitted she finds me attractive. Maybe tonight has possibilities after all. But referring to herself as a beast? My hands pull her back to the position she’d been standing in before. This time, I use a rougher, stronger grip as I take hold of her chin, and force her head up. Once more I command so she cannot disobey. “Eyes on me!” I speak sharply.

“Should I put my veil back on?” She spits the words out.  

I study her, seeing unshed tears in her eyes. For some reason she thinks she’s a disappointment to me, but that assumption couldn’t be further from the truth. Her reaction arouses some long-forgotten caring instinct. I thought such feelings were dead but, instead, they must have been buried, lying dormant, deep inside of me.

“You’re beautiful,” I tell her. 

“Beautiful?” She pulls her body up straight and snaps. “I don’t need your pity or your lies.” Taking me by surprise with her vigour, she shrugs away from my touch.

She’s angry. It’s the first sign of animation she’s displayed since entering the tent. I’d like to see her spirited, but not when it’s at her expense. She’s intimating I’m not telling the truth, and I baulk at the suggestion I’m a liar. But I hold my temper, wondering what’s behind it all, and trying to understand her behaviour. I shake my head slowly; in truthfulness, she’s much more than I had envisaged of my kidnapped bride. But how can she not know how attractive she is? Perhaps not in a classical way; with her small, slender frame and the way her features are put together,she reminds me of a pixie. 

“Haven’t you looked in a mirror?” I ask. 

“I never look in mirrors. I know what I look like,” she barks back, almost baring her teeth, as her eyes challenge me to disagree.  

Staring at her, taking her in, I realise that, despite her apparent anger and the strength she showed in winning the battle over her tears, she’s broken. Broken, just like me. Instead of wanting to break her further, I have the sudden urge to fix her. Realising she has no fucking idea how she appears to me, I close my eyes, gathering the words to convince her. Opening them again, I give her an intense stare, confronting the defiance in her expression. Gentling my voice, I tell her, “Let me be your mirror.” 

Inching closer I push forwards until I’m invading her personal space. I raise my hand, smoothing it over her face. My fingers rest by her right eye. “Your eyes are big, and a beautiful blue.” They were shimmering with tears, but I ignore them. My hand moves down gently, but with enough pressure so she’s aware of my touch. “Your nose is small; it turns up at the end.” I smile. “I like that.” My fingers now move across her mouth. “Your lips are full and round. They’re sexy.”

 


Chapter 10

Cara

 

I’ve become angry with the sheikh! I can’t help it; I know what I am, what I look like, and I can’t stand people bloody lying to me. All my life I’ve had it, and I’m sick of false platitudes. I’m overweight and scarred: let’s call it for what it is. My temper burns inside and I can’t control it, even though there’s a voice in the back of my mind telling me this is the one man in the world I seriously can’t afford to anger. I shrug his hand off my face and turn away, embarrassed by his scrutiny. A tear escapes from my eye as I admit to myself how much I want this man to want me, rather than being forced to take me – and how impossible that desire is. 

He doesn’t respond to my flash of anger in any way I expect. He tilts his face to one side, looking serious, and I tense, realising he’s not going to let it drop. He begins caressing my face, speaking to me with a voice that’s mesmerising, the same deep, authoritative tone I noticed his brothers use. I feel hysteria bubble up, fleetingly wondering whether they teach that at sheikh school or something. But as his words drift over me, repeated so I start to absorb their meaning, he seems to be instilling a sense of calmness in me. Suddenly I begin to comprehend his words. Sexy? He thinks my mouth is sexy? For Christ’s sake, is the man blind? 

My eyes open wide as his examination and verbal descriptions continue in that velvety voice that resonates within me, instigating feelings I’ve never felt before. No one has ever touched me so gently, or even caressed me at all. The only touches I can recall are the ineffective potions and lotions applied to try to counteract the rampant acne that plagued me. The feeling of his hand on my skin is sending messages to other parts of my body, setting off a cascade of tingles reaching right down to the tips of my toes; alien sensations and longings that I’ve read about, imagined, but never experienced before. This handsome man standing before me, his bare chest allowing me to see the rippling of his muscles outlining his graceful movements … I wish he’d stop touching me; no, that’s wrong: I don’t want him to stop. No longer do I want him to walk away from me in disgust. I pray there’s something weird about him and he does find me attractive. I’m still scared, but something stronger than my fear is glueing my feet to the ground encouraging me to stay, to see where this leads. Would I enjoy being bedded by him? My breathing quickens as though my body is out of my control. The drum beats filtering into the tent have speeded up, pounding in my head, controlling the pace of blood flowing through my veins. I’m losing control of my body and my mind, and it scares me stiff. 

As he continues to examine my face, I try to break the mood. “Are you going to check my teeth next? I promise they’re all my own.”

He laughs softly, shaking his head, and brings up his other hand so both cup and caress my cheeks. 

I flinch as I realise what he is touching. “My scars,” I whisper, ashamed. “They’re so ugly. I had acne as a child.” I know he must be feeling the raised, discoloured bumps which mar my skin.

“We’ve all got scars.” He’s dismissive, as if it’s of no consequence. “And yours are hardly noticeable.” Before I can object, explain he’s wrong, describe how my scarring has ruled my life, he deepens the tone of his voice. “Take off the hijab! Your headscarf.” His palms cease their exploration of my face.

I hesitate, only for a second, thoughts of the way I look for once vanishing into the background. He seems to be the one in control as my hands reach up automatically and pull off the scarf. My hair’s long, a nondescript, mousy-brown colour, the one most people cover up with dye. I don’t bother cutting it in any particular style it so it falls straight, reaching almost to my waist. 

He touches it, almost reverently. “So soft,” he murmurs. 

Again I shrug. It’s hair. It’s long. It flops down over my face and gets in the way. Nothing special. So I tell him: “It’s mousy, lank …”

Nijad takes a step back; his beautiful olive skin illuminated by the golden light of the lamps hanging from the roof. His brow furrows and his demeanour changes as he hazards a guess. 

“Who did this to you? Who destroyed your confidence?” He sounds furious and looks like a warrior. His posture frightens me, but I quickly realise he’s not angry with me. My first glimpse of the fierce sheikh and his wrath is in my defence. 

“No one,” I gasp back. He’s hit the nail on the head, but I’m not going to discuss it. I’d been told the truth; I confirmed it the last time I looked into a mirror, and have carried that mental picture with me ever since. Everything Nijad has told me flees my mind; the words spoken seven years ago coming back into my head. I hear his voice again. The voice of my father. I look round one way then the other, frantically trying to find an escape route. I can’t have this conversation, can’t admit how that man destroyed me with just a few well-placed words. I’ve nowhere to run, so there’s only one thing I can do to avoid this conversation. I take a deep breath.

“Look, can’t we just get it over and done with?” 

“It? What do you mean: it?” His eyes are hooded, unreadable.

As blood rushes to my face, my only answer is a blush. He’s trying to hold back a smile. 

“You’re going to have to tell me what you mean. It was you who wanted to talk. For us to get to know each other.”

“I’ve changed my mind.” I’m flustered. I don’t talk about myself; I never admit what made me who I am.

“So have I,” he replies thoughtfully. He takes another step back as though giving me space, and I feel a sudden chill, missing his closeness. “Talk to me. Who was it?” His voice changes again; while not loud, it was still commanding. “Tell me!”

I can’t tell him. I start to beg for him to leave it alone; my voice comes out as a whisper. 

“Please, please no. Not now. I can’t talk about it. I can’t tell you.” It’s embarrassing and humiliating, and I want him to leave the subject alone. 

He looks at me for a long while. What he sees makes him take pity on me, as he relents and doesn’t press me further. I find I can breathe again. But his next words stun me. 

 “Cara, you are a beautiful woman.” He smiles. “Believe me: I, your husband, think you’re beautiful.” He touches his fingers briefly to my lips. “That’s all you have to think about tonight. No one else matters. But one day, and soon, you will tell me why you find that so hard to accept.” His voice lowers, and his face grows stern. “Trust me, Cara. Believe me. I can’t abide liars and I, myself, never lie.”

My mouth drops open as I read the sincerity on his face. Can it possibly be true? Can he find me attractive? How can he? Then the other word in the sentence hits me hard. Husband! God, he really is my husband. And he isn’t put off by the way I look. Immediately I find an explanation: cheap words to get me into his bed. But hang on: he’s on a certainty tonight. He needn’t lie or cajole to get me there. I stare at him, but however hard I try I can see no disgust on his face, no disappointment. I exhale a sigh, as if an enormous weight has been lifted off me. I feel my shoulders relax, and my fear begins to transform into something else, the beginnings of hunger that his words have awakened deep inside. Now a different type of shiver that runs down my spine and my breathing quickens as I raise my eyes to his. What he sees there makes further conversation unnecessary. 

The atmosphere becomes charged; we both know we’ve reached a turning point. I watch his face grow taut with expectation and intention. Cocking his head to one side, he considers me. I feel a rising excitement as I wait for his next words.  

“I’m not going to force you to do anything you don’t want to do, Cara.” His soft, but authoritative tones allow his earnestness to shine through. “But I hope you want to please your sheikh, your husband.”

My insides seem to twist at his words. I look up into his ruggedly handsome face. As innocent as I am I can’t misunderstand what he is asking. I realise it’s equally impossible for me not to agree. Yes, I do want to please this incredible vision of a man standing in front of me, although I’m sure that I’ll be a disappointment to him. My experience is zero; anything I know about what might happen between us is purely theoretical, and vicariously gained from the books I have read. But I trust him to open up a whole new world for me; I don’t know why, or at what point it started, but I feel safe enough to place myself in his hands. So with a husky catch to my voice I give him a simple, but honest, answer. “Yes.” 

He nods slowly, indicating his pleasure. His features remain tight, looking like he’s fighting to maintain control as he commands me softly, “Take off your tunic.” 

His request startles me. In my anticipation of this moment, I’d pictured him tearing off my clothes while I resist him, valiantly trying to protect my virtue. Or even of him undressing me slowly and seductively, like I’d seen on films. I had never envisioned that I would voluntarily bare myself for him, but my heartbeat quickens with this almost illicit instruction as I prepare to be naked in front of him. I hesitate, uncertain I can do this, but, as he stands patiently waiting, giving me time to process his command, I find my hands going to the buttons of their own volition and the action thrills me. As I slowly undo them, one by one, I see his eyes narrow and darken in appreciation of my uncertain striptease, and his legs shift, drawing my attention to his groin where his jeans are bulging. Warmth from my core makes my skin flush. I didn’t expect to have this effect on him. The knowledge makes me bolder so I push the robe off my shoulders. 

“Fuck! What the hell is that?” he barks, incredulously, breaking the moment.

As his eyes open wide in surprise, homing in on my wrist, I suddenly remember with horror the knife, still bandaged to my arm. I start as fear and embarrassment flood through me. 

“I …” I falter; the emotions that led me to bring such a weapon with me tonight seem so ridiculous now. I look at the floor, wishing it would open up and swallow me.

Then I hear a deep, sexy laugh. “Oh, Sheikha. You’re a brave woman.”

“I’m sorry,” I manage to gasp out. 

He glares down at the binding and his fingers come out to trace the shape of the knife. I give an inadvertent shiver at his touch. 

“This is no way to carry a knife; you’re more likely to do yourself damage than me.” As he presses lightly on the tip, it presses into the delicate skin around my wrist. “You could have cut yourself if you had stumbled and fallen. Or did you desire to harm yourself? Is death preferable?” 

As he asks me the question, his eyes flick to mine, his anger showing until I shake my head, assuring him suicide never entered my mind. Satisfied, he gently unwraps the knife and moves it away, tossing it in his hands, feeling the weight, and then running his fingers over the tip. 

“You need a sharper knife than this to cause any harm,” he tells me, grabbing hold of my hand and pushing the handle into my palm. He closes my fingers around it. Next he brings my hand up so the tip of the knife is pressing against his chest. 

“Not a good place to try for unless you have a good grasp of anatomy. Too great a chance of catching a rib. But here” – he moves the blade up so it lies across his neck – “here’s a better bet if you only have one chance.” He gives me a second to process the information, and then drops his hold, removes the knife from my hand and lays it on a table.

“If you feel you need to use it, don’t forget what I’ve told you. And tomorrow I’ll get you a better weapon, and an ankle sheath. It will be safer for you.”

My mouth drops open in surprise; why would he want me to be able to defend myself? But as I go to speak he touches his finger to my lips. He nods, giving a wry smile. 

“Now, Sheikha. I believe we were in the middle of something. Ah, yes. Remove your bra.” His voice drops and his sudden resumption of intimacy catches me unawares but, tentatively, I return his smile. I can’t ignore the command. 

My effort to protect myself was futile and embarrassing, and I’m glad that my stupidity hasn’t broken the mood. I reach behind me, clumsily fumbling to undo the clasp. With only a momentary hesitation I let the straps fall down my arms. I’m not particularly well endowed, and my eyes drop, not wanting to see his disappointment. But as he emits a satisfied sigh, I take it as a sign of approval, and it gives me confidence. Rather than crossing my arms over my breasts to cover myself I let them drop to my sides, unconsciously pulling back my shoulders to give him a better view.

He reaches out his hands and touches the sides of my breasts, slowly drawing his fingertips down with such a light touch I can barely feel it, but it’s enough to ignite the nerves in my spine. As he removes his hands, he gently brushes his fingertips across my nipples. An unfamiliar clenching grips me as muscles roll in my stomach, and a strange feeling seems to arrow down to that area between my thighs. I realise I want him to touch me again.

“You say you’re a virgin. Has anyone touched these before?” he asks softly. His touch becomes firmer. This time, he takes my nipples between his fingers and thumbs and gives both a little pinch. My legs almost buckle at the unexpected arrow of pleasure it sends to my groin.

I shake my head. I’m having difficulty finding words as I try to process the alien feelings inside me.

“No?    Has anyone ever seen them?” 

Again I give a negative reply. Nijad softly whistles as he sucks in his breath through his teeth, and I see a fleeting glint of possessiveness flash in his dark eyes. The look does something to me and I have to squeeze my legs together to try to ease the strange feeling. All of a sudden, I know that I need something; I need him. 

Instead of touching me again, he abruptly removes his hands and steps away, leaving me feeling bereft. Returning to the cushions, he seats himself by folding his legs underneath him, his movements strikingly graceful for such a large man, making me acknowledge I’ve never seen a man move in such a sexy way before. Although he’s distanced himself physically, he never removes his focus from me. 

“Come closer,” he instructs. He is in command of my body now, not I, as my feet move without conscious thought. I stand in front of him, waiting for his next directive. My heart is beating fast, my breathing erratic.

“Take off your trousers.”

I flinch. I can feel my knickers are wet, and he might be able to see that. The position we’re in means his eyes are at the level of my pelvis. I’m embarrassed. Do good girls do this? But a voice in my head reminds me: You belong to him. The thought, so terrifying to me earlier, now sends warmth through me, and his soft but masterful commands are doing strange things to my lower tummy again. That this might be the desire I’ve only read about makes my hesitation momentary. I undo the belt and push my trousers down. Not allowing myself time for a second thought, I step out of them, and stand before him in nothing but a thong.

He’s staring at me, letting his eyes roam lazily across my body, his constant scrutiny taking in everything from head to toe; the intensity of his gaze sends a quiver down my spine that ends with throbbing. Then, with a swift movement that alarms me, he reaches behind his back and draws out a knife of his own. Automatically I recoil as he grins widely, and, in one smooth action, he leans forwards. The blade flashes and my underwear falls to the floor. Like a conjuring act, the knife disappears again. 

Shocked and naked, I stand before him, suddenly too nervous to look him in the eye, so I gaze instead at a point on the floor. I’ve fully exposed myself to him. Now he’ll be able to see my rounded tummy and oversized bum. I can feel his eyes on me, his gaze almost burning. 

“Exquisite,” he breathes. “And I particularly like this.”

Looking up I see him grinning at my shaved pelvis. The unfamiliar exposure of that part of me to the air, and his close examination, makes the blood rush to my cheeks. As my face reddens, I tell him, “The women made me.”

“I’m glad.” There’s a light-heartedness to him that I haven’t seen before as he continues to ogle me. He looks as happy as a schoolboy as he adds, “You’ll keep it like that.” 

It is a command, not a request. But seeing the delight on his face and a lifting of the gravity which had surrounded him earlier causes a spasm of muscles that nothing has ever triggered before, and swiftly my embarrassment fades. Suddenly I want him to touch me. There, where no one has ever touched me before.

He is watching me closely, his look one of pleasure, and his next instruction reveals he must have read my mind. “Come closer.” The breathlessness in his voice tells me I’m not the only one affected. 

I take another step towards him. He reaches forwards and places a gentle kiss on my naked mound. The unexpected light touch makes me shudder, and without warning my legs feel weak. I sway. His reaction is quick and he reaches out his hand to steady me.

“Stay still.” There’s a catch in his voice, but it still oozes absolute power. “Open your legs for me.” 

I hesitate. He says nothing more: just waits. I’m so far out of my depth here, but there’s a desire within me to follow his commands, to explore this unfamiliar territory. To become a willing partner in the inevitable loss of my innocence tonight. The newly awoken needs of my body are overruling any other emotion. With a sense that I’m now entrusting myself to this man, who is still a stranger to me but who has aroused me in ways no other has, I move my legs apart.

“More.”

He’s patient, and again allows me sufficient time to obey. 

One of his hands stays on my hip, the other rises and shocks me as he wipes his fingers back and forth gently between my legs. His touch sends sharp, new sensations through my very core. I should be offended by his actions, but as I shiver in anticipation, I realise his touch is so sure. I’m glad that at least one of us knows what they’re doing. As his hand begins to explore more intimately, my breathing starts to quicken. He pushes one finger into me and I stiffen at the foreign invasion, but he withdraws it and circles my clitoris until I reach forwards, my hands gripping his shoulders to keep myself from falling. He’s playing my body as if he knows it better than I do myself. 

“You’re wet for me, sweetheart.” 

Mortified that he’s noticed, I try to bring my legs back together, but he gives a stern shake of his head, silently forbidding me to move. His eyes meet mine, and I see the satisfaction there, even before he chuckles softly. Then, bringing his fingers to his mouth, he licks my essence from them. I still, believing I should find his actions disgusting, but instead I feel a new flood of wetness making me even more ready for him. 

He grins knowingly and pauses, as if for effect, before asking, “Now, am I going to have to force you into my bed?” 

I’m no longer capable of forming words; all I can do is moan softly.

His voice is husky as he tells me, “No, I didn’t think so.” Rising effortlessly and gracefully he cups his hands around my face and leans forwards, hesitating just for a moment before pressing his lips to mine.

I’d never planned or even thought about my seduction scene but if I had I would never have expected to be standing, naked, exposed as I’d never been before, for what is my first ever kiss. I feel so ignorant and naïve as he moves his lips over mine, keeping the kiss gentle. How do I kiss him back? But he starts to nibble on my lower lip, and then slowly increases the pressure, sweeping his tongue across my mouth and seeking entrance. I let him take over and guide me, relaxing totally in his arms. With my breasts squashed against his warm, naked chest, I allow him to take what he wants. As I open, he seizes advantage immediately, his tongue diving in, toying with mine. As the kiss deepens and his tongue thrusts in and out, mimicking actions that he’ll be taking soon with another part of his body, I feel increasingly weak. My legs begin to give way as his hands stroke my back, his touch eliciting feelings I can neither understand nor control, and then I’m unable to think at all as I give in to the pure physical responses of my body. He notices the point of my complete surrender, sweeps me up into his arms and carries me to the back of the tent where he places me gently down in the middle of the large, ornate bed. I’m vaguely conscious of luxurious curtains and hangings surrounding us, but I can focus on nothing but this man.

Nijad slowly comes down to lie beside me, stretching out along my length. His eyes are hooded; his breathing has become ragged. His hand possessively touches my breast, squeezing my nipple, softly, and then hardening his touch. All the time he’s watching me carefully, gauging my reaction. Then he moves his hand to my other breast. My head rolls on the pillow as sensations bombard me. Leaning over he takes a nipple into his mouth, sucking on it and closing his teeth around it. The small bite of pain causes a pulsing response elsewhere, and I moan. When he gives the same attention to the other, my head thrashes. Still sucking my nipple, his hand moves down, caressing my stomach, and then lower. As his fingers move across my newly naked mound my whole body shivers in anticipation and I tense, waiting to feel him there, where I burn for his touch. It’s as if he’s teasing me with his fingers still, and I can’t help but wriggle like a wanton, desperate for him to continue what he’s started. I feel his chuckle against my breast as he taunts me, and then, just as I’m about to scream in frustration, his fingers move again. I’m so ready for him that in just a few seconds I’m tensing, coming up off the bed as I have the most intense orgasm. And Christ, I must be greedy; I want more. He sits up, his warmth leaving me. I feel empty and I protest, raising my arms to pull him down again, but he removes my hands firmly, holding them against my stomach, emphasising that he is in control. 

 “Trust me,” he says. 

I can do nothing else. I feel him move down the bed. I feel the cool air on my inner lips as I’m exposed and displayed for his pleasure. He’s looking at me there! Surely he’s not going to do that? As he leans forwards and places a kiss on my mound I realise that he probably is. 

“You can’t! It’s gross!” The thought of him putting his mouth on me makes me gasp with embarrassment. I bring my hands down to push him away. 

“Gross? I don’t think so, sweetheart.” He catches my hands and moves them back where he wants them. He is only inches away from my skin as he speaks, his warm breath sending a flush of arousal through me. I try to pull my legs together but he holds them apart. 

“Relax; you’ll like it, I promise you.” 

I can’t escape his grip. I try to wriggle away, but he won’t release me. I realise he’s waiting for me to give in to him, to let him do this. Gradually, I force my muscles to loosen. For the life of me, I can’t see what pleasure he’ll get from this act. It’s always sounded so sordid, but I know he won’t do anything to hurt me. As my tension eases he slackens his grasp, and then, with a soft touch, his hands begin to stroke my inner thighs with gentle touches that again make my muscles contract. I try to close my legs, this time to get some relief as my body cries out for just that bit of extra stimulation to send me, once more, over the top. I stop thinking rationally as my body tightens under his expert touch. I’m totally unprepared for the overwhelming sensations as he moves his head down and places his mouth directly on me, sucking gently. The touch I’d been crying out for now seems overwhelming, too much to bear. But as he works his lips and tongue, sucking and licking, using his hands as well, the pressure begins to build inside me, stronger than last time. I start to moan; it seems too much. I’m reaching for it, climbing higher and higher. I move, pushing myself towards him, struggling as if to attain the summit of some extreme peak while fearing how powerful it will be.

As his busy tongue circles, the feeling gathers strength and every muscle I have goes rigid. I start to shake; my body no longer belongs to me as he murmurs against me, his stubble scratching me; his breath and the tremor in his voice have me hovering at the very height. “Let go. I’ve got you. Come for me.”

His reassurance and his teeth giving a nip to that tender place make me soar uncontrollably and I’m reaching, reaching up and suddenly bursting over the top. I inhale a gasp of welcome air and scream aloud. Spasms wrack my body as he continues to use his tongue and lips, gently nursing me through the aftershocks and bringing me back down. I feel shattered, unable to move, my chest rises and falls rapidly as I try to get air into my tortured lungs.

He moves back up my body, leaving my legs splayed open. Taking advantage of my open mouth his tongue dives in, kissing me deeply, and letting me taste myself on him, something I thought I’d detest, but instead it feeds the fire inside me, making me want to gorge myself like a starving man at a banquet. When he pulls back his face is dark, with the look of a warrior victorious in battle. He knows exactly what he is doing. 

As he leans in for another deep kiss, I hear the drums beating loudly outside again. Their rhythm, coupled with the dark looks, full of promise, from this knowing man leaning over me, makes me come alive again. More, yes, please. More!

Distracting my thoughts with his talented tongue he reaches his hand down, his thumb circling and stroking while his finger probes my entrance. Then he pushes in another finger, and it burns. I tense.

“Relax,” he commands quietly into my ear. I try my hardest to obey. Without breaking the kiss, he puts two fingers inside me and curls them around, reaching a spot I’d read about but never thought really existed. His thumb presses outside while his fingers massage inside. I tense, the feeling almost too much to bear, and then I’m soaring again, the orgasm that, this time, seems to come from somewhere deep inside me, even more intense even than the last. I feel like I’ve wet the bed, and squirm in mortification, trying to move away from the damp spot, attempting to hide it.

“I …”

His fingers over my mouth, he stops me speaking. I can smell myself on him; it smells of sex and passion. “Good girl.” His voice caresses me. “You respond to me so beautifully, sweetheart.” He replaces his fingers with his mouth, and kisses me thoroughly, his tongue dancing with mine, his actions showing I’ve pleased him and I find my discomfiture drifting away. And then he’s gone. 

Opening my eyes, I see him standing by the bed, undoing the tie holding up his trousers. He removes them carefully, slowly. I’m unable to tear my gaze away as he reveals himself. Shit! He’s huge, bigger than I had expected. Long and thick and oh-so stiff, springing upwards when free, reaching almost to his navel. Christ! I’ve read about erect cocks, of course I have, but the reality in front of me is far more than I’d ever imagined. How the hell is that going to fit inside me? I swallow rapidly, scared. Surely he is too big for me to accommodate? If his fingers hurt me, what damage is he going to do with that monster? My eyes meet his and I know I haven’t hidden my fear.

“You’re too big!” I tell him, my nervousness returning in spades. 

 


Chapter 11

Nijad

 

The panic in her eyes is plain to see and I don’t need to see it to know she was telling me the truth, she is a virgin. Every way she’s responded to me spells it out. But she won’t be much longer. Fuck, I’ve never taken anyone so innocent before, I’m relying purely on instinct here. The way she’s reacted to my touch, the way she orgasmed almost had me exploding in my shalwar kameez like an uncontrolled schoolboy, even the loose cotton trousers seeming to constrict my cock. It’s all I can do not to launch myself on her and bury my cock to the hilt in one long thrust. I want to fuck her until she screams, but if I don’t slow things down, her cries won’t be ones of pleasure, but of pain. 

My size has been a matter of pride up to now, but I can see how it would worry her. As I wonder how I can calm her, I’m idly stroking my cock, slowly moving my hand up and down. She’s watching me, and unconsciously licks her lips, causing me to swallow down a groan. That luscious mouth will be around my cock very soon but, now, I need to be inside her. I watch her watching me. She’s alarmed, but she’s getting aroused at my slow masturbation.  

“We’ll fit. Don’t worry.”

While I’m reassuring her I know I’m a bastard, my fingers already having told me how snug her channel will be and that there’s no way I can avoid causing her pain. And even while the civilised part of me is offering comfort, I’m being driven by the blood of my ancestors, with our long history of stealing virgins from their homes and taking them as our own. Driven by the desperate need and desire to make her mine. The thought that no man has ever touched her before is pumping blood through my veins, making me rock-hard. This is no regular fuck; I need to wear no condom tonight. For the first time in my life, I can go unsheathed. The thought makes my blood even hotter, my cock even harder. I can’t delay any more.

Gently pushing her back on the bed, her legs still open wide, I position myself at her entrance, forcing myself to pause as I process the significance of this for her, wanting, needing, to make it the best possible experience, forcing myself to take it slowly. I move my cock around to collect her natural lubrication, smoothing it up and down my shaft with my hand, making myself as slick as possible. I rub her, to raise her level of arousal so that it overtakes her fear. She starts to tense, and when I see her eyes dilate and feel her release commencing I begin to push myself in. Inch by inch, I push into her tight channel, resisting the strong urge to take her all at once. 

Fuck, she’s even tighter than I thought she’d be! I knew she’s been telling the truth, her inexperience so obvious, but it still surprises me to feel a physical barrier. My blood boils as the primitive instinct to possess her, to mark her as mine, makes me impatient. I pause, leaning over to take her mouth savagely while pushing through at the same time. I swallow her gasp but lose her lips as she thrashes her head. I know I’ve hurt her, but there’s no way I can stop now. I continue pushing in until I’m right up against her cervix. She’s taken all of me. I hold still, feeling the contractions of her vaginal muscles as her body accustoms itself to my invasion. With my hands, I hold her head still, my mouth brushing over hers until she realises I am no longer moving. Gradually, I feel her start to relax as her walls stretch to accommodate my width and length. Her eyes, which had been squeezed tight against the pain, flick open again. I smile down at her, and when her features start to relax, I begin to move gently. She grasps me with her hands, her nails digging into my skin with a grip that’s almost painful. She takes a deep breath, and then her muscles press on me again and, this time, I know her actions are voluntary. I pull out, almost all the way, and then slide in again slowly, burying myself in her. I feel her go rigid, as though expecting pain, but as I repeat the action, the look in her eyes changes, as her discomfort gradually transmutes into pleasure. I continue moving inside her, starting to thrust, picking up the pace.

My face is taut with tension as I struggle to maintain control. I can feel her responding to me, can feel her muscles clenching around my cock, her untutored actions and innate response almost sending me over the top. I sense that she has another orgasm building and I need her to come, conscious I’m not going to last long. To help, I reach down my hand, strumming my fingers against her engorged clit. The explosion comes quickly. As she screams and screams I lose it, pumping rapidly as my release comes over me. The drums outside grow even more furious and reach a crescendo as I growl loudly in satisfaction. I swear I feel my cum shooting deep from my balls as I empty myself into her, wave after fucking wave, feeling like it’s never going to stop until I’ve given her all the three years’ frustration that’s built up inside. 

Breathing as though I’ve run a marathon I collapse on top of her, my body still pulsating with pleasure. I can’t remember vanilla sex ever being so good, or ever feeling so sated after. Remembering where I am I quickly roll on to my side so my weight doesn’t crush her. Resting my arm on her chest, I feel it rise and fall, as rapidly as my own. Like mine, her breathing still has to return to normal. Her eyes are closed, but there is a satisfied smile on her face. I pull her into my arms, and nuzzle her face, and say the only thing I can. 

“Mine,” I tell her, possessively. “Mine.” 

At that moment, I know I’m going to be the first, last, and only man to take her like this. Exhausted, from our exertions and the stress of the day, she drifts off to sleep in my arms. The music outside ceases, and in the sudden silence I rest my arm over my eyes and lie back, replaying the events of the evening in my mind and wondering what the fuck just happened. I suddenly freeze. 

My feelings blindside me. It shouldn’t be like this. It shouldn’t feel so right lying here with Cara in my arms. I have no compulsion to move. No sense of being crowded or stifled when I normally prefer distance after sex. As I feel her relax in my arms and her sleep deepens, I remember this wasn’t what I’d planned. I should be waking her and sending her away. But the intensity of my orgasm is still with me, so fulfilling I don’t want to move. Is it three years’ abstinence that made it so satisfyingly mind-blowing? Or the fact she was a virgin? The first time I’ve not used a condom? Could going bareback make that much of a difference? 

I hadn’t planned on her falling asleep in my bed tonight. After we had consummated our union, Cara should have gone to the tent I had ordered to be prepared for her. Alone. After that, I’d have made sure that the terms of the marriage contract were fulfilled by visiting her at night, on a regular basis, until she was pregnant. And then I’d have kept away. Our nuptials are only part of an arrangement, the sole purpose to provide the heir my father decreed I should have. The marriage has a time limit; it isn’t a life sentence. My heart stills. She’s not mine; she’s mine for five years only. Get a grip on yourself!

She’s not the person for me, not the wife I want or need. This shy, nervous bride isn’t someone I would have chosen as a sexual partner, let alone a partner for life. I’m a Dominant. Although she shows visible signs of submissive tendencies, she would never be able to cope with my kinky needs. And knowing myself, I wouldn’t, couldn’t, be satisfied with vanilla sex for the rest of my life. Even five years is pushing it.

Lying here with her like this is fucking crazy. Letting her stay with me in my bed will only raise her expectations. I should be setting the ground rules now, waking her and escorting her to her accommodation. So why the fuck am I holding her close, unwilling to let her go? 

As my wife sleeps on, I stay wide awake, unable to summon up any resolve to distance myself from her. 

The last person I’d let stay in my bed all night had been Chantelle. That turned out to be a fucking disaster. She’d conned me with her sob story of having nowhere else to go, and she fed my needs so that I let her stay. She hadn’t known that many nights I’d got up, annoyed with her restlessness, spending the remainder of the night on the couch. But Cara’s gentle breathing, that delightful little snuffling sound she’s making as she slips deeper into the realms of sleep, are calming me. I’m berating myself for being weak, for putting her at risk by not keeping my distance. But my troubled thoughts can’t keep me awake, and gradually sleep overtakes me. And still she stays in my arms.

 


Chapter 12

Cara

 

I awake, and it’s dark; the lights are extinguished, and I’m disorientated. Slowly I become conscious of warm arms around me, startling me until my mind catches up and memories of the evening before come back. My wedding night. The man who’s holding me is a sheikh, a prince. My husband. Different emotions chase themselves through my head as I remember: embarrassment, shame, but mostly the pleasure. I stretch, and wince slightly, as underused muscles protest. My movements stir him and I feel, as well as hear, his voice rumble beside me.

“Are you OK?”

I’m not sure how to answer. He’s given me the most incredible experience of my life, but what had I been to him? Was I enough for him? 

“Cara?” he prompts. When I still don’t answer his tone is full of concern. It’s dark, but when he moves, I sense that he’s leaning over me. “What is it? Did I hurt you?”

In truth I feel a little sore but, perversely, remembering how I got that way makes me relish the pain. I’m not a virgin any longer. And could I have lost my virginity in any better way? I shake my head and then realise that in the low light he can’t see me. 

“No, I’m fine,” I reassure him, my voice soft and timid.

He picks up on it. “Tell me how you’re feeling.” He moves his arms slightly and I feel him give me a little squeeze of encouragement. “Talk to me.”

His touch makes me feel safe and comforted, but it doesn’t remove the uneasy feeling inside me. I decide to come straight out with it. 

“I’m worried I’m a disappointment to you, Nijad. Everything has happened so fast. I know I’ve been forced on you and I’m not what you want in a wife.”

I feel him still. “You don’t know what I want in a wife.” 

I give a quick, self-deprecating laugh. “I’m certain you wouldn’t have chosen me. Overweight, scarred …” 

“Stop that! Why the fuck do you think you’re overweight?” His hands move down to my bum and squeeze gently. “There’s not an ounce of fat on you.” He tenses as a thought occurs to him. “You’re not anorexic, are you?”

“No, but …”

He’s not going to let me finish. “And you don’t know what attraction we’d have felt had we met under different circumstances. Maybe it’s fate that brought us together. Who knows?” He pauses. “And it works both ways. I very much doubt you’d have chosen me.”

Again I laugh, this time more loudly. “No, of course I wouldn’t have chosen a handsome sheikh to be my husband. Come off it.”

He chuckles. “Handsome?” 

“You’ve seen me. All of me. You can’t pretend …”

“Stop! Stop it now!” His harshness halts me in my tracks. “You were about to accuse me of being a liar, and I’ve already told you: I do not lie.” He rolls over. He’s so close I can feel the warmth of his breath on my face as he gently caresses it with one hand. “I need to know, Cara. You’re going to tell me why you have such low self-esteem.” 

I go to pull away, but his other hand closes around my waist and holds me trapped in place. “Please, don’t …”

“Tell me.” It was that voice again. 

I have the strong feeling he’s not going to let this go. Can I tell him? Here, in the darkness surrounding us? Can I expose that part of myself? That dreaded night? Maybe it’s time to tell someone. Hunter knows some of it, but not all. Nijad gives me a squeeze of reassurance and, strangely, I feel safe with him. He’s accepted my physical scars; maybe he’d accept my mental ones as well. I draw in a deep breath; it’s so hard for me to go back there, and my voice shakes as I start to explain. “It was Joseph Benting.”

His hand tightens around mine. “Your father?” When he feels me shrug rather than give a verbal response, he prompts me. “Continue.”

“I don’t, and didn’t, think of him as my father. I’d never met him. I knew his name; that was it.” I swallow, and his fingers press against me in encouragement. “It was my eighteenth birthday,” I tell him, closing my eyes, visualising the scene in my head. “Mum had moved us around all our lives so he couldn’t find us. I went to so many schools, never long enough to make friends.” I stop briefly, getting the strength to continue. “I didn’t understand why we had to travel so much. I was fifteen when Mum died. I stopped moving. The state found me a place in a community home, so there I stayed until I finished school.”

I risk a glance at him. Dawn must be breaking because there is just enough light to see him studying me intently. He stays silent, waiting for me to carry on.

“On my eighteenth birthday, I went to a pub with a few friends from college. Suddenly he appeared. He’d found me. I’d stayed in one place too long.”

“Benting?” 

“Yes.” 

 “What happened?” he asks when I don’t resume immediately.

I take a deep breath. “He took one look at me and, in front of my new friends, told me that I was completely useless to him. He’d made plans for me, but I was so fat and ugly he’d have to shelve them. He said he had no idea how I’d turned out the way I had – my mother being such a beauty. He told me he’d been right: an atrocity like me should never have been born.” 

As I spoke, Nijad folded his arms around me. He tensed as I finished my story. 

“He told you that?” He sounds incredulous, his voice full of anger. 

“Yes. His exact words. Well, it wasn’t news. I’d had acne from an early age, possibly down to the stress of being moved around so often. New girls, particularly chubby, unattractive ones, are often bullied at school. I didn’t make friends easily.”

“You didn’t have a good childhood.” 

“Mum did what she could to protect me. I didn’t understand at the time. And she was so intent on keeping me safe, well, she wasn’t the most demonstrative of people. But I survived, and she loved me in her own way. I think I was a disappointment to her too. She’d been a model and there was no way I was walking in her footsteps.” I pause, and in the dark I grin, thinking about my passion. “It wasn’t all bad; there were always the horses.”

“Horses?”

“Yup.” My smile makes my voice lighter. “I soon discovered animals don’t criticise, and horses and horsey people don’t care if you’re chubby and spotty. No one looks good on a cold, wet morning, shovelling muck on the muck heap. Wherever we went, I used to find a yard that was happy to accept my help. They were always looking for someone willing to help clean out, tack up, and lead the learners around. I got paid in riding lessons.”

“Do you still ride?”

“No, I gave it up when Mum died.” My voice catches as I continue my tale. “A year before she died we moved for the last time. But it wasn’t until that night three years later I found out how right Mum was to try to keep me hidden from my father. His plans were to marry me off to one of his contacts as part of a business deal. He saw me as a possession, but when he met me in the flesh, well – to say I was a disappointment to him is an understatement. He’d expected me to inherit my mother’s looks. He disowned me.” 

“For fuck’s sake!” he swears, and then adds something in his language that sounded vicious. 

Suddenly I laugh. “It’s ironic, isn’t it? Your family wanted revenge, but you’ve done exactly what he wanted: married me off for his profit.”

He stays quiet for a while and I don’t know what he’s thinking. Just as I start to worry he moves his weight over me, his hands cradling my face, stroking down and over my scars. “I don’t lie, Cara,” he tells me forcefully. “I’m attracted to you. Fuck, after what we did earlier you must know that. I don’t think you are fat, or ugly.” 

He puts his hand over my mouth as I take a breath, ready to speak.

“At eighteen you might still have had puppy fat, and your scarring was possibly worse, but you’ve grown into a beautiful woman. Feel how attracted I am to you.” Taking my hand in his, he pushes it down to where he’s sporting a very impressive erection. “I know you’ve been forced into this marriage with me, and I have no idea where we’re going to take this. But believe me, in no way do I find you or your looks a disappointment to me. You are more than I expected.”

He’s so soft, so kind, so comforting. And I can’t deny the hardness of the cock underneath my hand. But I’m still anxious. 

“Nijad, I can’t be enough for you. I don’t know what to do. You have so much experience, and I have none …”

“Stop, stop right there.” He leans over and brushes his lips against mine, his hand moves down, covering my breast, his fingers teasing my nipple. I squirm in his arms. He chuckles. “You’re so responsive, Cara. I love the way you respond to me. Just let yourself go and follow my lead. I’d rather have you in my bed than any experienced courtesan.” 

He doesn’t wait for my response. He just takes my mouth again and kisses me, his hands exploring my body, and all I can do is follow his lead as he takes me again to those heights again I’d thought impossible to reach.

 


Chapter 13

Cara

 

Next time I open my eyes, daylight is seeping through the walls of the tent and, as sleep retreats, my brain starts to kick into gear as I realise I’m alone. The fact hits me like a blast of cold water. I turn over on to my stomach, leaning on my elbows and putting my head in my hands. In the hard light of day, I start to feel ashamed. I’ve lost my virginity to a complete stranger. Someone I know little about except that he has a virile body, and knows how to use it. My face reddens as I think about the night before, unable to deny I enjoyed every minute. Blushing, I recall his touch which caused the unfamiliar soreness between my legs, and the slight ache in my overused muscles. How many times did he bring me to orgasm? Too many to count! 

But now it’s day, and I’ll have to face him. Sitting up, I look to the empty side of the bed and reach out my hand; the sheets are cold. He must have left me some time ago. I bite my lip. After the closeness in the dawn hours, I didn’t expect to wake on my own. His absence causes me to wonder. What will he expect or think of me in the harsh light of day? Is my role just to be a wife at night, a convenient bed partner? Or will I be involved in his life and, if so, what on earth can I expect that life to be? I can’t begin to imagine day-to-day living in this lonely small desert camp, so far removed from my work and my home. Just what will I be expected to do as the wife of a desert sheikh? The thought of snuggling back down into the bed and pulling the covers over my head to shut out the world seems extremely attractive, but then it strikes me: that was the old Cara. Something changed last night, something more than losing my virginity. I’ve spent far too long hiding away from the world. I can’t totally suppress my fear of this strange new life, but beneath that is excitement, an eagerness to embrace it. I was so frightened when I was kidnapped and brought here, but what have I got to go home to? Whatever my daytime relationship will be with Nijad, wouldn’t I prefer to experience a new way of living? Why not make the most of this new opportunity? I smile. My accountancy skills may not be in high demand in the desert, but I am apparently now a sheikha. Surely that must count for something?    

Feeling certain sheikhas don’t hide away under the bed sheets, I pull myself up with a new determination. Immediately my eyes fall on an object by the side of the bed. I pick it up, curious. It’s a sheath with straps, and a handle is sticking out. I pull on it and expose a small, very sharp, dagger. Covering my mouth with my hand, I can’t stop a shout of laughter escaping as I realise my husband has fulfilled his promise with this unusual gift. As I handle its light weight, I understand that this present signifies he trusts me. The keenly honed blade could do serious damage, unlike the fruit knife of the night before. And the fact he remembered hasn’t escaped me. Feeling light-hearted and still giggling, 

Seeing a robe obviously laid out for my use, I get out of bed and put it on, then make my way to the small, simple bathroom I find set up at the rear of the tent. There’s a mirror hanging on the wall and I automatically lower my eyes to avoid it. Then I hesitate. I’ve avoided looking directly at my reflection for too long. Was Nijad right? Have I changed? I try to raise my eyes, try to face it, but seven years of avoidance is a hard habit to break. Stupidly, I return to the bedroom and take hold of the dagger in its sheath, and then come back to the bathroom. I grasp the soft leather, gaining strength from it, remembering his words in the middle of the night. It still takes all my will power to set my line of vision on the glass in front of me, but I do it. I look into the mirror – and find a stranger looking back. A different face, thinner. I run my hand down the scarring that covers my skin. It’s still there, but somehow it’s not as prominent as I remembered. I reach out my hand, touching the reflection as if to make sure it’s mine. Hunter was right, I have changed. I’m not that eighteen-year-old girl my father had insulted. Is this really me? Slowly I watch a smile come to my face. It is me! I put my hand over my mouth to suppress the giggle, feeling a weight lifted from me, and a new determination. 

Pulling my hand back I notice a new toothbrush has been put out. I set about cleaning my teeth and relieving myself, unable to stop myself glancing at my reflection every now and again. I wouldn’t be gracing the cover of a magazine any time soon, but neither would I be sending children screaming for their mothers! I laugh again. Jeez! It took being kidnapped for me to realise I’d changed. 

Realising I’ve been dallying, I turn to the shower. Well, if you can call it that. It isn’t very powerful, little more than a trickle really, but it’s a luxury I wouldn’t have expected to find in the desert wilderness. Once washed, I feel invigorated and bubbly inside. I’m a new person; my marriage has given me a second chance and I’m determined to take it and make of it what I can. Wincing slightly from my husband’s amorous attentions the night before, I re-enter the main tent to find I’m not alone. 

“Good morning, Sheikha.” Lamis greets me with a bow and a friendly smile. “Your breakfast.” She waves a hand at food laid out on a flat table. “Eat, and then you dress.” A broad grin appears on her face. “His Excellency, the sheikh” – she pauses as if trying to find the right words in English – “is moving your clothes to this tent.”

She’s apparently making an important point, but I don’t get it. As I put my head on one side in a universal gesture of uncertainty she continues, “You are living in the sheikh’s tent, Your Highness. Not living in different tent.”

As Lamis leaves, I ponder her announcement. Sharing Nijad’s tent? Lamis made it sound like it wasn’t the original intention, and that Nijad must have changed his plans. Not wanting to read any more into it than I should, I can’t help the whisper of pleasure inside me. It certainly sounds we were going to live separately, but that now I was to stay with him. Though my knowledge of the man is, admittedly, limited to his rather impressive prowess in bed, the implication that perhaps he’s willing to try to make this a real marriage – or, at least, give the relationship a go – makes me happy. Or is it just sex, and he wants me available in his bed? Oh, bloody hell! Don’t overthink this, Cara. 

I’m starving, and by the time Lamis returns I have demolished the food that has been brought for me and am just finishing my coffee. After a nod of appreciation that I’ve cleared the plates entirely, Lamis turns to me.

 “You are wearing this today for the sheikh.” 

She lays clothing out on the bed. I’m excited to note there is delicate and feminine underwear along with the rest of the attire. Today I feel different, I feel like a woman, and I want to dress for my man. I touch the beautiful lace garments and smile, and then pick up the soft white cotton trousers and run my fingers over them. There’s also a white tunic with embroidery along the edges. The clothes are luxurious, feeling and looking expensive, the quality worthy of a sheikha. I don’t refuse Lamis’s assistance as she helps me dress, and I’m pleased to discover the clothing feels as comfortable as it appears. I’m just smoothing down the cloth, admiring how well it all fits, when the man who’s never been far from my thoughts this morning enters the tent. 

I glance up to see him at the entrance, standing watching me. My first thought is how stunning he looks, tall and regal. I swallow rapidly, suddenly nervous in front of the man I’d been intimate with in the small hours. How should I behave with him in the cold light of day? It doesn’t help that his expression is unreadable. 

When she catches sight of her sheikh, Lamis bows deeply and greets him in Arabic. Then, continuing in English for my benefit, she informs him, “We are finishing, Excellency.” Quickly she turns back to me. “You are wearing this now.” She helps me put on a headdress. 

“Show her how to wear it as a veil,” Nijad says lazily. The first words he has spoken in my presence this morning.

I flinch, turning to him with pain in my eyes, my previous delight and excitement vanishing as the implication of his words slices through me like a knife.

“You want me veiled,” I whisper. I make no argument. I just lower my head in acceptance. After closing my eyes briefly, I find the strength from somewhere, just as I always do. I nod at Lamis and wait to be shown how to hide my pockmarked face from the world.

An angry exclamation gets my attention. Nijad walks over to me, his face furious. His hands grab my arms and he shakes me. With a raised voice he tells me forcefully, “You think I want to hide you, don’t you? Have you forgotten everything I said last night? In the desert we use veils for protection from the sand, not to hide our faces. Now tell me what I told you.” 

Taken aback by his vehemence, I’m not certain what he’s expecting me to say. I look into his angry face but see no threat there, only disappointment that I hadn’t believed him. As he waits for my answer, his hands move to my face and caress it gently. I swallow and tell him shyly, “You said you found me attractive.”

There’s little conviction in my voice and he hears it. His fingers grip me harder, almost roughly. “I think the word I used was beautiful! I never want to hear you say anything derogatory about yourself again. Do you understand me?” The look I give him obviously isn’t very convincing because suddenly he grabs my hair in a firm grip that’s only just this side of painful. He pulls my head back, forcing me to look up at him while taking my hand and pushing it down between us until it’s resting against a very noticeable erection. 

“Feel me. I’m harder than fucking stone from just looking at you. Now do you believe how fucking stunning and sexy I find you?” 

I feel my eyes go wide as, ignoring the presence of the servant, he moves my hand along his length. He hisses through his teeth to show me the effect I’m having on him and, if it’s possible, he grows even more rigid under my touch. 

“If we had time I’d show you how beautiful you are, but we haven’t.” 

He releases my hair and moves my hand away, grimacing as he adjusts himself through his robes. Looking down he sees my dazed acceptance of his declaration and, satisfied, he nods. A smile spreads across his face. His anger dissipates as though it was never there, but he still uses the voice that makes my insides quiver as he speaks again. 

“The next time you say, or even think, anything like that I will spank you.” Amusement dances in his eyes. “And that’s a promise, wife.”

His display of dominance doesn’t scare me. In fact, it does the opposite, his threat causing a throb of arousal in me, and I’m feeling ridiculously happy, as well as turned on, as I smile up at him. 

“Yes” – I hesitate, wondering what I should call him, but to hell with it, we’re married aren’t we?  What need for formality?    – “Nijad, husband.” His eyes gleam, showing his pleasure, and then he leans over, taking my lips in a kiss that leaves me in no further doubt that he does, by some miracle, find my looks acceptable.

We are interrupted by a delighted gasp that causes us both to swing round. My hand goes to my mouth. Lamis is standing there, grinning like the cat who caught the proverbial canary, holding the bedcovers in her hand. I rush over and try to pull them over the bottom sheet to hide it again. Blood rushes to my cheeks as embarrassment floods through me, and the servant and I tussle with the covers.

Laughing, Nijad puts his arms around me, pulling me back. When I look up at him to protest I see he is grinning from ear to ear as he stares at the small patch of blood in the middle of the bed. 

“Lamis, leave us.” 

Dismissed, she bows and departs. Nijad turns his hold into a hug, pulling me into his body and resting his chin on the top of my head. 

“Be proud, Sheikha. It’s a sign you were pure when you came to me, and that you had saved yourself for your husband.”

My mortification makes me annoyed with him, and I want to thump him. 

“I didn’t save myself; no one else wanted me! And you didn’t really – you had no choice.”

“Sheikha,” he starts in a very light-hearted tone. “Do you honestly want to be spanked? Because you’re asking for it. If you are pregnant, then there will be no doubt that the baby is mine. My true heir.”

“It’s embarrassing,” I protest.

He gives a long-suffering sigh and then laughs, giving me a quick, playful swipe on my backside. 

“Ouch!” 

It hadn’t hurt, but I rub where his hand landed to make a point. He just smirks.

“Oh, I can do much worse than that, Sheikha.” 

Pulling me to him again he touches his lips to mine, and then presses against them more forcefully, his tongue pushing, demanding entrance. I open for him and he ravishes my mouth. I love the taste of him, his unique sensual flavour with a hint of coffee. My arms come up, round his neck, and I touch his silky soft hair, confined today in a tie. Our kiss deepens and I’m wrapping myself around him as though I’ve lost all control. His hands grasp my elbows and he pushes me away from him. We are both breathing fast. Holding me at arm’s length he tells me, regretfully, “Much as I’d like to continue this, we can’t. I’ve got a surprise for you. Come, now.” 

“I’ve already found your gift.” I point over to where the dagger lies in the sheath.

Another laugh. “I keep my promises. Always.” His grin becomes wicked. “You’d better remember that, sweetheart.”

I can’t stop the grin that comes over my face, suddenly ridiculously happy, enjoying this playful, light-hearted side of him. And I feel on top of the world as I watch him ruefully turning away and adjusting himself again, relishing the power I have over him. Letting him take my hand, he leads me outside into the bright sunlight, which makes me squint after the dimness of the tent. I’m learning things about Nijad by the minute, and the next is his thoughtfulness; in his hands are a pair of sunglasses he’s got ready for me – an expensive brand, I notice immediately. Thanking him I put them on. Now able to adapt to the harsh light, my eyes widen when I see what’s waiting just off to the side. Two beautiful Arab horses, tacked up, ready to go.

I gasp, my hands framing my face. I turn to him, my eyes are wide, not quite able to believe it. 

“We’re riding?”

His eyes gleam down at me, pleased at my evident delight. “After what you told me, I thought you might enjoy it. The grey one is yours.”

I throw a quick look at him, unsure of the protocol around a desert prince. Would it be acceptable to throw my arms around him and kiss him? Seeing the stoic faces of the tribespeople standing around, I curb my desire for a physical display of my pleasure and resort to a verbal ‘thank you’ instead. Then I can’t hold back any longer, and quickly step forwards to stroke the lovely horse he tells me is mine.

‘Grey’ is a misnomer; the beautiful mare is almost gleaming white. She’s standing patiently, her only movement a flick of her tail to remove annoying flies, while the larger black stallion is stamping his feet with impatience. As I stroke the mare’s nose she lowers her head, undoubtedly seeking treats. I’ve nothing to give her. Instead, I put out my hand so she can lick the salt from my palm. As her tongue rasps over my fingers, I feel an instant connection with her. 

“She’s gorgeous.” I turn back to Nijad. 

“She’s called Sakin. I selected a quiet ride for you as it’s been some time since you’ve ridden. The stallion, my horse, is Amal.”

Nijad stands watching me, his flowing robes billowing around him in the slight breeze. He’s put on his headdress now and looks every inch the sheikh that he is, formidable and strong. There’s something untamed about him, and I catch my breath as it hits me that I’m actually married to him. 

“Thank you.” I smile at him to show my appreciation. It’s been a few years since I was on a horse, but it’s as if I’ve come home. I lean against the mare, breathing in that distinct odour that I’ve always found so comforting. It calms me now. 

Caught up in memories, I realise I’ve been lost in my thoughts when I hear his amused voice. 

“Are you ready? I’d like to get going so we won’t be riding in the heat of the midday sun.”

Starting, I give an embarrassed nod and go round to the nearside to mount. Moving quietly and smoothly he comes across and cups his hands to give me a leg up. Landing gently, I quickly find the heavily ornamented leather saddle is as soft as it looks, and see the bridle is complete with little silver bells that tinkle as the mare shakes her head. The tack feels different from the utilitarian English type I’ve used before, but nonetheless very comfortable. Gathering up the reins I realise they are both supple and strong, and the grip feels firm. The pungent aroma of leather takes me back to the happy, carefree times at the riding stables of my youth. While I’m getting used to the feel of a horse under me once more, Nijad is busy adjusting the girth and making sure my stirrups are the right length. Throwing a smile up at me, he goes and mounts his horse. Once seated he glances across at me, his eyes questioning how I’m feeling. I respond and give him my confirmation with a nod and a grin wide enough to split my face in two. As if that’s the signal he’s waiting for he presses his heels into Amal’s sides, and we are off. 

The morning is still young, but already the air is warm, the sand shimmering in the heat. As though it was only yesterday I’d last ridden, I quickly start moving naturally with the horse as my muscle memory takes over. Soon I feel relaxed and confident, and able to take in my surroundings. As we make our way through the tented village I see the oasis is relatively small, like a little lake surrounded by palm trees offering shade. There’s a rock formation at the far end. Children play in the water while their mothers are washing clothes. Laughter fills the air as the children shout and splash and the women watch them fondly. It’s a peaceful scene. We leave the oasis behind and the bleating of goats becomes louder as we pass an enclosure of nannies with kids. Chickens peck around in the sand. I sigh softly, feeling content. Despite the primitive lifestyle, I believe I could be happy here. It’s such a contrast from my dreary house in London and my lonely existence there. While some of the tribespeople are looking at me, it’s with curiosity to see the new wife of their sheikh, and not with pity or condemnation. Fighting my natural urge to lower my face from their view, I pull my back up straight and sit tall. 

Today really is the first day of the rest of my life.

Two very well-armed men are following behind us on horseback at a respectful distance. It gives me food for thought. Maybe the desert is not as serene as it appears. 

“Nijad, why the guards? Is there danger here?” 

Throwing me a quick look he replies enigmatically, “There’s danger everywhere.”

“But a specific threat?” 

I want to know more. It’s not as though I’m frightened, not unless anyone tells me there’s a real risk, but I want to learn all I can about what has, so quickly, become my new home.

He lets the horses amble on a while before he answers. “We’re close to the border, sweetheart. While Amahad is peaceful, progressive compared to some other countries, we have borders with two of those who envy our wealth, and our multiculturalism. There are zealots who believe there is only one true faith and would enforce their beliefs by force.” He pauses. 

I look at him avidly. “They come across the borders?” 

He nods. “Yes. That’s why I’m based here. In my camp, and those of other tribes, we have soldiers who can quickly put down any skirmish that might start.”

“Are there many?”

“Enough. But so far it’s always been small pockets, not determined action. Some years ago now there was a major war with Ezirad, the country that borders us on the edge of the southern desert. The war is over, but jihadists still try to cross into Amahad. They don’t succeed.”

I’m silent for a while as I consider this information, remembering what his brothers had explained about the importance of keeping peace in the desert, and invaders from crossing the borders. My mare plods on through the vast acres of sand, but instead of calm I’m now envisaging the same ground turned red with blood. I frown as the realisation of his status hits me.

“You lead the men?”

He answers with an inclination of his head.

I look at him, my strong powerful sheikh, seeing for the moment the man who first greeted me when I got out of the helicopter. Then I’d thought him stern and cruel. I realise there are two different men inside him, the warrior and the lover. My gut churns at the thought that he puts himself in danger, and then I start, realising I must already harbour some feelings for him to have such a strong reaction to the thought of him being hurt. He’s already got under my skin. But how? I know next to nothing about this man at all. I can’t have feelings for him, not this quickly. I have to protect myself; I’m a novice at this, after all. It would be all too easy to fall for him simply because he’s the first man to make love to me. I have to get to know him better. So I try to keep him talking. 

“What do they hope to achieve? Surely a few border skirmishes wouldn’t do much?”

“We nip them in the bud,” he explains. “It would only be dangerous if it escalated. A few trying to cross the border to cause trouble is one thing, but if jihadists cross in larger numbers, we could be looking at another full-scale war.”

He stops his horse and tries to stress the point he is attempting to make. 

“The fact we’re here means we will not allow that to happen. We’ve learned lessons from other countries; we are well prepared and equipped.” He throws me a pointed look. “And now we’re married, the tribes will remain united so we’ve got the manpower to keep them out.” He kicks the stallion forward again. 

I’m starting to understand why our marriage was so important, a fact this time only yesterday I’d found so difficult to believe. I file that away and continue my original line of questioning. 

“So we need the guards, why?”

“It would be foolish to come out here without taking precautions. We can’t ignore the fact that just one person might sneak over the border intent on doing harm. Any member of the royal family makes a desirable target.”

“Wait, have you already been shot? Is that where you got your scars?” 

I can’t keep the concern out of my voice. The fact he’s been injured makes the danger all the more real. Where have I been brought to? 

He pulls his horse up next to mine and puts his hand on my reins. 

“Are you ready for a canter?” It’s an abrupt change of subject, but I nod anyway. “We’re heading for the hills over there.” He indicates foothills in the distance. “Now you need your hijab over your face.” He shows me how he did his. “It will protect you from the sand and dust.” He waits until I’m ready, his eyes missing nothing as I fumble, but at last I’m covered to his satisfaction. 

The only erotic thoughts I’ve experienced in the past have been summoned up by descriptions in the novels I read, but no words can muster my reaction to the image of my desert warrior wrapping his black headdress around his face, so only his eyes are showing. He looks so fierce, so strong and masculine that my stomach clenches, and I feel embarrassingly damp between my legs. A delicious shiver runs down my spine as it hits me again that I’m really married to him. 

Then the doubts return. Is he here, now, today, just because of words on a piece of paper? I woke yesterday in the midst of a nightmare, and today it’s turned into a wonderful fantasy. I’m starting to doubt my ability to discern reality.

Jerking myself out of my reverie I realise that he has kicked his horse on, and I let Sakin have her head to follow. We trot on a short way and then he increases the pace, starting off with a gentle canter. After checking with a quick glance back to see how I’m keeping my seat, he digs his heels in once more, and soon we’re galloping across the sand.

It’s an exhilarating feeling, covering the ground so fast. The horses are both sure-footed, and I feel confident and safe as I lie low over the saddle, unable to remember how long it’s been since I felt so free. Galloping over miles of open sand surpasses speeding across the stubble fields I’d loved back in England. The warm wind sweeps past and the only sound is the pounding of hooves, clearing the worries of the previous conversation right away. I’m concentrating only on the horse. It seems all too soon when we pull up, the horses’ sides heaving. The hills, which I can now see are made of barren rock, are still a little way ahead of us. Beyond the hills rise even higher peaks, high enough to qualify as mountains. It is stark, rather than beautiful.

“We’ll walk now, and let the horses cool off.” 

Nijad unwinds his hijab, exposing his handsome, chiselled face. I copy his actions, having difficulty taking my eyes off him, as if he’s a mirage that will disappear any second. What have I done to deserve this man. Can he truly be mine? I feel like I’m dreaming; instead of being in cold, wet London I’m riding a horse in the desert. I resist the urge to pinch myself. If this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up! 

We continue riding side by side in a comfortable silence. Twenty minutes later the terrain begins to get rocky underfoot, and soon we are travelling up a gradual incline. 

 “Where are we going?” 

It looks to me as though we’re heading straight for a dead end.

He glances over, and smiles, knowing something I don’t. 

“There.” He points vaguely ahead. 

I screw up my eyes, but am none the wiser; all I can see is a solid rock face. But as we draw closer, I can see a winding path going up the side of the cliff. The way looks very narrow. 

“No!” I exclaim, horrified. “You have got to be bloody kidding me! Tell me we’re not going up that?” The path becomes clearer as the horses plod on, and at each step it looks more frightening. I pull Sakin to a halt. 

“It will be OK. The horses are sure-footed. There’s no need to worry.” He frowns, and then, seeing the fear on my face, he adds, “What’s the matter?”

I point, my hand already shaking just at the thought of it. 

“That’s not even a path, Nijad. It’s right on the cliff edge! I can’t go up there. Isn’t there somewhere else we could go, or another way up?” It looks to me as though even mountain goats would struggle to get up that track. “No way in hell am I riding on that path!”

He stares at me, his sexy eyes glinting. I have no idea what he plans until, with one swift move, he nudges his horse over, sweeps his arm around my waist, pulling me off my mount and seating me in front of him. I squeal loudly.

“Just relax. You’ll be safe with me.” There’s a hint of amusement in his voice.

“What are you doing?” I can’t believe the speed with which he’s taken me, demonstrating his formidable strength. 

“Keeping you safe.” As he speaks he reaches over to the mare, ties the reins so she won’t catch her feet in them, and then lets her loose, confident she’ll follow. He squeezes his heels and the big stallion moves forwards once more.

I start struggling, trying to get him to let me down, but his arm is like a band of steel holding me round the waist. 

“No. It’s too dangerous! He can’t carry us both!” 

The steep path is getting closer and I can see, as it winds round the mountain, there is a sheer drop on one side. The way doesn’t appear to be any wider than I first thought. 

“Please Nijad, please let me down. Amal can’t carry me as well; he’ll stumble carrying my weight.” I turn to plead with him, fright making my voice little more than a whisper. “Please, can’t we just go back? Don’t take me up there, we’ll fall!”

To my distress he doesn’t pull Amal up, but just gives a sigh of exasperation, sounding long-suffering. “You really do want a fucking spanking, don’t you?” 

Though scared, I’m perplexed, “What on earth have I said now?”

Holding the reins in one hand, his free arm tightens around me as he pulls me even closer. “You weigh nothing at all, and Amal will hardly notice his extra passenger.” I can’t miss hearing the grin in his voice. “You’re still thinking of yourself as overweight. I can’t spank you now; it might spook the horse, and we don’t want him to lose his footing, do we?” 

As I look down, I realise we are already on the narrow path, and on one side the ground just drops away. I swallow a squeal. It’s not the place to have to control a panicked horse. 

Nijad laughs quietly. He nuzzles my neck, and his arms grip me, holding me safe. Even so, I can’t relax, my mind trying to cope with the fact that I’m riding up a path I wouldn’t even be able to walk along. It’s not that I don’t like heights; it’s the danger of the narrow ledge combined with the steep drop I can’t cope with. One wrong step and we’ll both fall to our deaths. I’m shaking as I lean back against Nijad, eyes tight shut, desperately trying to keep still as a statue so as not to unbalance the horse. Amal plods on, putting each of his four feet down surely, never slipping. The sound becomes monotonous, the mare’s hooves hitting the path behind like an echo. Time seems to stand still. I feel like I’m on a scary roller-coaster ride; I just want it to end. But the warmth of the day, the sound of the horses, and the strong arm that holds me as we move ever upwards without mishap, eventually help to ease my tension. Having had little sleep the night before, I even start to doze.

 


Chapter 14

Nijad

 

What the fuck am I doing? I’ve travelled this path with Amal a hundred times and he knows his way, so I don’t have to concentrate, except for holding this woman securely in my arms. That conversation in the desert got to me. It is dangerous here, although I tried to play that down. No one would send a Western woman here – unless she were expendable. She doesn’t know it, but Cara might as well have a target painted on her back with a huge great sign flashing ‘Kidnap me!’ But, of course, no one would turn a hair at the thought of Joseph Benting’s daughter in danger. No one except me, that is. Fuck! I already care for her. I don’t want to see her come to harm.

I shouldn’t be here today. I should have left her at the camp, and shouldn’t have moved her in with me. Should have kept my distance. But already I can’t fucking do that. Now it’s driving me out of my mind. I need to protect her from my enemies, and protect her from myself. But she feels so good, lying here in my arms, moving naturally with the horse, even in her sleep. I’ve been with so many women, but never one like her. Never with someone who makes me feel such an urge to protect and care for her. If only I’d met her before Paris … But then, in those days, I probably wouldn’t have looked at her twice.  

As the horses plod on, Cara’s face lolls back against my shoulder and I stare down, appreciating the view. She’s washed off the make-up so carefully applied by the women the night before, but she still looks beautiful to me: her fresh face still has the look of innocence, even though I took that from her last night. The memory makes my cock jerk and brings a grin to my face. Fuck, last night was good, and that’s an understatement. Pulling myself back to the here and now, I examine her carefully and frown as I see the scars from her childhood acne marring her otherwise perfect skin. They don’t bother me, but if she’s still upset by them I’ll investigate treatments that might help. I’ve an idea there might be something that can be done with lasers. My teeth grind as I think back to the story she told me in the night, about how that bastard Benting destroyed her. Giving Amal a loose rein, I lift my hand and stroke her face softly, so I don’t wake her. I knew she was broken, but perhaps I can put her back together. If only she could do the same for me.  

Unconsciously, she’s moving against me, the steepness of the slope pushing her back into my groin. My cock twitches again and begins to stir. I can’t deny the strong attraction I feel for her. The Dom instinct inside me wants to fix her; the man just wants to fuck her. I realise I don’t have a fucking chance of keeping away from her. She’s ensnared me.

I haven’t been lying to her; I do think she’s beautiful. Perhaps not in a classical way, but there’s just something about the way she’s put together, an inner beauty that shines through. Although I wouldn’t hesitate to fucking kill Benting, and in the most painful way, were he not already dead, part of me delights that he didn’t find her attractive seven years ago. Otherwise, she might have been married off to fuck knows who, someone who might even have abused her, her marriage arranged just for her father’s profit. Instead, circumstances meant she kept herself hidden and pure until she came to me. I inhale sharply. She was given to me because Benting couldn’t be punished; she was to bear his punishment in his stead. But there is no fucking way that I’m going to hurt her; well, not in a way she wouldn’t enjoy. I give a wry smile. She’s got to me, this woman. She needs me. She might not know it yet, but all my instincts tell me that she’s a natural submissive, and she needs me as her Dom.

In a way, I’m glad she’s still sleeping. I smile as I hear a slight snore from my arms. So far she delights me in the way she’s accepted the incredible change to her life. Another woman might have complained about the primitive facilities. But my Cara? She hasn’t said a word, hasn’t implied any concern by her actions, and has taken everything in her stride. I’d like to find out more about her, learn what makes her tick, what she likes and what she doesn’t. Both in and out of bed. I’ve never felt this way about a woman before; never has anyone triggered my protective instincts so much. I’d protect her with my life. 

The thought staggers and excites me. Before my banishment to the desert, no woman had motivated me in the way she does. Fuck, what am I thinking? I haven’t even known her for twenty-four hours. Far too early for my emotions to be so involved, or so logic tells me.

But I already suspect this marriage has potential, more than just a contract tying two strangers together. We need time, time to explore the implications and possibilities. For the first time in my life, I want to get to know a woman, to understand what makes her tick. And then there’s this alien feeling that blossoms inside me when I think of her body swelling with my child, the sense of pride I feel at the thought of my seed taking root in her womb. What the fuck am I thinking? I never saw myself as father material, but a son or daughter, part of her, part of me; that’s what I’m supposed to do, and I find I’m not averse to the idea: far from it. But Cara has had so much to deal with in her life and now, being uprooted and planted in the desert ... I’d like some time to get to know her, and allow her room to adjust to her new life before complicating it with anything else. Palace dictates be damned. 

After reaching the summit the path winds downwards, gradually coming out on to a small plain. Amal can smell the grass and starts to trot, but I pull him up, laughing as he stamps his feet in impatience. 

“Whoa there, boy. Wait.” The increase in pace has bounced Cara awake. I bend my head and kiss her gently. “Come on, sleepyhead. Wake up, we’re here.” I sit her up in my arms, and slowly let her slide off the horse, reaching over to hold her until she steadies herself. I watch her face, knowing she sees the valley we have ridden to, and the sparkling river that flows through it. Instead of the stark desert, there is green all around; trees and grass. And when she turns her head, just a little bit to the left, she will see a large tent set up. I’m holding my breath, anticipating her reaction.

“Where are we?” she asks in wonder, looking up at me with those big round eyes that gleam like pools reflecting the blue sky on a summer’s day.

“It’s called Alwadi Aljameel, which roughly translates as ‘the beautiful valley’.”  

“How can it be here, in the middle of the desert?” 

I see she’s surprised, her reaction about what I expected. 

“There’s a river coming down from the mountains which flows through this valley and then disappears underground.” She seems intrigued, so I continue. “When the rains come there are flash floods which, over the millennia, have broken down the rocks into a fertile silt, rather than sand. The steep sides of the valley provide some shade so that plants can grow.” 

She takes a couple of steps forwards and kneels down, her hands moving over the grass as if checking it’s real. 

“Do people live here?”

I shake my head. “No, not permanently. It’s not big enough for that. Some of the nomadic tribes use it for grazing when they are passing.”

When she glances around, I know she’s trying to see if anyone else is here.

“We’re alone today,” I reassure her, accurately reading her concern. “I had people scout the valley to make sure, and sentries are now standing guard. Today the valley is just for us. Come, let us settle the horses.” 

I lead Amal off to the small corral which has been set up beside the tent in the shade of two large palm trees. As I start to untack my horse, she hurries to help with the mare. I look at her approvingly, her experience with horses showing. Girth over the saddle, the throat lash buckled round the reins to keep the bridle and martingale together. I take the tack off her, putting it to one side, the saddles balanced over the corral fence.

 “Come.” I hold her hand and lead her to the tent, impatient to see her reaction; she rewards me with a stunned gasp. The tent’s been decorated like a scene from Arabian Nights. My tent back at the camp is fairly luxurious, but this is something else. 

“How …?” Her eyes are wide open, filled with delight. A wide smile is on her face.

I grin, enjoying the effect my preparations are having on her. “I had some men come and fix this up for us this morning,” I say, answering the question she hadn’t completed. “They brought a picnic too. We’ll spend the rest of the day here, and head back to the camp in the cool of the evening.”

“Oh, Nijad!” she exclaims, putting her arms around me. “It’s wonderful.”

Then she seems to realise what she’d done and tries to step back, but I don’t let her go and pull her close. 

It’s the first time she’s initiated any physical contact between us, and I don’t miss it. Until that moment, I didn’t recognise my concern that I want to know how she feels about me. Does she reciprocate the emotion I feel for her? Is she just relieved to be alive? Hoping she’ll touch me of her own volition a whole lot more, I lower my head and bend slightly. I’m so much taller than she is, and I want to make it easy for her. My lips hover above hers, and I hold her tight, but make no other move. She looks hesitant, and then takes what she wants, raising herself on tiptoe and pressing her mouth to mine. Yes, that was the signal I’d been waiting for. My mouth crushes down on hers as I take over the kiss, demanding entry, my tongue dancing with hers. It is a few moments before I break away, and by then we are both breathing deeply. I, for one, need to cool off if I’m not simply going to tear her clothes off and shove my very ready and willing cock straight into her, right here and now. She deserves better treatment than that. I can wait a little while longer.  

“We’re both hot and dusty after the ride. Let’s swim.”

“Swim?” Her brow creases as she peers up at me quizzically, surprised and a little worried. “I haven’t got a costume.” 

I can’t help myself. I roar with laughter. “You don’t need a fucking swimsuit,” I tell her, shaking my head in disbelief.

Her eyes widen, and then narrow in concern as she realises what I’m saying. “I can’t swim naked!” she tells me, outraged.

“Of course you can.” I’m still laughing. “I’ve already said there is no one else here. It will be for my eyes only.” I lower my voice, my amusement gone. “And I want to see you.” I brush my lips across hers, a butterfly touch she’ll hardly feel. “And you want to please your sheikh, don’t you?”

Her eyes narrow and she looks suspicious, and she’s right to be. Swimming isn’t just a way of cooling off; it’s an excellent excuse to get her naked. I can’t wait to see her body in the light of day; last night it was lit only by dim lights. But what I’m looking forward to causes her consternation. I almost see the wheels turning in her head. She’s reluctant to show me in the harsh light daylight, what to me, is a very delectable body. 

I push her away from me. “Stop thinking.” I smack her backside playfully. “And do what you’re told.” 

She’s still worried. “The guards …”

“Are a way back up the track. They’re watching out for trouble, and certainly won’t be watching us.” There is a second’s silence, and then I lower my tone, injecting a hint of dominance into my voice. “Now take off your clothes, Cara. I want to see that sexy body again.” I wait. “Cara. Strip!” I instruct her more forcefully, my gaze unwavering until she starts to obey me. Then I begin to disrobe as well. 

Her hands cross over to go to the hem of her tunic, but she pauses before pulling it over her head. I notice she’s become distracted. Her eyes darken as she watches me remove my outer robe, but it’s not my body she’s noticed, but the gun in my holster and the wicked-looking knife now visible in my belt, and another in my boot. I realise she hasn’t appreciated I’m so heavily armed. 

“You weren’t kidding about the danger, were you?” Nervously she gestures at the weapons. 

“I will always keep you safe,” I rush to reassure her while hoping I can keep my promise. “I never go unarmed into the desert, but don’t worry, sweetheart. You’ve got me and the guards to protect you.” 

Anyone wanting to hurt her would have to get through me first. Seeing it through her eyes, it strikes me how alien this environment is to her. In England, even very few of the police carry guns. She’s lived a cocooned and sheltered life, something I need to remember. I watch her reaction to my words, knowing I’ll have to try to ease her into our way of life, and the threat it involves, as gently as I can. 

The other weapon in my armoury is already primed and ready to fire. A rakish smile comes to my face. “Now, I’m not giving you a personal striptease, so just get the rest of your clothes off now. Or else …” I end, the threat clear in my voice, but my expression takes the edge off.

“I know, I know!” she giggles, the moment of tension gone. “Or else you’ll spank me.” She wiggles her backside at me.

“You’re learning!” I reply with a broad grin. Fuck, she doesn’t know how close she was to being laid across my lap, my hands turning her luscious backside red. Teasing me now, is she? She’ll soon learn how dangerous that can be.

I take off the rest of my clothes. When I turn back, sporting a very visible erection, she’s standing naked, holding her clothes against her. She’s fixated on that part of my body that’s so blatantly begging for attention. Her tongue swipes across her lips in anticipation, and my cock jumps, impatiently wanting to be inside that luscious mouth. 

“Eyes up here.” Guiltily, she raises her gaze to meet mine. She blushes. “Drop your clothes, Cara. And …” I pause, making sure she’s fully aware of what I’m saying, “I would think very carefully before you say anything.” I’m warning her about issuing any apology about her looks. But still she can’t hold my gaze as she slowly lowers her clothes to the floor.

I avoid any comment of approval, not wanting it to be misconstrued or misunderstood. Instead, I take her hand and lead her to the pool formed by the forces of the water passing through the valley. I wait as she looks with delight at the sandy beach, and the shallow, warm water. As she enjoys the scenery, my eyes rove over her body. She is one of the most alluring women I have ever seen, having curves in all the right places. And everything is real, nothing surgically enhanced or altered. I’ve bedded and fucked many skinny, perfect, model-thin women, but now I’ve seen her, they no longer have any appeal for me. Fuck, just looking at Cara makes me harder than granite. But she still can’t fucking accept it. Maybe if I say it often enough?

 “Cara, you’re so fucking beautiful.” I put all the conviction I can into my voice. Her eyes shoot to mine; I see the doubt there. I walk her deeper into the pool, so the warm water laps against my waist, and comes almost up to her breasts. I reach for her and let my body do the talking, pulling her up close, my hard-as-nails cock pressed up against her. “See what you do to me?”

She closes her eyes and breathes deeply; it’s impossible for her to miss my very evident reaction to her. Shyly, she moves her body against mine. 

It’s hard as fuck to keep from surging into her right away, but first I want to tell her, to try to put into words, my fucked-up thoughts, the feelings that have taken me unawares. I smooth my hand over her forehead, my fingers trailing down the side of her face. 

“I didn’t expect this.” I look at her, raise my eyes to the sky, and then back down to hers again. “You enchant me, Cara.” My voice comes out as a sexy whisper. I stroke her hair. “You said you wanted to get to know me; well, I’d like to get to know you too. Perhaps we need time, to take this slow. See where it leads us.”

She shakes her head slightly. “I don’t understand.” Her brow creases with worry lines. She thinks I’m rejecting her. 

I pull her close, using my body to refute any wrong impression my words are giving. “What I’m trying to say is … I want to take some time to explore each other and our relationship. As if we are just two people who are attracted to each other, and who wish to explore that attraction.”

“But the contract …” 

“Sod the fucking contract!” I say gruffly, wincing inside at what my father would have to say if he heard me. “This is about you and me now, not how we got into this situation. I want to explore what we have. Let’s take some time to get to know each other, not because of any fucking piece of paper, but because we want to.” 

I want her to understand how unique this situation is for me. “It sounds a damn cliché, but I haven’t felt like this before, Cara. You’re so different from what I expected, and I have to adjust my expectations.” I swallow as I tell her the truth. “I didn’t even expect to even like my wife. I expected to fuck her, yes, and probably enjoy it enough. It’s easy for a man; any pussy will do, if you’ll forgive my crudeness. But enjoy her company? That I didn’t see coming.”

She swallows. “I’m not sure I can be what you expect. I’m not the right material for a sheikh’s wife …”

I interrupt her. “I don’t think there’s a recipe for that. The perfect wife for me is the one that I desire.”

Not convinced, she shakes her head. “I’m no good with people. And the tribespeople …”

I nuzzle her hair. “Fuck the tribespeople. We’ve done what they wanted; we’re married. I’ll keep you close; you’ll have nothing to worry about. I want to learn all about you, what makes you tick. If you’re already pregnant, I’ll love the baby, no mistake about that, and I’ll be proud to see you swell with my child. But if you’re not, I’m happy to give it some time. To enjoy days like today. There’s no need to rush. We might be able to build a proper relationship, but we won’t know unless we give it some time. Without pressure.”

Pulling back, I’m able to watch her face closely, seeing her initial perplexed expression slowly changing into a broad smile, totally transforming her face as she finally accepts what I mean. This marriage needn’t be about a contract; it could simply be two people wanting to be together. This marriage could be real. 

“You really wouldn’t mind? So much has happened, my head’s swimming as it is. Pregnancy as well: I’m not sure I could deal with that, right now.” She’s nervous, but there’s hope in her eyes. “I feel like a different person already, Nijad. And I’d like to find out who I could become.”

Kidnapping, our marriage; the speed with which it’s all happened has been so fucking unfair for her, the upheaval of coming to a different country, and then thinking she was being forced to conceive a child with a man she doesn’t even know. When I signed the contract I don’t know what I expected, but Cara certainly didn’t fit my mental image of the daughter of a con man, and finding out she didn’t even know her father … well, as far as I’m concerned that put a whole different slant on it. I don’t want to give up the chance to get to know her; fuck, my cock is throbbing in anticipation of what’s going to come next. But if it doesn’t work out, if we’re not compatible, perhaps I can find a way to void the contract. 

I grin down at her, having confirmed that my decision is the right one. My eyes gleam. “I’ve got condoms with me,” I tell her. 

As she shyly nods, I get out of the water, moving to where our clothes lie. Freeing a condom from the packet in his pocket I sheath myself, and then swiftly wade through the water back to her. 

“I fucking want you, and right now I’m going to die if I don’t get inside you.” My voice is husky. “Lift your legs and put them around my waist.” She does, obeying me without question. I bend my head and take a nipple into my mouth, sucking deeply, and then gently bite down. She arches her back and gasps, but her arms tighten around me and she pushes her mound harder against me. With one hand I support her bottom; with the other, I reach down between us and expertly rub her clit, exciting her bundle of nerves. At the same time, I move my attention to her other nipple, and I know from her quickly indrawn breaths and the way she is wriggling that I’d already brought her to the edge. Pulling back a fraction to position myself, in one thrust I push into her, burying my cock to the hilt, forcing myself through her tight, wet passage. Her body goes rigid in shock.

“Are you all right?” I ask softly, worried I’ve been too rough. I feel her pulsing as her muscles compensate for my intrusion.

“You’re so big!” she replies, but can’t stop herself moving as she becomes accustomed to my size. “But it feels so good!”

Her squirming excites me and I can’t help myself; I start to thrust inside her, pumping in and out. I’m desperately trying to keep control, wanting her to come first, but her tightness, her inexperienced movements are proving a serious challenge to my discipline. Her muscles tighten, and with relief, I call out to her, “Come for me.” With a scream, she throws her head back as she comes with such intensity that her muscles clench like a vice around me and I lose it, cum bursting out from me, spurting as though I’m never going to stop. My arms tighten around her as I continue to pulse inside her, my cock hardly deflating at all. Her muscles continue to spasm as it feels like she milks me completely, but I’ll still semi-hard. As I take her mouth in mine, our tongues toying together, I thrust gently in and out of her slippery channel. It seems no time at all before my cock comes fully erect and I start to push deeper inside her. I know I’m hitting the right spot as she moans and grasps at me, her nails biting into my arms. I’m already close and hammer into her; she’s already coming, and again she takes me over the edge too. Shit! At this rate, she’ll fucking drain me. I have never known anything like this before … 

When I pull out, she takes her legs from around me and shakily puts her feet on the silty bottom of the stream. I remove the overfilled condom relieved, after our previous conversation, that it appears to have survived the onslaught. I’m not sure I can say the same for my legs as they tremble while I make my way towards the sandy shore. I’m holding her around the waist and she’s leaning on me, needing support. We reach the bank and both collapse on the ground, panting for breath. I stare down at her and give a soft laugh.

“I have no control around you,” I tell her when eventually I get enough air into my lungs to be able to speak again. 

She is lying on her back on the warm sand. As I speak, she turns on to her side, with her head cocked at what I’d said. 

“Is that a bad thing?” she asks, innocently.

I chuckle. “I like to be in control, sweetheart.” Pulling her down to me I take her mouth in a gentle kiss. “It’s never been like this with anyone else.” I pull back, the expression in my eyes hopefully implying I’m telling her the truth. Sex has never been like this for me before. Always I’m in control; I might be rough, take a woman fast, but always with conscious thought behind what I want to do. With Cara, I’m like a schoolboy, unable to restrain myself. I’m not planning my every move; it just happens. And I fucking love it!

“Really?” She can’t let herself believe me.

I love her breathless whisper and the wonder in her eyes. 

“Really,” I confirm. She rests back in the sun, and I do likewise. I wouldn’t have believed it but my fucking cock is twitching back into life again as I start to imagine introducing her to my lifestyle. She’d look lovely with nipple clamps, and the way she responded to my bite, she’ll enjoy them. I start to think about the toys she and I could play with, and realise we’re not going to be doing anything else today if I don’t get my mind on to a different subject. I get to my feet and hold out my hand to pull her up.

 “Swim. Then we eat.” 

We swim, eat a glorious picnic, and then make love again. Curbing my baser instincts, I bring her to completion twice before taking my pleasure. I relish the awareness that, slowly, she’s becoming less timid in my company. I move over her, gently taking her lips, and idly run my hands up her sides. I must have caught her just right as she squirms and tries to wriggle away. Smirking, I do it again. 

“You’re ticklish!” Her movements almost make my depleted cock come to life again, but I still at the expression on her face; there’s a lack of comprehension there, and she’s acting as if it’s an alien feeling. 

“Am I?”

I have to query that. “Haven’t you ever been tickled before?”

She just shakes her head, and something inside me cries out for her. “Not even your mother, when you were a child?”

Her eyes become shuttered, and I have to lean forwards to catch her words as she mumbles, “I didn’t have that kind of relationship with my mother. She was too worried about keeping me out of Benting’s reach to play with me.” A piece of my heart breaks for the scarred child, moved from place to place, and probably given little affection. Has she ever known love of any sort? 

I react in a physical way. Suddenly my hands are all over her. “Well, we’ve got some exploring to do, haven’t we?” I tickle her sides again, and then move down the bed, tickling the back of her knees. I then grab her feet and my fingers dance on her soles. She’s trying to evade my touch, giggling and laughing, trying to push me away. 

I love the sounds coming out of her and continue teasing her until at last she cries out, tears of laughter escaping from her eyes. 

“No more, Nijad. No more! I can’t take it. Stop, please stop!” As I still my hands and rise up her body, she reaches out, putting her hands either side of my head and looking deep into my eyes. “OK, you’ve proved your point: I’m ticklish.” She’s smiling, a genuine smile covering all her face.

Grinning widely, I lower my lips to kiss her once more, pleased that I’ve given her this simple pleasure, and awoken something inside her. What other secrets does she hold for me to discover? I can’t wait to explore and find out. It hits me again how different she is from any other woman I’ve ever known. 

She’s relaxed now, resting her head on my shoulder. We talk, as lovers do, telling each other a bit about our lives. As I probe, I begin to understand her sorry existence before coming to Amahad, and praise Allah I’ve been given the chance to bring this woman to life. As we talk, I start to see the confident woman I’d suspected was underneath beginning to emerge from her shell. I’m enjoying being with her, talking to her, learning about each other; so different from my usual behaviour when I don’t want to know much about the woman I’m with, except what turns her on during sex. I can’t remember ever feeling this comfortable with a female ever before, completely content to discuss my life with her … until she has to ask that fucking question.

“Nijad,” she starts.

“Hmm?” Lying naked on the silk cushions covering the bed in the tent, I’m feeling about as tranquil as it’s possible to be.

She leans up on one elbow, looking down at me. 

“Why are you here, in the desert? Why aren’t you in the palace with your brothers?”

I swear under my breath; I’m not prepared for that question, though I should have expected it. Getting to my feet and leaving her lying on the cushions, I move to the tent entrance, needing the space to gather my thoughts.

 “Marriage to me is supposed to be a punishment,” she starts hesitantly, as if only just realising the fact. She swallows and clears her throat. “Why?” 

My back straightens as I turn to look at her. 

“Is this punishment, Cara?” I wave at the cushions, indicating where I have just been lying. “What we did just now … did that feel like punishment?”

She shakes her head but is unable to let it drop. 

“But that’s what it’s supposed to be, isn’t it?”

I turn back and stare out into the valley. Then I take a deep breath and return to her side. I settle back on the cushions and take her into my arms. 

“I did something that I’ll regret for the rest of my life,” I tell her gently, willing her to believe me. “And to make retribution, I was banished to the desert and have to obey the commands of the ruler. My father. One of those demands was that I marry the woman of his choice.”

Her eyes narrow. She’s not stupid. She knows I’m holding back. But I just don’t want to admit everything, although she’ll find out in time. I don’t want to scare her. For just a little fucking time I wish to forget the nightmares, to stop thinking about what I’m capable of. Maybe, just maybe, it won’t happen again. Cara is not Chantelle. I’d never hurt her … would I? I lay my head back, resting it on my arm, and decide to tell her a bit of my past. 

“I was sent to school in England when I was ten. My brothers were at the same school but they were older and we didn’t mix there. Although I would come back to visit, Amahad quickly began to feel alien, not really a home. After school, I went to Oxford, and then Cambridge where I took a post-grad degree. My visits home became less frequent. I got involved with a new crowd, made friends. I didn’t seem to have anything in common with my family, except my brother Jasim.”

“That explains why you speak such good English.” 

“And French, German, Spanish, and a few others.” I grin at her. “I didn’t stay in England after university. I moved around.” I frown a little as I grow serious again. “I suppose I was a typical playboy sheikh. More money than sense and, as the youngest son, no real likelihood of being involved in the running of the country.” I pause and add, “While I had a distinct lack of interest in the country, I couldn’t avoid my duty. I was called back to do my time in the military. And that’s when I was exposed to the harsher side of life.” 

Her hand tightens against mine. “That’s when you got your scars?” she whispers.

“No, I earned those the first year after I arrived here. I was, perhaps, a little too enthusiastic when I came to the desert in the beginning.” The terrible guilt I had been forced to live with had made me reckless. I scowl as I remember how, for a while, I hadn’t cared whether I lived or died. Then, slowly, it had dawned on me that death was the easy way out. I’d come to realise that my penance was living.

She seems interested, and gestures for me to continue. Now I’ve started it’s becoming easier to tell her about my life. “I did the minimum time I could in the army. I left after a year. I went back to Europe, but the violence I’d seen meant I couldn’t settle back into the lifestyle I’d previously enjoyed.” 

Now I’ve come to the part I am going to gloss over. “There was a scandal. The family called me back. They suggested I come to the desert to lead the border forces.” I hesitate and then continue. “It seemed a good option. I was ready to take responsibility.” 

And here, in the depths of nowhere, I was unlikely to hurt anyone I shouldn’t. I acknowledge to myself, but don’t admit it out loud.

She knows I haven’t answered her question, and presses me. “Will you tell me what you did? And why you did it? To help me understand?” 

There’s a hesitancy in the way she’s asking me which tells me she’s wary of the answer. What would she do if she knew the truth? She can’t run away, but it would kill our developing relationship before it has a chance to grow. I’m fucking sure of that. I’m not ready to make a full confession. 

“I brought shame on my family,” I reply evasively. “Can we just leave it at that?” I sit up, leaning over to her, looking into her eyes, compelling her to believe me. “It’s over and done with, and I’m not the same man, now.”

She swallows, and I realise words are not enough. I’m going to have to prove by my actions that I’m sincere. I look away, staring out through the open flap of the tent, seeing the beauty in the scenery outside contrasting so greatly with the blackness of my soul. Why was this gentle woman sent to me? She doesn’t deserve this; she was already broken. 

She touches my arm to draw back my attention. I have to say something, but all I can offer her is a vague response that will tell her absolutely nothing. I take a firm hold of her shoulders, my fingers curling into her skin, gripping her tightly enough to hold her attention. 

“I’m not that man any more, Cara,” I reiterate. “I’ve changed.” I shrug. “I suppose you could say I’ve grown up.” I need to end this conversation now. Deliberately I change the tone of my voice, making it soft, velvety, pitching it low. “I need you to trust me.”

She’s staring at me. The changes in her pupils tell me my voice has registered with her, that she’s aware I don’t want to talk any longer. I can see thoughts warring in her head, pulling her between continuing her interrogation, and accepting that we move it on to a more physical plane. My face feels taut as I wait for her response. When she raises her hand and strokes my cheek, I know she’s going to give me a reprieve. 

I watch as she takes a breath. “I trust you,” she murmurs. And then she takes the initiative and pulls my head down to hers, moving her lips against mine, her tongue demanding entry. The relief I feel is immense, but I have to regain control. Quickly, I take over the caress, deepen it, and turn it into something more. We’re communicating, but without words. I’ve never felt this close to a woman before, never known the need to kiss until neither of us can breathe any longer, feeling emotions that I have no fucking business entertaining. I feel like I’m stepping off a cliff as I reach for yet another condom, then start to make love to her again. And with no urgency, just a poignant gentleness. We’re not just fucking, and I’ve never had any experience like it. She comes apart in my mouth, and with my cock inside her. 

The heat of the day and the exertion makes her relax beside me, still curled round my body, my arm under her head. Her body is limp, exhausted, and I know she’s about to go to sleep. I need to tell her the one thing that will keep her safe, hoping she’s still awake enough for the words to register. So I tell her softly, “You must trust me with everything, Cara. Never keep secrets.” 

 


Chapter 15

Cara

 

I must have fallen asleep. Waking, I stretch lazily on the cushions, taking a second to remember where I am. Outside I can hear someone moving around; Nijad can’t be far away. A smile comes to my face and then disappears as I recall our conversation and reflect on what he told me. Should I worry about why he was banished to the desert? My gut feeling is that there’s something he isn’t telling me. I turn over on to my back. In reality he is little more than a stranger to me, yet over the past twenty-four hours I’ve come to feel closer to Nijad than I ever have to anyone, even, and I hate to admit it, my mother. Sometimes I wonder whether she regretted having me. I know she felt guilty, moving me around so often, from the way she looked at me sometimes when the teenage years hit. She was such a beauty, and I felt ashamed that I was a disappointment to her. With Nijad, there’s nothing to question in his expression when he looks at me, nothing to say he has to force himself to withhold any disgust or pity. Wiping my hands down my face, I don’t feel the scars in the way I used to, and my appearance has no adverse effects on my new husband, if the number of times he’s made love to me is any indication. I grimace as I change position; perhaps it’s been too many times, given that I was so recently a virgin. I don’t mind, though; he can take me as often as he desires! I never realised that I had such sensuality inside me, and an appetite to match his own. 

I reflect on the day, on the words he spoke and the emotions he shared. Should I press for more details? Would that make me feel better or worse? Feeling determined, I decide to judge him as I find him. I’m a different person from the recluse locked up in command central; maybe the desert has changed him too. Whatever he’s done in the past doesn’t need to be a rock around his neck now. I’m not going to poke any more at what is obviously an open wound for him. Resolution made, I sit up and draw my clothes together.  

Hearing the sound of jingling I realise Nijad must be tacking up the horses for the return journey, so I dress as fast as I can and hurry out of the tent to find him, and our mounts, ready and waiting. He’s sporting a broad grin and his eyes open in appreciation as I appear. I run my hand through my hair, which, as normal, is doing its own thing, having been left to dry by itself. I must look dreadful, but something in his expression tells me he thinks otherwise, and I feel myself glow. 

 “Your ride awaits, ma’am,” he jokes, after looking me up and down. “Literally.” His face drops as he sees me grimace when I take a step towards him. “What’s the matter?”

I redden, embarrassed. He’s a man of the world; he probably doesn’t even realise. He leaves the horses and comes over, his hands reaching out to clasp my arms, and looks at me quizzically. He waits for me to speak.  

“Um …” I can feel my cheeks flush a brighter shade. His head tilts to the side. Oh, for goodness sake, I can admit to this. “I’m a bit saddle-sore, and, er, sore in other ways,” I tell him self-consciously. “And it’s a long ride back.”

Instead of sympathy or remorse, Nijad pulls himself up, looking almost conceited, and is unable to keep a note of satisfaction from his voice. 

“Ah, so you’ll be thinking about me every step of the way.” His smirking smile gets to me, and I can’t help it. I thump his arm in annoyance. All right for him to say; he isn’t facing a two-hour ride with a chafed nether region.  

All the fun disappears from his voice.

“You’re going to pay for that!” he tells me sternly. Aware that I might have taken liberties with his royal person, I step away; our intimacy has made me relax too far with him. Is he joking? Or have I overstepped a line? Realising I don’t yet know how to take him, I see his eyes narrow, and then an easy smile quickly covers his face as he pulls me into his body, gently stroking my back. “I’m a man, sweetheart,” he starts. “I like the thought that I have thoroughly ravished my woman.” His face falls. “Although I should have remembered how new you are to this, and perhaps have had more restraint. But it’s just so difficult when I’m around you.” He plants a kiss on my nose. “I blame you for being irresistible. I promise I’ll take excellent care of you when we get back.”

I still need time to understand him, to know where the boundaries lie, but I return his grin. I might feel sore on the return journey, but every step will remind me of our lovemaking. Pulling myself up to my full, but unremarkable, height, I walk over to the mare and untie her reins from the fence. 

“Do you want to ride back with me again? You could ride with me the whole way if it would be more comfortable?” 

“No, I’ll be fine,” I reassure him quickly with a smile. 

“But just for the start? I know you didn’t like the mountain track.” 

I look up at the path winding its way through the narrow gully. I frown as I examine the steep drop on the left-hand side, but then remember the sure-footedness of the horses on the way here. Memories come to me of being scared and trapped in my house, too frightened of what people might think of me to go out. Now that I have a chance to do things differently I’m determined not to let fear control me again.

I turn to my husband of just twenty-four hours. Perhaps logically I should be afraid of him too, but I no longer want to live my life that way. I have a new-found confidence and it’s up to me to maintain the change. “It’s all right,” I tell him as positively as I can. “I’ll ride by myself.”

He regards me for a long moment, and I wonder what’s going through his mind. Then his face splits into a wide smile of approval. I’ve pleased him and that, in turn, makes me proud of myself and my decision. Without another word, he gives me a leg up on to the mare and then mounts his stallion. “You go first. You’ll be safe, I promise.”

I nod and smile back. I would be safe, I know. Somehow I trust him enough to know he’ll make sure of that.

Just as we’re about to move off, he pulls Amal beside Sakin, reaching out to touch my arm. “You’re a brave woman, Sheikha.” Then, without another word, he indicates that I should move off. 

As I hear him follow close behind, I think about the words he said. Brave? I don’t believe I've ever thought of myself that way before. A coward, more like. But perhaps it’s time to change that as well.  

Night falls quickly in the desert, and it is dark and turning decidedly cooler as we arrive back at the camp. I’m tired and aching, unable to dismount the mare without help. Nijad takes such care of me; I’ve never had someone pamper me like this. He undresses me with great restraint, as though I was a child. I can see my nakedness arouses him, but the caresses and kisses he gives me are gentle and soft, not meant to initiate intimacy which, quite frankly, at this moment I don’t think I could handle. He carries me to a warm, soothing bath and washes me. After that he insists on massaging the aches away, as I lie on the large bed which, only the night before, I found so intimidating. His tender touch relaxes me, and I am already half asleep as he slips naked into bed and lies behind me. I have a fleeting thought about how completely natural it feels that I’m spooned against his body, before I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.

Far too early I’m rudely awoken by a familiar ringing sound that seems strange and out of place. I’m not alone this morning and the bed dips as Nijad leaves it. Opening my eyes, I shamelessly watch as he walks across the room, and can’t fail to notice that he is entirely comfortable with being completely naked. Unrepentant, I take the time to enjoy the view of his lovely tight backside, and when he turns I note his very erect cock jutting out in front of him. I can’t help my automatic reaction of licking my lips in anticipation. 

He locates the offending item, picks up the phone, checks the caller ID and answers. I roll over to doze again, letting my husband’s warm voice flood over me, only half listening to the one-sided conversation.

“Jas. What can I do for you?” There is a brief silence, then he laughs. “Hang on, let me take this outside. Don’t want to disturb the wife.” He puts the phone down and shrugs on a robe. Then he laughs again at something the caller has said, the sound fading as he exits the tent.  

 


Chapter 16

Nijad

 

“That didn’t take long to get to the palace!” I knew Lamis wouldn’t be able to keep her mouth shut, but the speed with which gossip reached the other side of the country still amazed me. 

“So you’ve got a virgin bride?” Jasim’s voice is full of mirth. “Or not any longer, I take it? Father is well pleased, and so are the tribes.”

I cringe, anticipating Cara’s reaction when she realises her virginity was the topic of conversation across the nation. Being pure on the wedding night is of great importance to the more traditional folks of Amahad. “Give me the gist.”

“The greatest gift a woman has to give? As revenge on Benting it couldn’t have been better done,” Jasim tells me. “The good news is she’s gained some respect. Hey, I also hear she’s sharing your accommodation, and that you went to Alwadi Aljameel yesterday. What the fuck’s with that, brother?”

I shake my head. Nothing is sacred. 

“She’s not what I expected, Jas. I’ve never met anyone like her before.”

“What, an arranged bride?”

“Someone who’s not after my money or status. Someone genuine.”

Jas seems surprised. I know he is hearing in my voice the words I’m not quite saying. 

“You really like her?”

I more than like her, but I’m not telling him that. 

“Yes.” 

“So you’ll be a father pretty quickly,” he jests. 

I trust Jasim. “No, probably not. I’ve been gloving up.”

“You’re fucking what? Father will kill you if he finds out.”

“That’s why I’m discreet with disposal, if you know what I mean.” It’s not easy hiding used condoms when servants follow your every move. “I want a chance to get to know her, Jas.”

He stays silent, dumbfounded I suspect. I know they all expected me to fuck her, get her pregnant, and then go off on my merry way. I know that because it had been my expectation too. I smile, thinking how much better things have turned out. I take the opportunity of his silence to change the subject. 

“Jas, can you do me a favour?” At his grunt, I continue. “I’m taking her to the desert city in a couple of weeks. You know the original plans I had for the old harem?” Again, he grunts. “I can’t do a lot from here, but could you kit it out for me?”

“You’re her Dom?” He sounds incredulous.

“You must have noticed she’s submissive,” I respond.

“No wonder you don’t want to keep her barefoot and pregnant. Barefoot and tied up more like!” Now he’s laughing out loud. It’s a good sound. Slowly the rift between us seems to be healing. Then his laughter fades. “Are you sure you can control yourself, Nijad? What about Paris?”

Fuck. What is he asking? I get annoyed. 

“Yes I’m sure. I’m not going to fucking hurt her. That was a one-off, Jas; it has to be.” Was I trying to convince him or me? “Cara’s not Chantelle; she doesn’t have secrets. She’s an open book. I’ll never harm her.”

There’s a pause before he answers. “I hope you’re right, brother. I saw the pictures in Paris, remember.” 

Now it’s my turn to go quiet while Jasim’s words sink in. I still don’t fucking remember what caused me to be so violent. But thinking of the woman lying in my bed, I know, deep down in my bones, that she could never give me cause for such anger, never betray me like Chantelle. I won’t hurt her; I just know it. I clear my throat and speak as emphatically as I can. 

“Cara will be my submissive, Jas. As her Dom I will never betray her trust. I will never hurt her.” I think back to what I can recall about those events in Paris, but the black hole in my memory still taunts me. “Chantelle didn’t have a safe word; she wasn’t my submissive. She was an easy fuck, that’s all.”

“I hope you’re right, Nijad.” His response has put a dampener on the conversation, and he seems to realise it as he adds, “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it is time for you to move on. I’ll sort out your equipment. There’s a new company offering me some good deals for the club, and they’ve got some stuff I haven’t tried before. It will be interesting to see what they can provide. And I suppose you want me to give you the club discount?”

I laugh with him. The cost is not an issue for me. What he’s suggesting sounds intriguing. New equipment that even Jasim hasn’t seen?

“And I’ll be down to see you soon,” he continues, “Maybe get a chance to use the set up myself.” 

“You’re not fucking touching Cara,” I snarl immediately. I’ve not been averse to sharing women in the past, but he’s going nowhere near my wife.

He chuckles loudly. “Oh, Nijad. You have got it bad, haven’t you? Trust me, I’ll get you sorted out. I’d love to know how you’re going to prepare her for what she’ll be walking into.” 

We exchange a few more words and then I end the call. He’s made me think. I need to have a conversation with my wife. Tapping the phone in my hand I walk back inside to find Cara waiting for me, the sheet pulled up to cover her breasts. 

“I suppose I should have known you’d have phones here. I just didn’t think,” she muses. 

“Satellite phone,” I reply, and then explain. “It was my brother, Jasim.” I look down at her, a grin spreading across my face. “The gossip has already got to the palace.”

“What gossip?” she asks me, still sleepy.

“That you were a virgin bride!”

“What?” She sits up quickly, fast realising that the sheet’s slipped down and she’s now half-naked. Pulling the sheet back up, her face flushes red. 

My face now stern, I go across to her. “Don’t hide from me, sweetheart. I want to see my wife.”

She looks up in consternation and I regard her firmly. Slowly, she drops her hold on the bedclothes and reveals her lovely breasts to me. My cock comes alive, telling me it’s time for action, not words. 

“The emir is pleased.” I’m having difficulty pulling my eyes away from her rose-coloured nipples. 

“The emir? Oh my God!” Her hand goes to her mouth. I can see her cheeks burning. “Tell me I’m not going to have to meet him. Or anyone else that knows?” She tugs the sheet back up and, lying down, covers her head with it as well. “I’m going to die from embarrassment,” her muffled voice tells me. “I never want to see anyone again.”

I’m not going to let her get away with that. I expose her head. Clasping my hands either side of her mouth, I kiss her passionately, pleased with how quickly she responds to me. I lower the sheet further, and my mouth goes to the nipples that had tormented me moments earlier. I massage one with my tongue then close my teeth on it while my fingers pinch the other. Her back arches off the bed. Kneeling up, I shrug off my robe and remove the bedclothes entirely. 

“I’m going to fuck you hard and fast, Cara.” I’m already reaching over for a condom. She starts at my language, but the glint in her eyes shows me my crude expression has excited rather than dismayed her. Pulling her legs apart with my hands, I push them back over her chest so I expose her totally to me. When she reaches out, I shake my head. 

“Put your hands over your head and keep them there.” I stare at her as she obeys, her obedience turning me on even more. I roll the condom down my prick and run the head over her clit. She’s already so wet and ready for me; I don’t need to hesitate longer. I slide into her slippery heat, not stopping until my base is completely inside. Her eyes glaze over as I start to move inside her. My thrusts aren’t gentle, but she groans in pleasure as I hit her cervix. In this position, it’s easy for me to slide one finger around her arsehole. I feel her freeze momentarily, and then relax, letting me caress her in her most private place. Using her copious juices, I start to push my finger in, matching my plunges into her pussy. I can feel her begin to tighten around me. Her face screws up and she closes her eyes. 

“Look at me.” I want to see her when she comes.

We lock eyes; she’s pushing against me now, reaching for her release. Without acknowledgement, she’s allowing my finger deeper inside her arse, and it seems to excite her more.

“Let go, give it to me,” I instruct her, panting myself, holding back until I know she’s ready. I feel her spasm around me, my balls tighten and my cum surges up through my cock, making it swell so hard I see stars momentarily before it bursts from me, filling her, wave after fucking wave. My head drops to her chest, my lungs striving to get much-needed air. 

“Fucking hell, that was good,” I gasp, once I can breathe again. Good? I don’t think there’s an adequate adjective to describe the intensity of the orgasm I’ve just experienced.

“Mmm …” 

I smile at her languid response and roll over on to my back, tucking her into my side, loving the way she snuggles against me. We lie in a comfortable, contented silence. For a while, neither of us feels the need to speak. Strange: I’ve not been the cuddling type before. 

 “What happens if I only have girls, or if I can’t have children at all?” 

I stiffen as I think how to answer the question that’s caught me off guard, and then chuckle softly. 

“Well, if we only produce girls, that’s down to me. Something I may have to resign myself to.” I give her a quick kiss and then, raising myself on my elbow so I’m looking down at her, force myself to look serious. “Or, if you can’t have children at all, I will have to take another wife.”

She recoils from me as if I’d struck her with a physical blow. 

“You’d divorce me?” Her voice comes out as a whisper. “You’d stick to the contract? I’m just here as a breeding machine?” 

I pull myself up further so I loom over her. My eyes are twinkling with devilment as I respond. 

“Oh, I think I’ll keep you. Muslims can have up to four wives, you know. Of course, we’d have to get a bigger bed.” 

Realising I was joking, she retaliates by giving me another thump on my arm. 

“Ouch!” I rub my arm with a rueful smile. “If you keep hitting me, I promise you are going to get that spanking.” I kiss her again and then lean back on my side, resting my head on my hand. “You needn’t worry, sweetheart. I think you’re going to be more than enough wife for me to handle.” 

As she smiles up at me, I change the subject. “I’m going to take you to Z̧almā, the capital city of the southern desert, in a few days. I think you’ll like it there.” 

She puts her head on one side. “A desert city?” she queries, curious.

“Hmm,” I continue. I realise she knows nothing about me. “And the Palace of Z̧almā My palace.”

She sits up quickly, her eyes open wide. “You’ve got a palace? Bloody hell! You really are a sheikh, aren’t you? What’s the city like?” she asks, her curiosity piqued.

How to explain? “The city is not too large, more like an overgrown town.” My eyes glaze as I picture it in my head. “It’s built round a much bigger oasis, and the houses are permanent, not tents. There’s some industry and, of course, the garrison. It’s mainly self-sufficient.”

She’s shaking her head. “But I thought the desert was just this; camps like this one?”

Chuckling, I clarify: “This is only a temporary camp. I don’t spend much of my time out in the desert. My work is in the city, and I live more or less permanently in the palace.” 

Her next words confirm what I already know. She’s a clever woman, and I can almost see the wheels turning in her head, and guess what’s she’s going to say before she even opens her mouth. She doesn’t disappoint me.

“You wanted me to believe this,” she waves her arm around to indicate the primitive surroundings of our tented abode, “was my future? Living in the desert, with no amenities?”

I don’t deny it. “My father and brothers …” I break off with a frown, knowing I can’t deny my involvement, “No. I, together with my father and brothers, thought bringing my arranged bride to the desert first would unsettle her, make her more malleable, more compliant. Take the fight out of her.”

“I was never afraid of the desert, Nijad.”

I nod. “You were afraid of me.”

“I was afraid you would reject me.”

I pull her towards me and place a kiss on the top of her head. 

“Never.” I decide to be honest. “I didn’t want a wife, Cara. But I knew I had to go ahead with this marriage, whoever the woman was. Tall, short, fat, thin. All I knew about you was that you run your own successful business, so you must be intelligent. I didn’t know what to expect. And then you, my love, walked into my tent, into my life.” 

Under my breath I add, “And into my heart.” Fuck knows how, but she’s already earned herself a place there. 

She sits up, pulling herself out of my arms, and looks at me. 

“Tell me the truth, Nijad. If you could have had anyone you wanted, would you have chosen me?”

How the fuck do I answer that? Closing my eyes, I gain myself a few seconds to gather my thoughts. The truth is, I wouldn’t have looked at her twice if I’d seen her across the room, and that makes me the shallowest man on earth. Looks are what I’ve gone on in the past, but Cara’s beauty goes far deeper than that. Her innocence; her honesty; her acceptance without question of these primitive conditions in the desert; her bravery: these are the things that make her beautiful to me. Before, I would have gone for a model-thin woman, but Cara’s curves bring me to my knees. No, I wouldn’t have crossed the room to talk to her, to get to know her, but more fool me. I would have missed out on the opportunity of a lifetime.

I see her lovely face, not one that would ever grace a magazine cover, but a loveliness made all the more special by her vibrant character, and that intelligence that shines through. My eyes narrow in appreciation as I tell her, honestly, “Cara, I’ve never met a woman I’ve wanted to have a relationship with before. But you? Yes, you are my wife and, although I didn’t expect it, I’m very happy to be married to you.” I lift my hand and gently caress her face. “It’s a new beginning for me; I feel I’ve been offered a second chance. I want you in my life, Cara.”

She studies me intently, and then a winning smile spreads across her face. “So, what about this palace?”      

The abrupt change of subject makes me laugh. “Ah, the palace. Now you know your home is going to be a palace you’ve decided you like your sheikh, yes?”

I love to hear her giggle. “Well, it seems there’s an upside to being married to you after all!”

I can’t let that go. I sit up sharply and pull her over my lap, giving her a playful slap on her arse. Now she gives a full laugh and squirms away, protesting. I release her, but not without a promise. 

“One day, Sheikha, one day soon, I’m going to spank that luscious arse of yours!” 

I’m interested to see her eyes darken at my promise, telling me that she’s not disturbed by my threat, but I park the idea for another day. I put my arm around her shoulders and pull her back down to my side. 

“You’ll like the palace. It’s centuries old. There’s been a lot of work done to modernise it over the years. Particularly the plumbing.” I throw a nod towards the inadequate shower at the rear of the tent and give a rueful smile. “A lot less primitive than here.”

I can feel her excitement. “When are we going?”

“I’ve got to meet with the tribal leaders over the next week or so, and then we’ll head back.” I consider my plans. “Cara, I’d like you to come with me today. I’m meeting a leader called Rais. I’ve known him all my life, since I was a child. He’s a good friend.” 

She shivers, the mirth of a moment ago disappearing altogether. 

“What’s the matter?” I’m concerned.

“The tribal leaders wanted me dead, Nijad. I can’t face someone who thought that was a viable option.” A shudder runs through her body and I realise she is genuinely frightened. I curse my brothers for telling her too much. I hold her close and kiss her head. 

“Not Rais.” I don’t deny that some of them did want her dead. “With Rais’s support we’ll win them all over, and they’ll accept you as their sheikha.” The tension radiating from her tells me she’s not convinced, but her next comment makes me proud of how courageous she is. 

“Should I wear my knife today?” 

Again she makes me snort out a laugh, as she refers to the dagger and ankle sheath I’d left out for her as a joke. The image of Cara taking on the six-foot burly sheikh amuses me. But for an answer I shake my head. 

“No, I’ll protect you, my sheikha.” Turning her so she faces me I take her lips with mine, deepening the kiss before pulling away. “I’ll always protect you.”

A couple of hours later when we leave the camp, again riding on Amal and Sakin, with my customary guards riding behind us, I realise I’ve failed to convince her that she’s got no need to be afraid of my childhood friend. Trying to distract her during the ride I explain the history of the area, and how many of the desert tribes are semi-nomadic, spending some of their time in the desert city where their children could be schooled and medical services are provided, and the rest of the time roaming. 

I sense she’s interested and, as I answer her many questions, she gradually starts to relax. She’s attentive, hanging on my every word. The issues she raises are pertinent, and she quickly picks up on some of the many problems. I can’t imagine any other woman I’ve known wanting to acquire so much detail about how the people of my country live. When she asks about Rais I find myself relating stories of escapades from our youth, realising I hadn’t thought about those simple pleasures for years. I start to see the desert and my environment through her eyes and, for the first time since my banishment, become aware of the beauty around us. The feelings of claustrophobia and suffocation that have been with me since the desert became my prison, begin to dissipate. 

As we get closer to our destination, I realise she’s so engrossed in thinking through what I’m telling her, she doesn’t notice that we’re arriving at the other camp. My friend is coming forward to meet us. I notice the exact moment her eyes fall on him: she pulls Sakin up abruptly, and lets out a quiet squeak of concern. I glance at her, and then at the approaching tribal leader. After a second I appreciate what she is seeing, a fierce-looking, heavily bearded man with a serious-looking scimitar tucked into his belt. His customary expression would not, to an outsider, look particularly friendly. I grin.

“Sheikh Rais.” I greet him cheerily as he approaches, ignoring the fact that he looks like he is about to kill someone, and that he wouldn’t be particular as to who it was. I know the man underneath. 

“Sheikh Nijad.” Rais bows then quickly straightens, having given me only a cursory gesture of respect. He casts a disdainful eye over Cara and then speaks rapidly to me in Arabic. I answer in the same guttural dialect. We exchange fierce-sounding sentences back and forth, and I’m aware Cara has moved her mare closer to Amal. Eventually Rais turns, and I notice the bow he gives her is more deferential than the one he afforded me. I narrow my eyes possessively.

“Sheikha. You are welcome.” Rais even smiles. The expression transforms his face, exposing his rugged handsomeness. 

I move Amal slightly forward, sending a clear message of possession. Rais’s eyes flick to mine and open wide, and then he grins. He doesn’t miss a thing. 

“Thank you,” she answers him, in such a relieved way; she sounds immensely grateful to have escaped being beheaded on the spot. 

We dismount, and Rais calls two of his men to take care of the horses. He indicates that we should follow him. I glance at my guards, and gesture that they should fall in behind us. When I arranged the meeting with Rais on the phone, he told me he’d gathered several of the other leaders here today, and until I verify exactly which ones are present, I want to make sure Cara is competely protected. As we walk after the sheikh, Cara pulls me back and says in a harsh whisper, “I want to learn the language. Can I?” 

I nod, pleased with her proposal. 

“I’d like that. I’ll get you a tutor in the desert city. But why mention it now?” 

“So I can understand when someone’s insulting me,” she hisses. “Or when you’re discussing me with your friends.” 

Fuck, this woman can make me laugh. “You’ll have an incentive to learn fast then. And I’ll have to make sure everyone knows to get their insults out of the way before you do.” 

“So he was being rude about me?”

I take her hand; the truth is exactly the opposite. 

“No,” I tell her gently, pulling her forward so I can kiss her forehead. “He was telling me how lucky I am to have such a beautiful bride.”

I can tell she doesn’t know whether to believe me or not, but Rais has stopped, waiting for us to catch up. He leads us to the main tent they use for meetings, and one of his men opens the flap with a flourish. I catch Rais’s eye before I enter, and don’t like the gleam in it. As soon as I’m inside I see what he has neglected to tell me. Six of the tribal leaders are present. Five of them bow deeply at our entrance; the sixth makes a token gesture of greeting and scowls at Cara: Sheikh Abdul-Muhsi, staunch Muslim and known objector to the modernisations the ruling Kassis family are bringing to Amahad. I pull myself up tall, my bearing reflecting the prince that I am, knowing I can’t afford to show any weakness in front of this man. I bow slightly in acknowledgement of the presence of the leaders, and indicate the woman at my side. 

“Sheikhs, may I present my wife, Sheikha Cara al Kassis.” 

Three bow to her, two stare with interest in their eyes. The last man gives a look and a snort of distain. He gives voice to his feelings. 

“She should be dead. Your father is weak.”

Grateful that Cara cannot understand his Arabic, I send him a fierce look.

“The tribes agreed to the punishment. You have your money returned, and your honour. The daughter of your enemy is married to me. Let that be an end to it.” My hand slashes angrily through the air to emphasise my point.

Abdul-Muhsi is not giving up that easily. “You’ve bedded the bitch, we all know that.” There are a few sniggers and laughs. “That traitor’s bloodline should have been stamped out. She may even now be incubating another charlatan inside her …”

I interrupt. “Any child will carry my blood.”

“So the future prince of the southern desert will be half thief, half savage? Pah! What a combination.” He turns to see whether he has the support of the others, but at his words there are gasps. 

Rais starts to step forward, but it’s my place to contain this. I keep my voice low, but the visible tension in my body, and my fists clenching and unclenching at my sides, can leave no doubt as to the extent of my anger. 

“You will leave us now, Sheikh Abdul-Muhsi. You have insulted the Crown, your prince, and my wife. If you wish to discuss this further, we will do so. Outside. With swords.”

Abdul-Muhsi blanches. My reputation as a swordsman is renowned; the skills I’d learned from fencing at Oxford, honed by the close-combat training in the military, fuelled by myths I am all but unbeatable. With his fat belly visibly protruding beneath his robe I’d run him through before he managed to draw his sabre from its scabbard. When he glances around for support and meets with a positive response from no one, he grumbles and gets to his feet. He’s going to leave, but before he gets to the entrance he turns and has one more go. 

“This is not the last of this. Prince!” he sneers.

My temper gets the better of me. My hands grab his robe and roughly pull him close. Face-to-face, I tell him, “If one person from your tribe, or anyone you’ve enlisted to your outmoded vicious ways, harms a hair on the head of my wife I will come after you and there will be nowhere for you to hide. I will take my time killing you.” Before I let him go, I give him a wicked smile. “I am, after all, the savage sheikh!”

His mouth opens and shuts like a beached fish as he goes through the process of wondering whether he should make a comeback or retreat. Sensibly deciding not to push me further, he stumbles out of the tent and is gone. 

“Look to your wife,” Rais says softly as he walks past me and takes a seat with his peers.

I turn and see her face has gone completely white. When I reach for her hand she’s trembling. She might not understand what was said, but I suspect she got the gist of it. Abdul-Muhsi’s hatred was palpable. I squeeze her fingers with mine, and lead her further into the tent. 

At the far end of the impressive structure there is a raised dais, and as the prince today I will take this seat while Rais joins the other sheikhs sitting cross-legged on the floor. I sit, and indicate to Cara to settle at my feet. She seats herself demurely and lowers her eyes to the floor, remembering the expectation of her behaviour in which I’ve instructed her. 

Leaning forwards, I whisper into her ear and remind her of the nature of the proceedings. “The sheikhs will take the opportunity to ask my advice on issues that are of importance to them.”

She mumbles quietly and I strain to hear her. “But what about that other man?”

I rest my hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about him. He’s not important.” While saying the words to calm her, I do have a lingering concern, and make a note to tell the emir about the altercation. He won’t be pleased that I’ve threatened one of the tribal leaders, but neither will he be particularly happy with the veiled threats to the Crown. Abdul-Muhsi has voiced criticisms of the emir’s approach to government before, such as when a licence was granted to open the first casino in the capital city of Al-Qur’ah. But today he surpassed himself.

I leave my hand on her shoulder, keeping the connection between us, and throw a nod of thanks towards Rais as he approaches with Fuad, his teenage nephew, a bright boy who’s going to act as translator for Cara. After he’s settled beside her, the proceedings commence, and I start to hear the issues of concern to the men surrounding us, and adjudicate on them. Fuad translates the issues and my resolution.

Cara’s head lifts as the afternoon progresses, and I feel her hand on my thigh giving me support when my judgment is not welcomed, particularly when the protests are quite vehement. I’ve been holding such adjudications since I first came to the desert and know enough not to bow to pressure unless the contrary argument holds validity, needing to be fair, but not weak. Some of the problems are minor and would be thought laughable in the Western world, but here needed to be taken seriously and with a straight face. A couple of times she whispers to me, making a point that I have overlooked. I welcome her intelligent contribution. For the first time since I took on this responsibility three years ago, I don’t resent my participation. 

I notice Rais looking at her thoughtfully throughout and once, when I meet his gaze, he nods in approval. 

 


Chapter 17

Cara

 

Our visit to Sheikh Rais sets the pattern for the remainder of our time in the desert. Most days Nijad takes me to meet some of the other tribes, anxious to introduce me as his new wife as widely as possible. Relieved that no one else shows anything like the open animosity of the rude man who I’d learned was Abdul-Muhsi, I gradually begin to feel more comfortable meeting these people who eke out their meagre existence in the harsh desert environment. My marriage to Sheikh Nijad seems, luckily, to have largely satisfied their desire for revenge, and for the most part they greet me in a friendly but curious manner. For some of the tribespeople, I’m obviously the first Caucasian women they’ve have contact with. As I gain a better understanding of the pattern of life here, I find myself owning some shame that I carry the blood of the man who defrauded them, appreciating how hard it must have been both to find the funds to finance the project, and to handle the disappointment when liquid gold was not found to be running beneath the desert sands. At least the bride price recompensed any financial loss, and for that I’m glad I could play my part. 

Although the luxuries of the palace in Z̧almā tempt me, once I get under a real shower I’ve already decided I’ll be there for hours! I’m grateful for the chance to live among, and get to know, the people over whom Nijad rules. His role as sheikh of the southern desert is an important one and, as sheikha, I’ve become proud to be at his side supporting him. 

How is it possible that life can change so dramatically in such a short period? My days no longer revolve around computers and investigations, nor am I trapped in my home in the cold winter weather in England. Instead, I’m the wife of a powerful desert sheikh. It’s unbelievable; who would have thought Nijad and I would be so compatible? Enjoying each other’s company by day and, at night, or, to be honest, at any time of the day whenever we get a chance, enjoying each other’s bodies. Our incredible lovemaking goes way beyond the expectations raised by the romance novels I used to read. How did I get so lucky? 

I’m so busy settling into my new life, I’ve barely given any thought at all to command central and the computer I left ticking away still doing its business. Likewise, Nijad doesn’t talk about his life before he came to the desert; it’s a topic that we both steer clear of, as if our pasts have no relevance today. The desert suits us; it’s as though here, at this time, is where we are both meant to be.

Life is so different. As well as being involved in his business with the tribal leaders, Nijad’s been showing me the pleasures living in the desert. Once he even produced a dune buggy from God knows where and took me for hair-raising rides over the dunes. Smiling, I remember how he offered to teach me to drive it, surprised that I’d never learned to drive a car, and under his patient tutoring I was soon taking on the dunes. 

We ride the horses practically every day and, as a result, my muscles are developing and I feel far more confident in my body. I have grown to love the placid Sakin who, surprisingly, has a great turn of speed. I relish the brisk gallops in the cooler early morning or evening air. One night we rode out into the desert, and Nijad showed me the stars as we lay back on the sand which still held warmth from the day’s sun. 

Thanks to Nijad I now have a self-assurance that makes me stand taller. My skin is better, the exposure to the sun helping heal my scarring to the extent that even I have to admit the scars are hardly visible now. I’ve developed a glowing, healthy tan, and the exercise has toned my physique. Inside and out I’ve changed. It’s strange: this new life I could never have expected, this happiness, is all down to my hated father.

“Hey, you ready?” Nijad enters the tent, interrupting my thoughts. 

Wasting no more time, I jump to my feet. Not only am I ready, but I’m eager and excited. Today we’re going to Z̧almā, the city in the desert, and I’m going to see the palace, my future home, for the first time. While I’ve enjoyed my time in the desert it’s been a bit like a camping holiday; at first you don’t mind the lack of facilities, but as time goes on the desire for a really long, hot power shower becomes overwhelming. And the idea of not having sand constantly between my feet and even in more intimate places is increasingly attractive. Camp life is great, but I’m glad it’s not my permanent home. 

Lamis enters behind Nijad and starts collecting up my meagre belongings. I only have a few sets of clothing here, but my husband has assured me I’ve got a full wardrobe waiting for me at the palace. Although I’ve never been a girly girl, the idea of a whole new set of clothes is quite thrilling. Nijad is unreserved in showing his appreciation for the way I look and, for the first time in my life, I have someone to dress up for. He’s apparently provided Western fashions as well as native dress, although he’s told me quite pointedly that there’ll be no loose sweatpants and baggy jumpers for me to wear.

I’m sad to be leaving Amal and Sakin behind, but Z̧almā is too far away to get to by horse. I’ll miss my little friendly mare, and I take a few minutes to visit her in her corral before making my way to the four-seater helicopter which Nijad is flying himself. The pilot who brought it here takes the back seat, and I sit up alongside my husband. Was it only two short weeks ago that I came here? It seems so much longer. This flight is very different to that I’d taken before; below us the endless miles of sand which now seem to carry a mystical beauty, while before I saw them as prison walls closing in on me. I’m bubbling with excitement during the short journey that would have taken hours on horseback, and my happiness seems to be infectious. Nijad is smiling, and throws fond glances at me from time to time, and squeezes my hand. 

“There it is!” He points.

I crane forwards as the city in the middle of the desert comes into view. It’s far bigger than I thought. Brick-and-mortar buildings take up the majority of the area, with tented camps on the outskirts. There’s a wall all around the central part but, as we draw closer, I realise a fair portion of it is in ruins. 

“Hey, it looks ancient. How old is it?” It’s more impressive than I’d thought.

He shrugs. “Well over a thousand years. Some parts date back even earlier than that. It was built round the oasis on an ancient caravan route to service travellers; people have probably been coming here for millennia. The earliest parts of the palace we use today are about nine hundred years old, but there was a building on the site long before then, and some of the ruins remain.”

Wow! So much history! “Is that it?” I point to a larger building now coming into sight, set just off the centre of the city, which I presume to be the palace.

Nijad grins at me. “Yes, that’s your new home. Better than a tent?”

He’s joking with me, of course. The palace is huge, almost rivalling the main Palace of Amahad in Al Qur’ah. Its size overwhelms me, so I answer him with a touch of seriousness. 

“I’ll reserve judgement on that. I hope you have a map!” 

Sprawing over perhaps an acre, I’m sure I’ll get lost. I watch as he lands the helicopter on the helipad with utmost competence, setting it down gently with hardly a noticeable bump. In front of me, the palace gleams white in the morning sun, and I can’t wait to see inside. I’m fidgeting in my seat as Nijad finishes what he needs to do and the rotors cease turning before he climbs out, then comes round and offers me his hand. I’ve eyes only for the beautiful building in front of me, framed by ornate gardens which take me by surprise. I didn’t expect such beauty and greenery here. Pulling my gaze away from the walls, which almost seem to sparkle, I walk over to examine some flowers. “Roses?”

He nods. “Planted last century by a favourite wife of the ruling sultan.” He turns to me with a crafty smile on his face. “She was English, kidnapped for his pleasure.” He takes in the narrowing of my eyes but then waves his hand, indicating the gardens around us. “We have to irrigate to keep the gardens growing. Sometimes I wonder whether it’s a waste of our most precious resource, but the city folk like it. The gardens are open to everyone.” He holds out his hand and I take it. “Come, let me show you your new home.”

He leads me through what he explains is the garden entrance. Apparently there is a finer entrance in the front, and as I walk into a large atrium, I wonder how anything could be more impressive than this. The palace might not be quite on the grand scale of the Palace of Amahad, but it’s striking nonetheless. While the emir’s residence in the Capital is intimidating, this feels far more lived-in and homely. As we walk Nijad explains the layout. Off to one side, there’s a wing set aside for offices, where Nijad tells me he spends a lot of his time. I know and accept, now we’re here, our ‘honeymoon’ is over, and he won’t be able to dedicate so much time to me. Despite the business area, I can see this is a palace meant to be lived in, rather than a statement of power and centre of government. As we continue along extensive corridors, we pass servants carrying out their business. Here, the servants just bob their heads as a mark of respect for the prince, or even just give him a verbal greeting, with none of the strict obeisance I saw in the main palace. Overall, it’s far more informal and relaxed, and I can see Nijad’s influence. He goes out of his way to treat the tribespeople in the desert as equals, and apparently extends the same courtesy to the people who work for him in the palace. 

After a tour of the main areas, he takes me to the staterooms, a ballroom, and a large formal dining room where all the furniture is covered with dust sheets. He explains that I can have the rooms opened up if I want to. That’s up to me? His words bring home that I am a consort to a prince, and there’ll be expectations on me in that role. Could I ever see myself as a hostess, organising and entertaining? A brief wave of panic makes my steps falter. Somehow my position didn’t seem so overawing in the simplicity of the desert. Moving onwards again, I resolve that I’ve already come so far, I will conquer the demands of my role. Although it might take me some time to get used to it.

Nijad takes me next to a library, a room full of thousands of books. Seeing some of the English classics makes me feel more at home. Then, finally, he takes me on a tour of what is now our private wing. There are three bedrooms, a living room, a small kitchen and a dining area; a private home within a palace, richly furnished and surprisingly welcoming. I’m just admiring it when his phone rings. He glances at the number, smiles apologetically, and nods to show he’s got to take the call.

“Nijad. You what?” 

I glance at him. Though he sounds annoyed, he’s got a big grin on his face. 

“Bastard! You couldn’t wait, could you? Give me five minutes.” Turning to me, he explains, “My brother Jasim is here. Come, we’ll meet him.” Again he takes my hand, pulling me with him. 

“Why is he here?” I’m confused.

Nijad sends me a quick look which I find difficult to interpret. “I asked him to set something up for me. He wasn’t supposed to oversee it himself, though. I think he’s just sticking his nose in.” 

That’s all I get from him as he walks me quickly through corridors which seem like a maze, and back down to the atrium near the gardens. There I see one of my kidnappers for the first time since my marriage, and it strikes me again how much things have changed as I briefly recall our last meeting. 

Jasim is staring at me intently; it seems he’s having difficulty recognising me. His eyes go to Nijad, and then swiftly down to our linked hands. A slow smile spreads across his face as he walks towards us. He gives a respectful bow, and then reaches out to take my hand. Instead of shaking it he raises it to his lips and plants a soft kiss on the back. Nijad gives a low growl which makes Jasim chuckle.

“Cara, Sheikha. You look wonderful.” He tilts his head as he examines me. “Marriage suits you.”

I’m pleased by the compliment and find it surprisingly easy to accept, and pleased it’s easy to suppress the automatic denial that enters my head. But although my marriage has turned out to be more successful than I ever could have imagined, I find myself reluctant to let him off the hook. 

“Sheikh Jasim.” I address him formally, acknowledging his greeting. Then I allow myself to scowl as I add scathingly, “Kidnapped anyone recently?”

He has the grace to blush. Nijad raises an amused eyebrow as he waits to see how his brother will answer my challenge. But he doesn’t miss a beat. 

“Firstly, you are to call me Jasim; no need for formality. You are my sister,” he nods at me. “And secondly, I would offer my apologies for bringing you to Amahad as we did, but I can’t.” He inclines his head towards Nijad. “Against all the odds, you’re a good match for my brother. I haven’t seen him this happy for a long time, so while I regret the manner and reason we brought you here, I have no remorse about the way things have turned out.” Narrowing his eyes, he confronts me. “And, Cara, honestly, where would you rather be?”

I smile, unable to maintain any grudge against him. Glancing at Nijad, I give the most honest answer I can to them both. “There’s no place I’d rather be than beside my husband.” My response elicits a deep kiss from the man in question.

When at last Nijad releases me, he turns his attention to Jasim again. “Is it done?” 

Once he’s finished gaping at his brother’s public show of affection, Jasim replies, a large grin almost splitting his face. “It is. And I think you’ll be pleased with the result. We ordered and oversaw the installation ourselves. I must admit I’m impressed with some of the equipment.”

“We?”

Jasim turns and indicates a man standing in the shadows behind him, someone I hadn’t noticed on entering the room. I thought I recognised him, and as he came closer it fell into place. He was the pilot who flew the helicopter to the desert camp, the day I first met Nijad. 

Nijad starts when he sees who it is. When he holds out his hand in greeting he seems tentative about it, and I realise there is something going on here that I don’t understand. “Jon.” His greeting sounds cautious.

“Sheikh.” The pilot at least takes his hand, and I see he holds it for a little longer than normal politeness requires, a gesture that leads Nijad to relax some of his tension.

“Allow me to introduce my very great friend.” Nijad gives a little tug on my hand. “Jon Tharpe. Sometime bodyguard and business partner of Jasim.” 

Jon nods and shakes my hand, and his eyes flick to Nijad as he makes the introduction. He may be a great friend, but I can tell there is something amiss between them. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Sheikha. I hope you will be very happy in your marriage.” He might have been addressing me, but there was an undertone of a message directed to Nijad in his words. And it is Nijad who answers him.

 “I will do everything in my power to make Cara happy,” he says with a strange emphasis. Then he changes the subject. “How’s it going with Grade A Security? I’m surprised to see you here.”

Jon's gruff response confirms my feeling that the friendship is strained. 

“Jasim wanted my help, and I was happy to advise on the” – he breaks off, glancing at me – “er, installation. And the company’s going well. Thank you.” The stilted words are spoken begrudgingly. 

Jasim claps his hands, drawing our attention. “Do you want to see what we’ve done?”

Throwing me a strange look, Nijad hesitates before replying: “I think we’ll explore on our own, later.”

“You haven’t told her?” Jasim’s eyes open wide.

“Not in so many words,” Nijad confirms.

“Told me what?” I ask suspiciously. The talk of equipment has me confused.

“Hmm.” Jasim throws me a look that I can’t interpret. It seems to be a mix of amusement and compassion. “Well, I’m sure you’ll be delighted with the outcome, Nijad. But we’ll take our leave of you now. It seems you’ve got things you, er, need to explain.” He leans over and whispers something to Nijad that I can’t hear, but I don’t miss Nijad’s chuckle. 

With a few more nods and handshakes, Jasim and Jon leave us. Shortly afterwards I hear the sound of a helicopter rising into the air. Alone, I narrow my eyes at my husband. 

“What was all that about?”

His head dips and he looks thoughtful. Then a slow wicked smile lights up his face. Putting his arm around me, he hugs me to him. “There’s something we need to talk about, and something I want to show you. Let’s go to our private rooms.” Grabbing my hand, he turns and walks me swiftly back the way we came. He moves so fast, I have difficulty keeping up. 

“Nijad, wait a moment. Where’s the fire?” I ask him, laughing. 

He stops so fast I run into him. Taking hold of my shoulders he pushes me back against the wall, then takes my hand and places it on his rock-hard erection. “Here,” he answers, his eyes blazing into mine. “You set me alight.”

As he leans forwards, putting his lips on mine, demanding entrance and sweeping his tongue into my mouth, I feel a throbbing that suggests my urgency matches his. When he pulls away, we’re both breathing deeply. I don’t know what he’s got in store for me, but I’m certain I won’t be complaining about it.

“Come.” 

Once again he catches my small hand in his much larger one. He slows his pace but only a little, and my curiosity sparks as I wonder what he’s going to show me. I feel tension radiating off of him which isn’t just sexual. His eagerness fuels my excitement.

When we reach our suite, Nijad swings open the door and ushers me quickly inside. Closing the door behind him he turns to me, his eyes dark, a formidable expression on his face. I’m not sure how to interpret it.

He stares at me, his gaze first on my face, then lowering to my breasts, then rising again. He nods slowly, as though appreciating what he’s seeing. Then he gives me an instruction. 

“Strip.” 

His voice is low deep and low, that tone which resonates within me. It’s not as if he hasn’t given me that instruction before; our foreplay has taken many forms, and always with Nijad, my experienced husband, in control. And I’ve been glad to follow his lead. But there’s something different about him today. And hadn’t we come here to talk about something? My forehead creases; I’m puzzled. But as I look at him quizzically, he is standing completely still, feet apart, his arms folded, waiting. His expression is hungry, hungry for me, and it fuels my passionate response. Suddenly, I’m impatient to comply, my hunger matching his. 

Slowly I smile at him, not minding one bit if our conversation has to wait. I’ll never get enough of this handsome man who seems to want me as much as I want him. So, slowly, teasing him, I undo my tunic and fold it carefully, now knowing I can increase our anticipation by stringing this out. His eyes flare as I treat him to an unhurried striptease, and watch as a grin comes to his face. I hesitate before removing my underwear, still a little unsure about being naked before him, but I continue when he nods sharply once, in encouragement. Naked, I stand a little hesitantly before him. He’s still fully dressed, and I don’t know what he wants me to do. He doesn’t keep me waiting long.

“Kneel.” 

I follow his command. 

“Move your knees apart, and put your hands on your thighs, palms up. Lower your head.”

As I follow his instructions, I feel a rush of excitement and am embarrassed because my exposed position will show I’m already shining with arousal. I take an indrawn breath and hold it. I’ve read about this position in books. Before I can think too much about it, I feel his hand on my head. 

“Cara, you are my wife.” He pauses, and I hear him breathe in deeply before he continues. “And my submissive. Eyes on me.”

I take a second to process what he means before I look up at him.

“Do you know what that means?”

Well, who in the world wouldn’t? Everyone must have read that book, and probably then a whole lot more in the same vein. I certainly have. A delightful shiver runs through me as I realise he might want to take our sex life up a notch. Am I ready for that? Realising he’s waiting for an answer, I respond with a question of my own. “You’re a Dominant? A Dom?”

He laughs softly. “I’m your Dom.”

His words send another flush of wetness through me. I know he can see the evidence of my arousal glistening as he tells me gently, “I think you might be happy with that idea, little one.” 

Suddenly I recall all our previous lovemaking, how he takes control, holds my hands, leads me in everything. It all makes sense. It’s not just my innocence that makes him take command; it’s our preordained respective roles. I haven’t had a label for it before, not needed one. But now he’s named it I’m more than happy. I’m ecstatic. And eager to explore where this new development in our relationship is going to take us, wondering if it will be anything like I’ve read.

He slips out of his outer robe. Underneath he’s wearing Western-style jeans and a black figure-hugging T-shirt that highlights every muscle. I swallow rapidly, anticipation sending a tingling through my body. What woman wouldn’t be turned on by this example of perfect manhood standing in front of her? I watch as he takes the thin leather tie from his hair, letting it hang loose around his shoulders. It frames his masculine face perfectly, making my mouth water. I swallow as he moves behind me, and feel him gently pull my long hair back. He’s braiding it, and I realise he must be using his tie to keep it back. That one simple action seems so intimate, and makes me feel cared for. 

“Do you know about safe words?” he asks as he expertly captures my hair.

I nod, not trusting myself to talk. He strokes my hair as though pleased. 

“I use the traffic light system. It’s easy to remember.” Moving in front of me, he lifts my chin. “If I do anything that makes you uncomfortable you say ‘red’ and I’ll stop. Immediately. You have no need to worry; all the control is in your hands. I can only do to you what you permit me to do.” He waits for me to show I understand. “I’ll check in with you that you’re happy to continue, and for that you’ll use ‘green’. You can use ‘yellow’ if you are unsure or want a break.” 

He stares intently into my eyes as though seeking my agreement. Even his simple touch on my face is raising my arousal level further. I’m part nervous, part exhilarated. My whole body seems to throb with anticipation. I want to know where this is leading, what he is going to do.

He steps back from me. Putting his hand over his back, he removes his top, and I have the opportunity to study him. I’ve seen him naked before, but somehow the knowledge he’s a Dom, my Dom, has given him an increase in stature. He’s holding himself taller and looks even more imposing. 

“These quarters,” he waves his hands around to indicate the room, “Were used by the sultan. The tradition goes back centuries.” I didn’t expect a history lesson, so am a little taken aback by the change in topic, but enlightened as he continues. “Below these rooms is the harem.” I start a little, immediately imagining a bevvy of willing women waiting for my sheikh in the rooms below, anxious that he expects me to join them. My concern must show on my face as he chuckles. “I can assure you it’s been unused for many decades now.” Quickly he grows serious again. “Jasim has made some changes and additions for me. I want you to come and see them with me.”

“Let me just get dressed.” I start to get to my feet.

“No!” He holds his hand up to stop me moving. “I didn’t tell you to move. Wait here.” 

Perplexed, I watch as he crosses the room and opens a box I haven’t noticed before. While my eyes are following him, I’m wondering whether he really means me to walk about the palace naked. As he returns to me I can’t quite see what he is carrying. He tells me to bow my head, and I do. I next feel cold metal placed around my neck, and hear a snap as it is fastened. I put my hand up in wonder. It’s a necklace, not heavy. I feel a filigree pattern and I suspect it will be pretty. 

He rests his hand on my head. “You wear my collar. As my wife, and as my submissive. You are mine.”

I turn my cheek into his hand, feeling a welling up of emotion for him, realising, without him having to say the words, that the collar sitting lightly around my neck symbolises so much more than the words on the marriage contract binding us together. It signifies that he has chosen me of his own volition. I go to speak, but his fingers touch my lips.

“I ordered this collar for you, for play. But even when I placed the order I knew I wanted it to mean so much more. It’s up to you, Cara, but you can wear it all the time to signify you are my submissive, as well as my wife.” He pauses and swallows, as if he too is overcome by emotion. “People outside the lifestyle will see it as a pretty necklace. But those in the know will realise it signifies even more than the fact you are bound to me in marriage. By wearing my collar, we show a deep commitment to each other.”

I go to speak, tears shimmering in my eyes, but his fingers still press to my mouth. 

“You needn’t give me your answer, now.” He lifts his hand away.

“But I want to.” We’ve exchanged no expressions of love for each other, but I don’t feel we need to. He’s collared me, and I’m going to tell him I accept that. “I’ll wear your collar with pride, Nijad.”

He releases his breath, showing me he’d been anxious for my response. Then smiles and gives a slow nod. “Now, Cara, I’m going to ask that you trust me.” He reaches behind him and picks something up. I wonder what he’s doing, and then I hear a faint snick and see a thin leather lead in his hands. He’s attached a leash to me. What the heck? Intellectually I know I should protest, but my body’s visceral reaction is to produce a fresh rush of moisture and an incessant pulsation between my legs that makes me want to squirm to get some relief. By the way he’s already increasing my body’s response to him, I instinctively know this man is a serious and experienced Dom.

“Stand. Eyes on me.” He watches me, as if gauging my reaction. What he sees obviously pleases him. His dark eyes gleam. “Come.” He takes up the slack on the lead.

“I can’t walk around naked,” I hiss. 

He’s unrepentant. “Yes. You can.” 

If I’m going to trust him, I have no option but to follow him. Instead of taking the normal exit to the suite of rooms, he leads me through to the bedroom, and there pulls back a tapestry revealing a hidden doorway. He unlocks the door with an ancient-looking key, and gently leads me through a stone passage. The floor is smooth. Understanding this is the route the old sultans must have taken to the harem, I idly wonder just how many feet it must have taken, walking over these flagstones, to level out the roughness, and just how many women have come to the sultan’s bed following this route. The sexual history hidden within these walls makes me shiver in anticipation of what my sheikh has in store for me. 

“There’s a staircase here; be careful.” He’s still holding my leash, letting me know who’s in control, but he’s also holding my arm now, supporting me so I don’t fall. There’s another doorway at the bottom of the steps, and again he uses a key to open it. 

I’m shaking, unsure what to expect as I step over the threshold. What I had assumed would be an unused and dusty primitive surrounding is actually a large, brightly lit room. It smells of paint, and there is a new partition around the circumference which appears to be one of the alterations he’d been discussing with Jasim. It doesn’t look like any kind of harem I’d ever imagined, but with the equipment dotted around, some of which I recognise from descriptions I’ve read, some of which I don’t, I know exactly what this room is. It’s a Dom’s Dungeon. Another expectant shiver runs down my spine as I wonder exactly what I’m going to experience here.

He leads me forward. His buoyant steps and slow grin as he takes in the alterations show me how pleased he is. His next words confirm my observation.

“Jasim has done us proud!”

I start in horror as the thought hits me. Just how much does his brother know about our sex life? 

“Does Jasim will know I’m your submissive?”

His arm comes round me. “Jasim knew you were submissive the first time he met you, little one. And you needn’t worry your mind about Jasim being concerned about anything we might choose to do between us. He runs a BDSM club in London, sweetheart. He was the best person to set this up for us, and used his contacts to get the work done quickly.”

I’m stunned with the news about the brother I had thought fairly conservative, and shocked and embarrassed that he’d sussed out my natural inclinations so quickly. But Nijad doesn’t give me time to worry about that, as he leads me over to a couch in the centre of the room and sits, pulling me down on to his lap.

“We need to discuss a few things before we begin.” His hands are roaming over my naked body, making it hard for me to think about anything. “Usually, I’d go through your limits, things you would like to try, and things you would absolutely not want to do. But I know you haven’t got the knowledge or experience for that.” He moves his hand down over my stomach, and his fingers creep inside my open thighs, feeling the ample moisture gathered there. Chuckling, he says, “But you’re obviously willing to give things a try.” He removes his hand and I whimper, already on the edge. “Remember, everything we do is safe, sane, and consensual. I only want your pleasure and, of course, by giving you pleasure, I will take my own. You hold all the power, little one. Your safe words will stop or slow me down at any time.” He places his hands either side of my head and turns me to face him. “Are you willing to give me your complete trust?”

My arousal fights any trepidation I might have about the unknown equipment and what it’s used for, as I consider my answer. But I do trust him; I’d trust him with my life, so why would it be difficult to trust him with my pleasure? Tracing my hand over his face, I give him the answer he wants.

“I trust you.” 

He closes his eyes and then opens them, and I can feel him relax beneath me.

“Thank fuck for that! I wouldn’t have wanted to waste all Jasim’s good work.” He smirks, “Now, what shall we try out first?”

It’s blatantly not a question he’s expecting me to answer as his gaze flicks round the equipment in the room. As he’s deciding where we will play I pluck up the courage to ask him. “Why the leash?”

His attention comes back to me in an instant. “How does it make you feel?”

“A bit nervous, as if I’m completely under your control.”

“Exactly.” 

He leans in and kisses me, his kiss deep and arousing. At this moment I feel if he continues I’m going to come simply by his mouth being on mine. 

“Come!” He’s obviously made a decision as he gently pushes me off his lap and then moves beside me. “Over here.”

‘Over here’ is a strange-looking device in a corner of the room. It has a table part to support the torso, and from the top two supports for the arms and, at the other end, two for the legs. The arm and leg supports could be moved into any position. If I lie on that, I suspect Nijad will carry out his threats to spank me. He’s warned me about it, but never before touched me except for a playful swipe. I’m not sure about this. Am I the type of person who will enjoy being slapped around for someone else’s pleasure? I take a step back, unable to move far as he’s tightened his hold on the leash. My lack of control seems to increase my excitement, making me clench my legs together to ease my discomfort. 

“Easy,” he says gently, but in that dominant voice. He’s looking at me, studying my reactions. After I’ve taken a deep breath to relax, he nods. “You’re going to lie on this bench, and I’m going to bind you in any position I want to. Tonight’s all about finding out what you like, and what you don’t like. Using your safe word is not an admission of failure, but a demarcation of a boundary that we’ll observe in the future. Do not be afraid to use it.”

His words both help to calm me and, if possible, arouse me even further. What will it be like to be bound? To let someone else have total control over my body? To fully submit? I feel exhilarated at the thought of giving up all control. He removes my leash. 

“Lie over the bench. On your back,” he instructs. 

No longer attached to him, I have to obey him of my free will. Without hesitation, I find myself following his directions. He helps me position myself on the unfamiliar equipment, making adjustments here and there. I end up with my arms parallel to my torso, but my legs moved open, exposing myself fully to him. 

“Perfect.” 

As he speaks, his movement shows he is adjusting himself in his jeans, and I feel a moment of feminine pride that it’s me who’s affecting him in this way. 

“I’ll have to thank Jasim for this bondage table.” 

He leans down, picking up something that I hadn’t noticed lying at his feet. It’s a coil of bright red rope. There must be brackets or hooks or something around the table I’m lying on because he starts to wrap the rope around me, first wrapping my torso. From the start, I realise I won’t be able to escape without his assistance. I shudder, not sure I like the feeling of claustrophobia that his actions are invoking.

He wraps the rope around my breasts, along the bottom, and then the top, and then crossing over between them. I raise my head as far as I can and see my small breasts have never looked as prominent as they’re pushed up in this position, and my nipples are hard, pointing up to the ceiling as though begging for his attention. He is intent on his work but pauses and frowns slightly as he sees me watching him. With a sinister grin he pushes my head back down and wraps the rope around my forehead, and then another loop more loosely round my neck; enough so I can feel it’s there, but not enough to restrict my breathing. Even so I feel an instant of panic.

Watching me so closely, he sees my reaction immediately. He puts his hand on my head. “The rope is attached to quick-release brackets, sweetheart. The minute you say, I can undo you. Are you still at green?”

I attempt to nod, but can’t move my head. I swallow and try to control my breathing. His eyes shine with approval, and the impulse to please him overrides my distress. “Green.” My voice comes out as a whisper.

After that brief pause to check I am OK, he continues. Pulling my arms into my sides, he binds them to my body. Then he moves lower. Instead of strapping my legs flat he bends them and fastens my ankle to my thigh before attaching my limb to the arm of the table. He then does the same to the other. I’m wide open for him, and I feel the blush redden my cheeks. I’m trussed up like a chicken, completely unable to move and wholly at his mercy. As he stands back and stares down in admiration at his handiwork, a sudden thrill rushes through me. My whole body tingles in anticipation of what he is going to do next. 

For a few moments he does nothing, simply watches. Tension rises through me; my insides are tightening, my heart is beating fast and I’m clenching every muscle in my body. I need release and I’m unable to do anything but beg. As he continues to remain still, I become more and more agitated. 

“Nijad, please.”

He moves at last, but only to trace the collar around my neck. 

“With this on, in this place, you call me Master,” he tells me, and then gives a sinister laugh. “But even begging your Master will not get you what you want. I’ll give you what you need when I feel you need it.”

He’s speaking in riddles but, at last, he moves to action. From a small table he collects something. Then, holding it out of my sight, he looms over me and takes a nipple into his mouth, sucking, biting on it. I’ve been tied so tightly I can’t even writhe. I just have to take what he’s giving me. The impossibility of movement, combined with his mouth on me, causes arrows of stimulation straight down. I need to come so much I can hardly breathe. Suddenly his mouth moves away to be replaced with what I realise must be a nipple clamp. He adjusts the screw and a bolt of pain shoots through me. He pauses, and waits, and I feel the pain transform into heightened arousal. Blood rushes through my body, turning my skin red all over, but I get no reprieve as he turns his attention to my other breast, and repeats the same process there. 

I’m not sure how much longer I can stand this. I’m not in actual pain or discomfort, except for the overwhelming desire for release. I’m tense everywhere, on the verge of an orgasm but unable to go over without his help. Incoherent, I’m unable to form words, and can only moan. 

I feel something hit my stomach, my thighs. Opening my eyes I see it’s a flogger. He’s using it gently, only enough to invigorate my skin cells, until the whole of my body is tingling. He draws back; I have a moment’s reprieve and then he scores a direct hit between my legs. I let out a loud scream and try to pull against my bonds, but there’s nowhere for me to go. 

“It was forbidden for anyone to see, or hear, women in the harem.” As he speaks in a normal voice, I wonder why the hell he thinks this is a good time to give me yet another insight into the harem’s history. “You can, and will, scream. But however loud you are, no one will hear you but me. The walls are thick and insulated.” He pauses. “And, little one, I love to hear you scream.”

I hear something dropping on the floor and almost instantaneously feel his lips against my core. He’s teasing me, his tongue sweeping along my slit, dipping inside, but avoiding that place where I need his touch so much. I groan loudly. I can’t thrust myself up into his mouth. I have no control over this situation at all, and can only take what he gives me. 

With a wicked laugh he commands, “Come for me!” and, at last, moves to that throbbing place and circles me with his tongue while thrusting two fingers deep inside me to press on that hidden spot. I explode, my shriek so loud it would shatter glass. I wail and yell as wave after wave of orgasm washes over me. Every muscle feels like it’s in spasm, totally out of my control, jerking and twitching as my climax goes on and on. Nijad continues to lave me with his tongue, his fingers still massaging, extending my pleasure, and then easing the way down from my peak. But his insistent attentions mean that before I can relax, I’m reaching up and up again. As I struggle to reach that peak he takes hold of the nipple clamps and removes them both at once. I shriek; the pain is unbelievable, but changes almost immediately into a feeling of warmth, as if a line of fire is tearing down my body, reaching that point where his teeth bite down. I’m gone; another orgasm hits me even more intensely than the last. 

Just as I feel I can take no more I feel Nijad pull away, hear the zipper come down on his jeans, the tearing of a condom wrapper, and then he thrusts inside me, my wetness easing his passage so he fills me in one strong surge. He feels so wide and thick, harder than ever. He is obviously not unaffected by what has taken place and he starts to take his own pleasure, pounding into me with desperation. To my amazement, at his command I come again, my muscles clenching around his cock. He stills and I feel him pulse, and then he pumps and pumps into me, emptying all of himself into the condom that he’s using to protect me. For a moment, I wish he was coming inside me; feeling a strange desire to feel his cum running out of me. 

He collapses over me, careful not to crush me. He’s breathing heavily as he pulls his cock from me. Then I feel a chill as his warmth disappears and he goes to dispose of the condom. Shortly afterwards I feel a warm cloth gently washing me. A strange floating sensation floods through me as he undoes the ropes holding me captive and then, taking me in his arms, he carries me back to the couch, wrapping me in a blanket and cuddling me close. He reaches for something and I find a bottle of water at my lips. I drink greedily, unaware that I’m so dehydrated. When I’ve had my fill I lean back against him, trying to get my thoughts in order after having what was literally a mind-blowing experience. Nothing I’d read had prepared me for the intensity of a relationship between Dom and sub. I’d thought the vanilla sex we’d so far been having was incredible enough, but what we’d just done … Wow! Just. Fucking. Wow! I’m aware of the strong arms around me holding me safe and secure, and as I snuggle into him, his chest rises and falls beneath my cheek. I realise I could never be happier than I am at this particular moment; so cared for, so cherished. I’m unable to resist the fatigue slowing creeping over me and I drift off to sleep. 

It’s some time later when I awake. Somehow he’s carried me back through the sultan’s secret passage back to the bedroom in the suite. The lights are turned down low and he’s lying on his side, regarding me carefully. 

He speaks when he sees me move, gently caressing my head as he does. Then he touches my braided hair, takes out the tie and undoes it. 

“How do you feel?” he asks, gently. 

I turn my head to the side and think carefully, remembering what happened and analysing my feelings about it. 

“Truthfully?”

“Tell me, Cara. I need to know.”

I can’t stop a big grin coming to my face. “I think I like your dungeon, Master.”

I interpret his sigh as one of relief, and relish the tender kiss that follows.

“We’re going to have such fun together, Cara. There’s so much I want to do, to explore, with you. In the dungeon and out of it. You’re the perfect wife for me, and the perfect submissive. I think we’re going to enjoy living in the palace.”

He’s right, I believe we are. But I can’t stifle a yawn. I’m exhausted. Both physically and mentally. 

“Turn over and go to sleep,” he instructs quietly. As I obey him he pulls me to him, my back to his chest, spooning around me, once again keeping me safe and secure. A wave of emotion sweeps through me, and there are words on the tip of my tongue which I don’t allow to escape simply because he hasn’t said them yet either. But I think we’re close. The words will come.

 


Chapter 18

Cara

 

Apart from waking in an exquisitely and richly furnished stateroom rather than in a tent, this morning seems, at first, like any other I’ve woken up to over the past couple of weeks. I’m not too bothered that the warmth which surrounded me during the night has disappeared, now familiar with the fact Nijad’s an early riser. Not a morning person myself, I’ve come to appreciate the way he’ll dress quietly, allowing me extra time to sleep. Finding myself in bed alone is far from unusual. It was his habit in the desert, and he seems to be continuing it here, in the palace. The palace. I feel excited as I think of how I can spend the day exploring my new home. And, perhaps tonight, the potential of the dungeon beneath the suite. Will Nijad – my Master, I correct myself with a grin – take me there again later? I finger my collar. Last night I couldn’t resist looking at it in the mirror; it’s a delicate filigree pattern in white gold, with sparkling diamonds making it glisten in the light. The design subtle enough that I could wear every day without anyone questioning it, and only we would know it carries both of us. I vow quietly, never to take it off. 

Outside the sun will be shining, harsh and bright, but here, inside this luxurious room, with the heavy curtains still closed, muting the light, it’s perfect. I yawn, still sleepy. Lamis had followed us to the palace, so I expect she’ll soon be arriving to help me get ready for the day, and bring my breakfast. I don’t really need the assistance, but I’ve come to enjoy the company of the woman who’s quickly become more friend than maid, taking the quiet time we have together to help me understand the ways of the people of the desert. I’m looking forward to our chat today, wondering if she knows her way around the palace and can help me explore. 

Stretching my arms over my head I grimace, feeling twinges from muscles overused the night before. I flush at the memory of the ropes and of being tortured almost to distraction. But, oh, the reward at the end of it; God, that made it worthwhile. My hand creeps up to my neck and I finger the necklace, no, the collar again, feeling so proud to wear it. My cheeks grow redder as I remember Jasim, for one, will know exactly what it means. I hope I won’t meet him again anytime soon.

But I can’t stay in bed all day. Time to get up. As I reach for my robe, Lamis enters.

“Good morning.” 

I greet her with a smile, and then find it strange that the normally ebullient servant doesn’t respond with her customary cheery response. I notice her eyes don’t meet mine, and the respectful bow with which she normally greets me, even though I’ve told her often enough she doesn’t need to show me that mark of respect, is missing. My smile fades as my brow furrows; her behaviour is very out of character. I open my mouth to ask her if anything is wrong, but she turns away from me as though not wanting to enter into conversation. Usually, I can’t get her to stop talking. Very strange.

“You wear this, Sheikha.” Lamis sets down some clothing. “The prince wants you dressing quick.” She looks uncomfortable. “You dress now.” After her abrupt statements she turns to leave, instead of staying to help me dress as she normally does, and makes a hasty exit out of the bedroom before I can question her. 

Odd. Perhaps she resents moving to the palace? I didn’t think she had a boyfriend or suitor, but maybe there was someone she’s had to leave behind? Hmm … If so, I’ll talk to Nijad about sending her back, or bringing him here. I don’t like seeing someone unhappy. I’m certain I couldn’t have upset her. Racking my brains, I can’t think of anything she might have taken offence at. Oh well. I shrug it off, expecting the reason for my maid’s uncharacteristic lack of friendliness will become apparent in time if it’s anything serious. In the meantime, I’m perfectly capable of dressing myself. Heck, I’ve done it for twenty-five years! 

I walk through to the shower, taking a moment to suss out how to work it, but once it gets started … Wow! After two weeks of standing under nothing more than a dribble, this is pure luxury. The shower’s plenty big enough for two people, which gives me ideas of playing out a fantasy I’ve always had, and I can’t wait to share it with Nijad. Shower sex: delicious. Indulging myself, I spend far too long enjoying the multiple jets of water coming at me from the sides as well as above, feeling the sand washing out of my hair properly for the first time in days. Playing with the controls, I find there’s a setting where jets have a massaging action, which I enjoy as I roll my shoulders to get the knots out of my muscles. When I turn off the water and wipe my eyes, I see the edge of the shower stall is a gold-coloured metal. Belatedly, it dawns on me that anything in the palace won’t just be gold- coloured, it probably really is gold! I’ve married a fucking sheikh! Jesus! I’ve married a sheikh and I’m living in his palace. Me! Plain old boring Cara Carson! Suddenly I start to laugh, and soon can’t control the chuckles and giggles coming out of me. I sink to the floor, my head in my hands as I laugh and laugh. It’s at that moment Hunter comes into my mind, and I wonder whether he’s contactable or whether he’s on one of his many excursions. I’d love to catch up with him and tell him everything that’s happened. Once he believes it, I know he’ll be so happy for me. My laughter ends with a hiccup and I remember Lamis had urged me to hurry. Whoops! I’ve taken far too long and now need to get a move on. Wrapping myself in luxurious thick towels, I quickly dry off and return to the bedroom to dress.

I’m in the middle of pulling on my clothes when I hear a loud rumbling noise, so close that the glass in the windows seems to shake. I start, fearing an earthquake, and then chortle at being so stupid when I recognise the sound of a helicopter. Drawing back the curtains, I see that the suite looks out over the gardens to the rear of the palace and there, below, is the helipad. Is Nijad going to take me out for a trip today? Or is someone arriving? Wondering what he might have planned, I hurry to finish getting ready, and satisfy my healthy appetite, courtesy of the night before, with the breakfast that’s been delivered for me. Finally, I go to find my husband. 

I thought I’d be wandering around the palace for a while since I haven’t a clue where I’m going but, instead, as I exit the royal apartment, I find a guard outside standing ready to escort me. My grasp of Arabic remains poor, but he makes me understand, with easily interpretable signing, that I’m to follow him. The fact that he’s a bit unfriendly I put down to the lack of a common language and think little of it as he leads me through the corridors, through the atrium, and out to the gardens and the helipad. There I find my husband quickly enough. He’s waiting for me, walking briskly up and down as though he can’t stand still. 

The smile on my face fades. Although the man impatiently pacing is most definitely Nijad, he is barely recognisable, as if at some point during the night he’s been replaced by a complete stranger. Instead of his traditional robes, he is dressed, like last evening, in tight-fitting denim jeans and the black T-shirt hugging him and defining his muscles. It’s so rare to see him in Western dress in daylight that I take the opportunity to drink him in with my eyes. My first thought is how hot he looks. But quickly putting aside my body’s treacherous thoughts, concern begins to take their place. I take a step towards him, my arms already reaching to hug him, and it’s at this point that my gut tells me something is wrong. My arms drop uselessly back to my sides. His hair is unkempt and, uncharacteristically, he’s running his hands through it as if troubled. His body exudes tension as he stops to speak to another man dressed in a smart suit. As he turns I recognise the new arrival as Jasim, and my heart skips a beat. I wonder what on earth could have happened to cause another visit from Nijad’s brother when he’d only left us the day before? My earlier delight and excitement instantly disappears; it’s clear from the expressions on both their faces that Jasim must have brought bad news. I stand tall at Nijad’s side, ready to support my husband, whatever the problem is.

He starts when I put my hand on his arm, and with a rough shake extricates himself from my touch, taking a step away as though to put distance between us.

His unkind action hurts and confuses me, but I put that aside, worried about him. 

“What’s the matter?” I ask softly. “What’s happened? Can I help?” 

The man, who at the moment doesn’t resemble the husband I’ve come to know, turns and gives me his full attention as I ask my questions, but his eyes are cold; the warmth and affection I have come to expect are missing. His expression hits me like a physical blow, and I reel backwards. This man scares me. I can’t understand the frightening transformation. 

“Nijad …” I try to talk to him again.

He regards me so coldly. Then he snaps out an instruction in a clipped voice, sounding like he is trying very hard to control his temper. “Get in the helicopter.”

“Where are we going?” I ask, nervously.

“Wherever I want to take you!” he rasps. “If you don’t get in then I’ll put you in.”

I start. What is this? Who is this? Nijad has never raised his voice to me before. 

“What’s wrong?” 

My voice has become squeaky and I have to clear my throat. Looking at him carefully, I try to deduce what the hell is happening. Noticing his rigid stance, the way his fists clench at his sides, I realise this is a man on the very edge of losing control. 

I’m not the only one to notice Nijad’s brewing anger. Jasim throws him a sympathetic look, and it is he, not my husband, who answers my question. 

“You’ve been found out, Cara Benting. You’re a thief, just like your father, although I admit you’ve been more devious about it.”

“Carson.” 

I correct my surname automatically while thinking that it isn’t Carson now, is it? I’m Sheikha Cara al Kassis. But the way Nijad is acting, I don’t feel I want to remind him of my marital status right at this moment. And then suddenly it all falls into place, and it’s all I can do to keep standing and not collapse into a heap on the floor. My life has changed out of all recognition. Here, in the desert, I’d given no thought at all to command central and the work I used to do; it no longer seems part of my life. But the processes I’d put in place wouldn’t have stopped just because I’m not there to manage them. Computers and servers tick on, following their programmed instructions until they are told to do otherwise. What I’d done must have been discovered, my actions misinterpreted. Pulling myself up taller I realise I can explain everything, and they’ll soon see things are not as they seem. I haven’t stolen anything, though it might look that way on the surface. I start on my defence. 

“I’m no thief. Just let me explain. If …” 

I’m stunned when Nijad looks at me as if I repulse him. Suddenly he spits out, “There is nothing you can say that I wish to hear.” 

Without warning, he steps towards me, picks me up and almost throws me into the rear seat of the helicopter. He roughly pulls the harness straps around my body and secures them. Then, staring straight into my eyes, he snarls, “Damn it, Cara, why didn’t you trust me? I told you: no secrets! We could have worked something out if you’d told me.” 

The hurt in his eyes undoes me, and tears start to form in mine. Ignoring my emotions, he moves away and nods at Jasim. His brother climbs into the cockpit, taking the controls. Nijad sits in the co-pilot’s seat. 

“I’d rather be flying,” Nijad barks at Jasim, who gives him an incredulous look and shakes his head.

“Not today, brother.” 

Even sitting behind him, it’s impossible to miss Nijad’s tension, his fingers tapping on the arm of the seat in impatience, his body taut and stiff. 

Jasim tosses me a set of ear protectors, seeing my tears as he turns. He pulls a pristine white handkerchief out of his suit pocket and passes it to me. Although his actions show sympathy, his eyes are as cold as his brother’s. He turns back and, shortly afterwards, the helicopter rises into the air.

I have no way to hear what they are saying to each other; they have microphones and speakers and I don’t. But in any case, I see they aren’t talking much. Nijad holds himself bolt upright and rigid, his posture such a far cry from the way he’d been just a few short hours ago, when he was so relaxed and holding me close in bed. The change is so abrupt, so unexpected. I’m weak with shock. My tears begin to fall, and soon I’m sobbing, unable to stop. My heart is breaking as I cry, not just for myself, but for the hurt and disappointment I’d seen in Nijad’s eyes. If only I had told him everything. I’d been so confident they would never find out. The only person who could have discovered what I’d done was Basheer. And he was the criminal who’d been robbing Amahad blind for years! Shit! I’d banked on him keeping quiet. I can’t believe he had the audacity to point the finger at me. I’d evidently seriously miscalculated his confidence that his high position would mean everyone would believe him and not me. But the fact remains, he is the only person who could have exposed what it would appear that I’d done. 

I berate myself for my foolishness. Of course the man feels safe. Basheer Mansur is the trusted finance minister to the throne of Amahad. Who’d ever believe the word of a woman, the daughter of a known cheat and liar, over his?

But I’m not going to take this lying down. I’ll fight to prove my innocence. I start to plan in my head what I’m going to say the very first chance I get, knowing I’ll just need to get hold of a laptop so I can show them the proof. OK, so they have probably seen what Basheer wanted to show them, but I’ve got all the other files, the reports of the traces I’ve run showing just where the money used to go, and the good that money’s doing now in the place I’ve diverted it to. Basheer’s lost his source of income, while Amahad has gained significantly. Once they listen to me, all this can be sorted out. 

I start practising, rehearsing my explanation in my head, getting down to a few succinct sentences so I’ll be sure to get them to listen to me. They have to give me a chance to explain, and then I’ll be able to exonerate myself. Of course I wish I’d told Nijad, but we’d always avoided talking about the past, and the subject just hadn’t come up. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I try to convince myself that everything will sort itself out. My kidnap, my marriage and my delight in my husband had overwhelmed me. I didn’t consciously keep my secrets from him.

I have to fight this accusation and fight for my man. The man who has brought my sexuality to the fore, the man who has held and comforted me, who has encouraged me to find my inner strength and confidence. With him my spirits have soared, the black depression that sometimes threatened to overwhelm me back in London has dissipated. Nijad has made me think myself worth something. It suddenly hits me that I love him ... truly love him. I want to tell him, but realise the timing is all wrong.

The handkerchief is useless now, crushed to a sodden ball, but I start crying again, still clenching the damp cloth in my fist. Despite trying to be positive and confident things will be cleared up as soon as we land, I feel a wave of despair wash over me. The last couple of weeks I’ve lived in Utopia, and I have the disheartening feeling I will never go back.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 19

Nijad

 

Jasim lands the helicopter on the landing pad to the rear of the palace. The rotors stop spinning and I sit, unmoving. 

“We’re here, brother,” he tells me unnecessarily.

“I noticed,” I reply dryly. I unclip my harness and open the door, my whole fucking body wracked with pain as I jump down and then go to help the woman I’m tied to by contract, feeling empty and bereft. I want to do nothing more than wrap her in my arms, hold her tight and tell her everything will be all right. But that’s exactly what I can’t fucking do. Jasim had brought me proof she’s committed crimes against my country, against the monarchy, and hence against me. Had she trusted me, talked to me, told me what she had done, then I might have been able to stop it coming to this. But she hadn’t; she’d kept secrets. I can never trust her again. 

I hold her hand a little too long to help her out of the helicopter and then, becoming aware of what I’m doing, drop it. There will be no more intimacy between us, no more shared moments. Although I’m desperately trying to avoid making eye contact, I accidentally look into her face and see that it’s streaked with drying tears, her skin red and blotchy, and her eyes swollen. She is not a pretty crier. I realise I’ve never seen her upset before, and the sight twists something inside me.

She catches my gaze. “I love you,” she whispers.

I can’t answer, can’t trust myself. Abruptly I turn away, unable to cope with those fucking words, which are probably just one more lie. They’ve come too late.

I leave it to Jasim to indicate that she is to accompany us, I can’t bring myself to have anything to do with her. Walking between us, she’s escorted to the palace. She stumbles as we march her inside, but I force myself to ignore her difficulty in keeping up the pace. It’s Jasim who puts his hand on her back, encouraging her along. I have to resist punching him for touching my woman. My submissive. Then I have to tell myself she’s that no more. 

“Wait!” I call our small procession to a halt. I extract the key from my pocket and pull her around roughly so her back is towards me. Lifting up her hair, I put the key in the keyhole and turn it. The silver necklace falls free. I toss it down on to the gravel path, uncaring where it lands. I’ve uncollared her. From her reaction, if I’d put my fist in her face, I couldn’t have hurt her more. She staggers and looks like she’ll fall but, remarkably, she seems to get the strength from somewhere to pull herself together. I dig deep to conquer my fucking desire to pick the silver chain back up and fasten the collar on her again. The actions I’m taking today are destroying me.

Jasim watches, his eyebrows raised, but as I turn to continue the way we are heading, he again takes it upon himself to make sure Cara is keeping up. Entering the main building, we march her through the long corridors of the Palace of Amahad. I know she’ll be expecting to be taken somewhere for interrogation, but there’s nothing she can say that I want to listen to. She’ll offer lies and excuses which I have no desire to hear. She’s not the uncomplicated woman I thought I’d married. No, there’s much more to her than that. She’s as corrupt as her father was.

The corridors seem to go on for ever. I just want to reach our destination. I’m hanging on to my fucking temper by a mere thread, and I don’t know how long I’ll be able to trust myself. As we walk onwards, slowly the decor is changing. There are no longer tapestries or paintings on the walls. Instead bare stone is exposed in places, and even the warmth of the desert sun can’t seem to permeate through to this region. I see her shiver, her fear apparent when she halts, refusing to go further.

“Where are you taking me?” 

Her voice has a tremble to it. The strong, confident woman I’ve become used to seeing has disappeared. I’ve taken that from her, and I hate it, even though she’s brought it on herself.

Jasim looks at me, waiting for my lead, and takes a steer from me when I remain silent. She’ll find out soon enough. She has to accept that her fate is in our hands. In my hands. I have the power of life or death over her. It’s written in the fucking marriage contract. 

“Just come with us.” Jasim’s voice holds no sympathy.

“I need to talk; I need to explain. I need a laptop …”

I growl. “You need nothing! I’m done with your lies and your deception!”

The force of my anger makes her step back, bringing her up against Jasim, but her eyes remain firmly fixed on me. 

“I’ve never lied to you!” she says to defend herself, her desperation showing.

I feel nothing but disgust. “Perhaps so, but you didn’t tell me the truth, either.” I’ve had enough of this. Before she can grasp what is about to happen, I grab hold of her and, hauling her up into a fireman’s lift, sling her over my shoulder. Jasim doesn’t bother following us; he’s abandoned her to me, to her husband. I can almost smell her fear as she feels the tension within me, and the fact that I, the Savage Sheikh, am very, very angry. 

I barely feel her weight as I carry her through into the most ancient part of the palace. My rage is building steadily. I can’t remember ever feeling this furious in all my life, even in Paris. I felt closer to this woman than I ever have to anyone else in my whole life, and I feel the lack of trust like a fucking betrayal. I’ve been hurt in battle before, taken a sniper’s bullet, been cut by the blade of a scimitar, and even blasted by shrapnel from an IED that I’d got too close to, but I have never felt pain like I am feeling now. I don’t trust myself to speak. Wisely, she is keeping silent, apart from the sobs that she seems powerless to prevent, wracking through the slender frame I’m carrying over my shoulder. I harden my heart, ignoring her tears. 

Eventually, I come to the impressive and mighty golden doors, tarnished now with neglect, showing only a glimpse of their former glory. Holding her with one arm, I lift the heavy bolt and push them open. I slide her off my shoulder and push her inside, just roughly enough so she stumbles a few steps forwards, out of the way of the doors. 

“Welcome to your new home,” I say sardonically, and then immediately shut the doors behind her, the sound of them banging closed reverberating around the empty hallway and the clank of the bolt shooting home echoing like a death knell. Outside the doors, I sink to the floor on my knees and put my head in my hands. How the fuck has it come to this? 

My face wet with falling tears, I think about this morning’s events. Jasim had rung me early, his shattering news sweeping in with the dawn. If he hadn’t warned me before arriving in person, my brother would have risked serious injury. As it is, even now, a few hours on in which to digest the information, I’m only just holding myself together, hanging on to my control by a thread. That the woman I’d married could have so deceived me, the woman I’m only just admitting I’ve fallen in love with. As the news and the depth of her deceit had sunk in and I’d grasped the truth about who she really is, I’d felt myself losing my grip, and I’d had no other option but to get her away from me. How could she have kept this from me? I thought I knew her, understood her, and know now she’s been hiding her real self. The news infuriates me to such an extent that for the first time in my life I know what it’s like to be scared. I can’t risk losing control. It could be fucking Paris all over again. And this time, it would be the woman I love who I’ll hurt. I can’t risk it.

So here I am, on one side of the goddamn golden doors, and she will stay on the other. It will be her sentence, her penance. Brushing my hand across my eyes, I know I need to stand up, to pull myself together. I need to find the strength to go to a meeting that’s already been arranged with the emir and my brothers, the discussion to decide how to sort this mess out. But for a long moment, I’m unable to move from the doors holding her prisoner, as if subconsciously I’m trying to retain some contact with the woman who brought such warmth and life to my cold, dead heart. The woman I now have to leave here, all alone. 

It could have been minutes, or even hours, that I sat here. I’ve lost all sense of time. Eventually, I realise how futile just waiting here is; nothing is going to change. So, after taking a deep breath to compose myself, I rise to my feet and drag myself away. It is time to meet the ruler.

Taking the long route through the palace I use the time to compose myself. My unusual attire attracts attention from the servants and guards I pass, but I ignore them; I make no apology for leaving my traditional robes behind today. By the time I reach my destination my body and mind feel completely numb. She’s lost to me now. 

The emir’s throne room is the most opulent chamber in the palace, built and decorated to impress as well as to cause trepidation in those brought before the absolute monarch. The throne itself is sited on a raised dais, surrounded by low stools for the princes. Supplicants would stand or kneel, depending on their status or reasons for attendance. It is not the usual place for the emir and his sons to meet; the fact we are meeting here today acknowledges the seriousness of the situation. Surprisingly, I attract no censure for my tardy arrival as I enter and take my seat alongside my brothers and in front of the emir, which indicates the level of empathy they have for my feelings.

Sheikh Rushdi looks down at me from his elevated position. The last time I was in this room was when I received my sentence of banishment to the desert. Today I come before him a whole different person, my head bowed, my heart aching. My father reaches forwards and lays his hand on my head. I glance up; I can’t remember receiving such an intimate gesture before. I see in his eyes a level of compassion I have never seen and, in that instant, I remember the love he shared with my mother, her loss making him the stern, cold man he is today. Could it be he understands the depth of my feelings for Cara? When he speaks, it’s clear he’s forgiven me.

“When I banished you to the desert, Nijad, I had low expectations of how you would take to your task. But I’ve heard good things of you how you have performed your role. The borders are better protected than they have ever been. And the tribes are united. Your marriage satisfied them and your wife impressed them. You have done well, my son.” 

I bow my head in silent acknowledgement of the unusual praise, more used to receiving disapproval from the man who sired me. The reference to Cara, though, cuts through me.

I’m even more surprised when he adds, “You now have my blessing to leave the desert if you so wish.” I look up again. He is looking at me with sad, tired eyes that seem to mirror my distress. An unexpected wave of paternal feeling must be sweeping through him. 

“Thank you, Father,” I say after a moment’s consideration of his offer. “But I think I will return.”    

“While your marriage ensures peace in the desert, we now have to decide how to proceed in light of this revelation.” The emir puts his head to the side, as if ready to listen.

A short silence follows. 

“I’m sorry, brother.” Kadar, next in line to the throne, speaks softly. “But there is no doubt of her guilt. Basheer brought me the evidence last night.”

I think back to what I had been doing when my brother had been examining the damning documents. I’d had my wife bound in front of me, intent on bringing her pleasure before taking my own. Fuck it, I have to stop thinking about her. There is no reason to doubt Basheer; he is a fully trusted employee as well as our father’s cousin and, therefore, a member of the royal family. He’s worked for us all his life, working his way up to the post of minister in charge of Amahad’s finances over a decade ago. I’ve seen the proof, too. She is guilty, I have no option other than to believe him. Basheer has nothing to gain by lying.

“We need to discuss the marriage contract.” The emir starts and pauses until I nod slowly in response. “It’s a legal document, and there is no exit clause that caters for a situation like this.”

“So I remain married to her for five years?” I’m not sure I can stand it. “Can you not annul the marriage?” I don’t voice the other option: that I use the total ownership of her life clause included in the contract. But whatever she’s done, she doesn’t deserve to die. And it couldn’t be by my hand. I wait for someone else to bring up that suggestion, and let out a deep breath when no one mentions it. 

The emir shakes his head sadly. “The marriage cannot be annulled because it was obviously consummated. I doubt there’s anyone in the land who doesn’t know that.”

I close my eyes in pain. Fuck Lamis and her gossip about those damn bloody sheets. I should have ensured her silence.

“You could take another wife,” Jasim chimes in. “It’s not been done in the royal family recently, but there is a precedent. One of our great-uncles did that, as I recall.”

“I don’t want another wife!” I slap the small table beside me. What a damned fucked-up situation this is. I put my head in my hands, trying to think through the cotton wool that seems to be stuffed in my brain, limiting my thought processes. They give me time, and when I raise my head, I have a plan. 

“She’s in the ancient harem now, and there she can stay. She can fulfil the terms of the contract there.” 

Glancing round I see them all regarding me with surprised expressions. “Well, that was what the harem was used for,” I tell them with a mirthless laugh.

“She should be in prison!” Kadar commands. 

“She might just as well be,” Jasim counters. “Incarceration in the harem considering the state it’s in, would probably not be very much of an improvement.”

I’m surprised when the emir nods slowly, seeing the merit in the proposal.

“Technically the harem and any women in it belong to the emir and no other man may step inside. I’ll decree that the harem is for the sole use of Sheikh Nijad.” He thinks for a moment, and then gives a cruel smile. “I’ll assign Maysa to look after her.”

I grimace, and then my mouth cruelly twists as I recall the elderly and crotchety, but surprisingly still active, woman who is probably old enough to remember concubines in the harem before it was closed down some sixty years ago. “I can’t think of a better warder.” 

“And we tell the tribespeople what exactly?” Kadar wants to know.

“That the terms of the contract are being fulfilled under the watchful eye of the Crown.” 

One by one we incline our heads in agreement. It was true: nothing had changed except for the fact she was no longer living with me: no longer would I sleep with her warm body curled up by my side. Fuck, I need to get her out of my mind. 

“It is agreed, then.” The emir indicates the audience is over.


Chapter 20

Cara

 

As soon as the massive golden doors clang shut behind me I swing around knocking on them, hitting and thumping, getting more and more desperate until my hands become bruised and raw, and my screams and shouts make my throat sore. When I realise the doors are so thick that no one will be able to hear me from outside, and that my feeble attempts to gain attention are futile, I let myself slide to the floor, burying my head in my battered hands, and cry. Cry as I’ve never done before, until I’m howling and wailing like a banshee. I’m in shock. Once again, in less than a twenty-four-hour period, my life has taken a complete U-turn, and this time I think it might finish me. 

I don’t know how long I sit there, letting my emotions flood out of me in torrents of tears but finally reaching a point where I’m all cried out. Leaning my back against the doors, which remain firmly shut, I look up and take in my surroundings. It doesn’t take long to realise Nijad brought me to what must be a harem. At first glance it’s a desolate, forgotten place, unoccupied for decades, smelling of dust and neglect. The harem of the Palace of Amahad hasn’t undergone the transformation into a modern dungeon like that of the desert city but, instead, it resembles an elaborate gaol from the Middle Ages. Except for the one chamber, which has apparently been prepared especially for me, the rooms and open areas are unfurnished and visibly decaying. 

My body is still shaking from my emotional outburst as I try to work through the ramifications of why he left me in this place. Tears threaten once more, but I don’t let them fall, fighting hard to stop them. I learned early on that crying never helps; crying never stopped my mother wrenching me from my childhood companions to move somewhere new. Tears never stopped the bullying. In fact, they made it worse. Tears didn’t bring my mother back when she died. Tears weren’t going to help me now, but I have never felt such desolation as I do at this moment. It seems one minute I was basking in the afterglow of the most incredible experience of my life, and the next the man who’d loved me so amazingly the previous night turned on me. My stomach clenches. Nijad, oh Nijad. Why didn’t you let me explain? Curled into a ball in front of the golden doors I hiccup for air, the aftermath of crying so hard. My whole body throbs with pain, as if a broken heart is a physical ailment. Even that night when my father destroyed me with his words doesn’t compare to Nijad’s rejection. I can’t understand why he didn’t give me a chance to explain. Why did he want to put me away from him so quickly, without listening? Why did he want me out of his sight?

Eventually exhausted, I stagger across to the only point of colour in the large open area, the fancy bed encircled by sheer drapes, at this point not caring about the furnishings. Swiping my hand across my raw, red eyes, I think about the man who’s abandoned me here. How can he do this to me? Why wouldn’t he listen? Has he ever really cared about me at all, or was it all lies? Have I just been used? I smooth my palm over my stomach and the familiar ache down below tells me I’ll soon have definite proof I didn’t get pregnant on our wedding night, which is a source of both relief and sadness. What I wouldn’t give to have something of Nijad to keep if I have lost him, but at least a child won’t have to suffer whatever is in store for me.

Will they execute me now? I just feel numb at the thought. Losing Nijad is killing me all by itself. 

Traumatised by the dramatic turn in my fortunes, I do nothing but lie on the bed, staring up blankly at the vaulted ceiling. I’m so shocked; I can’t summon up any thoughts on how to fight my fate. Why am I being treated like this?

Hours later, as the skies darken, a dour old woman enters the harem. I don’t see her arrive, but she brings me a meal that I know I won’t be able to eat. I plead with her to take me to Nijad. I beg, but she’s short and rude, saying just enough to show me she does understand some English, although it is difficult to ascertain the extent of her vocabulary because she refuses to enter into conversation. She frightens me a little, giving me the impression she likes neither me nor the job she’s been tasked with. When she leaves me alone to eat I look at the food she’s left and push it away untouched. Someone must come for me soon. Hopefully, Nijad will come back for me. He won’t simply leave me here. He can’t. I sit and wait, but no one comes. Eventually, exhaustion and an emotional shutdown induce an unconsciousness that acts as sleep.

When I wake the next day, my eyes feel gritty and swollen, my hands still bruised. Ignoring my physical discomfort, I try to be optimistic. Today I’ll find out where exactly they are keeping me, and get out of here. If Nijad doesn't appear, I’ll find some way to go to him and force him to listen, to hear my side of the story. With determination, I get out of bed. I’m still fully dressed in the clothes I wore the day before, so I’m ready to start my exploration of the harem, the place where, historically, women were forced to live against their will. Am I destined to become another such victim?

 I’m in a sort of chamber with an arched entrance with no door. There were several other cubicles, all opening out on to a vast communal area that must have once been quite beautiful. Although the rooms offer some privacy, the partition walls do not ascend to the high ceiling. I try to estimate how many women the harem would have housed and think it’s probably only about fifty; a small harem, as I understand it. I’m pleased to find that there is, at least, some rudimentary plumbing; there are several Victorian-style bathrooms. Checking the water supply, I discover it still works in at least one of them. 

My exploration shows me the central area is laid out around what was once a beautiful pool, whether for bathing or where ornamental fish swam I can’t tell, and a crack in the base means any water has long since soaked away. Large arches beyond the pool area lead out into an extensive garden, surrounded in its entirety by walls which must be at least twenty feet high. There is the shape of a gateway in the wall, but it’s long been sealed up with stone. I search every inch, looking for a way to gain my freedom. Back to examining the interior of my prison, I see any flowers or shrubbery have long since died. Raised flower beds, which were probably once beautiful, are enclosed now by crumbling brick walls and hold only dead, rotten, twisted branches. A few palm trees still struggle to survive, but even they look likely to submit shortly to the inevitable and die. I think the current state of the landscape suits my mood far better than if it was well maintained and filled with blossoming, scented blooms. Like the garden, I feel something has died inside me. Why doesn’t Nijad come for me?

I try to shake off my depression, knowing I have to stay determined and fight. And finding a way out of here is imperative. I can’t just wait for my sentence, whatever that may be, to be carried out. Yesterday’s tears are gone; today I’ll fight to live. Fight to prove my innocence. How dare they just shut me up in here without giving me a chance to explain? As my sadness morphs into anger, I continue my exploration. The main doors are bolted and shut, so where did the old servant woman come from? I search the walls of the harem, looking behind the tapestries that decay and fall to dust when I touch them, but so far any ingress remains hidden. 

Damping down a sudden wave of claustrophobia, I return to the one cubicle that is habitable. In my absence a breakfast tray has arrived, along with new clothes for the day. How the bloody hell has the woman managed to do that without me seeing or hearing her? Resolving to keep my eyes and ears better peeled, I try to force myself to eat, but even the delicious fruits and pastries taste like straw in my mouth, and my stomach revolts at the thought of the digestive process. If I swallow anything, I know it won’t stay down long. 

For the rest of the day I sit and wait, keeping my eyes open, not wanting to miss the entrance of the maid. I wait for Nijad, one of the other princes, or anyone to come to get me, to talk to me, to question me, interrogate me. Anything, anything at all … 

The darkening skies tell me it must be evening when the maid appears again, as if by magic, with yet another tray of food. When she puts it down, I pick it up and throw it at the wall in frustration at not having heard her approach. My action enrages her and she shouts loudly at me in her language. I try to be forceful, insisting she takes me to someone I can plead my case with, but she refuses adamantly. 

Her face sneers with disgust, as she points a gnarled finger towards me. 

“You prisoner. Punished here. You stay.”  

Her words and the vehemence in her voice shock me, but I remained focused on my primary objective and dog her heels as she makes to leave the harem. This time, I see her disappear through a doorway so well hidden and camouflaged I missed it in all my searches. Despite the slowness of her advanced years, she slips through before I can follow her. The door has no visible handle or way to open it from this side. I beat my hands on it in desperation, reopening yesterday’s grazes, but no one heeds my pleas.

The day sets the pattern for those that follow. Being alone shouldn’t bother me. I’ve been alone all my life, but here the solitude is different: oppressing, weighing down heavily on me because I have nothing to do but think. 

I realise that the evidence against me would seem damning. Particularly if presented by the thief. Although the process was already in place to steal tens of thousands of pounds each month from the Amahad treasury, another forensic accountant, or maybe even Basheer himself, must have found my footprint there maybe as I’d diverted those funds to a different place. Basheer, or someone working for him, had to have some hacking skills to set up the back door in the first place. I hadn’t banked on Basheer exposing himself by reporting the crime. But then, he is the trusted minister of finance, and who am I? The daughter of a con man.

Basheer became my adversary when his additional income stream had disappeared, and I’d underestimated him. He had nothing to gain other than satisfaction by exposing me, he could hardly recommence his theft. He had to have done it purely for revenge. It’s to his advantage that I’ve been incarcerated here, given no chance to clear my name. He must know I’ll never be given the opportunity to speak. 

Shit! Just how much power does that man hold? How much influence? A cold shiver runs down my spine as I realise how dangerous I’d be to a senior member of their government if I ever saw the light of day outside of the harem again. Would there be a plot to kill me? The next time she comes, I eye the servant woman suspiciously. She has no liking for me; she’s made that clear. Slipping poison into my food would be easy. But if I don’t eat what she delivers, I’ll starve to death. It hits me just how vulnerable I am. 

Of course, I regret not speaking to Nijad and telling him what I’d set up, but I’d become a new person, content to bury the old Cara deep inside in a grave along with her secrets. But boy, am I paying for that mistake now. 

Days pass, and my expectation of being released fades. I live in a state of fear and regret, and slip into the only routine I can. New clothes are exchanged for old each morning. The servant woman called Maysa, as I eventually manage to extract her name from her, silently brings my meals, and removes the used dishes, mostly laden with uneaten food. Of course I try to make my escape. To exit through the hidden door, Maysa knocks on it to be let out. One day I forcibly hold her back as it’s opened, but there is a guard on the other side who immediately moves to block my way. He is stout and formidable, and I know it will be useless to try to get past him. I beg and plead for him to step aside, but he simply gestures for me to move back inside, his stance indicating he wouldn’t hesitate to use force if necessary. But it doesn’t stop me checking the door a dozen times a day in the futile hope that sometime it might be left unlocked. I even bend forks and knives, trying to force them into the almost imperceptible gap, trying to ease the door open. It beats me every time.

Despite my fears that she might be working for Basheer, I try to make friends with the only other human being I see, but if she talks at all it’s only to rant about my crimes and tell me to accept my punishment. Maysa refuses my requests to bring me anything that would help me pass my time; no books, not even a magazine. The only things she does bring are the sanitary items I have to ask her for at the right time. Having to request them is embarrassing. 

With nothing to do but think, at some point my despair turns to rage, and I rail against my unfair treatment. Any criminal should have the chance to be heard and, if imprisoned, told the likely length of their sentence. My emotions are all over the place; up one day, down the next, as I start to fear that everyone has forgotten about me. Despite its size, the harem walls feel like they are closing in on me, and my panic attacks return. My anger turns back to desolation, which infuriates me all over again. It isn’t fair to be sentenced without trial! I start to lose it, screaming for extended periods of time until my voice is hoarse, knocking against the doors, making my knuckles bleed. But nothing works. Days pass. Despite my determination, slowly I have to accept that this is my fate.

 

****

 

The first indication I find that tonight is going to be different from every other I’ve spent in this harem is when I rise from my customary evening bath to discover not the regular nightgown laid out on my bed, but a diaphanous robe and no undergarments. It is a beautiful dress, in shimmering purple, but almost entirely transparent. Standing by my bed, I finger the light material, wondering why I’m apparently supposed to wear this tonight. I shiver with anticipation tinged with an equal amount of fear. Something is going to happen; I know it. 

Seeing that Maysa has removed all my other clothes, unless I’m going to sleep with a towel wrapped around me, I have no option other than to put on the sheer robe. With shaking hands, I dress and lie down on the bed to wait. I can’t sleep. My fists clench, my body is as taut as a bowstring. I’m anxious and sweating and scared. I’m completely at the mercy of Arabs in a foreign land. I’m incarcerated in the harem, dressed for sex, and with absolutely no idea with whom. 

 

 


Chapter 21

Nijad

 

Fourteen days since I left Cara alone in the harem. Three hundred and thirty-six hours spent battling with emotions that fluctuate from intense anger to utter despair. I have driven my men hard, too hard. We routed a number of jihadists trying to cross the border, and I led an attack on them with such violence it shocked my senior officers, making sure none of the invaders were left alive. I wake each day angry, go to bed still raging, and then spend sleepless nights as thoughts of Cara fill my head. I miss her with a desperation that verges on insanity. 

I no longer know where I should direct my wrath. At the betrayal of the woman who’s come to mean so much to me in such a short time, or at myself for letting her go? I want to scoop her up from the harem, take her away, tear up the contract and disappear into a European country where she would no longer be in danger – until I remind myself the greatest danger to her is me. What other secrets is she hiding from me? Would my rage destroy her, maim or even kill her? I have to keep her apart from me to protect her, but that fucking contract means I can’t stay away for ever, and today I had word from the palace it’s time. Maysa’s been keeping track. So tonight I have returned.

I sit still in the sultan’s peephole. In centuries past, the ruler would sit here and spy on his concubines below, choosing one to be brought to him that night. From this vantage point, I can see into all the cubicles, most old and decaying almost as I watch. All except the one directly below me, where I can see Cara, lying still on the bed. Caught in a sliver of moonlight, the robe Maysa provided her with hides nothing from me. From this view, she might as well be entirely naked. My gut clenches in anticipation and blood rushes south as my cock hardens in readiness, pressing uncomfortably against the zip of my jeans. My breathing quickens, and I’m thrown back into the past, into the role of sultan where I would be instructing the eunuchs to have my selected concubine prepared and brought to me. My fantasy continues as my favourite, proud to have been chosen to warm her master’s bed, would come willingly, eager to serve her sultan. The vision fades as I wipe my hand over my face. Tonight, I’m simply a prince. There are no eunuchs, my choice is limited to one, and I have my doubts she’ll be eager to come into my arms! 

My cock might be ready and willing, but the rest of me holds back. I don’t know the woman lying below me at all. I’ve seen the evidence against her. After my initial reaction, once I’d calmed down, I went through the documents again, line by fucking line by line trying to spot any mistake, just one that might have suggested her innocence. But the proof was indisputable, Basheer’s accusations substantiated. She could offer no defence; there’s no room for doubt. She’s a thief, just like her father. As the saying goes, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. But that doesn’t stop the voice inside me from whispering that this is the woman who’s stolen my heart. The pain makes me wish she’d taken my life instead.

Irritated, I force myself to concentrate on the reason I am here. I’m here to do my duty and try to survive with my emotions intact. I know exactly what I have to do, and she will be mine, whether willing or not. There can be no mercy; she’s made fools of us all. Drawing back my shoulders I stand, straightening my stance as though it will strengthen my resolve. Narrowing my eyes, I glare at the almost naked body lying in the room below and banish my inner yearnings by summoning up the rage which has driven me over the past few weeks. Forbidding myself to feel any fucking weakness, I descend the secret stairs which lead into the harem.


Chapter 22

Cara

 

It’s been hours since I lay down on the bed and with the passing of time I start to relax. Perhaps tonight’s attire wasn’t a signal of anything at all. Just a lavish joke played on me by Maysa, the one human being who currently has control over my life. My tension and fear recede and my eyes close. I’m not exactly asleep, but my mind is drifting away; in that space where thoughts flit without any real control, half-thinking, half-dreaming, and so it’s easy to believe it’s just my imagination when I have the sense of a presence standing by my bed. The feeling grows. Can I hear someone breathing? Sucking in a breath of my own I open my eyes. With a start, I realise the shape is real. Abruptly, I come swiftly to full consciousness, understanding this isn’t a dream. Someone has come to me. Fear rushes through me, causing my heart to beat at twice its normal rate. The silhouette is of a man and I reach out a shaking hand to switch on the bedside light, half-dreading who I might see there. I hope, oh God, do I hope … but I still can’t quite believe it when the dim light confirms my innermost desires. There he stands. Nijad. The release of fear coupled with my exhilaration makes my heart feel as though it stops, and then it starts beating again, the palpitation causing me to gasp. 

Why is he here? Has he come to listen to me, to hear me out? I want to hate him for abandoning me here but know I’ll forgive him if he’s come to give me the chance to explain. Is he here to take me away? To the desert city or the primitive desert camp? I don’t care where we go as long as it’s anywhere but here and as long as I am with him. I open my mouth to say something, but it’s gone so dry, my tongue seems stuck to my teeth and I can’t speak.

He is standing at the foot of the bed, watching me. I draw in more air sharply as my eyes drink him in, and lick my cracked lips. He looks extraordinary. He is wearing those tight black jeans which fit his body like a second skin, and the same tight T-shirt that he wore when he tortured me so sensually in his dungeon, the material hugging his abs and stomach and framing his muscular arms. He looks dark and dangerous, a Dominant and Master. Familiar, yet not. His face is stern, hard and unyielding, and I notice a new angry scar running down his cheek. But it is Nijad, my desert warrior. He’s here. He’s come to me. It’s no illusion or warped fantasy, or hallucination arising out of loneliness. Slowly I rise, turning my body, putting my feet over the side of the bed so I can stand up, ignoring the flimsiness of the gown I’m wearing. He’s my husband and I’ve no false modesty. He’s seen me naked too often. I take a step towards him, automatically reaching out my arms to touch him. 

He gives a sharp shake of his head, stopping me in my tracks. As he stares at me, I falter. Crease lines are evident around his hooded eyes and his expression is cruel as he examines me from head to toe, making me shudder. Suddenly I’m not sure I know the man standing in front of me at all. After he completes his inspection, his arms extend towards me. For a split second I think he’s reaching to pull me close. Then, without warning, he puts both hands on the neckline of my gown and roughly tears it from me, ripping it to the hem. Forcefully he pushes the ruined garment off my shoulders so it falls to the floor, leaving me completely exposed in front of him. 

Shocked, I open my mouth and start to protest, my voice hoarse.

“Nijad, we must talk. I must tell …”

“Shut up! I’m not here to fucking talk.” His hands grab my shoulders and he shakes me. “Not one more word. Do you understand?” 

He waits for my response, but I can only gasp. This man, who looks so familiar yet acts like someone I’ve never met, is frightening me. 

“Do. You. Understand?” he repeats. 

I swallow, and then nod, not daring to disobey while he is in this mood. I haven’t seen this side of him before, and it frightens me. 

Relaxing his hold he brings his arms down the sides of my breasts and, with a gentler touch, weighs them in his hands. His thumbs brush against my nipples, making them harden. All the time he is watching my eyes. 

“I’m not a monster, Cara, but there’s only one reason I’m here.” He toys with my nipples, and then closes the gap between us and sucks first on one then the other.

“I’m not a brute. I want you ready. I don’t want to hurt you.” His mouth twists. “But I will take you. Do not fight me.”

I have no intention of fighting. Just his first touch has reminded me how much I’ve missed his caress, and there’s nothing more I want but to be loved by him again. I’ll take anything he wants to give me, just for the chance to be close to him. If he doesn’t wish to hear the words, our bodies can do the talking. As his hands trace my skin, touching everywhere; my now even slimmer waist, and round to cup my bottom. I wonder if he notices the weight I have lost, the physical evidence of how being apart from him is slowly killing me. He’s studying me intently, watching my reactions. I gasp when he reaches the heart of me and touches my opening. I don’t need to hear his sigh of satisfaction to know that despite the circumstances, I’m already wet and ready for him.

I was expecting him to be gentle, to want this loving connection between us as much as I do, but having found I’m already prepared his eyes darken, and his features take on the countenance of his desert ancestry. With a start I realise he has no compassion, no forgiveness. It’s as if he has no emotion in him at all as he roughly pushes me down on the bed and unbuttons his fly. He doesn’t bother to remove his jeans, just takes out his already engorged and ready cock and covers my body with his. I wait for his kiss, but with a cold glance at my face, he pulls back on to his heels. With a complete lack of finesse, he opens my legs and pulls up my hips over his thighs so he has positioned how he needs me. Then, after a deep breath, he enters me in one long stroke, causing me to gasp. He’s so big, and I’m tight as we’ve been apart for so long, and this position allows him deeper penetration. But my desire has readied me so it doesn’t hurt as much as shock me. He’s never been so forceful with me before and I know my eyes hold a touch of nervousness as he glances at me; he recognises it and reacts to my concern as he waits, giving me time to adjust to his size. But that short moment uses up all his patience, and he begins to move. He pulls out and pushes in, repeating his action, thrusting again and again, hammering into me, pounding. Before, our lovemaking had been gentle and controlled compared to this. This coupling is animalistic. I feel my muscles clenching. It’s unexpected and he’s unnerving me. As if I’m being driven only by his will, my body starts moving with his, meeting his, pushing back at him as he drives in like a savage beast. He hits the sweet spot inside me over and over and I can feel myself tightening as he takes me with him, as though we both want to leave the civilised world behind, to give everything up, to just feel. I’m splitting apart with an intensity that frightens me.

Almost at once he goes rigid, the involuntary contractions of my muscles pushing him to his release, and he repeatedly pumps for moments as he empties himself, and I feel myself milking him as he stills. Leaning back on his heels, he pulls out and moves off of the bed. As his essence leaks out of me, I watch him coldly tucking away his cock, still coated with my juices, and refastening his fly. I realise we haven’t just made love. He just fucked me, pure and simple.  

 I’m still unable to move when I notice him watching me, wearing a detached expression. 

“This is how it will be,” he tells me, his voice carrying no emotion. “I’ll visit you during your fertile times.”

My heart is still trying to get back to a normal rhythm after the intensity of the last few minutes, and although I hear him speak it takes a moment to process his harsh, uncaring words. I’ve been used. My temper rises fast. Pulling myself to my knees, I start to punch his chest with my hands.

“Like fuck you will! You can’t do this to me!” I shout at him. “You can’t keep me here!” 

He grabs both my hands and easily holds me away from him. “You prefer prison?” he asks harshly.

“I prefer that you fucking listen to me and let me explain!” I cry out, trying to wrest my hands from his tight grip.    

His look is callous as he answers in a deceptively quiet voice. “You had your chance. You could have told me everything. I would have protected you.” He pauses, and then continues ruthlessly, “You didn’t trust me. It’s too late now; I won’t listen to anything you have to say. I can’t believe you. You’ve got exactly what you deserve. You’ll serve the term of the contract here in the harem.” 

When he drops his hands I fly at him again, my nails raking down his chest. I don’t care that I break the skin, leaving beaded drops of red blood behind. I’ll do anything to get him to hear me out. “Goddammit! Listen to me, Nijad! It’s not what you think!” 

With a violent shove, he pushes me back down on to the bed. 

“Stay!” he thunders, his voice blasting through the harem. I shrink back. For the first time since I met him I’m think he might hurt me. He takes a deep breath, runs his hand through his hair as he looks at me one last time. Then, without a word, he turns and leaves. 

I crumble, curling myself into a ball, and weep. ‘Five years’. Does he mean I’m to stay here for five years? Desolation rolls over me, unable to reconcile the cruel man who’s just fucked me with the man I married and have come to love. 

 


Chapter 23

Cara

 

Like every one of the past seven nights since Nijad came to me, I toss and turn, seeming only to fall into a fitful doze shortly before dawn. I feel I’ve only just fallen asleep when I’m woken up, confused and disorientated, not sure what has disturbed me. When I hear a commotion outside my cubicle, it takes me a moment to realise that the golden doors are open. With nothing other than the bed sheet to wrap around me and a sense of déjà vu that I’ve been in this position before, I rush out of my cubicle to find Maysa shooing a new guard away from the entrance to the harem. I don’t understand a word they are speaking. I just stand and stare as they argue back and forth. Maysa doesn’t seem happy with what he is saying to her but, at last, with a loud ‘Humph!’ she closes the doors and comes to me. 

“You dress then go.” She drops a pile of clothes she is carrying and points at me. “Quick.”

Go? Go outside the harem? Are they, at last, going to give me a chance to explain? I make a fast but necessary trip to the bathroom and then dress at the speed of light. Maysa glares at me, but opens the heavy doors and ushers me out, giving me into the care of the guard waiting outside. He tells me in broken English to follow him. I waste no time in doing so.

It’s a strange feeling to be taken out of the harem for the first time in weeks. But should I be excited or should I be afraid? That’s a puzzle my tired mind can’t seem to solve. So I follow the man blindly, not caring where he’s taking me, thinking over the possibilities as though they were happening to someone else. Has Nijad decided to end this, once and for all? Did I not satisfy him that night? I bite my lip. Despite the savagery of our last meeting, and my fears, I know I’ll never be able to bring myself to hate him. 

My chest heaves as I follow the guard, not from exertion, but as a result of feeling almost agoraphobic after being cooped up in one place for so long. I stay close behind as I’m led along the palace corridors, through the ancient stone passages and then the maze of the later additions to the palace, until we arrive at a modern-looking conference room. As the door is opened my eyes search for the one person I wish to see, but in vain. Only once I ascertain Nijad is nowhere to be seen do I take in exactly who I’ve been brought to meet. Sheikhs Kadar and Jasim have risen to their feet and when I step inside each gives a polite nod of acknowledgement which conveys no warmth or friendship. 

But also standing is someone so out of place I can’t believe what I’m seeing. I sway on my feet, scrunching up my eyes. No, he can’t be here; he doesn’t know where I am. My addled brain must be playing tricks; it’s trying to tell me that Hunter’s here and that he’s coming across the room towards me. I shake my head, attempting to rid myself of the hallucination. But as strong arms surround me and I breathe in the familiar scent of him I realise he’s real, he’s here. Allowing myself to fall into his embrace, I’m unable to stop tears of relief coursing down my cheeks. I hug him close as if I’m never going to let him go, my fingers tangling in his shirt, holding him as tightly as I can. Someone coughs loudly and, although I can feel his reluctance, Hunter releases me, having to prise my fingers open to remove my hands. He maintains contact by keeping his arm around me. 

The interruption has come from Kadar, who’s watching me through narrowed eyes, suspicious of my familiarity with my old friend. 

“Sit, please, Miss Carson.”    

I glance up at Hunter, who gives a reassuring nod, and then leads me to a chair. After I take my seat, he takes his place beside me, dropping his arm to hold my hand, letting me know he’s on my side. I grip him tightly, as if he’ll disappear if I let go of him. It’s only now I notice the small, solemn-looking man sitting beside him and I quickly throw him a quizzical look, wondering who he is, but it’s Hunter who’s commanding all my attention. I need to hear his voice in case my eyes are deceiving me. 

“Hunter, how are you here? Why? How the hell did you find me?” The questions tumble out one after the other. 

“That’s exactly what we want to know,” Kadar growls. “But Mr Wright has refused to tell us anything until we had you brought to us. Mr Wright, could you please introduce your companion to the wife of my brother?” I start slightly at the way he claims the relationship between us.

Hunter smiles at me gently, but his face frowns when he indicates the man sitting at his side. “This is Mr Foss, Cara. He’s with the British embassy here, and is authorised to speak on behalf of the British government.” His face hardens. “I think what he has to say will be of great interest to Amahad as a country, and to you, Cara, on a very personal level.” He nods at Kadar, glaring. “I’ve given him my word that no harm will come to him as a messenger.” 

“Of course not!” Kadar sounds affronted. “We are well aware of Mr Foss. We respect the British government and all of their representatives in this country.”

“Respect? Huh!” Hunter looks incredulous. “You think a full and intimate strip search is respectful?”

With a shrug, Kadar doesn’t seem overly concerned about Hunter’s complaint. 

“You arrived unannounced and demanded to see Sheikha Cara or, if she was unavailable, a member of the royal family. We have a right to be cautious when we don’t know who we’re dealing with …”

“Ahem!” A cough from the diplomat stops him in his tracks.

“Perhaps the guards were a bit overzealous on this occasion, Mr Foss. I accept you are a regular visitor to the palace and should have been permitted admittance without hindrance. But your companion …”

“Please,” I interrupt, getting fed up with the to-ings and fro-ings between the men, thinking they could keep throwing this particular ball around for ages. I rub my forehead, trying to unscramble my brain. “Can someone tell me what’s going on?”

Hunter and Mr Foss exchange glances. When Foss waves his hand Hunter takes the floor and my old friend reaches down to pull some paperwork out of his briefcase. He puts some folders in front of him but doesn’t open them. He throws me a cursory look. 

“I’m well aware of what’s happened to you, Cara. This sham of a marriage to Sheikh Nijad. But don’t worry, you’ll soon be out of here.”

Kadar frowns at Hunter. “The sheikha is married to my brother. Whether she stays or leaves is not a matter for you.”

Mr Foss clears his throat. “The British government is keen to see her return to Britain, Your Highness. If you want to maintain your relationship with the UK, I suggest you release her immediately.”

Kadar draws himself up, looking regal. “Are you threatening me?”

“Let’s all calm down a moment,” Hunter butts in, in his American drawl. “There are facts here that you are unaware of, Your Highnesses. Facts which I believe you will be very interested in, and which will put everything in an entirely different light.”

As Foss shrugs, leaving Kadar to come to any assumption he chooses, I put my head in my hands, and then look up, brushing my long hair back from my face. I look at the men, trying to absorb the conversation. It doesn’t compute, and I’m used to hashing around facts and data. Weeks without stimuli have apparently turned my brain to pulp. 

“Hold on a minute. If there’s anything of importance Nijad should be here.” I wake up suddenly. They’re talking about me leaving here, going home to England. Leaving Nijad. Is that what I want to do? Give up any chance that things could work out between us? “Please, where is he?”

Hunter throws me a strange look. “He’s your husband. Don’t you know?”

I don’t know what to say. I look up at Kadar for help as to how I should answer. 

Kadar doesn’t hold back. Giving me a look full of disdain, he answers for me. 

“Miss Carson is not living with Prince Nijad. She is staying in the harem of the palace. She is held there in detention. We have irrefutable evidence that she gained unauthorised access to our financial accounts and stole from us.”

Hunter wipes his fingers over his face. Then his hand lowers and he rubs his chin. He turns and all but snarls at me: “Damn, Cara, I warned you.” Shaking his head in denial, he disputes the accusation on my behalf, knowing my record for honesty. 

“She wouldn’t steal. Cara, you’ve explained what you’ve been doing?” As the sheikhs seem to shift awkwardly in their seats, Hunter glances at me, raising an eyebrow. “You’ve had the opportunity to explain, haven’t you?” As I shake my head and lower my eyes to the table, his fingers gently take my face, turning me to face him. “How long have you been in the harem, Cara?”

I shrug. In truth, I’m not sure. “About three weeks.” I give the closest estimate I can.

As he realises the truth Hunter growls, “You haven’t asked her, have you? You haven’t given her a chance to have her say?” He stares at the princes, indignant on my behalf. Then, putting his elbows on the table, he lowers his head into his hands. After a moment’s silence, he raises his eyes again. 

“You force a woman to marry under the terms of a contract which can only be described as barbaric, and then throw her into prison on the flimsiest of evidence.” 

“How do you know about the contract?” Kadar shifts uncomfortably.

“I’ve spent time in the southern desert. The tribespeople see it as a cause for celebration. They seemed pleased with the bargain. 

Kadar narrows his eyes. He looks at me while speaking to the others. “She signed the contract.” 

“Under duress, I’m sure,” Hunter replies.

I bite my tongue, not sure anything I could say would add to the conversation. I want to put Hunter’s mind at rest, but don't know if I can. Shit, even my mind doesn’t rest easy. Sure, I signed that bloody contract with almost with a gun to my head, but it turned out to be the best document I’d put my signature to in my whole life; it’s only now things have gone down the pan. I don’t know where Nijad is, or whether he is even really my husband any more, except on paper. I let them talk it out, resting my head in my hands and staring down at the table. 

Kadar shrugs, answering Hunter. He wouldn’t deny it. 

“Nevertheless, it’s her signature. The contract is legally binding.” 

Hunter shoots him a look of disgust. “I question the legality. The contract was drawn up on a false premise. The marriage was supposed to be a punishment imposed on a dead man for a fraud that had apparently been committed.”

“Apparently?” Jasim cuts in for the first time. “There was fraud. There’s no doubt of that.” 

Slowly Hunter nods. “Yes, there was fraud. But Benting wasn’t responsible. In fact, he didn’t have any choice in the matter. He was blackmailed.”

 There’s a stunned silence. No one had ever questioned Benting’s guilt before. If he wasn’t the one behind the con, did that mean the contract was no longer valid? 

“Blackmailed? Who by? And how did you come by this information?” Kadar is the first to speak, interjecting with a growl. Lifting his chin, he considers Hunter carefully. “Who are you, Hunter Wright? I know you work for Grade A, but there’s something more, isn’t there?”

I’m interested as Hunter shrugs. 

“I’m Ben Carter, the senior partner of Grade A’s liaison with the government on some cases.” That seems all he is going to admit.

Kadar doesn’t appear to want to let it drop. “You give the impression you’re more than a security consultant. SIS?”

Hunter waves his hand in dismissal, but it’s notable he doesn’t deny it verbally. I raise my head, intrigued that Kadar thought my friend was anything to do with the British Secret Intelligence Service. He couldn’t be a spy, could he? Although that might explain the unusual payments in his accounts. I look across at him thoughtfully, but see he isn’t going to admit to anything, and moves straight on to a different subject. 

“Cara is a hacker, one of the best,” he continues, making me sit up with a start. Shit, should he be telling them that? I listen carefully as he continues. “But she is no thief. Whatever she’s done to your finance systems would not have been to your detriment. And,” he holds up a hand to stop Kadar’s protest, “You’re going to have to eat humble pie as far as she’s concerned. The misuse of the skills, the reason you incarcerated her, have paid dividends for Amahad.”

Jasim exchanges a look of incomprehension with his brother. “Please explain.” 

Pleased to have him on my side, I’m content to let Hunter do the talking. He seems happy to tell them. 

“Cara hacked into her father’s systems after his death, found the fake oil surveys, and gave them to me. She also found, and gave me, the originals. I’ve been conducting surveys in the southern desert. I had a small team with me, and we’ve sunk some test wells.”

Kadar looks puzzled. “How did we not know this?”

“We were working alongside one of the archaeological groups. There were mutual benefits; they were interested in the geophysical surveys that we were undertaking. At any rate, of most interest to you, here are the results of the sample drilling that we did. I can tell you that there are significant oil reserves under the sands of Amahad. Benting found your oil.”

Hunter has most definitely caught Kadar’s attention. Leaning forward, the sheikh makes it clear he wants to hear more. 

After a pause Hunter replies: “An oilfield with an estimated two hundred billion barrels, probably around three billion of those recoverable, goes along and under your western border. Roughly half is in Amahad, around forty per cent in Alair, and the remaining ten per cent in Ezirad.” 

He’s stunned them. But from the looks the two princes exchange, they don’t seem completely overjoyed to hear the news, and I’m guessing they’re seeing implications of this information which, not knowing the background, I miss. I tilt my head to the side, asking Hunter a silent question. He sees, and shakes his head. Apparently I’m going to have to be patient and wait.

Questions go through my mind. Why did my father lie? If he’d found oil, why then did the report emerge as fake? It just doesn’t make sense.

Suddenly, Kadar spits out: “Ezirad.” 

Hunter nods. “Exactly.”

“Tell us the rest.” Sitting upright, his face stern, his body completely still, Kadar looks every bit the future monarch that he will eventually become. 

“I’ll let Foss explain.”

The diplomat in his cheap-looking suit leans forward, appearing uncomfortable. 

“I know Amahand and Alair are both relatively wealthy, with riches founded on diamond mines which are now running out, but with sufficient reserves to last for the next few decades. Ezirad, on the other hand, is economically unsound. While Alair and Amahad are forward-looking, progressive and multicultural, Ezirad gets support from other states which are more fundamentalist, and which only recognise the Islamic faith.”

Jasim puts his hand up. “Old news; we don’t need a geography lesson.”

Foss nods. “Just putting it into context.” He coughs to clear his throat. “Amahad and Alair are battling a constant war against jihadists. While they don’t come from Ezirad, they are given safe passage through, and accommodation within that country until they can establish bases. It’s just a short hop over the border to make trouble for you.” He coughs again, and is passed a glass of water by Hunter. “The government of Ezirad not only turns a blind eye but is also known to be corrupt itself, mostly due to desperation for income. It has little concern as to the source. Now, unfortunately, the test drilling done by Benting came to the attention of the jihadists, and one man in particular. Amir al Farhi.”

Kadar’s eyes gleam. “The bastard who’s behind the latest global terrorist attacks?”

Again Foss dips his head in agreement. “Yes. He’s a wanted man worldwide. He’s rumoured to be the mastermind of the recent atrocities in Europe and the United States. He’s a powerful man who shouldn’t be underestimated. We believe he had links to bin Laden.”

“So he stopped us finding out about the oil reserves?” Jasim jumps to the obvious conclusion. 

“It appears Amir al Farhi intercepted the report and blackmailed Benting into amending his findings. There would have been another survey done, showing oil in Ezirad only. I believe they’re holding back on releasing that so it’s not seen to be a coincidence.”

“What happened to Benting?” I have to butt in. 

Foss looks at me sympathetically. “Once he’d submitted the report he was surplus to requirements. Amir al Farhi couldn’t risk the truth getting out. So Benting was disposed of. Permanently.”

Hunter squeezes my hand as I realise terrorists murdered my father. I feel a spark of compassion, but am no more upset than if it had happened to a perfect stranger. 

I’m still trying to figure it all out when Hunter reaches into his briefcase again. 

“Here are the reports and geological surveys. Oh, and pictures of our drilling. I promise you these are real, and not fake.” He waits momentarily before adding, speaking slowly so they cannot ignore the words. “If Cara Carson hadn’t had the presence of mind to send me Benting’s report because she found it suspicious, you would never have known. She knows my background is in geology. When I got the report, it seemed anomalous. It was a proper survey with a proper conclusion, and then someone tried to butcher it, but the person who amended it didn’t remove some critical information. It was enough to get the government involved and send me to the southern desert to test out my theories.”

“Surely the proper course of action would have been to come directly to us?” Kadar thumped the table in front of him and rose to his feet. “The emir will not be happy that foreigners have been interfering in what should have been our concerns. If anyone had commissioned another survey of the desert, it should have been the government of Amahad.”

Hunter stares him down; the fact that Kadar’s show of temper hasn’t shaken him at all lifts him up in my estimation. His voice is cold and his gaze unwavering as he answers the crown prince. 

“If Benting had been alive, you would have executed him. As he was dead, you kidnapped a British citizen and forced her to marry your brother. The British government had reservations about working directly with you.”

Kadar returns Hunter’s intense glare with one of his own. After a strained pause, he breathes out and gives a brief but sharp nod, conceding the point.

Jasim cuts in. “I don’t understand about this report …”

Swinging to face him, Hunter explains. “Initially, Benting conducted the surveys and found oil samples. What the faker did was change the locations so that the test sites were set up in the wrong places, and the samples from those wells came up dry. It was a shoddy affair, and that’s what screamed out at Cara.”

“We should have looked into it more thoroughly.” 

I see Jasim nodding thoughtfully.

“But we don’t have our own experts,” Kadar suggests.

“And the oilmen who worked on the original report were all killed in an explosion on their next project,” Hunter informs us, his expression fierce. “It wasn’t an accident.”

That makes me go cold. 

“This is a serious business, Mr Wright,” Kadar acknowledges. “We need to pull together a team to look into this in more detail. If what you say is true...” He holds up his hand to forestall Hunter’s protest, “I’m not saying I disbelieve you, but we need to check it out. Just as we’ll need to look into the implications of everything you’ve told us, including our response to Ezirad.” He pauses, and looks directly at me. “Miss Carson, it appears we owe you our thanks for being on the ball and spotting the anomalies in the report.”

“I propose that her reward should be more than sufficient to enable her to pay off the contract,” Hunter interjects. “End this sham of a marriage and let her go home. You stand to make trillions from this oilfield.”

 “I don’t want…” I tried to get out.

At the same moment Kadar states, “Nonetheless, Miss Carson is a thief!”

 “No, I’m not!” My frustration makes me scream. “I’ve stolen nothing from you, and I can prove it. Just give me a chance to explain. But, please, I’d like Nijad to hear this too. Could you please ask him to come to the meeting?” 

All this talk of voiding the contract makes me desperate to see Nijad. I want to make no decisions about leaving Amahad until I know whether, if I can clear my name, he can forgive me. 

Jasim shifts awkwardly in his seat and looks at me apologetically. 

“He left for the desert city last week. I’m sorry, Cara, but he was in one hell of a temper when he went, and I don’t think he’ll be coming back any time soon.” 

Kadar looks at me thoughtfully. “You still protest your innocence? Even though we have evidence that makes it clear beyond doubt that you hacked into our systems and stole from us?” 

Still reeling at Jasim’s news about Nijad, I close my eyes and try to pull myself together before I answer him. When I eventually nod, he continues. 

“I don’t know how you can exonerate yourself, Miss Carson, but now’s the time to come clean. There is no doubt Amahad owes you a great debt, but I do not like the thought of a criminal going free. I don’t understand your motivation, how you can have helped us with one hand, and robbed us with the other. But I will afford you the courtesy of listening. We want to hear everything.” 

I hesitate, but Kadar moves in his seat, showing his impatience. “Speak!” 

Starting at the tone of command in his voice, I get a grip on myself. Here is my one and only opportunity to clear my name. I gesture to the water on the table, and Hunter fills a glass and passes it to me.

 “OK.” I consider my words carefully. Luckily this room is set up for business meetings so has equipment available; at my request, the laptop and projector are set up for my use, causing only a few moments’ delay. After taking a deep breath, I begin.

“I’m a forensic accountant, so following money trails through financial systems is what I do. I can also hack into most systems, particularly when they’re not well secured.”

“So we’ve discovered,” Kadar says drily.

Jasim puts his hand on his brother’s arm. “Give her a moment.”

I throw him a grateful look. “I found the files about the supposed oil reserves in Amahad on the Benting International Systems. When you contacted me about working for you, the coincidence struck me, so perhaps I was more curious about Amahad than I should have been.”

I stop speaking as I log on to the laptop. I locate my account in the cloud and use a series of complicated passwords to work through different files and folders, then get to the one I need. 

“When you gave me a contract you also unwittingly gave me complete access to your insecure finance systems. At the same time that I was completing the work, I admit, I had a nose around the Amahad finances. As Amahad was an absolute monarchy, the country is run like a giant company under the command of the CEO – in this case, the emir. Like any big organisation, a lot of money was invested and I was soon able to see that your fund manager wasn’t worth the salary he was taking home.” 

“That was the work we asked you to do.”

I make a dismissive gesture. “I suspect it was a non-job you created, purely to give you the excuse to try to get me here. Not very creative, and I doubt you expected it would reveal much. And I also imagine you didn’t involve Basheer Mansur.”

Kadar looks surprised. He wasn’t aware I knew of Basheer, and he’s also probably wondering how I’d guessed the project had come directly from him, not through the regular channels. None of them knew  that if Basheer had known of the proposal to look deeply into their accounts, he would have put a stop to it, to avoid the risk of exposure. 

“You’re right.” Kadar nods in confirmation, gives Jasim a puzzled look, and indicates that I should continue.

I point to a screen where a spreadsheet is displayed, the columns showing monies paid in and paid out, and the interest earned. 

“Your fund manager had got lazy. Some large amounts of money had remained in investments which hadn’t paid a dividend for years. See?” I move the mouse and highlight the pertinent parts. “This is a snapshot of your country’s investments three months ago.

Kadar’s eyes darken as he looks at the screen. From his expression, someone is going to pay for that.

“So I thought, if you weren’t making use of the money I’d move it around a little and put it in funds with a much better return,” I continue. “I admit it was a bit risky, but I did play some short-term but higher risk bets; funds which had a higher chance of failure in the long-term, but in the initial few months would be selling stock at high prices hand over fist. I do have my nose to the ground on these matters.” I call up another spreadsheet, the same columns but, this time, the interest figures are much higher. “After just a month, this was the position.” Again I highlight the right columns.

Jasim sits forwards. “That’s a one and a half million increase!” He sounds amazed. Kadar is nodding thoughtfully. 

“Obviously, over the last month or so I haven’t been able to manage the funds, or check the investments,” I say, ruefully.

Kadar looks at me sharply, considering my words. “So that’s why Basheer, our minister of finance, thought you’d been stealing?”

I shake my head sadly. “I know who Basheer Mansur is.” I hesitate, my fingers drumming the desk as I delay giving the bad news for as long as I can. “He’s the man who’s been robbing you blind for over a decade.”

“Nonsense!” Kadar’s fist hits the table with a loud noise, enough to make me jump. “He’s not only an employee of the state, but he’s also a distant member of the royal family. He’s completely trustworthy!”

“I’m afraid not. And I can prove it.” I open up a screen that I know will look familiar to the two princes. It’s the one behind a very secure firewall which allows only a select few to manipulate monies in and out of state funds. 

“How did you get into that?” Jasim sounds incredulous, and casts an anxious look at his brother.

“It was all too easy. I probably would have managed in any case, but someone else had already left a back door open. Basheer Mansur.”

 “Go on,” he growls.

“First I found that significant amounts of money were being transferred out every month. And had been for at least the last ten years. You can see that, here,” I point to the number, “And this spreadsheet shows the amounts over the past year.” I’m showing them the bank statement for the royal accounts. I flick between the programs and show them a new screenshot. 

“That’s a staggering amount!” Jasim exclaims. 

Kadar wipes his hand over his eyes as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

“And to cut to the chase, here’s the relevant sections of a bank account owned by Basheer Mansur. That took some tracking down, but once I saw the money going out it wasn’t that difficult to trace where it was going to. So I thought that if I diverted the money back into the Amahad account, the person who had set up the theft in the first place wouldn’t make a fuss. If they raised the alarm, it would backfire on them. I used the money to add to the investments where they were performing well.”

“But Basheer did raise the alarm. He linked the theft back to you.” 

“Yes.” I stare straight at Jasim. “And you did exactly what he expected you to do to a woman. You locked me up, and didn’t let me speak.” 

Kadar spits out something in Arabic. He paces around the room as though that’s helping him get things straight in his head. He pauses, and looks at me directly. “Why didn’t you tell us any of this when we brought you here?”

I sigh. I’ve had weeks locked in the harem to think about that. 

“I was scared. And then you hit me with the marriage contract. I thought you might throw me in prison. I couldn’t believe what was happening to me. I didn’t expect Basheer to find out what I’d been doing, or have the confidence to expose me.”

“You should have told Nijad,” Jasim reminded me. 

“I know.” I nod sadly. “But out in the desert, everything was so different. I got so immersed in my new life I put my former existence behind me. I would have told him eventually. But there was never a right time to start the conversation.”

Kadar puts his head on one side and regards me carefully. “Do you know why you hurt Nijad so much? Do you know why he locked you in the harem?”

A deep sigh. “I didn’t trust him.” I look up quickly. “But I didn’t lie to him. I just want the chance to explain to him.”

Rubbing his hands over his face Kadar looks intently at me, as if trying to access my sincerity. 

“Miss Carson, Cara, what you have presented to us is convincing. Your only crime appears to be that you didn’t explain your actions or intentions.” He puts his head in his hands. “I’m not sure what Nijad will do. I’m not sure whether he’ll be able to forgive your lack of trust.”

Hunter is watching me carefully. 

“Cara, even if these … gentlemen,” I have a feeling he was going to use another word, but decided to avoid committing treason, “do not consider your financial contribution to Amahad sufficient to buy you out of that contract, I can find the funds. You don’t need to stay here.” 

Kadar gave him a sideways glance. “If the oil reserves are proven, the state will advance you an amount sufficient to void the contract. In any event, the increase in the value of our investments will soon equal the cost of buying you out of the contract.”

I look up sharply, my gaze going to one man, and then the other. I feel angry they are presuming to know what I want. 

“You don’t understand. I’m not someone to be bought and sold at a whim.” I shrug disparagingly. “Well, not any more.” Standing up, I put my hands on the table and lean forward, ignoring the fact that this is probably not the right protocol to follow in front of the crown prince but, at this point, I couldn’t give a damn. “The contract can only be voided if I pay the money back. Am I right?”

“You are correct,” he agrees. A slow grin starts to spread across his face, as if he suspects what I am going to say next. 

“Then I refuse to accept money from either of you, and the contract stands. As does the marriage.” I stand back, having made my point.

Kadar pulls himself to his feet, towering over me, but for once, I don’t feel intimidated. He observes me carefully. 

“You’d prefer marriage to Nijad instead of your freedom?” At my nod, he continues. “Your strength, after all that has happened, astounds me. On behalf of Amahad, I will try to right the wrongs done to you. My brother, however,” he pauses, closing his eyes as though deep in thought, before continuing, “I can’t predict what Nijad will do.” Then he gives a crooked smile. “You are quite an amazing woman, Cara, and I’ll give serious consideration to you working in our ministry of finance. It seems there are some issues we may need your expertise in sorting out. In fact, I’d welcome you to our team. Rather with us, than against us. Nijad is a lucky man. I’ll do what I can to ensure he appreciates it.” He reaches out across the table, taking my hand in a physical gesture of support.

Gratefully, I give him a tentative smile. Then I look at Hunter, who’s sitting in his seat with a bemused look on his face. I think he probably realises his rescue mission isn’t going to play out the way he’d expected. That this prisoner has no wish to escape.


Chapter 24

Cara

 

“Hunter! Come in!” I stand as the man in question enters my suite. He crosses the room and embraces me in a tight hug. Then, holding me at arm’s length, he stands back and examines me. 

“You doing OK, sweetheart?” His eyes telegraph his concern. 

I shrug. I’ve been better. It’s been a few days now since my name was cleared, and Nijad remains out of contact. But whether something’s happened to him or, he’s still got no wish to see me, I’ve no idea, and I hate living with the uncertainty. 

“I’m doing all right.” There’s no point telling him everything’s fine; he knows me too well for that. 

After another careful look, he turns his attention to the rather impressive suite I’m now occupying. “Nice digs!” He grins, glancing round at the expensively furnished room and into the bedroom beyond. No longer the harem for me. Since the meeting with the princes I’ve been accommodated in one of the suites reserved for visiting dignitaries. I have the freedom to go where I want when I want.

“It’s not bad.” I smile back. To me, it just feels empty.

His voice grows deeper, showing he’s serious now. “I don’t like leaving you here. I think you ought to return to England.”

He doesn’t have a clue how I feel. 

“Hunter, I can’t leave Nijad. You don’t understand what it was like between us before it all fell apart.” 

As I’m speaking, I walk over to the glass doors currently open on to the veranda, letting the warm, sweet-smelling air waft in. Stepping outside, I lean over the balcony and look out on to the well-maintained gardens below. Turning around, I rest my back against the railings. 

“If there’s any chance that we can make it work, I want to take it. I can’t give up on him.” Even to myself I sound fierce, a woman fighting for her man.

Stepping out into the air to join me, Hunter raises up my chin so he can stare into my eyes. “You’ve changed so much, Cara. I part-love this new confidence you have, and part-hate it. I was happier when you were hiding away.”

I shake my head. “I’m not your responsibility any longer, Hunter. You don’t need to protect me.”

“No, your husband should be doing that. But instead, he has to protect you from himself!” 

Blanching at the ire in his words, I move away from him. 

“Nijad would never hurt me!” 

“I can’t fucking convince you, can I? You’re thousands of miles from home; you’ve been forced into marriage. You’ve been imprisoned in a dungeon and you still won’t fucking listen!” He pushes his hair back from his forehead. “You never fucking listen. Fuck! If you’d listened, you wouldn’t have got yourself into this in the first place. I warned you where your hacking skills would lead you!”

I could respond with a matching anger, but I have far too much love for him to do that. Instead, I try to get him on my side. 

“Hunter, I need to do this. My old life wasn’t a life. I’ve nothing to go back to. Foss said the consulate will check in with me regularly, so I don’t need you to babysit.”

Swinging away from me, he walks back into the sitting room of my suite. He should have left before today, but his ingrained sense of chivalry towards me meant he’d delayed his departure. But I don’t need him to look after me any more. I go to him and put my hand on his face. “I’ll be fine, Hunter.”

He stares at me carefully, looking into my eyes; he’s trying to read me. What he sees eventually convinces him of my sincerity and, I presume, my new-found confidence. In the end, he nods and says with a rueful smile, “Of course you will.” 

 

****

 

Tahirah informs me of the invitation to meet the emir while I’m eating my breakfast the next day. I was tucking into a mouth-watering piece of baklava but now I push the uneaten part away, losing my appetite altogether. The fact I’ve been summoned to a meeting with the absolute monarch, knowing Kadar and Jasim will be in attendance as well, worries me. I’m not thinking about myself, or my position here in Amahad; all my concern is for Nijad, and whether I’m getting any closer to being able to see him again. A week’s gone by since Jasim told him of my innocence, but he still hasn’t made contact with me. Has anything happened to him?

It’s my first meeting with the monarch, so when I enter the room I’m not too sure of the correct behaviour. My eyes flick around, taking in my surroundings, sending my mind back to the day they brought me to the palace, the day I was told about the inevitability of my marriage, unable to believe everything that’s happened since then. Is the emir going to order me to give up and go home?

The office is fitted out to intimidate. Stern portraits of past rulers stare down from the walls, all looking judgemental and uncompromising. The desk is large, unmistakably an antique. On the worn green leather inlay, there is no computer or any other modern device. Apparently the emir is old-fashioned and prefers to work with paper; a thick pile of files covering one side of the desk bears testimony to the fact. The only thing which can be considered a personal item is a photograph and I can see it’s of a woman, a very attractive one at that, her headdress revealing large eyes, her mouth broadened into a wide and happy smile. I wonder if it’s a photo of his late wife. Glancing around further, I see he has a conference table set up, this time in front of the windows, large enough to seat about thirty people. 

At a pointed cough, I turn and give my attention to the owner of the office, wondering whether I should curtsey. Like his sons, the emir is tall. His greying hair helps age him at around sixty to sixty-five. He has the same stern features as his heir apparent, but whether he was born that way or became like it due to the rigours of his office, it’s impossible to say. He’s giving me a long, hard look so I remember my manners, deciding not to curtsey, and instead settle on a low bow as I’d seen others doing. His reputation and presence unsettle me, and I’m thrown back into the past, ashamed of my scars and the way I look. But then I remember I’m his son’s wife, and even in his absence I want to make Nijad proud of me. So I pull myself up straight, holding my head high. The emir nods as I do so, but I get no real sense of approval. After all, I was not chosen as a wife because I’m royal material.

But then he surprises me, reaching out his hand to shake mine briefly.

“Sheikha Cara, I am pleased to meet you at last.” He stands tall, clasping his hands behind him, still regarding me intently. “I will not apologise for the way you have been treated, but I have to express my gratitude because you appear to have done Amahad a great service. Come, sit. We have much to discuss.” 

He waves at the conference table. Hmm – no apology but, at least, no threat of execution. I suspect the emir rarely shows warmth, and I wonder what it would have been like for his sons, growing up with such a man without the benefit of a mother to counteract his coldness. I file my thoughts away; they could provide a useful insight explaining Nijad’s behaviour.

Before I have time to take my seat at the table, the emir’s two elder sons come in. Greetings are exchanged quickly. Coffee and pastries are laid out, and we take a few moments filling cups and plates. I stick with the coffee, not feeling able to eat in such exalted company. 

The emir watches impatiently. He makes it apparent with his opening words that he wants to get straight down to business. With no introduction he taps his fingers on a paper file in front of him, to draw our attention to it. 

“And it all checks out?” He questions his sons, and one hand rises to stroke his long grey beard.

“Everything. Obviously we need more exploratory wells to verify the estimate of the amount of oil there, but it looks good so far. And we’ll need to start talks with Alair,” Kadar assures him. “We’ve made real progress in the past week in beginning to get a team together.”

“I’ll take care of Alair. I’ll invite the ruling Sheikh Asad to talks. With the problems escalating between both our countries and Ezirad, a united front is essential. I do not see a problem with our two countries working together; there has been precedent set with other projects. And there is always Aiza.” 

Jasim starts, almost choking on his pastry. Swallowing quickly, his mouth falls open. 

“Father, you cannot be serious. Don’t you think we’ve had enough trouble with arranged marriages?” he nods towards me, while directing his question to his father.  

 “Your sister will do what she is told to do. And if a closer relationship with Alair would benefit us she will do have to do her duty.” The emir looks unrepentant. “I will discuss it with Sheikh Asad. He has three sons, I recall.” 

My eyes widen as I realise he has just casually suggested marrying his daughter off to the son of a neighbouring ruler, apparently to consolidate oil rights. It’s an eye-opener and explains why they so readily accepted the solution of my arranged marriage. Who was I to complain about that? I bring myself back to the conversation in hand.

The emir makes an abrupt change of subject, his tone changing from contemplation to anger. “But what about Basheer? I still can’t believe it of the man.”

“Now enjoying the hospitality of the city prison, awaiting trial. Charged with treason as well as theft.” The distaste in Kadar’s voice is clear. “Seems he thought he should be closer to the throne than he was, and having access to greater funds.”

“He needed money? He must have had one of the highest salaries we pay.” Rushdi’s brow furrows in amazement as he struggles to understand.

“And a very expensive lifestyle,” Jasim reminds him. “It all came out in the investigation we conducted.” There is silence as they seem to reflect on the betrayal that has been hard to accept. 

“Hmm. What’s the latest from the lawyers?”

Kadar taps his pen against his teeth. “Although, as it turns out,” he points his pen at me, “Cara was brought here under false pretences, the marriage contract stands. But due to the clause that she added, technically, if she pays the money back, the contract could be null and void within a very short period. With our growing investments and the potential oil revenue, while Cara hasn’t personally got the funds, she’s located sufficient and more monies to do so. I think we all can accept that she is free to leave and go back to her old life if she so wishes.” He then looks straight at me. “You know, Cara, I would prefer you to stay here and work with us.”

“I don’t want to pay off the contract,” I tell them, emphatically. 

As I stress my position, the emir again strokes his beard, an unconscious action that seems to help him gather his thoughts. After a few moments, he speaks. “You took money, but from a thief and with good intentions, and not for personal gain. You made an error of judgement by not telling us immediately about Basheer. But apart from that, you are an intelligent woman. I would prefer Cara working for Amahad, not against us.” He directs his final sentence at Kadar.

“I’ve already offered her the finance minister’s post.” Kadar grins widely. 

“Did she accept?” 

Kadar glances at me, but I’m content to let him speak for me. “Not the actual position as such, but she’s already started working for us. And I’m very pleased with the progress she’s made already.”

“And this Hunter Wright?”

“Cara’s explained to him she’s not here against her will. I’d like to think we might be able to entice her to stay even if the marriage fails.” He throws a smile at me, which I return. I’ve had a few talks with Kadar and have come to like him. 

“Hmm.” The emir looks deep in contemplation. “And what of your errant brother?”

“I managed to speak to him a couple of days ago,” Jasim starts. “Their comms had been knocked out for a while. I told him everything. He had very little to say, and I’m not sure how to read him. He didn’t immediately offer to rush back to the palace.”

Jasim had told me about the phone call. I slump in my seat, my heart dropping as it hits me again on much store I’d set on his coming back and forgiving me immediately, once he knew the truth. But it had been explained to him, and he still hadn’t returned. Am I wrong to stay here, hanging on to my foolish dreams? A tear slips from my eye and, embarrassed, I wipe it away hoping no one has noticed. 

As sorrow hits me, I don’t immediately realise the emir is watching me, a softer expression on his face than I’d seen before. He’s allowing me time to cope with my misery, so he talks as though he’s ignoring my presence in the room. 

“Shame. I thought there was a spark between them.”

“Nijad has been burned before.”

 “Nevertheless.” Again the emir rubs his beard. “Summon him to the palace, Kadar, a command from his ruler. Do not allow this to fester. He must come at once.” With this parting shot, he gets up to leave, signifying the formal meeting is over. 

“Jasim!” I call my brother-in-law back before he has a chance to leave the room; there must have been more said in the phone call with Nijad that he hasn’t already shared. “Tell me.” My eyes blaze at him. “Tell me everything Nijad said when you spoke to him.”

 “Oh, Cara.” Jasim takes my arm and pulls me to him. “I know how hard this all is for you. He didn’t say anything at all. He’s hurting, just like you are. My brother is a fool. He’s frightened and angry with himself, not with you.” He takes a deep breath and glances at Kadar, who slowly nods. “Nijad had a girlfriend in Paris who betrayed him, who kept part of her life secret. He took the betrayal, the fact she kept secrets from him, very hard. It’s so, so difficult for him to trust again. For him to trust anyone, even himself.” He squeezes my arms; a gesture meant to comfort. “Give him time, Cara. He’ll have to return to the palace in answer to our father’s summons. You’ll be able to talk to him then.”

I have a feeling that I’ve been told only part of the story. I narrow my eyes in a frown, but Jasim is obviously not going to say any more, and Kadar’s face is stern, uncompromising. It’s not the first time I wonder exactly what Nijad did that resulted in his banishment to the desert. Or why my marriage to him went so far to appease the tribes.

 

 


Chapter 25

Nijad

 

“Do you want anything else, Your Excellency?”

Startled, I look up, lost so deeply in my thoughts it takes me a second to place where I am and who’s talking to me. Quickly returning to the here and now, I shake my head to dismiss the manservant who’s taking the remains of my meal away. Yes, in fact, I do want something else. A bottle of brandy, whisky, vodka, any or even perhaps all of them so I can drink myself into fucking oblivion, but there’s no hope of that here in the desert city. As the servant leaves me alone I get to my feet with a burning desire to throw something. Fucking Jasim! Why did he have to call? I was happier thinking she was a fucking thief. Now she’s a bloody hero, the saviour of Amahad. How the fuck can I deal with that? From wanting her dead, the tribespeople are now proclaiming her as though she discovered the oil by her fucking self! The first call from Jasim shook me to the core. I’d imprisoned and all but raped an innocent woman: savage sheikh, indeed! For that reason alone I couldn’t go back and face her, not without remembering how much she’d begged me to let her explain, and I’d ignored her. Can I hurt this woman any more than I’ve done already? Fuck, she doesn’t deserve this, and certainly doesn’t deserve me. 

She didn’t trust me. There’s that voice I can’t silence in my head. She lied to me. It doesn’t matter what her reasons were; I can’t forgive her. I can’t stop loving her either. Fuck! I lift my arm in frustration and sweep a valuable antique vase from the table, uncaring that it smashes into smithereens around my feet. The voices in my head keep on talking and I can’t stop them. I’ll hurt her. I’ll never hurt her. And the truth of the matter: I don’t fucking know what I’m capable of.

And now the emir has summoned me, and I won’t be able to avoid her. I’ll have to talk to her, to make her see sense! And how do I do that without telling her exactly who I am? Fuck! I’m accusing her of keeping secrets when I’m keeping the biggest of them all. Jasim’s told me she doesn’t want to null the fucking contract. She wants to stay married to me. That leaves me with no option but to bare my soul and tell her the sordid truth about why I’m her husband, and why she needs to get as far as possible away from me. Why the fuck can’t she just go? Go back to England where she belongs, get out of my life. Get out of my fucking mind. And then my gut twists at the thought of never seeing her again, never holding her again. Another man will take her in his arms, see her sweet smile, feel her caress, and sink his cock into her hot, tight body. I draw in a deep breath and my whole body tenses as I hold it. She’s mine! But I can’t fucking have her! 

Shit, I can’t go on like this. My head feels like it’s going to explode. I pick up the phone. With alcohol out of the question, I need something else to stop these thoughts chasing each other round my brain. When the call’s answered, I bark out my instruction: “Hassan. Meet me in the gym. Now.” 

I don’t wait for his reply, just leave my apartment and descend to the lower level of the palace, which holds the well-equipped gymnasium. My head of the palace guard is already there, gathering up his fencing equipment. As he starts to cover his chest with his plastron, he nods at my entrance and raises his eyebrow. I answer his query with a muffled curse. 

Hassan grins. “Like that, is it?” 

I can tell by his tone that he’s already accepted our upcoming encounter will be fast and furious. And exactly what I need: a chance to let off steam against someone who’s almost my match. Although I’m dancing on the edge of insanity, I know neither of us can afford to be hurt tonight, not with the likelihood that we will have to fight off an invasion any time soon, and possibly tomorrow. But fencing is as much a mental as a physical sport and it’s what I need to try to clear my head. Without speaking, I collect my gear. As I pick up my sabre, I run my hand over the edge and suddenly the memory comes to me of another blade, another time. That fucking blunt knife she armed herself with on our wedding night. Fuck, she’s a brave woman. I shake my head to chase the image away and realise Hassan’s waiting for me. I nod to show I’m ready and then stand to face him, taking my place on the en-garde line. We put on our masks and salute each other, raising and lowering our sabres. There the etiquette ends. 

Correctly reading my mood he lunges fast, hoping to catch me off guard, but I parry to block him then make my reposte, attacking him quickly with my own lunge. We continue our attacks in earnest, blades flashing faster than the eye can see. This is no formal competition fight; we are two warriors practising for battle, fighting dirty, each determined to win by any means, fair or foul. I start pushing him back across the floor; his parries block me time after time until, at last, I get a touch. He gives me no quarter as he becomes more indomitable, lunging and pushing me. She didn’t lie, not deliberately.

Now it’s his turn to get a touch, and then another; my distracted mind gives him openings and the thought I might lose enrages me. I up the pace and he matches it. Time after time we come together, the harsh noise of our clashing swords reverberating off the stone walls. He pushes me back and back until I’m nearly at the end of the piste. With a roar I double my attack, lunging and parrying until he’s retreating. Our bout has gone far over the allotted time in fencing rules, but we fight on, our weapons ringing loudly. At last we meet in the middle, both of us breathing heavily, sabres locked. The sudden silence is deafening. His eyes look into mine.

“Arrêt.” Then he adds, softly. “Enough now.” 

My eyes flash. I’m far from finished. The bout hasn’t been nearly sufficient to satisfy the beast inside me, but as Hassan continues to hold my gaze I realise he’s right. I could fight a whole army and still not appease the beast. Slowly, I lower my sabre to the floor and, removing my mask, I nod at him. 

He shakes his head, not needing the words, and salutes me with his weapon. “We have work to do tomorrow, Prince.”

“Hassan …”

“Fighting me will not banish your demons.”

I suspect he knows more than I think he does; gossip seems to spread between the two palaces like wildfire. 

“You’ll be with us tomorrow?”

“Of course.” 

Typically, the soldiers at the garrison would accompany me to the border, but the news of a concerted attempt to enter the country means we’ll take part of the highly trained palace guard as well. Hassan is a man I’m proud to have by my side.

With a small bow he turns to leave, but I call him back. 

“Hassan, thank you.”

He waves my thanks away. “I’ll see you at first light.”

I’m alone again. Our fight might have taken some of my physical tension away, but it has done nothing to ease my mental pain. One more battle tomorrow, and then I’ll have to return to the capital and face my demons head-on. 

A sleepless night, haunted by nightmares, perhaps not the best way to start a day when I’ll need all my wits about me to defend Amahad against the jihadists threatening our borders. Arising early, I leave the palace to go to the operations centre, greet my senior war staff briefly, and then move immediately to study the maps showing where we’ve had reports of the enemy grouping. As the sun comes over the horizon, we get news that the intelligence reports have been proven right. Today will see a serious attempt to overwhelm our borders. Working with my colonel, we direct groups of soldiers to various locations to try to block off entry points, and to get the drones and helicopters in flight. As the day dawns, I’m getting increasing restless. I don’t want to be here in the command centre; my place is out with my men. I draw the attention of my second-in- command to a point on the map. 

“I’ve got concerns here.” I show him the area I mean, where sandstone cliffs mean men can sometimes evade satellite surveillance. 

“We got any spare drones?” he calls out. I know the answer he’ll get: we’ve had some shot down, and a couple out of commission. We’ve got too few, too few of everything.

“I’ll take a chopper up myself.”

He looks at me, shaking his head. “Sheikh Nijad, you should stay here.”

I dismiss him. “You’re more than capable of handling things here. I’m no tactician; I’ll only be in the way. I’m better off at the front.”

He can’t stop me so he doesn’t even bother to try. Instead, he concentrates on the practicalities.

“Stay in contact. I’ll have a group ready to head out if you find anything.”

I’m a man of action, and barking orders from the safety of a command centre does nothing at all for me, so having something concrete to do at least helps dissipate some of my frustration. I walk towards the elderly observation helicopter feeling better than I’ve felt for hours. A co-pilot comes towards me, but I dismiss him, being in no mood for the company today. I swing myself up into the cabin and quickly complete the pre-flight checks before getting into the air. With rotors turning above me and the ground dropping away, I experience the sense of freedom I always get from flying, especially alone. Here there are no protocols to follow; it’s simply me against the air. 

The machine swoops up and away, the palace and the desert city of Z̧almā fast left behind. Nothing lies beneath me now but the inhospitable sands of the southern desert. I fly along the border of Amahad. It’s as invisible from the air as it is on the ground, but I know where it is. It feels as though I was born with the knowledge. Along the way I see pockets of our soldiers, their combat gear making them almost invisible, had I not known where to look for them. The evidence of tyre tracks is clearer to see than the men themselves. Have we sent them to the right place? Our intelligence was not entirely clear on whether it was to be one concentrated attack, in which case our forces might be overwhelmed, or a number of smaller strikes, in which case the jihadists may slip in through points not sufficiently guarded. At least by flying the border I can hope that I might be able to get a better view than the one from the ground.

I reach my destination, the sandstone cliffs, and circle in what could be called a suicidal move if enemy soldiers were indeed hiding there. But it doesn’t stop me flying lower, hovering around the peaks and over the crevices to check for any signs of life on the rocks below. I’m quite possibly making myself a target, but I’m confident I can pull up and away at the first sign of danger. There’s nothing to see and I’m drawing no one’s fire. I call back to base and give the all-clear.

Instead of returning directly to the military headquarters I decide to fly further along the border. I check my fuel, assessing how much flying time I’ve got, checking I’ve sufficient in reserve to continue further. I decide to carry on until I’ve just over half a tank remaining before turning back. If I’m honest, I don’t want to give up the freedom of the air and the feeling that I’m doing something tangible to help. 

Below me now is a pocket of our men fighting. They seem to have the upper hand. Flying single-handed there’s little I can do to help in any event, so I fly on but report in, giving another brief radio update. With luck, that’s the main bulk of the action today, and we’re gaining the upper hand.  

I fly on automatically, increasing my speed. The sands speed by below me. Now I’ve passed the cliffs the scenery is monotonous, and instead of gleaming white I see a different vision before my eyes. Cara, her body open beneath me as I thrust my rigid cock into her. The sweetness of the sounds she makes as I bring her to her peak, the softness of her breasts as I touch them. The look of love on her face. Her betrayal. The helicopter lurches as I clench my muscles. I can’t forgive her because I can’t forgive myself. 

My eyes mist at the thought of what I’ve lost. The night in the dungeon will for ever be etched in my mind, the whiteness of her skin as she lay captive in my ropes, the flush that swept over her when her orgasm rushed through her, enhanced by her helplessness. My cock stirs at my memories, and I will it to subside as I realise that never again will I touch her soft skin. Can I bear to live without her? Will my life be worth living?

With a start I realise where I am, and what I’m doing. Fuck, I’m almost out of range. If I don’t turn back now, I won’t make it. I turn the aircraft around, almost missing the glint below me, but my sharp eyes narrow in and quickly identify the shape I see as a machine gun – and I’m flying far too low. Fuck! Automatically my survival instincts kick in and I try to pull the collective to gain height, but I’m already on full power. Pulling back, I sacrifice some speed to gain more altitude and soar away. Suddenly I feel the helicopter yaw to the right and the pedals are unresponsive. My tail rotor has taken a direct hit. There’s smoke flying out behind me but I manage to maintain my speed at just above seventy knots, which at least means I should be able to keep flying in a straight line, the speed of the wind on the tail compensating for the loss of the rotor. I thank Allah that I’m already heading back towards base because, fuck knows, I wouldn’t have no chance of changing direction now. For that one piece of luck, I let out a deep sigh of relief. I should be able to make it. 

What a fuck-up! The initial panic over, I realise I can handle this. Like all pilots, commercial, private or military, I’ve learnt how to control a helicopter when the tail rotor fails, that vital part of equipment essential to make sure the rotors rotate around the chopper instead of vice versa. As long as the fuel holds out I should be able to make it home, or at least get close enough to get help. Once I’ve regained a semblance of control, I get on the radio and broadcast a pan-pan urgency call. Confident in my ability and assessment of the situation I use the distress call that lets the base know there’s no real emergency, nothing necessary to divert the actions of the troops.

But only minutes into the flight back I feel a difference in the controls: they’re getting heavier. This is not my fucking day. The lack of response tells me the hydraulics must have been hit. As if that isn’t enough I feel a side wind suddenly come up and see the telltale signs of sand rising in the distance. A sudden desert storm; that’s just the icing on the fucking cake! Using the small amount of control I have left I manage a slight turn so that the wind is behind me, while accepting there’s no way of getting all the way back now. Making a safe landing is my priority. I reach for the radio only to hear static, and I’m not sure why I expected anything else – just one more fucked-up thing in a fucking long list. There’s nothing for it with the weather worsening; I have to land while I still have some control. I drop the lever and enter auto-rotation. An auto-rotation landing with no hydraulics is not going to be easy but I know it’s my best option. Like lightning, my mind processes my best chances for survival. As the ground comes up all too fast, I make sure I don’t flare too soon and lose all my momentum. I hold off until the last second, but when I attempt a flare the controls are impossible to use nimbly. The delay means my tail strikes the ground, destabilising the whole aircraft, which crashes into the sand with far too much forward speed and rolls over and over, still travelling in the same direction.

 


Chapter 26

Cara

 

After the meeting with the emir I hoped Nijad would answer the summons to the palace as soon as he could and, now knowing the whole truth, we could have a sensible discussion about our future. But would the truth be enough for him? Why hadn’t he returned before?

Biting my lip as I sit waiting in my room, I can’t help but wonder what is in his past that has such influence on our relationship today. I wish Jasim had told me more. Apparently he’s had a relationship before which hurt him badly, but that was different, surely. I’d never set out to hide things from him. Yes, I’d been stupid, but never deceitful. 

It’s only a two-hour journey from the desert palace. Glancing at the clock hanging on the wall of my suite I see it’s late afternoon. With luck, Nijad should be here later this evening. Glancing across the comfortable sitting room, my gaze lands on the doorway to my bedroom and my stomach rolls in anticipation. Will he be sharing my bed tonight? Leaning forward on the couch, my elbows on my knees, I put my head in my hands. Jasim had told him I’d been exonerated a few days ago, so if he was ready to forgive, shouldn’t he have already come back for me? Am I just holding on to a foolish hope? What will I do if the influence of his past is too deep-seated for him to trust anyone again? Will I have to return to England? To my cold, lonely existence in command central? Waiting for my only friend Hunter to turn up every few months for a visit? That’s not a life. 

Getting to my feet I start to pace the room, and I glance again at the clock, wishing the hands would move faster. Could I stay here in Amahad without him? The job Kadar’s offered me is a chance in a lifetime, basically free rein to reorganise their finance department and get everything back on track. My own office, staff reporting to me. A tremendous responsibility, but one I’d relish; under other circumstances. How could I remain in a country where I would see the man I had loved and lost, where his name would most definitely come up in conversation. In reality, we’d had such a short time together, but it was enough to know there’d could never be anyone else for me. No one could come close to matching up to him, and it wouldn’t be fair to try to be with another man when my heart remained with my desert sheikh. Even while the thoughts are going round in my head I realise I can’t make any decisions now; it all hinges on what Nijad has to say when he gets here. So I wait impatiently for news: the hours, the minutes, the seconds ticking by so slowly.

But he doesn’t arrive that evening or that night. Jasim hasn’t been able to make further contact with him. They tell me that’s not unusual, particularly as there's been a sandstorm. But that doesn’t stop me worrying. 

After a sleepless night, Kadar sends a guard to collect me as I still get lost trying to find my way round the palace, and I’m taken to the relatively modern business section of the palace where they’ve allocated me a magnificent office. This wing has been completely modernised, with more than adequate cabling for my computer and the multiple screens I prefer to work with. Kadar’s waiting for me. He’s working on the assumption that I’ll be staying, at least long enough to start putting a reorganisation under way and, as he put it, to use my more nefarious skills to shut the back door in the Amahadian finance systems. 

At least being buried in work will keep the worries from my mind for a while, so when the crown prince leaves my office, I reach for some of the folders he’s left and start flicking through them, trying to concentrate on what I’ve been asked to do. But it’s difficult to focus my mind. Halfway through the long morning, I glance out of the window and see Kadar outside in the gardens, taking a break. I decide to join him, grabbing a cup of coffee from a convenient machine on my way.

“Cara.” He greets me with a slight turn-up of the corners of his mouth, which for him is a smile. “How are you getting on? Have you managed to start looking through the employee files yet?”

I focus on his question about work. 

“I’ve had an initial sift through; there are a couple I want to look into more closely, but nothing obvious as yet.” 

He’s tasked me with looking at the background of all senior government employees, anxious to make sure there are no more rotten apples in the barrel. 

“I thought I saw you come out.” 

Jasim joins us, his welcoming expression broad and endearing, a stark contrast to Kadar’s more guarded look. But then his face grows serious. 

“What is it, brother?” Kadar has picked up there’s something wrong. 

Jasim exchanges looks with his brother. Something tells me there’s been a development. Putting down my coffee, I sit straighter. 

“What is it?    Is it about Nijad?”

Jasim runs his hands through his hair, and then sits down on the stone bench beside me. 

“Communications have been restored with the palace in Z̧almā. Nijad’s not there. He left for the military base a couple of days ago.” 

I don’t quite understand what he’s saying, but it doesn’t sound good. “Why’s he at the base?” 

He’s reluctant to tell me, but Kadar opens his hands in a gesture that he, at least, wants to hear everything. Immediately, I feel on guard; this isn’t going to be good. Jasim clears his throat. 

“What we know from the palace is this: there was an organised attack on the border a couple of days ago. Not just the usual skirmish, but a small army attempting to cross. They divided their units to hit several crossing points, hoping to catch our military on the hop, and spread them too thin to prevent them entering. They didn’t expect all groups to succeed but obviously hoped some would get across. It was a suicidal mission but, then, that’s the type of people we’re up against.” 

I close my eyes, wondering what part Nijad had to play in this. I already know he’s a warrior and surely wouldn’t have been far from the fighting. Was he injured, or worse? Taken captive? I stare at Jasim, willing him to continue and give me answers. 

“They didn’t succeed, of course. Our troops are far too organised for that, but there was fierce fighting. The jihadists suffered significant losses and were beaten back.”

“What about our side?” 

I feel sick. Is he going to tell me Nijad was a casualty? 

“We lost ten good men, and a large number were injured.”

“Jasim, just tell me, please. Is Nijad OK?” 

He moves closer and puts his arm around me. Kadar’s eyes flare, and then he relaxes, allowing the intimacy. 

“Nijad should have been at command base to spearhead our response to the invasion.” He pauses and inhales deeply. “Instead of staying in the centre, when it became apparent there was a lack of surveillance information, he decided to get in the thick of it. He took off in a helicopter two days ago. There’s been no contact with him since.”

I can’t fail to notice the grim look on both brothers’ faces. 

“Oh my God!” My hand goes to my mouth. I jump to my feet. “What’s happened to him?” 

It’s Kadar who reaches for me. 

“Cara, keep calm. We don’t know anything yet. They’ll be searching for him.”

“But he could have crashed!”

“There was a sandstorm that day. He might have headed into the interior to escape it and be at one of the nomad camps. He could be fine, Cara.” Jasim tries to ease my worry, but their expressions are telling me the chances of him being found alive and well are slim. 

“Is someone looking for him?” 

Now I wish I hadn’t drunk any of that coffee; the churning in my gut is making me nauseous. 

“They are,” Jasim confirms. “Search parties are out all over. They’ll find him, Cara. You just have to keep hoping.”

Hoping. That’s all I seem to have been doing for the last few weeks. Why did Nijad want to get in the middle of the fighting, rather than directing it from the military base? Surely his role was to lead? Was he reckless because he didn’t want to come back and face me?     

As if he knows what I’m thinking, Jasim squeezes my hand.

“It’s what Nijad would do, Cara. He’s not one to sit safely on his backside if he thinks he’s needed. Nijad’s an excellent pilot, I hate to admit it, but he’s better than me. With the sandstorm and the comms out he may have had to land somewhere. If he’s reached safety, we should hear soon. Don’t give up on him yet.”  

His phone rings. He moves away to answer the call.

I still haven’t learned enough of the language to follow Jasim’s rapidly spoken Arabic, but I hear the name ‘Nijad’ and, from the way Kadar stiffens as he listens to his brother’s side of the conversation, I know something serious has happened. There’s more news about Nijad. And it doesn’t sound good. Anxiously, I watch as Jasim continues to talk. It seems an eternity but, in reality, it’s only a moment before Jasim steps back to us. 

“They’ve found him.” Jasim wastes no explaining. He sends a quick glance to Kadar and then turns to me. My stomach drops as I recognise the look of utter devastation on his face.

“Is … is he…?” I stammer out, unable to complete the question.

“He’s alive.”

“Oh, thank God!” Relief floods through me at Jasim’s confirmation. But there’s more to come. 

“Cara.” Jasim kneels in front of me, his hands resting gently on my knees, his dark eyes full of compassion as he continues softly. “His helicopter was shot down. Two days ago. The search party has only just found him. He was stranded in the desert, injured, since the crash.” He pauses and clears his throat. “You have to prepare yourself; he’s in a bad way.”

My head spins. Nijad. Oh my God, Nijad injured. 

“I must go to him.” 

I feel like I’m going to keel over, and feel Jasim’s arms holding me up. 

“Yes, I’ll take you. He’s at the hospital in Z̧almā. We’ll leave immediately.” He raises his eyes to his older brother. “He’s in a coma. Pray for him, Kadar. And inform our father.”

The importance of everything Jasim said hits me: Nijad lay hurt, possibly badly, under the scorching desert sun for two days. And now he’s unconscious. My head spins but I force my feet to move forward as Jasim leads me through the palace to where the helicopter is already waiting, the rotors already turning, ready to take us to the desert city. Please let him be OK. Please let him be OK.

With Jasim not trusting himself to fly, a pilot unknown to me takes the controls, and Jasim sits beside me in the rear. He puts his arm around me, hugging me to him, showing me he shares my fear and concern. Trying to reassure me, Jasim tells me the Z̧almā’ hospital, being so close to the border hostilities, is used to dealing with trauma injuries and is one of the best equipped in the region. What other conversation there is between us consists solely of asking each other questions to which we have no answers. How badly is he hurt? How did it happen? When we realise that speculation is getting us nowhere we both become silent and, as we near our destination, I take his hand, needing the contact.    

We land at the palace of the desert city of Z̧almā’. A car is waiting to take us the rest of the way. I absorb almost nothing of my surroundings as the limousine drives through the city and out towards the hospital on the outskirts. I note with some relief that it’s housed in a modern building, clean and, as Jasim had told me, well equipped. But my real focus is on getting to Nijad as quickly as possible.

“Your Excellencies..” 

A doctor is waiting for us on our arrival and whisks us up in the lift to the third floor where he takes us into a private room equipped with sofas and chairs, obviously for waiting relatives. It’s empty now, and I assume reserved for our use. He offers us refreshment. We both refuse. 

“My brother: how is he?” Jasim is as impatient as I am, expecting to hear the worst.

The doctor shakes his head, and in deference to me gives us an update in carefully spoken English. 

“You are already aware that the helicopter he was flying crashed and rolled. His leg trapped him under the wreckage for two days so, as you can imagine, he’s extremely dehydrated. He also has a severe head injury and has not yet regained consciousness. We suspect he may have been unconscious since the crash itself. There’s no way of knowing. And it’s the head injury that’s what’s causing us the most concern at the moment. There’s swelling to the brain, which we’ve been trying to reduce by putting him in an induced coma.” He continues to list the other injuries, telling us that Nijad’s leg was badly broken and, while it has already been reset, will probably leave him with a permanent limp. Other bumps, cuts, bruises, a torn ligament and dislocated shoulder have all been seen to, fixed and dressed as appropriate. 

Jasim gets right to the point while I’m still trying to take in the catalogue of Nijad’s suffering.

“What’s the prognosis?” 

The doctor chooses his words carefully. “Sheikh Nijad is young, fit and healthy, and his vital signs are good, but the head injury … we need to wait, and if, when,” he quickly revises his words with a glance at me, “When the swelling goes down, we’ll bring him out of the coma and hope he regains consciousness. Then we’ll be able to assess whether there is any permanent damage.” 

He gives us time to absorb the information, and then invites us to follow him. “Come, I’ll take you to him now.” Having prepared us as best he can, the doctor leads us to the private room where Nijad is receiving his care.

No amount of pre-warning from the physician would have been sufficient for my first sight of Nijad lying there, sleeping so silently and still, his face far too pale, his right arm bandaged, his eyes blackened, stitches holding together a new gash across his left cheek, and the bedclothes tented to keep the weight off his broken leg. As I stand watching Nijad’s chest rise and fall, thanks only to a ventilator, and hearing the incessant beeping of the monitors, which are the only signs he is still alive, I suddenly feel very light-headed. My strength fails me and I collapse to the floor.

The stress and anxiety of the preceding weeks, combined with the shock of seeing Nijad looking so close to death, caused me pass out long enough to be assigned my own room. When I come to and open my eyes, everything that’s happened comes back in a flood. I pull myself up, wanting to return to Nijad’s side, but I sit up too fast and immediately feel dizzy again. A young female doctor is taking my pulse, and I try to shake her off. 

“How long have I been here? I’ve got to get back to Nijad.”

The doctor regards me with sympathy. “You fainted for about ten minutes. I’m certain it was just the shock, Sheikha, but I’d like to take some blood and run some checks just to make sure. It will only take a moment.” 

I can’t spare the time. “My husband…”

“There’s been no change,” the doctor assures me in a calming voice, her bedside manner impeccable. “I’ve made sure someone will let you know the instant there is any news. Now this will only take a second.” Even as she is speaking to me, she is making her preparations. To be honest, I still feel a little woozy, so I lie back and let her draw blood and take my blood pressure. 

The doctor is as quick as she promised. The needle is removed, a plaster put on and I am taken back to Nijad within minutes. I sit in the chair that’s been provided for me beside his bed and take his limp hand in mine, taking comfort in the fact it is warm. Gently, I run my fingers over his calluses. No idle prince, this husband of mine. 

After a few more hours the doctors decide to remove the ventilator and Nijad is successfully breathing on his own. An excellent sign, I’m told, but on the other side of the coin, he’s still showing no signs of waking. Jasim and the nursing staff try to get me to take breaks, to eat or sleep, but I’m determined I won’t be leaving him again. I keep to my resolve, despite Jasim’s best attempts to make me go and rest after I’ve sat, unmoving, for the first twelve hours. Jasim tells me he wouldn’t leave Nijad on his own, he’d stay with him, but I’m his wife and I need to stay by his side. So I refuse to budge. I refuse to let go of his hand, the hand which had brought me so much pleasure as he introduced me to the sensuality that lay hidden inside me, waiting for him to awaken it. The hand which held me, to comfort and reassure me. The hand that led and guided me into this new life. Unable to let go of him, I trace the fingers of my other hand over his face, lingering on the scar running from the corner of his eye to the edge of his mouth, the one I’d noticed when he visited me in the harem. It’s not as angry-looking as it was, but still red and evident. There’s now another, almost matching, on the other side. Why were you so reckless, Nijad? Why did you put yourself in danger? Was it because of me? 

My hand gently follows the path of the healing scar, my fingers resting lightly on his lips. Please wake up, Nijad. Please come back to me. In vain I watch for his long eyelashes to flutter, for his eyes to open, yearning to see them darken in passion once again. Will I ever feel your touch again? 

When exhaustion overcomes me I lean forward, resting my head against his unmoving hand, and drift into a light, restless doze. 

I sit in that hard, uncomfortable chair for twenty-six hours, never letting go of his hand, except for essential visits to the en-suite bathroom; comforted only by his warmth. As long as the blood flows through his veins I know he’s still alive, and as long as I’m touching him he hasn’t left me. Twenty-six hours. I know exactly how long it is by the annoying tick-tocking of the clock on the opposite wall. Each minute passes so slowly; each hour crawls by. Please wake up, I pray time after time. I talk to Nijad constantly, about how much I love him, how much I’ve enjoyed our time together, riding with him, meeting the tribes. How much I loved touching and being touched by him. How much I long to return to the dungeon with him. I don’t worry him with explanations of my behaviour, just remind him of our time together. He needs no more stress now, only the strength to heal. 

Kadar and the emir visit, but there’s nothing to say, nothing to discuss. It’s up to Nijad now to fight his way back to us. All that can be done medically has been done. Nijad has to take on the battle for his life. Before he leaves, Kadar takes a moment to rest his hand on my head and encourages me to take a break, but I won’t leave. I have to be here when Nijad wakes up. The doctors and nurses visit regularly to check him. My hope is plummeting when they shake their heads sadly, seeing no improvement.

For twenty-six hours and thirty-three minutes, there is no change. The thirty-fourth minute after I’d taken up my vigil starts like all the others, with each second ticking away like a whole day. Then I feel a twitch under my hand. I think it must be my imagination, but surely I actually felt it? 

“Nijad,” I whisper hesitantly, hardly daring to hope. I examine his face, willing him to respond to me, looking for any slight movement at all, the flicker of an eyelid, anything. “Nijad.” I speak a little louder and squeeze his hand.

Time seems to stand still. I don’t even dare to breathe. And then his eyes flick open. He blinks, as though trying to focus. 

“Nijad! Oh, Nijad!” Tears of relief start streaming down my face. I realise he probably doesn’t know what’s happening, so I try to explain. 

“You’re in the hospital,” I tell him gently. “Your helicopter was shot down.” I hold my breath. Can he hear me? Can he understand? I was warned there could be brain damage. He might not remember the crash; he might not remember me. He might not remember anything. My fingers caress the back of his hand.

As I watch him avidly, I see his eyes flick from left to right, and then seem to steady on me. I feel a slight pressure on my hand as his fingers press into mine. And then he closes his eyes again.

As soon as I press the call button doctors and nurses flood the room and embark on a series of seemingly never-ending tests, and there’s an apparently endless waiting game until we find the truth about the extent of his head injury. For another twenty-four torturous hours, Nijad drifts in and out of consciousness; each time he comes round it is for longer periods and with more lucidity. People come and go, but I stay in exactly the same place. 

“Cara. Cara, come on. He’s going to be all right; you need to rest now.” Jasim rests his hand on my shoulder. “You heard what the doctors said: the signs are very promising. He’s progressing as well as they could hope. You must take some time for yourself, otherwise you won’t be any help to him at all!”

Shaking my head, I refuse, as I have done the last hundred times he’s made the same suggestion. 

“I’m not leaving him, Jasim. I need to be here.”

“He’s on the mend; he just needs time. It may be hours yet before he’s fully conscious. Go, have a shower and freshen up, have something to eat and lie down for a bit. I promise I’ll wake you if anything happens.” Jasim holds out his hand to help me up. 

A nurse is taking obs again, and she nods over to me with a smile. “His Excellency is doing well. You need to take care of yourself too.”

In the end it’s the nurse’s confidence that reassures me. As I take Jasim’s hand and realise I need his help to get to my feet, feeling weak and dizzy when I stand from lack of food and proper rest, I know they are right. I’ll be no use to Nijad if I collapse on him. So with one last backward glance at my sleeping husband, comforted by the more natural colour now on his face, and his steady breathing, I let Jasim lead me out of the room and into a private room nearby. I sleep for six hours straight. 


Chapter 27

Nijad

 

I wake from yet another doze. I can’t seem to keep my eyes open for more than a few minutes at a time. The nurse has brought me a drink, and gives me a disapproving look when I want to sit up and take it myself, but I’m already sick of being an invalid and drinking through a fucking straw. I glare at her until she relents and raises the bed so I’m upright. After I’ve satisfied my thirst, I glance up to see Jasim hovering in the doorway, watching something out in the corridor. He’s holding the door open for someone. Then he shrugs and comes in. I raise an eyebrow.

“I thought Cara was coming in, but a nurse just called her away. You’ve got a good one there, Nijad. We had to pry her away from you just to get some rest before she collapsed.” He nods towards the door. “She looks better for it, though.” 

Now he gives me his full attention, his dark eyes, like mirrors of my own, assessing me intently. At last, he nods. 

“And you’ve got a better colour now. How are you feeling?” 

“Like shit. My head hurts like fucking hell and I’m fed up with only being able to use one arm. But apart from that...”

“You were lucky. The helicopter is in pieces.” Jasim frowns. “I’ve seen the photos.”

I crease my brow as I try to summon up any memory of what happened. “I don’t remember anything about it.”

“You took a bullet close to the border. It hit the fucking tail rotor. You managed to get out a distress call but landed some way away. You were fucking lucky, Nijad. A sandstorm half covered the wreckage. It took us two days to find you as it was. Any longer… Somehow you managed to fly a few miles into the interior. Lucky, because if you’d crashed closer to the border, they’d have finished you off. You’re not the most popular person with our neighbours at the moment.” 

“Yeah, but it’s been effective,” I say, smirking. “They won’t be so eager to try crossing the border now.” My conversation with my brother is gradually helping the fog to clear from my head, and I’m starting to feel more like my old self.

Jasim looks at me sharply. I know he thinks I’ve been acting out of character, but what he doesn’t understand is that this is me. I’ve given in to my inner beast, the man with the potential to be violent. That’s who I am now. And the results are good: the attempted invasion failed due to the military response. It was the first thing I’d asked about when I was lucid enough.

“The colonel in charge of the border guard tells me you’ve been all but out of control, Nijad. You go too far. You had no business getting out into the action. Sure, you’ve got results, but at what cost? You’ve been taking far too many risks. And he tells me it wasn’t just this time. It’s Cara, isn’t it?”

The mental anguish, as well as the physical pain, causes me to close my eyes for a second. Then I exhale loudly. 

“It’s over, Jasim. She can pay back the bride price and void the contract. I’m going to let her go.”

I’ve stunned him. His gaze is intent as he tells me, “You’ll have a fight on your hands. She doesn’t want to break the contract. That woman has been by your side night and day, not thinking of her comfort for one second. She couldn’t be made to leave you until she all but collapsed. She loves you, Nijad.”

“And that’s the reason.” I know I won’t be able to hide my hurt from him, but I’ve made my decision. “You know why, Jasim. I can’t trust her. She kept secrets from me. I can’t forgive her for that.”

“I don’t think she knew what she was doing, Nijad, or how far she could trust you. Hell, you’d only known her five minutes.” He runs his fingers through his hair, a sign of frustration. “She was a mess when she came here. And the way she was forced into the marriage didn’t help. She’s grown, changed. She’s a different woman now. And you did that to her. You gave her the confidence she needed.”

“Perhaps I don’t want a different Cara.”

“Yes you do,” he snaps back. “She’s just what you need.”

I push my empty cup to the side and turn my head away. Yes, I want Cara with every bone in my body; losing her is like losing a part of myself. If I’d died in that crash it would have been simpler. I take a deep breath, knowing I’m unable to fool my brother. 

“You’re right. I do want her. But I can’t have her. I can’t risk it.”

He stares at me for a long time, and then murmurs, “Paris.” 

“I blacked out, Jasim.” My voice is croaky with emotion as I confirm he’s right. It all goes back to fucking Paris. “I can’t take the chance of that happening again. I can’t hurt her. I love her too much, and that’s why I have to let her go.” I swallow a couple of times, my throat still sore from the ventilation tube. “She will have to agree our marriage is over. There’s no reason for it now; the tribes will have their money back.”

“I think the tribes will want their sheikha. Word has got around quickly, and they’re treating her like a hero. And Kadar will be disappointed. She’s a financial genius. He wants her to stay in the country and work for him.”

I just stare at him; what he’s asking me is impossible. When she was just a name on a piece of paper, I didn’t much worry about the risk to her. I wasn’t even going to live with my wife. But now? Now I know the woman, now I love the person she is, it would have to be a real marriage or nothing. And if I stayed close to her… 

“I can’t do it.” And then I think about what he’s just told me. Fuck, she can’t stay and work for Kadar. It would tear me apart to be in the same country as her but no longer married, no longer able to touch her, to hold her. To watch her find somebody else in front of my eyes, to think of someone else fucking her. I just couldn’t do it. “She’s got to leave,” I tell him adamantly. “Leave Amahad.”

Behind Jasim, the door opens and closes. My expression tells him who’s just entered the room. He stares at me, shaking his head as if he thinks I’m a fucking idiot, and with a parting shot of “You’d better tell her then”, he turns swiftly and leaves us alone.

I notice Cara’s behaviour is odd as soon as she enters. She seems distracted, but her face is alert, bright. Her eyes are shining. She smiles her sweet smile, shrugs, and then moves quickly over to the side of the bed and takes my hand. 

“Nijad...”

She looks tired, but that doesn’t detract from her beauty. She’s lost weight, her face thinner, her features more pronounced, but that only makes me want her more. And I can’t fucking have her! I sit up for the conversation I know has to come, ignoring the discomfort of my body. Taking the seat beside me which she’s apparently been glued to for days, she takes hold of my hand and puts it to her lips. Closing my eyes in pain, I let her fingers linger, relishing the gentle caress for longer than I should. What I’ve got to do now is hurting me far more than any injury I received in the crash. I try to summon up the strength from somewhere, knowing I’ve got to dash her hopes once and for all before I weaken and allow her back into my life. 

Opening my eyes, hating the fact that I’m going to wipe that perfect smile off her face, I begin. 

“I’ve got to speak to you, Cara. I’ve got to tell you something…” 

She interrupts me. “I’ve got news, too.” She is so happy to see me awake and fully conscious. I’m a fucking bastard. But it’s either hurt her like this, or risk hurting her in a far worse way.

I inhale as much oxygen as I can and then rush to speak before she can say anything else. 

“Cara, it’s over. Accept that the contract is paid off. You’ll be able to go home to England.” If I had struck her across the face, she couldn’t have reared back more sharply, pulling her hand away from mine.

“But…”

I cut across whatever she was going to say. “You’ll have a generous allowance; you’ll want for nothing.”

She sits up straight in the seat, her face full of determination. “I don’t want your money. I want you.” 

“It won’t work.” I speak as firmly as I can, trying to keep my voice strong and forceful, even though I’m dying inside. I tell her emphatically, in the clearest way I possibly can, my voice icy-cold. “I don’t want you as my wife, Cara.” 

I can see she doesn’t want to believe what she is hearing. She’s so shocked, she’s gone white, her hand is covering her mouth. What the fuck did she think was going to happen? Yes, I know what she did was wrong, though for the right reasons, but that doesn’t exonerate her for not placing her trust in me. Yes, she’s rushed here to be by my bedside, thinking we’ll just pick up from our honeymoon period. Fuck! We spent just two weeks together, and more than twice that apart. How dare she have emotions for me? But it happened just as fast for me; I love her too. My head pounds and my body aches. I resist pressing the button for pain relief, knowing that I need to keep as lucid as possible for the rest of this conversation. She’s bringing me to my knees as it is. I’m just a hair’s breadth away from begging her to forget what I said, imploring her to wait for me, to return to my bed and my life. But I can’t. I have to be strong, have strength enough for the both of us. It’s the only way to keep her safe. 

“Why?” she asks me, her voice choking. “I don’t understand. Please, tell me why.” She wipes a tear away from the corner of her eye. That’s my Cara: fighting not to let the tears fall. Again she doesn’t use tears as a weapon against me. Fuck, I admire her strength.

“You didn’t trust me. You should have told me everything. We were close enough for you to have said anything to me. I can’t live with someone who doesn’t trust me and keeps secrets.” I try to remain at my iciest. It’s not difficult, as I imagine what it will be like with her gone from my life. My blood turns to shards of frozen water gripping my heart. The pain there is worse than any ache coming from my body. 

“But you have secrets.” Her words show me she’s going to fight. “There’s something important that you’re not telling me! How could you expect me to tell you everything when you’re keeping everything back about your life? What is it about your previous relationship that affects us so much? And why you were banished? Nothing else makes sense; it’s something that affects me, isn’t it?” 

How the fuck to answer that? I open my mouth to try to respond but this time, she interrupts me. “And just so you can’t accuse me of keeping any more secrets, here’s something else for you to think about. I’m pregnant. I’ve only just found out.”

She puts her head in her hands, the battle against the tears far more of an effort now. 

Fuck. FUCK. FUCK! She’s fucking pregnant? How? When? Oh, shit. Realisation hits me.

“The night in the harem.”

She nods, her hands feverishly trying to wipe the tears away. I see them running down her cheeks and it breaks me in two. Fuck, she’s pregnant with my child and I’m never going to see her body swell with my seed. I won’t be there to see my baby born. I’ll never hold my baby in my arms. The only way I can do this is to let her go completely, and that means I can never see her again. It would kill me. And the baby was conceived that night, that fucking night when I’d been so cruel to her. 

After swearing loudly in Arabic, I show my remorse. “I shouldn’t have done that. I was violent and I hurt you. I showed my true colours. That’s who I am.”  

I sit up straighter, unable to hide a grimace. Twisting my broken body as far as I can, I turn to face her and tell her brutally: “You want to know my secret, Cara? Do you really want to know? I’ll tell you then. You could be risking your fucking life if you stay with me.”

She gasps as I rest myself back down again. “You’d never hurt me.” It’s hard for her to get out the words.

 Closing my eyes, I try to summon up the strength to tell her. I’m woozy, and pain is gnawing away at me, but I have to tell her the truth. 

“Cara, I can’t promise you that. Do you want the truth? Then I’ll tell you. Listen to me. Three years ago I let a woman, Chantelle, move in with me. I was living in Paris, and we were together only a very short time.”

“Did you love her?” 

I shake my head quickly, immediately regretting it as daggers of pain shoot through me. It’s laughable, thinking back; I had never got anywhere close to feeling about anyone the way I felt about Cara. So I have an honest answer.

“No,” I snort, flashing back to our relationship. “She needed a place to stay and I was in lust with her. It was convenient available sex, nothing else.” I ignore her look of censure. “I’d been away for a week or so, and came back earlier than expected. What I found was Chantelle waiting for her lover. Worse, I found her lover was also her drug dealer.” 

I hold up my good hand to stop her as she tries to make a comment. “Her lover arrived with her fix of cocaine. I saw red. I got hold of him and tossed him out of the apartment. I started packing her bags. I was so angry...” 

I hesitate. It’s not that I don’t want to tell her, but I’m going to be repeating what they told me happened, not what I remember experiencing. 

She seems to be holding her breath, waiting for me to finish my story. Her eyes are wide, concerned. “What did you do?”

“What didn’t I do is more like it.” I look away, unable to meet her gaze. Seeing is believing, as they say. “Pass me my wallet.”

She tilts her head to one side, evidently considering it an odd request, but does as I ask. My head tightens as I gather my resolve and take out the evidence of my crime, the proof I carry with me always as a reminder of the depths of depravity that I can sink to. I don’t fucking want to show it to her, don’t want her to look at me with the repulsion I’m so used to from others who know the evil that lives inside me. But I have to, it’s the only way to save her. Calling on all my resolve, I open the wallet and extract a tattered, folded photo from a zipped compartment. I hold it out to her. 

Hesitantly, she takes it from me with shaking hands and unfolds it. She flattens it out, and immediately her hand covers her face. A quick glance is enough for her. She almost throws it back as if she can’t stand to touch it any more. 

“You did that?” Her voice is just a whisper.

“It would appear so. I can’t remember what I did; it’s all a blackness. I came round in hospital to find I’d severely beaten her. She was badly bruised, with a damn- near broken jaw, cracked ribs and a broken arm. She stood no chance against me.” I pause, looking at her. “She was no bigger than you, no match for me. Luckily, fuck knows how, she managed to get hold of a heavy lamp and hit me over the head. I was knocked unconscious and had no fucking memory of what I had done. PTSD they call it, in this case when your mind blocks out a traumatic event. That’s why I can’t live with you, Cara. I know what I’m capable of. But I don’t know when I’ll fucking flip, or what the fucking trigger will be. Anything could set me off. All I know is that I can’t control myself. I can’t trust myself around you, and you shouldn’t trust me either.” 

I’ve shocked her. She’s sitting so still, only a slight trembling of her hands gives away her emotions. 

“She called the police and made a charge against me. She called the papers as well, and sold her story. The headlines told of ‘the savage sheikh’. My father got his lawyers involved and, predictably, she withdrew the charge when a seven-figure sum was laid on the table. I was called home and banished to the desert. The tribes accepted the marriage contract between us because they knew I would hurt, maim or kill you if you stepped out of line. I thought we could make a go of it, Cara, but I got so angry when I found you hadn’t trusted me. I couldn’t be near you. I don’t feel angry now,” I look at her intently: she has to believe me, “But I care too much about you, Cara, to trust myself around you. It’s me I don’t trust, not you. I have no faith in myself. I never want to hurt you so, for your safety, you must go.” I settle back on to the pillows and close my eyes. “Take her away, Jasim.”

Jasim had entered the room while I’d been spilling my fucking guts to her. I close my eyes. I can’t watch as he leads her away, can’t watch as another man comforts my wife, touches her, even if it is only taking her hand and helping her to stand.

“Come,” I hear him tell her, quietly.

 


Chapter 28

Cara

 

I don’t say a word as Jasim leads me away from his brother, unable to rid myself of the image of the woman in the photograph; her injuries so terrible it makes the contents of my stomach swirl, and I nearly vomit. It’s not just the thought of the suffering he inflicted on Chantelle, but the fact that I was forced to marry to the man who caused such injury. The face that his family, as well as the people of Amahad, had condoned the possibility that he’d hurt me in the same way. That was to have been my punishment to bear on my father’s behalf. 

As I walk through the white corridors, enveloped by the smell of antiseptic, I remember my protestations against annulling that bloody contract. My desire now is to see it shredded into tiny pieces. While the man I’d come to know didn’t seem capable of committing such an appalling crime, he’d shown me evidence of what he had done, and admitted the actions himself. How could I doubt that? They didn’t care. Kadar, Jasim, presumably everyone I’d met, knew the potential for such horrific violence in the man I’d married, and no one said a word to warn me. 

As we emerge from the entrance into the harsh sunlight, I push Jasim away. Nijad’s rejection, his confession, counteracts the joy I felt when I knew he was going to live – the opposing emotions whirling through my brain suddenly fuse together in a burst of anger. 

“But why tell me? Why tell me now? Why not just let this fiasco of a marriage continue? You!” I pull Jasim round to face me, “You knew he could hurt me. When you kidnapped me in London, you knew you could be sending me to the same fate as that poor woman! Why, Jasim, why? How could you do it?” I wipe my hand over my sore, tired eyes. “The poor woman…”

He can’t look me in the face. I grab his arms and shake him. “Answer me. Why?” I’m screaming.

“Hush, Cara.” He tries to calm me. “Nijad’s my brother; I know him as well as I know myself. I never understood what happened in Paris, but truthfully didn’t think it would happen again. It had to be a one-off. I couldn’t accept what happened at the time, and I still can’t believe it. He couldn’t have been in his right mind. The Nijad I know would never hurt a woman.”

“Maybe you didn’t, but everyone else thought he would hurt me. They expected and condoned it. He didn’t just beat that woman. It was a savage and prolonged attack.” I’m so angry; my fists are clenching and unclenching by my sides. I want to hit something.

Running his hand down his face, Jasim looks at me with such sympathy it makes me even madder, especially when he admits, “Nijad gained a reputation over that one incident, and it was enough to convince our father, the tribal leaders, and maybe even Kadar. Yes, they thought it was a fitting punishment, the fact that Nijad could be relied on to keep his wife under control. But Nijad knew then he wouldn’t be able to trust himself, and had plans to keep his new wife, you, safe. It wasn’t going to be a real marriage; he’d have set you up in luxury in the desert palace, here in Z̧almā. He’d have kept himself to himself, and far away so he’d never have the opportunity to hurt you. That was the plan.”

“So why did he change his mind? Why keep me so close to him? Why, when there was any danger of him doing that?” 

He sighs deeply. “Because he fell in love with you, and couldn’t bring himself to  stay away.” He puts his finger to my lips, knowing what I am going to say. “When he found out your secret he put you in the harem as protection from him, to keep you safe. He couldn’t have you close; he couldn’t trust his temper.”

The limousine draws up in front of us, and Jasim guides me down the path. The driver has the door open. I swing round. “But why end it all together now then? He knows the truth; I’m no thief.”

“You can buy out the contract, Cara. You can be free. Nijad doesn’t want to hold you prisoner, or risk that he will hurt you. He loves you too much. You heard what he said: he can’t trust himself.” He sighs. “It’s all down to the fact he can’t remember what made him flip. He’s living his life never knowing what could set him off again.”

My hand moves to my stomach and the new life that’s growing there. The news I’d been so excited to share seems to be mocking me now. “I’m carrying his baby.”

“I know.” Jasim had apparently been eavesdropping for a while. He puts his hand on my arm as I go to get in the car. His dark eyes are full of compassion. “I’m so sorry, Cara. It’s an absolute fucking mess.”

 

****

 

An absolute mess. An absolute fucking mess. And it wasn’t going to get cleared up any time soon. Our return to Al Qur’ah was uneventful, our arrival at the palace unremarked. After a brief chat with Kadar, during which he repeated the offer of a permanent job, I decide to stay in the palace and continue to work, at least temporarily, with their finance department. My position is awkward. I’m carrying a royal child yet, due to the clause I’ve added to the contract, I would be allowed to raise him or her outside of Amahad, something that generally would not have been permitted. I don’t see the emir; he seems wary of getting involved with a grandchild he might never see. 

My initial disgust at the reason the tribes had been satisfied with my marriage to the savage sheikh, and my reflex decision to tear up the contract, dulls. However disturbing Nijad’s story, I find I just can’t stop loving him. The man he described to me was not the man who came to me on my wedding night, nor was it the man I got to know. He showed no sign of violence towards me when he discovered my ‘crime’. Even that night in the harem he was cold and cruel, but never violent. I’d sensed he was forcing himself to be distant from me. I can’t relate the sordid tale Nijad told me with the man I call my husband.

I just can’t make that final decision to go back to England, the place I no longer think of as home. Nowadays I have no clue where I belong, but it certainly isn’t command central; the thought of going back there makes me go cold. 

As the days pass I’m in a state of inertia. I don’t know what to do. It would only take my agreement for the contract to be deemed fulfilled, but something is holding me back. Something is preventing me from cutting that final tie with Nijad. I never expected to meet and fall in love with anyone like him, and now I never will again. He owns my heart, now and for ever. And I’m carrying his baby. Maybe it’s stupid to want to hold on to that one thing that connects me to him, that piece of paper with both our signatures on it. If Jasim hadn’t told me Nijad let me go because he loves me too much, it would be easier. But the whole damn situation seems so bloody stupid when two people can’t be together because there is a possibility that one of them could be violent. 

But I am not Chantelle. I would never betray him in the same way! I can’t stop it going round and round in my mind; I even find myself looking into anger management classes for him; any chance to keep us together. Until I remember the photograph and know that Nijad’s inner rage is probably too deep-seated to be helped by just any old therapist. 

It’s difficult to come to terms with the knowledge that the Kassis family had happily condemned me to marriage to a man with Nijad’s reputation. For a while I treat both Kadar and Jasim coldly, but the crown prince continues throwing work my way and I carry on doing it, more as a way to pass the time than anything else. But as I become more involved in the way the country works I’ve started to understand that people here think in ways it’s hard for the Western mind to comprehend. As my work draws me closer to the Amahadian people, I start to realise just how primitive some of the desert tribes are, and what seems barbaric to me as an Englishwoman is everyday life to them. Dealing with the country’s finances and being involved in discussions about the allocation of a sizeable budget to the military, I’ve become acquainted with the details of the struggles to prevent war, both with neighbouring countries and within Amahad itself. If the tribes of the desert revolt against the Crown, the border with Ezirad would be left wide open to invasion by jihadists. As I get a better understanding of the reasons for what they did, I realise that my kidnapping probably had gone against the grain with the forward looking royal family, but that they had little option as they had to appease the tribes. I know they are working towards bringing these tribes into the twenty-first century, and my job allows me to be a small part of that. Surprisingly, I find that instead of resenting what has happened to me I grow to love this country, and appreciate the efforts to maintain its unique identity, tolerant of all religions and cultures. 

Kadar gradually becomes my rock. At times, I get annoyed at the amount of work he keeps pushing my way, but helping Amahad sort out the mess that is their finance department keeps me busy. I have top-of-the-range equipment and a number of staff reporting to me, together with the problems that go alongside that. In the first few weeks I resented what I saw as them seizing the opportunity to utilise my skills, to squeeze every last bit they could get from me before I left. Then the scales fell from my eyes and, at last, I realised that Kadar was helping me make a life for myself here, giving me a purpose and a place. When he eventually admits he doesn’t want to see me leave, doesn’t want to lose my skills, and doesn’t want to miss his niece or nephew growing up, I don’t know what to say. 

Weeks go by and I’m no closer to deciding what to do. As busy as the days are, by stark contrast my nights are empty. As I lie in a restless sleep, without fail, my dreams play on the same loop, screening visions of our honeymoon in the desert, which then morph into dungeon scenes. But in my dreams Nijad doesn’t use his toys to pleasure me, instead he utilises them to hurt and mark me, to maim me. Each dream ends as I know he’s approaching to kill me, his face twisted and brutal, his eyes red, glaring like a demon’s. One night it will be his fists, the next a dagger ready to slice into my veins. But always before that final strike I wake up screaming. Then, when I wake, all I have in my head is our last conversation, and his revelations going round and round my head. Gradually the lack of sleep and my inability to eat properly start a downward spiral. I recognise the symptoms and attempt to remain active, and to fight against the depression that is sweeping over me. I try to concentrate on the baby, but even the thought that I’m pregnant is a bittersweet one. 

The calendar ticks on relentlessly. One morning I wake up to realise it’s now six weeks since I last saw Nijad and I wonder, not for the first time, just how much longer I can go on like this. But my ability to move forward revolves around that damn contract. Rubbing my red and gritty eyes, sore after yet another restless night, I realise it’s time to take the final step to annul the document. Nijad is most definitely lost to me, and I have to accept the marriage is over. He hasn’t visited the palace or made any effort to make contact. I know he’s alive and kicking only from the sparse reports his brothers receive. I’m hanging on to something that I lost a long time ago. I can’t keep torturing myself when there’s no hope left. 

Today, with my new determination, I’m in a different frame of mind as I get up, dress and go to my office having accepted Nijad is gone from my life. Now I have to plan my future. Coming up to my second trimester into my pregnancy and it’s only just hitting me that this baby is real. It’s not just me now; I’ve got to live for him or her. What life would be best for my child? One in Amahad where family will, at least, surround it, even if that can’t include its father, or one in England where I’d be alone?     

I go to my office, but for the first time in weeks I don’t turn on my computer. Up to now I’ve tried to distract myself by getting involved in numbers and money trails, the familiar data I’ve lived with all my life. Now I’ve got decisions to make. It’s time to face life head-on, instead of hiding and hoping it will all sort itself out. I brush away the tear that drops from my eye as I realise the implication of that thought. I’ve finally accepted I’ll never see the man I love again or, at least, not when I’d be able to claim any relationship with him.

Leaning back in the large office chair, I rest my tired eyes for just a moment, and the effect of all my sleepless nights catches up with me. I’m exhausted and drained, but my decision has brought me some peace. Relaxing probably for the first time in days, I drift into sleep, but only to experience the same dream that haunts me each night. This time, when I jerk awake just before the final fatal blow, it’s with the sight seared on my brain of Nijad’s eyes as they appeared in my nightmare: manic, like a fiend escaped from hell. I shudder violently. Why do I have this same nightmare, night after night? Nijad’s so scary in the dream I can almost feel the blows on my body when I awake. Idly, I rub my shoulder as if he had actually hurt me.

Then I start. Nijad is six foot three; he towers above me. His weight is almost double mine, and his well-developed muscles far stronger. Chantelle was the same size as me; that’s what he told me, wasn’t it? What were the injuries he had catalogued? Cracked ribs, broken jaw, and a broken arm … I twist sideways in the chair, trying to imagine the pain that would cause, and how much movement she’d have. If she was high on cocaine, or maybe running on adrenalin, perhaps the pain wouldn’t register so much, but she only had the use of one arm. So how would she have been capable of picking up a heavy lamp and striking him hard enough to knock him out and cause a concussion? Either she was very, very lucky, or something just wasn’t adding up.

Nijad can’t remember attacking her. He has no memory of it. He says he’s blocked it out. But perhaps he can’t recall the attack because he didn’t do it? The man I know isn’t capable of such vicious and sustained violence. I know he isn’t! I don’t care what everyone else thinks. I know it’s not logical that I feel so strongly about his unfair conviction when I’ve only known him such a short time. But I honestly believe that there, in the desert, I got to know the real man. And the man I came to know would never, ever, hurt a woman. What if they’d been someone else there?

As soon as the idea hits me it takes hold. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Wasting no time, I leap to my feet and run through the palace until I reach the emir’s suite. I pause; is it right to go directly to the monarch? Should I talk to Jasim first? But a burst of rage comes over me that they’ve condemned Nijad on the flimsiest of evidence. His family wrote him off, and now they must be made to reconsider. With a strong sense of purpose, I breeze into the anteroom leading to the emir’s office and demand to be let in to see him immediately. Imperiously, I order that Kadar and Jasim be summoned as well. The ruler’s personal assistant tries his best to dissuade me, explaining that the emir is meeting with the tribal leaders. But that only pours fuel on the flames. Those men would happily have seen me murdered by the man I was forced to marry, and I have no time for them. The secretary cowers as, leaning over the desk, I repeat my demand. Confronted by a force of will, which right now probably equals that of the ruler, together with my rapidly rising voice as my anger takes hold, he meekly trots off to see if the emir will grant me audience.

On his return, he looks put out but asks me to take a seat and I can only presume the emir has granted my request. When he picks up his phone and it becomes obvious he’s speaking to Kadar’s assistant. I allow myself a satisfied smile. As he starts to dial a second call, the door to the emir’s office opens and out come several men dressed in traditional robes. The colour of the agals around their headdresses denote their status as leaders of their tribes, and some of them I recognise. And one, Sheikh Rais, winks at me when he passes. I’m surprised that they dip their heads towards me so, in return, I bow respectfully as they pass. When I look back up the ruler himself is standing in the doorway to his office, waving me in. Entering the room, I observe the protocol I’ve learned, and wait until the monarch seats himself, before taking the chair he indicates. 

He regards me thoughtfully. “Your voice was interrupting my meeting. I am unaccustomed to women screeching outside my door. I take it this is both urgent and significant?” 

I knew my voice had been raised, but ‘screeching’? Surely an exaggeration. “I’m sorry for interrupting your meeting, but it’s already long overdue that some matters are brought to your attention.” 

He actually chuckles. “It is a welcome interlude. Often business of state can be tedious. I was wondering how to conclude the meeting.” He glances up as the door opens. “Ah, Kadar and Jasim. Thank you for joining us.” The amusement fades from the emir’s face as he turns his attention back to me. “What is so vital and urgent to discuss with us, Sheikha?”

“What’s this about?” Kadar demands, almost at the same time. “I’ve cut short a conference call.”

The emir gestures towards me. “The sheikha has something to say.”

Three men glare at me. The monarchy of Amahad, three men with absolute power in their hands. I’ve tried to rehearse in my head what I want to say, but somehow my reasoned proposal gets muddled up now I’m confronted with these mighty men, and instead of leading up to it calmly I simply blurt out, “He didn’t do it!” 

The emir looks at his sons, confused. “Who didn’t do what?” Then he turns his attention to me. “Have I missed something?”

“Nijad! He didn’t attack that woman.” 

I see the looks Kadar and Jasim exchange, and read the pity plainly visible in their eyes. The emir just rubs his hand over his head as though annoyed that I’m wasting his time. Realising I’ve only got a short window before he throws me out of his office, I struggle to get my emotions under control and state my case as calmly as I can. 

“He couldn’t have done it. It’s quite straightforward. How could a woman with a broken arm and various other injuries pick up a heavy lamp and hit him with it hard enough to knock him out? So hard, I’m told, he was unconsciousness for two days? Nijad is a strong man; he could easily have overpowered her. There must have been someone else there.” I see they are going to argue with me, so I carry on talking quickly before they can interrupt. 

“Nijad put a man out of the apartment, but what if he had a key, or if the door had only been on the latch? What if it was a setup? A million pounds is a lot of incentive to take some pain. What if Nijad was hit first, and then the woman beaten to look like he did it? She’d have known there was a very high likelihood you’d pay up to keep a Prince of Amahad out of prison. I don’t believe Nijad hit her at all; I think it was her collaborator. Nijad just isn’t capable of it.” I don’t want to go into embarrassing details, but need to tell them. “That night he came to me in the harem, he was enraged, furious, but he was in control. He didn’t lash out or hit me. He went out of his way not to hurt me.”

“Cara, we know you love him. But you can’t rewrite history.” Jasim shakes his head.

They aren’t listening to me. I want to scream with frustration. Trying to keep my voice steady and reasonable, I attempt to persuade them again. “Just think about it! Did anyone ever question it at the time? Sometimes what you think you’re seeing is not the whole truth!” I sigh in exasperation and put my head in my hands. Why can’t they understand what I’m saying? Why can’t they at least think about it? Nobody says anything and, in the silence, I realise I’ve lost. I’m preparing myself to be thrown out, along with my protestations, when I glance up. 

Far from appearing dismissive, Kadar is looking thoughtful, his hand cradling his chin, his eyes focused on me. His gaze takes in his brother and the emir. 

“There wasn’t a full investigation,” he says, as though reminding them. “Nijad stepped up and took the blame. Never once did he question what we’d told him he had done. We settled as quickly as possible, to quiet the press and keep him out of a French prison. If you remember, we had to work at speed before the police drew up their case.” He considered it. “Nijad said nothing other than that he accepted his guilt.”

“Nijad took the blame because everyone seemed to believe he was capable of doing it,” I suggest, softly. “I know he isn’t guilty. His injury either needed considerable luck, or else he was struck by someone much stronger than the woman. Everyone told him just one version of what happened. No other explanation was explored or offered. He accepted the facts presented to him, and so did you. And that’s why he can’t remember beating her. Because he didn’t.” Something occurs to me. “What about the forensics? Was the lamp fingerprinted? Didn’t he have any security in his apartment? Did anyone check the tape?”

Jasim’s indrawn breath is audible. “Jon Tharpe looked into it. There was no video recording. Chantelle had deactivated the security system because she didn’t want any evidence that she’d had her dealer there.” He pauses. “Cara, although this was the first time Nijad hurt a woman, he had overeacted violently just some weeks earlier.” He looks at me sadly. “That’s what made us believe him capable.”

I feel defeated. There are obviously things I don’t know. 

“His knuckles were grazed,” Jasim continues, “And his blood was on her face. And her blood on his fist.”  Suddenly Jasim stops talking, and his eyes flare.

“What is it?” Kadar reads something in Jasim’s expression.

Jasim’s brow furrows as he searches back through his thoughts. “I’ve just remembered something. You know I sold the apartment, but that wasn’t until a year later. To be honest, I never wanted to go there again, wanted to forget it existed. But I got a report from the surveyor, and it showed damage that hadn’t been there before that day. A hole in the wall by the front door.” He pauses, and when he starts again he appears animated and excited. “The surveyor actually noted that it looked like someone had put their fist through it. He laughed when he told me, saying it had to have been someone pretty strong. I didn’t think much of it, just agreed for the repairs to be undertaken. But what if that’s how Nijad injured his fist? Hitting a wall in frustration is much more in line with his character!”

Kadar looks at me strangely, and then after a pause turns to his brother. “The circumstances were different, Jasim, when Nijad attacked the man in the club. His reaction was perhaps over the top, but he was protecting a woman on that occasion. Something perhaps any of us would do. What would you have done, brother, had you been the one to see a woman beaten so?” 

He gives Jasim time to think about his answer. “And are you now saying that Nijad could have injured his hand against the wall? If there were someone else there, could he have been set up?”

Jasim looks thoughtful, as if he’s considering the facts in a different way.

When he speaks, he addresses my questions. “There was no time or point in taking detailed forensic evidence. But some work was done. Nijad’s blood was on her face, and on her clothes.”

“Which could have come from his fist had he injured it. And putting a large hole in the wall could easily have opened the skin.”

Jasim continues, “After making the accusation the woman quickly retracted her story to the police when she was offered compensation. The police didn’t investigate further. The authorities could do nothing without a witness. We didn’t follow it up, as we accepted her story. The rush was to keep Nijad from being arrested. The facts seemed to speak for themselves. Jon Tharpe had done what he could; he interviewed the woman himself, and even he was convinced, particularly with the evidence of Nijad’s blood. We asked no further questions.” 

His face is drawn, hurt showing as he turns to Kadar. “I was there with him when he woke. I asked no questions, Kadar.” His distress is evident.

Kadar sighs. “I would have done the same, brother. You can’t blame yourself. I trust Jon Tharpe. But what if he’d been fooled by the woman? She had a lot to gain by sticking with her story. If the truth was something different she wouldn’t have ended up a millionaire.”

If a pin had dropped at that moment, we would all have heard it. I’d presented an alternative option and they are, at least, giving it some serious consideration. 

Jasim is the first to break the silence. He leans forwards. 

“Father, I would like to go to Paris.”

The emir is deep in contemplation. He’s been listening intently to the discussion going on around him, and I wait with baited breath for his response. It’s this powerful man who needs to be convinced. As monarch he won’t be rushed, and to my impatient mind it seems for ever before he speaks. When he does, his voice is grave and profound. 

“Sheikha Cara. We are men of the desert, with the blood of our ancestors running through us. Life can be harsh, retribution swift. Even in the most civilised of us, the need to fight to defend our honour sometimes slips its leash. The strength that’s required to be a leader sometimes has the propensity to turn upon us, to fight when we should talk, to strike when we should hold back. What is your English saying? ‘There, but for the grace of God, go I?’ I believed my son capable in the same way I believe that any of us could break, were the provocation severe enough. I’m not proud of that; it is simply the case. 

“Could I, as you are suggesting, have done my son a severe injustice? I must at least consider the possibility. You have presented an alternative scenario that we need to take into account. There is the chance that, with the threat of the court case, prison, adverse publicity and so on,we moved too quickly to contain the damage to our country, and questioned the evidence in front of us too little. If Nijad had protested his innocence, we would doubtless have made further investigation. But he, too, accepted the scenario as it had been presented to him. Jasim, by all means, go to Paris. Seek out this woman and get the truth.” Then the hope that had momentarily lightened his face fades again. “But Cara, you must accept the outcome. All Jasim may do is prove Nijad’s guilt.”

Jasim wastes no time, swiftly rising to his feet. “Your Highness.” He bows to his father and nods to myself and Kadar. “I will start immediately. I will contact Grade A Security and ask for their help. I’d like Jon Tharpe on board, given that he examined the original scene. I will find this Chantelle and get the truth from her.” The expression on his face was fierce and ruthless and I shiver, suddenly glad I am not the woman he is going to see.

 


Chapter 29

Cara

 

Life can seem to go slowly, or race past. It’s been two days now that I’ve been waiting to hear from Jasim. Logically, I know it will probably take a while to locate the woman and question her, and even longer to find the man involved, but my impatience to uncover the truth makes me restless and I can’t settle. As the antique clock in my suite chimes midnight, I know I need to try to get some sleep, but it’s so difficult to switch off my thoughts. After the meeting in the emir’s office I felt some optimism, but now I worry Jasim might be on a fool’s errand. I could so very well be wrong. But at least this time we’ll know the truth!

Gloomily, I undress and get ready to go to bed, consoling myself yet again, as I pull my long hair back into a braid, that it is still early days and tomorrow is, as they say, another day. Perhaps I’ll sleep tonight, after all the nights I’ve spent just tossing and turning. Sliding under the covers, I rest my tired head on the pillow – only to be disturbed almost immediately by a loud knocking on the outer door of my suite. I switch on the bedside light and call out permission to enter. A tall figure appears in the doorway to my bedroom. It’s Jasim! I start to push back the covers.

“No, Sheikha, sister,” he says, laughing. “Stay where you are. My brother would probably kill me just for being in your bedroom, but if you leap out of bed and I see you in your nightgown, he’d torture me first.” 

He’s light-hearted? Joking?

“Jasim, what have you found?” I demand. I stay put as he instructs, but fidget with impatience.

He comes over to the bed and perches on the edge, reaching over to take my hand in his, and gives it a squeeze. “Short answer? You were right.”

Gasping, I don’t dare let myself believe it. Forgetting what he said I sit up, luckily still sufficiently covered by my silk nightgown.

“Are you saying he’s innocent?”  I can barely get the words out I’m so excited.

“Yes. Wait, Cara…” Again I start getting out of bed, but he pushes me back. “There is nothing you can do now. I’ve already told the emir and Kadar. Kadar is flying to Z̧almā first thing in the morning to give the details to Nijad first-hand. This information is too important for a phone call. It will be a lot for him to take in. He didn’t even know I was going to Paris as we didn’t want to get his hopes up. Kadar is going to bring him back with him.”  He laughs, “And he won’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

“So I’ll see him?”

He nods. “Hopefully tomorrow. He’s convalescing still, of course, so it depends if any special arrangements need to be made for him travel. And it’s going to be a lot for him to process. He’s got to rewrite three years of his life.” 

Jasim grows serious with concern for his brother. I lie back, closing my eyes, thinking this is the best news I’ve received in my life. I want to know more details. “Jasim, what happened? Tell me everything, please.”

“Are you not tired, Cara? In need of rest? You should think of the baby.”

“How the hell do you expect me to be able to sleep tonight?”

He brushes his hair back off his forehead. His usually tidy beard hasn’t been trimmed and I realise he probably hasn’t rested himself in his rush to bring the truth back to the palace. Suddenly I feel shame for my impatience hits me. 

“I’m sorry, Jasim. You need your sleep too.”

Laughing softly, he tells me, “I’d rather stay if I may. I’m too wired about everything to rest. Lie back and I’ll tell you what happened. I could do with a drink. You?”

There’s a minibar in the room that’s kept stocked. I don’t drink alcohol now, of course, but I could use a fruit juice. He goes over and brings back a soft drink for me, and is carrying two of the small whisky bottles, the sort you get on an aeroplane, for himself. He opens one, pours it into a glass and takes a long drink. 

“Better?” I ask him. 

“Better,” he confirms with a smile. “I managed to get hold of Jon Tharpe. You met him in the desert city; he helped me install, er, certain equipment in the palace.” He chuckles at my embarrassed grin, as I nod to confirm that I remember him. “He had his doubts that Nijad was innocent; having been there at the time and everything had pointed to his guilt. But he agreed if there was any way to clear him, he wanted to help. He got his colleagues in Grade A Security involved, and contacted a couple of their operatives already stationed in Paris. With men on the ground and the company using its analysts in London we found the woman, Chantelle, pretty quickly. To say she was down on her luck is an understatement – and the truth!” He allows himself a small grimace before continuing.

“It was exactly as you suggested. To get her drugs from her dealer she gave him everything he wanted, including her body and the key to our apartment. I suspect a robbery was planned as well. Dealer man didn’t take kindly to being shoved out of the front door and returned to confront Nijad but, coward that he is, he was reluctant to take him on in a fair fight. So once he entered, he took advantage of Nijad’s distraction with Chantelle and put him out of commission immediately by hitting him with the lamp. My brother was lucky he wasn’t killed. The plan was hatched quickly, while Nijad was unconscious. Nijad’s knuckles were bleeding. His blood was already on her face and, conveniently, on some of her clothes. The Kassis family, they were certain, would pay anything to keep one of their own out of gaol. Chantelle agreed to let it look like it had been Nijad who attacked her, and that’s the story she gave to the police, and to Jon.” Jasim pauses and looks grave. “She admitted she got more than she bargained for and ended up afraid for her life. After the vicious beating, her dealer friend smeared her blood on Nijad and left the apartment. At that point she was more afraid of Henri returning to finish the job if she changed her story, which is how she was able to make her version so credible. When she was released from the hospital the dealer, Henri, made contact with her again, virtually taking her prisoner, and laid claim to her compensation money as payment for the drugs she continued to consume. I reckon the more drugs she took, the less attractive she became. To cut a long story short, before the year was up Chantelle was out on the streets, penniless and selling her body to keep alive. She’s in a pretty poor state now, a shadow of her former self.”

“She’ll tell the police?”

“No, she won’t change her statement. Not unless we pay her off again.”

“Are you going to?”

Leaning his head back as if to remove a kink, he then rolls his neck from side to side. I feel compassion for him; he must have been on the go most of the last two days. 

“I’ve discussed it with the emir. As it stands, Nijad lost his reputation but has no criminal record. The truth as she’s now told it will be made known throughout Amahad, and that’s the only thing of real concern to us. And, more importantly, Nijad has been given back his life, his integrity. His international reputation isn’t as important and, in truth, his part in the affair was forgotten as soon as another salacious story hit the press. We’ll give her no money; we won’t allow her to blackmail us, but we will pay for her to go to rehab. It’s up to her what she does with her life after that.”

“What about the man? Did she tell you anything about him?”

“Only that his name is Henri Bellerose. Jon’s staying on to try to track him down. He’s not going to get away with it.” Jasim covers his mouth in an attempt to suppress a loud yawn but is not particularly successful. 

“You should get some rest.” 

“Soon.” 

He yawns again; he can hardly keep his eyes open. He looks fit to drop. I slide over in the bed and gently pull his hand towards me. Almost asleep where he sits he flops down, and then lies, fully clothed, on top of the covers on one side of my large bed. Within minutes, I hear him gently snoring. I grin to myself, thinking it’s probably for the best Nijad never gets to know I slept with his brother.

 

****

 

Why I’m running full pelt through the palace, I don’t know. My feet are pounding the floor purely on instinct; I’ve no idea where I’m going, no destination in mind. I just need to run. Guards and servants try to stop me, but I rush past, not caring they must think I’m a mad woman. One even steps out drawing his gun, checking behind me, thinking I must have someone pursuing me. 

One minute I’d been sitting in the throne room, discussing the events in Paris calmly; accepting the thanks which the emir and his sons seemed to think my due for instigating the investigation  and awaiting Nijad’s arrival from the desert. Then I’d heard the helicopter coming in to land, and that was it. Dizziness came over me. I thought I was going to pass out, and then the only thing I knew was I had to get out of there. It seemed there was no air in the room and I felt like I was going to suffocate. As each breath inhaled became more and more of a struggle, I knew I had to leave. Excusing myself on the pretext of needing a bathroom, I managed to make a reasonably graceful exit, leaving them expecting my prompt return. But instead, once out of the royal apartments, I started to run. 

I don’t think my heart can take it if Nijad rejects me in front of his father and brothers. For him, it is to be a welcome celebration, and I expect they all have some grovelling to do too, they too, having believed the worst. But I’m so terrified of seeing him again there’s no way I can greet him in a formal session. All my hopes, dreams, even my life, rest in his hands, and with just a few words he can destroy me. Why would he want me now? The contract was drawn up based on a false premise. There never was a savage sheikh.

Through corridors and corridors I run, passing into the older, unpopulated parts of the palace. I’ve no idea where I am running to, but as large golden doors appear in front of me I just know I’ve reached my destination. I don’t even pause before I push open the heavy doors and step inside, sinking to the ground shaking and panting, out of breath and out of hope, but feeling safe. No one will think of coming to look for me here. 

It isn’t that I don’t want to see Nijad; I do, as much as I want my next breath. But it hit me, there in the throne room, waiting for Nijad to arrive, that I might be the last person he’d want to see. He no longer has a reputation for violence, no longer has reason to be punished, and no longer has reason to be married to me. He can have any woman in the world. So why, for God’s sake, would he want me, a boring accountant with a talent for hacking and poor judgement about who to trust? 

I’ve done the right thing. I’ve given Nijad the space to be welcomed back into his family on his own, without the encumbrance of a wife he never wanted or needed. At least I’ve spared him the embarrassment of that. He’s no longer the black sheep; his name and reputation are now untarnished. He’s facing a fresh start. 

Hey, baby. I run my hand over my stomach, which only just shows the early signs of a baby bump. It’s just you and me now. We’ll be fine; we’ll have each other. A sob escapes me at the thought of a dark-haired boy or girl so resembling their father. But I’ll have something of him with me always. Though it’s not nearly enough; in a perfect world, I’d want it all. But wants are not the same as haves. 

I glance at the surroundings which have become so familiar to me, the place I’d wanted so desperately to escape from, but the place where now, strangely, I feel safe. They’ll be missing me, might send people to search for me, but probably won’t come here. And the emir and his sons will have so much to discuss they really won’t give very much thought to my absence. They can get on and discuss Nijad’s future without the awkwardness of an unwanted wife in the room. No, they’ll be pleased I’m not there.

Now I’ve got time to sit, to get my breath back and to practise a poker face so I can keep it together when Nijad tells me there’s no longer any reason for our marriage, and he doesn’t want me as his wife. Much better just the two of us. I don’t want an audience for that. 

But it seems I don’t have time to practise. Within minutes of my arrival at the harem, the great doors clang open, and heavy footsteps herald someone else’s arrival. I rise to my feet and turn slowly, unsure who would have come looking for me. With mixed emotions of delight and fear, I watch as Nijad takes a step further into the great room. 

I didn’t believe he’d come looking for me. I’d no idea he’d have a clue where to find me. Hell, coming to the harem hadn’t even been a conscious decision for me. As he strides purposefully through the golden doors, I have the overwhelming feeling that this meeting, in this place, is inevitable. 

A shuttered expression is on his face; it’s unreadable. He’s walking with a pronounced limp, the scars on his face healed, still red and angry-looking, but doing nothing to detract from his otherwise handsome features. How could I ever have imagined I could call this man ‘husband’. I tremble, dreading the words he’s going to use to let me down. I watch in silence as he comes closer, wincing as he visibly favours his left leg. But he seems to shrug off the pain as he walks across the room, shedding his robe, which falls to the ground, and throwing his headdress down on a nearby chair. Underneath he is wearing those tight-fitting black jeans which emphasise the width of his thighs and the tightness of his arse, sending shivers down my spine. His customary black T-shirt is tight around his torso, and his feet are still in his desert boots. Dominance rolls off him as he approaches.

He stares at me until I’m forced to lower my gaze. I can still feel his eyes burning into me. What is he seeing? The wife he wants to liberate himself from? He must be here to ask me to void the contract. I can’t look at him; I’m too scared of what I might see in his face. And I’m too afraid to talk to him, too afraid of what his words might be.  

He breaks the silence first, barking out just one word. It’s an order. 

“Strip!” His voice trembles.

I’d anticipated the conversation I’d been dreading. His words catch me unawares. What’s he asking me? My incomprehension must show on my face because he expands on his instruction, as though I’m a child.

“Take … Your … Clothes … Off.” 

I glance up. His eyes remain fixed on mine, compelling me to obey, to submit to his will. 

Dread flows through me as I look down at myself. I’m wearing traditional robes, out of courtesy to the emir and because it seems an appropriate way to welcome my desert prince. Has he decided that, as I’m no longer the wife he wants, I’m no longer fit to wear the clothing native to his land? My eyes fill with tears. The way he’s looking at me, the way he’s holding himself – he’s unapproachable. I can’t even bring myself to question why he’s asking me to do this. I’ll learn my fate soon enough; no need to rush it along. I’ll hold on to the dream just a little while longer.

Under his intimidating stare, my hands go to the fastenings on my thobe. Removing it, I let the tunic drop to the floor. Bowing my head, no longer able to meet his eyes, I loosen my silk trousers and let them fall. I’m standing in the fancy underwear I put on today, selected only for my husband to see. 

After a period of silence, I glance up to see that he is not completely unaffected by my hesitant striptease. He indicates what he wants with his hand. 

“And the rest.”

If I can spark his desire … maybe that might be my one chance to keep him. Only a few weeks ago I would have faltered, or even flat-out refused. I would have been ashamed to expose my body to him. But a quick glance shows a definite bulge in his jeans revealing that, although he may no longer want me as his wife, I still have the power to arouse him. The knowledge gives me confidence. Slowly, oh-so slowly, I put my hands round my back and unclasp my lacy fire-engine-red bra. I slide one strap off my shoulders and then make a show of slipping down the other. The bra falls at my feet; my breasts drop free. Pregnancy has already changed my body, and they are heavier than they’ve ever been. I pull back my shoulders.

His eyes darken with desire. Has his plan to dismiss me backfired? Another wave of his hand and I, more confidently, reach to my matching thong. With a sureness gifted by his expression of desire, I pull down the narrow strip of material, lifting one leg and then the other as gracefully as I can. 

For a short time, he says and does nothing. I try to hold myself still, but it’s hard not to fidget under his intense scrutiny and I cross my arms over my chest, no longer wanting to be so exposed to him. I bow my head, wishing he would stop procrastinating. Haven’t I been punished enough? Does he still hold my crimes against me, even though everyone else has forgiven me? I wish he would get on with it and just tell me to get out of his life, if that’s what has to happen. 

But a small kernel of hope flickers inside me as I see him clenching and unclenching his fists at his sides; he’s trying hard to stay in control. Perhaps he still wants me! My hopes begin to rise but, then, after what seems like an eternity, he moves forward, bringing his feet into range of my downcast eyes, and his next action plunges me into despair. I hear a tearing sound, and pieces of paper flutter down around me. I can’t fail to recognise the official document. He’s torn up our marriage contract. I expected it. I knew it would happen. But I’m still not prepared for the intense pain that slices through my heart, a wound from which I know I’ll never recover. The hurt wrenches a sob from me. It’s over. He isn’t going to forgive me.

“Sheikha.” 

The rushing in my ears prevents me from hearing him as he starts to speak. He tries again, his voice soft as a caress, but loud enough to make sure he’s got my attention. 

“Cara. You are the most beautiful woman that I have ever seen. I wanted you from the first moment I saw you. I wanted to nurture you, to protect you. To see the woman I knew was hiding inside break free of the chains that bound you. As you grew, so did my love for you. Put your arms at your sides.” 

I can’t understand why he’s saying all this. Why can’t he just get it over and done with? And then I realise he’s given me another instruction and I comply, revealing myself once again. 

“You are standing here, with nowhere to hide. I see all of you. You are hiding nothing from me. You are beautiful.”

His glorious melodic voice is washing over me, and I try hard to comprehend what he means. It is so far from what I had expected, but so close to my greatest hopes, I feel myself going weak. I start shaking.

 “I don’t want to be bound to you because of a contract,” he continues. “I don’t want conditions or a time limit on our relationship. I want you, by my side, in my life for ever. I want to raise our child with you, and other children to come, whether we have sons or just a brood of daughters. Each will be valued, as they will be a result of our union. I want to return to you the same love, trust and commitment you’ve shown to me, every day of the rest of our lives, and beyond, into the after-life.” He starts to lower himself to the floor, a little awkwardly due to the stiffness in his left leg, but then he’s kneeling in front of me, taking my right hand in his. I look down at him on the floor by my feet, hardly daring to hope... 

“Cara, will you marry me?”

I remember that I need to breathe. I take one deep breath, and then another, his words echoing round my head. Did he offer me marriage? Am I hallucinating? Nijad, this handsome, virile man who is free to marry anyone he chooses, to live wherever he wants. His past and his future have been given back to him. All my self-doubt comes rushing back to me. I’m not good enough for him. 

“You don’t need to be grateful, Nijad. You don’t owe me.” 

Although the words he has spoken are more than I’d hoped to hear, I can’t bring myself to believe he wants to be with me. 

He rocks back on his heels. “Still no confidence, you beautiful, wonderful woman who has the power to drive me insane? I’m asking you to marry me, for fuck’s sake. Of my own free will. Because it is the thing I desire most in the world. Before, I had nothing to offer you before, only the threat of hurt and pain. But now, now I want you as my wife.” He looks up at me, a grin starting, transforming his features, wiping away the sternness. 

“We’ve obviously been apart too long.” His voice deepens, the voice of a Dominant. “Let me rephrase it. You are going to marry me.”

The command in his voice sends an arrow of desire straight down between my legs, and his arrogance brings forth a small laugh as, at last, I start to believe him. I fall to my knees, my hands reaching out tentatively to touch him, this man I thought I’d never feel again. 

“Nijad – I love you so much!” I add shyly, “Of course I’ll marry you!”

Pulling me to him, his mouth crushes down on mine, demanding I open for him, his tongue sweeping inside. A Dominant’s kiss, his hand moving to the back of my head, he holds me to him, preventing the escape I have no intention of making. The taste of him fills me, sparking memories, igniting arousal, and immediately I’m wet for him, only for him. 

When he lets me go he stands, his strong arms hauling me to my feet. Our chests mirror each other, heaving as we try to get our breath back. Then, in one smooth movement, he lifts me into his arms and carries me to the bed, his leg not seeming to notice the extra weight as he manoeuvres us until he’s sitting down on the edge with me on his lap. 

“I want nothing more than to sink deep inside you, Cara.” 

I nuzzle close to him, caring for nothing other than that he’s asked me to marry him. His hand traces my face then stills, his palm cupping my cheek. He leans forward, kisses me gently, and then pulls back. His eyes grow darker, and when he speaks his voice oozes dominance. 

“Right now, I don’t know whether to fuck you or spank you. After everything I said to you, you doubted me.” His voice is full of authority and that alone starts a tingling, as though my blood is bubbling in my veins. “You doubted my love for you. You thought now I was free I’d want somebody else. You thought you wouldn’t be good enough for me.” He can read me like a book.

 “I told you I’d spank you, Cara, if you ever doubted yourself again. We’ve been apart, but not for one moment have I stopped loving you or wanting you. Only you. There’s never been anyone else like you. Never been anyone who believed in me so much. My family, my best friend who’s like a brother to me, all accepted the evidence without question. But not you. You set me free. From this point on you will trust me totally. You will keep no secrets. I never, ever want to feel the fucking pain I felt when I found you had kept things from me. When I couldn’t be near you. Never, Cara. I never want to go through that amount of hurt again. I couldn’t survive it.”

Tears begin to fall from my eyes as the pain in his voice gets to me. I’m crying for the pain I’ve caused him, for the pain I’ve caused us. I’m sobbing, sobbing as though my heart will break. 

“My life was stolen from me, but you gave it back.” His hand is now rubbing my thighs, my stomach. “I love you, Cara. Let’s start living our lives as they were meant to be, from this moment on.” 

As his palms circle over my skin, the heat is spreading throughout my body. His words calm me, fill me with hope, and my tears start drying on my cheeks. “I told you I’d spank you, Cara, but you’ve escaped that for now. I can’t punish a pregnant woman.” Turning me to face him, he looks deeply into my eyes. “But when the baby’s born…” 

I look up to see his eyes glittering with mirth and something else: joy. His words make me giggle, and I run my hand over his face, feeling over long beard, knowing he hasn’t even bothered to shave in his rush to come to me. 

“It’s over, Cara. Whatever’s happened in the past is gone. It’s forgiven. Forgotten. There was and can never be another woman for me, and I promise to spend the rest of my years proving to you that I’m the man you can trust.”

 My butt is resting on his jean-clad legs. As he speaks I realise my sobs have cleansed me, his words having taken all the doubt away. I start to feel a glow spread through my body; my arousal causes me to fidget, my dampness soaking into the material of his jeans, but I don’t care, and neither, does it seem, does he. The anguish I felt when I doubted his love for me quickly fades into insignificance as his lips come over mine once again. 

“Open for me.” His tongue sweeps into my mouth, dancing with mine. It is a deeply intimate kiss, less violent and hungry, full of love, and I feel the sense of completeness and of finally coming home.

As our tastes mingle, it’s as though a switch has been thrown. Suddenly there’s a new urgency as our mouths clash and mould together. His tongue pushes and probes, mimicking a different action. My lips are already swollen and sore, but I can’t get enough of him. He tastes faintly of coffee, but mostly of him, the flavour I never thought I’d know again. Frantically, I start to pluck at his T-shirt, my hands pulling at the material, wanting him as naked as I am, but he’s the one in control. He pushes me away, lifts me up into the air, hugging me close, and then lays me down reverently upon the bed. His body comes over mine. Taking my hands he imprisons them in one of his, holding them above my head, as he starts kissing his way down my body. He spends time sucking my nipples, tweaking and rolling them between his fingers, causing spikes of sensation to travel straight down, as though there is an invisible connection. He releases my hands but I continue to keep them in place, restrained now by his will. With one hand toying with my breasts, he balances himself on the other; his absence causes a brief chill before the heat in his gaze warms me. Staring at my body, he leans down, putting his lips to my stomach. Putting his cheek against me, he murmurs in a voice filled with emotion, “My baby.” He sounds in awe. “You’re carrying my baby, Cara.” Pulling himself upright he studies me. “Your breasts are bigger.” Leaning over, he sucks a nipple in his mouth, biting down gently.

“And more sensitive,” I gasp out, causing him to grin.

He continues his exploration of my body, as if reacquainting himself with every inch. I can’t help myself squirming. His gentle touches are ramping up my arousal, and I need relief. With a knowing smile, he huffs out a soft breath against my stomach, almost causing me to shoot off the bed. Grinning, he kisses and licks me all over until he reaches my mound. He raises his head to look at me, and I see his expression sober. With a growl he changes position, pulling my legs apart and kneeling in between them. His eyes catch mine, and hold them as he plunges his finger inside me. My body contorts at his long-awaited touch. It seems so long since I felt his touch; I’d forgotten how good it felt. His invasion is so right. His mouth comes down exactly where I want it, teasing, making me writhe as I try to get him to the right spot, the point where all my nerves are screaming for his touch. He licks and nibbles. My hands come down and I grasp his hair, trying to move his head when, all of a sudden, two fingers are inside me, curling round on that soft spot that will send me over the edge while, simultaneously, he bites hard on my clit. My body jerks violently and I scream as I experience the most forceful orgasm of my life, made all the more intense by the passion and emotion sweeping through me. Wave after wave of endless pleasure, his tongue swiping across me as my body convulses time after time. Eventually, the spasms fade. It’s a while before my breathing is anywhere back to normal. 

When I’ve partly recovered, I look up to see his chiselled, handsome face looming over me. 

“Do you want me, Cara? Do you want me to fuck you?”

Without hesitation I stroke my hand down his cheek. “I want you.” My hand moves lower, and tugs at his shirt. “I think you are overdressed.” 

In response he pulls his T-shirt over his head and reaches for his belt. 

“Let me.” He pauses as I sit up and slide off the bed, first crouching down to untie and remove his boots. Next I go for his belt, my hands shaking as I fumble with the buckle but he waits patiently, giving me all the time I need. The leather slips through the loops and slowly, but carefully, I reach for his zip. 

His hands come and cover mine. “Careful. I’m commando.” I grin at his rueful smile. I can feel his cock throbbing under the denim as though trying to punch its way out. 

Gently, I ease down the zipper and push his jeans off his hips, grimacing at the vivid scarring on his leg. But I don’t pause for long. His cock springs free, proud and ready. Licking my lips, I have an overwhelming urge to taste him. Acting purely on instinct, I lean forwards and suck the moisture from his slit. It’s his turn to gasp. His fingers come up, twisting into my hair, taking hold. Feeling braver, I put my hands around his length and my tongue swirls around the engorged head. 

“Put your lips around me, Cara,” he tells me gruffly. I open my mouth, taking him in as far as I can while my hands caress the span that’s too much to take. “That’s right. That feels too fucking good!” 

Sucking him in and out, I reach down to touch his heavy balls, feeling them react to my touch as I gently roll and massage them. His hands are in my hair, gripping it tight, controlling, but not forcing. The feeling excites me; I love his dominance. I pull my mouth away, lick the veins on each side of his cock, and then take him in my mouth again, feeling his width stretch my jaw, trying to accept as much of him as I can. My naïve attempt makes me gag and swallow convulsively, and grasping my hair he pulls me away. 

“Later.” His voice is gruff. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t know how…”

“Fuck, Cara, I’m not complaining.” He caresses my head. “It’s too fucking good. I’m a second away from coming and I want that to be inside you.”

He turns us around and pushes me down on the bed, coming down over me in one smooth movement. With a total lack of finesse, which brings no complaints from me, he positions himself at my entrance and starts to push inside gently, inch by torturous inch. 

It’s not enough; I need him now. “Nijad, please!” I cry out. 

He knows what I’m asking and doesn’t hesitate. With one long, fast thrust he’s inside me, stretching me, filling me, making me complete, his face taut as he struggles to keep control. Neither of us is going to last long. I can’t stop the contraction of my muscles around him, nor hold back my release. As my muscles squeeze him, he roars as he comes inside me, pulsing, filling me, spurt after spurt of hot cum which triggers another orgasm, extending both our pleasure. 

He rolls his weight off of me, lying on his back; one arm flung up over his eyes. I reach out my hand as though to make sure he is real, and this hasn’t been a dream. But my hand meets solid flesh and I start to allow myself to believe this man is mine. 

“I love you,” I tell him, softly.

“Oh Cara, my Sheikha. I love you too.” He’s breathing heavily. “Fuck, that felt good.” His hand caresses my stomach and I smile, knowing he’s thinking about the baby. The child whose future is now settled. I try to roll over to cuddle him, but he stops me. “Hold on a minute.” 

Sitting up, he leans over the side of the bed and picks up his jeans from the floor, fiddling about to extract something from the pocket. Straightening, I see something clasped in his hand. He holds it out to me, telling me gravely, “You’ll wear this again, always.” 

My eyes widen in surprise at what his opening hand is revealing. It’s my collar, the one he’d taken off and discarded the day he’d taken me to the harem. I lean forward, allowing him to fasten it around my neck. As his warm hands click the padlock closed, I stutter out, “How… I… I thought it was lost?”

He lifts my chin, taking a second to admire the chain on me. Then his eyes seem shuttered with pain. 

“I couldn’t stand to leave it there, Cara. I went back to get it. I’ve carried it with me ever since, though every time I saw it, touched it, it caused another crack in my heart. Deep down, I’ve always hoped this day would come.”

I kneel up, moving and clasping him tight to me, my head resting on his chest, having to stifle a sob at the thought of all the hurt we’ve both suffered, and all as a result of accusations of crimes we didn’t commit. I’m not naïve enough to think our road ahead will always be smooth, but I believe we’re now strong enough to cope with any bumps we might come across. 

I’m just opening my mouth to express my thoughts when suddenly his phone rings, shattering the emotion filled moment. Cursing, he rifles through his jeans again, trying to locate the right pocket. He scowls as he recognises the caller’s ID. 

“Jas, not a good time, brother.” But apparently Jasim hasn’t been put off. Nijad continues to listen, his side of the conversation mainly grunts of agreement. When he ends the call, he holds out his hand to me and yanks me off the bed as I grasp it. 

“Come, Sheikha.” He interrupts himself by gently kissing my lips. Then, framing my face between his palms, he continues, “The emir is waiting. Apparently we’ve got a wedding to plan.”


Chapter 30

Nijad

 

Now I have to suffer and sit through the most tedious meeting with the emir that I’ve ever had in all my life. Tedious because all I want to do is whisk Cara off to the nearest bed somewhere and fuck the last few weeks or, more to the point, the last three years, out of my system. The emir wants to arrange a full state wedding to show the world that his youngest son has been welcomed back into the family fold, his reputation proven to be untarnished. As I sit restlessly in my seat, my leg bouncing in impatient anticipation, I try to listen to the plans and ideas he’s putting forward, and keep casting incredulous glances towards my wife. It’s still hard to believe the incredible faith she had in me. Out of everyone I know, only she believed in me, her conviction sufficient to prove my innocence. Fuck, and she’s carrying my child! Could she be any more perfect? I reach out my hand to take hers, squeezing it tight, wanting to hang on to her, unable to shed the dread that she might disappear any minute. Pure happiness rolls over me, begging the question: have I ever felt truly happy before? In my fuck-’em-and-leave-’em playboy life, was I ever really content? Or was I just waiting to find this one woman, the woman forced to marry me? Three lost years of my life? Or was it three years waiting for Cara? I’d do that penance all over again if it were to achieve the same result.

She turns and smiles at me. I can’t look away, trapped by the view of her beautiful face still flushed from our lovemaking, her blatantly swollen and ravished lips, steadfastly being ignored by my father.

At last realising his audience is not fully attentive, the emir finally wraps up the meeting. Taking a hasty leave of my father, I waste no time in whisking Cara out to the small four-seater helicopter, the R44, which I prefer. As I throw her inside, she giggles as I fasten her harness, and I find myself laughing with her, for absolutely no reason at all. I gaze over at her like a schoolboy with a crush, and she just smiles that winning smile back. 

“I’ve missed you so much! I can’t believe what a fucking arse I was to send you away.” Now, I don’t know how I had the strength to do it.

She shakes her head; her luscious brown hair, left loose, swings with the motion. 

“You did what you thought was best. If you hadn’t, we’d never have found out the truth. We’d have always had that hanging over us.”

Knowing she speaks the truth, I have to tear my eyes away from my wonderful woman to start the pre-flight checks, and get into the air as fast as I can. It’s a two-hour flight. One hundred and twenty fucking minutes too long! But I didn’t want to spend any more time in Al Qur’ah. I wanted to get my wife home, to our home. I try to force my mind away from my cock, already hardening in anticipation of what’s to come. I’ve got precious cargo with me today; I need to focus on flying. I think we’re both in the same state of disbelief about how our circumstances have changed so much in just a few hours. We talk a little, but avoid rehashing the past. It’s time to look forward now. I think we’re both lost in our thoughts and eagerness to arrive at the palace in Z̧almā’. My mind’s already playing around with ideas for scenes in the dungeon tonight.

But when we arrive at the desert palace it seems my staff are going to derail my plans. As I start the descent, I can already see the landing pad is surrounded by well-wishers, all cheering or clapping, glad to see their sheikh, now cleared of all wrongdoing, and their sheikha, whose actions have brought them such wealth. As I switch off the engine, I see Rais waiting for us with a huge smile on his face. As soon as I get out and help Cara down, he’s there beside us, his enormous arms going around me to hug me, slapping my back with his massive hands. I swear I can see tears as he steps away, keeping his eyes on mine.

“Nijad, Sheikh. It is a good day.” I clasp his hand and nod with respect and gratitude. “We have a celebration planned,” he turns to Cara, bowing deeply, “To welcome you both home. And to thank the sheikha for everything she’s accomplished on behalf of Amahad.”

I swear under my breath, and throw a rueful glance at my wife. She laughs, and then shrugs and grins back. An early trip to the dungeon is not on the cards, it would seem.

With Rais’s arm across my shoulder, I reach out and, taking the hand of my beautiful wife, we make our way into the palace where my staff have put together an impressive banquet and assembled all the tribal leaders, with only one notable, but not unexpected, exception. After their efforts it would be rude to leave, and we enjoy the celebrations late into the evening before the moment comes when, at last, we can escape having been treated to native dances and displays of fire-eating as well as mock fights between the tribal champions. By the time we reach the royal suite I’m too tired to do anything but make gentle, vanilla love to my wife before we both fall asleep, mentally and physically exhausted after the long day.

In the morning, I take a telephone call that I’m delighted to receive. It’s a brief call, and will need to be the first of a number to mend the many necessary bridges. There’s nothing to forgive on my part; fuck, if I believed myself capable of hurting Chantelle, how could anyone else doubt it? But the proof of my innocence has shaken my blood brother hard and left him full of guilt at having misjudged me so badly. I try to make him understand. 

“Jon, you are not to blame. No one allowed you enough time to investigate. My father paid up to get the case dropped.” I listen as he protests, telling me he should have questioned Chantelle more, should have looked further into her background.

“For fuck’s sake, Jon. My blood was on her; her blood was on my fist!” But even though I tried to exonerate him, I could tell he felt despair. Fuck, I’d believed the evidence myself and lost three years of my life in doing so. How could I possibly blame anyone else? And certainly not Jon Tharpe, not when he’s gone out of his fucking way to put a final full stop on the events that now seem so long ago in Paris.

As usual, I’m up and about long before Cara wakes, but after that phone call I can’t leave her to sleep. I’m too buoyed up, wanting to share my fucking fantastic news.

“Sheikha. Cara, my love.” I gently shake her shoulder.

“Mmm...” 

I laugh softly. “Cara.” I bend down to kiss her, turning her face to mine. I caress her cheek, her chin, her forehead, touching her as if to assure myself she’s here.

Gradually she comes to full consciousness. The expression on her face is a delight to behold, the love and emotion shining out through her eyes.

“I’ve got something to tell you, sweetheart.”  

She accepts a full, deep kiss, our mouths and tongues dancing together. For a moment, I almost forget why I woke her. My cock engorges almost painfully in the jeans I’m wearing under my robe. But I will it down, shifting and adjusting to try to get comfortable; the news is too important to wait. I pull back, my arm still holding her. 

“I’ve had a call from Jon Tharpe.” I give her a moment to place the name of the bodyguard who went to Paris with Jasim. When she nods, I continue. “He remained in France, trying to track down the man who hurt Chantelle and set me up. Well, he found him.”

Cara sits up straight, her eyes anxiously searching mine. “What happened?”

“He’s made a full confession to the police, completely clearing my name.”

“What? How?” 

I laugh. “Jon can be very persuasive when he wants to be.” I suspect I know the type of methods he’d have used, but I don’t share that. Whatever the action was, it was sufficient for the drug dealer to give up his liberty rather than having the threat of certain members of Grade A Security hanging over him. “The papers are drafting new headlines right now. It’s not as big a story, of course, not like that of the ‘savage sheikh’, but it should warrant a couple of paragraphs.”

Her eyes narrow, but then fill with pleasure. “The world knows you’re innocent?”

“They will do soon.” My cock is throbbing, but I’ve one more thing to say. “I already owe Jon, my blood brother, my life. Now I owe him my sanity.”

“But he thought you were guilty! It was part of the reason you accepted it yourself!”

I nod, thinking. “He thinks he let me down, but it wasn’t his fault. Everything was so rushed, so hurried, he didn’t have a chance to discover what really happened. I was just pleased Chantelle was persuaded to change her story to keep me out of gaol, and wanted to get out of France. But now he’s cleared my name. Now, enough talking, I want you, Cara.”

She seems to be in tune with me and offers no resistance as I move the sheet down her body, exposing her beautiful form. I make short work of getting out of my clothes until I’m naked beside her. Leaning over I open my hand, and let the contents slither out on to her stomach.

Gasping, she sits up. “What’s that?” She takes the long gold chain in her hand and looks up at me quizzically.

“It’s a slave chain.” It’s the one Jasim brought to me the day my wife was first delivered to me, and I thought I’d now put it to good use. “It goes round your waist. I’d like you to wear it.”

“A slave chain?” Her brow creases, and she looks surprised. 

“It’s sexy, a turn-on for me. To know you’re mine, and no one else will know you’re wearing it.” As her face flushes, I can see the thought arouses her too. 

Then she frowns. “It won’t fit me for long, Nijad.”

“Wear it while you can then.” I motion for her to sit up, and fasten the chain around her waist. The links are flattened, so it should be comfortable. I fasten the tiny padlock and put the key on a chain around my neck. It’s symbolic. “You’re mine.”

She touches the key around my neck. “You’re mine.”

I grin. She’s so right: I am her slave. But I’m not telling her that. Instead, I push her back down. I stretch her legs apart and watch her face. Her pupils are dilating, her face flushed. Running my hand across her stomach, pausing to rest on the soft cocoon that’s nurturing my baby, I journey down to her pussy. She’s gushing wet. I wipe my fingers across her and then put them into my mouth, sucking them. She’s watching avidly. As she reaches her hands down to me I stop her, grabbing hold of them and pulling them up over her head. I reach over to the low table beside the bed, open the drawer, and extract the handcuffs I put there earlier. I fasten the soft leather cuffs around her wrists, and then attach them to the bed post. After I check they’re comfortable for her, I see her licking her lips in anticipation. This beautiful woman is with me all the way.

I take out a soft black silk blindfold. I show it to her and then cover her eyes. She wriggles. Now the touch of anxiety, the knowledge she’s totally in my control, is adding to her arousal. The flush, which began on her face, now extends the whole way down her body. I pull back, removing my skin entirely from hers. She has no idea what I’m going to do next. I wait. She’s impatient and wriggles. I don’t move until she’s still. Then I bend down, my mouth going to her nipple. A gentle suckle has her gasping. I take a second to look down her body, noting the changes that pregnancy has already made to her. I love her increased sensitivity, and am impatient to watch her body swell with my child. She squirms, missing my touch, so I return to her nipple, gently closing my teeth on it. Taking her other in my fingers, I tease, pull and pinch it. She writhes, opening and closing her legs as though to get relief.

I pull away again, leaving her alone, watching as she tenses in expectation, wondering what I’m going to do next. In one movement I straddle her, my knees either side of her head. I move my cock around her lips, and her mouth opens to take me inside. Pausing, I gently slide the head round the entrance to that warm tempting orifice and she takes the hint, flicking out her tongue to gather the pre-cum from my slit. The gentle touch torments me; I need more. Using my hands, I tilt her head up and back so she can take me deeper. I carefully start thrusting in and out. My legs and hands imprison her; she has no choice but to experience whatever I want to give her. I plunge deep, feel her swallow around me and I almost shoot my load. I pull back, my hand coming round the base of my dick to try to control myself. I squeeze hard and gaze up at the ornate curtains covering the walls behind the bed. I want to come inside her. Her mouth is working, her tongue licking her lips, tempting me back inside, but I’ve got other plans.

 Shuffling backwards on my knees, I let my prick slide down her body. When it’s between her breasts, I push them together, letting the saliva still coating me act as a lubricant as I fuck her breasts. She moans as my thumbs flick her nipples, and starts to beg.

“Please, Nijad. Please. I need you.”

I don’t give a verbal response. I’m in charge here. I’ll take as long as I want or, to put it bluntly, as long as I can before I explode. I feel a churning in my balls and a tightening that I have to fight to keep under control. I shuffle down again, sitting up so she can’t feel me any more. I give her time to mourn my loss with a moan, and then drop my head to her so-ready cunt, my tongue dipping inside, sweeping up that sweet nectar, taking my fill. I hold her tight to keep her from squirming. Lifting my head I wait, and then drop my teeth down to graze her clit that’s come right out of hiding. She almost jumps off the bed. I circle it with my tongue, and push two fingers deep inside her, curling round to find that spot which will drive her crazy. Using her moisture, I move my hand back and, pushing against her initial rebuttal, press my finger inside her tight arsehole. At the same time, I draw my mouth away and use my free hand to land a stinging slap on her engorged clit. She screams and comes with such force she almost shakes me off her. Immediately, I put my mouth back, easing her down with my tongue, my finger slowly fucking her arse which extends her orgasm on and on. At last, her body slumps back down. 

Moving quickly, I tear off the blindfold and undo her cuffs. Free now, she seizes my head and pulls me down for a punishing kiss. She’s still breathing heavily, so we break apart. I grin at her, loving the slightly shocked expression on her gorgeous face. I give her little time to recover as the demands of my cock can no longer be ignored. Positioning myself, I push inside. This time, I take it slow, gradually inching my way in through her tight channel. She tries to hurry me, but I’m taking it at exactly the pace I want. Slowly, so slowly, I embed inside her. As my long cock touches her womb, her body starts to clench around me. As another orgasm hits her, it takes all my self-discipline not to follow her over into the abyss. I wait and then begin to move again. I want another peak from her. I move slowly, in and out, in and out, making sure I touch her sweet spot as well as deep inside each time I pass. I reach down and pinch her clit. She screams again and, as she comes, I can feel her gushing around me. Now the violence of her contractions takes me with her. I roar out, unable to stop myself as I pump and pump inside her, feeling cum shooting from my balls, travelling through my dick and coating her vaginal walls. I stay on top of her, both of us fighting to regain our breath. Her eyes open and meet mine. She smiles such a satisfied smile. My features are taut, my erection only just subsiding, tremors are still going through me. She flexes her internal muscles; I feel it and groan. But I’ve plans for today, so let myself slip out before she can tempt me again. Sitting back on my heels, I relish the beautiful sight of our joint fluids seeping out of her. 

Suddenly she sits up, her hands going to her mouth. 

“Bathroom!” she rasps out, shoving me as I’m obviously not getting out of her way quick enough. Startled, I jump to my feet, clearing her way and opening the door to the en-suite for her. She hurtles to the toilet, bends over the bowl and vomits violently and noisily, over and over again. Quickly, I take hold of her hair, pulling it back from her face. She finally finishes retching and leans back, resting against my legs. I put my hand to her forehead; it feels hot and clammy to my touch. Immediately, I’m concerned.

“Cara…”

“Morning sickness,” she moans softly, giving the simple explanation.

“Fuck, sweetheart. Does this happen often?”

She gives me an incredulous but amused look. “Like every morning? And other times too. I’m beginning to think morning sickness is a misnomer.”

I feel a complete arsehole as she heaves over the bowl again. I wait, stroking her back, not knowing what I can do to help. It suddenly makes it real. She is pregnant; she’s carrying my child. Of course I knew it before. I had only just now enjoyed the sensual benefits of her enlarging and more sensitive breasts, and her increased levels of arousal, but this is the first time I’ve been faced with the physical challenges that she’ll be going through to carry my child, my heir. It staggers me, and I reel with the overwhelming love I feel for this woman. 

“I’m sorry.” I pull her towards me. 

“Sorry?” She doesn’t understand what I mean.

“That you have to go through all this.”

“Just to warn you, I’m tying a knot in it when the baby’s born.” She grins, gesturing to my now very flaccid cock. “Or cutting it off.”

“Shit, I forgot about the dagger I gave you,” I mumble into her hair. “I’m hiding that.”

I help her up, and stand by her as she cleans her teeth. Then, pulling her to me, I give her a deep kiss. “I love you, Cara. More than I can ever tell you.” 

 


Chapter 31

Cara

 

Funnily enough, that bout of morning sickness, the first morning in the desert city palace, was the last. I still occasionally feel nauseous, but nowhere near the extent that I had; I put it down to a lowering of my stress levels. But seeing me being ill seems to have brought it home to Nijad that I am carrying his baby, and making him aware of all that it entails. He treats me as though I need to be wrapped in cotton wool, at times to the extent of making me want to scream! It isn’t until he’s assured by the doctor that we can continue full marital relations that he has sex with me again, and only takes me to the dungeon after I threaten dire consequences with my famed knife if he doesn’t! 

I’m amazed that when the royal machinery springs into action things seem to happen fast, including organising an impossibly large wedding in just four weeks. I would be overwhelmed if Nijad hadn’t insisted I reduce my working hours for Kadar to just part-time, and employed a renowned wedding planner so that all but the most important decisions are taken out of my hands. 

But even so, I find I have little free time, and most of that is taken up with dress fittings and discussions about colour schemes. Aiza, the emir’s daughter, is to be my bridesmaid, and will be returning from finishing school in Switzerland the week before the wedding. I’ve already sort of met her, though, as she’s taken to FaceTiming me almost every day, excited to be part of the first royal wedding in the family for over three decades. Already I’m thinking of her as a sister, loving her open and effervescent nature.

Nijad and I spend half our time in the desert city and half in the main palace of Amahad. When in Z̧almā, I work remotely in a beautiful office Nijad has set up for me, alongside his. I continue to manage the investment portfolio of the country, but will be easing off on the other routine work once they’ve appointed a new minister of finance. Kadar has asked that I still work on financial investigations for Amahad, but I don’t mind that. It feeds my hacking habit nicely. We travel by helicopter between the two cities in the same way as normal people travel by car. It’s a necessity, though. When I worried about the strain on Nijad’s favourite R44, he assured me that there were mechanics in each city who maintained it before and after every journey. Not just basic maintenance, but checking for any evidence of terrorist activity. Though I have to admit that part of my new life scares me, I’m becoming used to the security measures, which include my own protection team when I’m in the desert. 

Nijad isn’t allowed to relax in the capital; he is taking on some of the administrative roles, freeing up Jasim’s time. After the wedding, Jasim is going to relocate permanently to London to look after Amahad’s business interests there, as well as setting up buyers for the oil which we are hopeful will soon start to flow from under the sands. I know his brothers will miss him, but anyone can see that being in Amahad is suffocating him, and while it had a happy ending, he continues to have difficulty reconciling himself to the part he played in my kidnap and forced marriage. 

To my great relief, Nijad has been persuaded that his excellent military leaders can be left alone to lead the troops stationed in the desert, rather than him continuing his hands-on role. He’ll still retain a strategic role, but won’t be putting his life on the line on a daily basis. 

In a surprise move, the emir has insisted on inviting Sheikh Asad of Alair to the wedding. It seems they have unexpectedly cultivated a friendship during negotiations for the joint venture to drill for oil. But the fact his three sons have also been invited has caused some amusement, and not a little concern. Jasim put his head in his hands when he heard, asking loudly, “Will that man never learn?” Then he walked off, mumbling something about Aiza. Nijad just laughed; he’s certain his sister will be more than a match for his father if he tries to force her hand.

And Hunter, dear Hunter. It has been a rough ride but, at last, he’s been accepted in the role of ‘family friend’. Though, at first, he’d taken his brother-like role to the extreme. He quizzed Nijad until he assured himself my desert prince was the right man for me, showing his fierce possessiveness of his long-time friend; as protective as he’d been walking me home from school all those years ago. Nijad hadn’t taken to him at first, being wary of the man who seems to think he can hug me whenever he wishes. He’s growled at him more than once, I recall, smiling. But the men had come to accept that they both have roles in my life. And Hunter’s next role is to give me away. 

Three days before the wedding Aiza arrives and we click in person at once, as I’d been sure we would from our virtual meetings. I love her sense of humour, her caricatures of her teachers in Switzerland and, probably sufficient to warrant charges of treason, impressions of her father, the emir. She has the poise and confidence to be expected of a princess, and I find myself wishing some of it would rub off on me. 

Tonight there’s an informal family dinner to welcome her home. Sitting at the huge table in the ornate dining room, I feel a warm buzz coming over me. Glancing first at my husband, I then look round at Kadar, Jasim, Aiza and the emir. I’m content to be quiet for now, listening to them talking. The emir and Kadar are struggling to keep their dignity while the younger family members joke and laugh. The two serious men are most definitely the butt of several pointed remarks and I find I’m hard-pressed to suppress a smile. As Nijad turns and lifts my hand for a kiss, we accept the witticisms and wisecracks directed towards us, and I finally feel like I fit in. Stripped of the fancy environment and incalculable riches all around, this is like any other family, and exactly what I’d always longed for, but never thought I’d have. As a comment reaches my ears, something about trying to access someone’s Facebook account, I realise that they’re including me in their conversation and fun. I respond to the light-hearted comment with mock seriousness about privacy laws. Jasim and Nijad fall about laughing as I pretend to be affronted at the suggestion that I’d ever do anything illegal. It’s a good evening.

With so much to do, time starts going faster and faster as the wedding approaches, and the actual day dawns almost before I realise it. And most definitely before I feel ready. Although we’ve been technically married for weeks, we observe Western tradition and spend the night before the formal ceremony apart. 

I wake feeling nervous, and preparations for the day start early. I’m bathed, washed, oiled, massaged and pampered. As I try to relax, I think back to the first time I had been prepared for my sheikh, and how different things are now. Every oil rubbed in, every potion applied, makes me think of how Nijad will appreciate my soft skin. My only apprehension about this day relates to my anxiety about being in front of strangers. There’ll be bloody hundreds of people there today. I fight to regain my confidence and try to concentrate not on the day, but on the night ahead. Successful, I find my fear receding as anticipation runs like heat through my veins. 

The wedding itself is a combination of East and West. I’ve chosen a cream wedding dress. My expanding figure means the sheath style I would have preferred has been rejected in favour of one with an empire waistline: a full satin skirt, hiding a multitude of sins, cascades from under my breasts. I have a long train made of silk and lace, and real Amahadian diamonds have been sewn in patterns on to the bodice and hem of the dress, and around the cuffs of the sleeves as well as dotted all over the gown. I’m literally wearing a king’s ransom which perhaps, on its own, justifies the extra guards who’ve been employed to provide protection today. 

On a sombre note, there are rumours that Abdul-Muhsi is trying to unite dissidents against the Crown in the southern desert, which provides the primary reason for the increased security. To bolster Amahad’s own security staff, some people are also in attendance from Grade A Security. The senior partners will attend as guests and others will be patrolling the banqueting hall when the reception gets going later on. Another is taking up a sniper position outside. One person hasn’t responded to our invitation: we are still waiting to see whether Jon Tharpe, Nijad’s best friend and former bodyguard, will attend. 

Walking towards the room which has been prepared for the ceremony, I feel butterflies in my stomach. The closer I draw to the state rooms the more nervous I become. I just wish this wedding could have been as simple as my first! As I hang on to Hunter’s arm, he covers my hand with his in a gesture of support. I don’t need to explain to him how I’m feeling. But I know he’ll be proud of me today; only a few months ago I wouldn’t have been able to enter an English pub!  

Shit! I wait for the signal, suddenly understanding I’m about to walk down the aisle in full sight of strangers, and will be expected to speak my vows in front of them. Hunter encourages me as if feeling the hesitancy in my steps, instructing me to focus on Nijad, who’s waiting for me at the altar. And when I do, I have eyes for nothing else. He’s wearing a traditional short tunic and trousers, a ceremonial, but nevertheless wicked-looking, scimitar in his belt, all enveloped by a deep maroon outer robe embroidered in gold thread. His headdress is white, showing off his olive skin to perfection, and around it is a golden agal. But it’s the look of amazement and disbelief on his face, together with the sincere, warm smile of approval that reaches from his mouth to his eyes, that keeps me moving towards him.

When I reach him, his breath touches my ear as he whispers, “You’re absolutely fucking beautiful. I’m the luckiest man in the world.” Then, even more softly and irreverently, he adds, “And I can’t fucking wait to get you out of that dress, however lovely you look in it.” 

His impudence relaxes me, and to my great relief the ceremony passes without mishap, my voice sounding clear and loud despite my body shaking with nerves.

The receiving line is long; so many people offering congratulations on this, our formal marriage celebration. As I recognise heads of state, prime ministers and film stars standing waiting to shake our hands, I’m overcome with anxiety. I hadn’t realised there would be so many people here. To my absolute horror, I recognise the signs of an impending panic attack: my palms become sweaty, my breathing fast and erratic, and my head starts to swim. It is too much, it’s crushing me. I have to get away, I have to run…

Squeezing my hand tightly, Nijad bends his head to mine. “You know, I’m trying to decide whether to take your pussy or try your arse tonight.” 

I choke and splutter, and then glance up to find him grinning at his joke. Worried, I quickly turn back to make sure the British prime minister, who happens to be next in line to offer his congratulations, hasn’t heard what my husband just said to me. As Nijad pats me on the back to relieve my apparent coughing fit, I find my stress has miraculously disappeared, and I’ve managed to get sufficient grip on myself to speak to the leader of my own country without making an ass of myself. The next time I shiver, it’s in anticipation of the wedding night ahead. What has my husband, my Dom, my Master, got planned? He knows I’m not ready for that yet, doesn’t he?

Food and drink flow freely, but I know I’m not going to be able to remember anything that’s served. In fact, I barely eat anything at all. Nijad never leaves my side, and I’m grateful for his support and encouragement as I hold conversations with people, some of whom I’ve only ever seen on television before. It’s hard not to get star-struck. I also make sure I give equal time to the tribal leaders who have attended, trying hard not to remember that not so long ago they would have been pleased to see my head separated from my body! I please Sheikh Rais by addressing him and holding a short conversation in Arabic, and am happy to overhear his comment to Nijad that I will make a great ambassador for Amahad. How things have changed for me. I’ve certainly come a long way from my reclusive former lifestyle! 

The party seems to go on for hours, but while I’m chafing at the bit to be alone with my husband, I recognise there are traditions and protocols to follow. At long last I find myself beside the emir.

“You have done well, Princess. I had concerns you would not cope.”

I can’t quite understand whether the emir is praising me, or telling me of his relief that I hadn’t embarrassed him, but I decide to take it as a positive remark, so bow my head gratefully. 

He’s looking at me carefully. “I never thought we’d have a hacker in the family, but Kadar tells me we should be grateful you are on our side.” 

The emir unnerves me. I never know what to make of him, and am overawed by the amount of power he holds. I don’t know how to treat his remark. I think he was trying to make a joke but don’t laugh in case I’ve read it wrong. So I simply nod in acknowledgement, and then manage to catch Nijad’s eye. He grins and comes to my rescue, excusing us from his father. 

We make a circuit of the room and pause to talk to Aiza. Her attention is distracted as she watches the dancers on the floor pairing up. The reason for her lack of attention becomes evident when a handsome-looking man comes over to us. He nods politely but addresses Nijad’s sister. Bowing extra low, he holds out his hand.

“Princess, we haven’t been introduced. I’m Prince Rami of Alair. Would you give me the great pleasure of allowing me this dance?”

It makes me smile when she accepts. I wonder whether this is a set-up by the emir but, either way, she’s been ensconced with family most of the night and she deserves to have some fun. And Rami is certainly a good-looking man. I watch as he takes her hand and leads her to the dance floor, quickly sweeping her up into his arms, and they start to sway to the music. 

Observing them, I happen to catch a glimpse of Hunter across the room. I raise my hand to wave at him when I realise his attention isn’t on me at all. With narrowed eyes he’s closely watching Aiza and Prince Rami dance. What the heck is that about? Then I have to smother a laugh as I see Sheikh Rais also glaring at the dancing couple. Hmm, something to watch, methinks. Prince Rami is going to have a run for his money. This could be interesting to watch pan out.

As I’m wondering whether it’s time to make our escape, not least because the close presence of Nijad is having a decided effect on my nether, Kadar comes up to us, and shakes his brother’s hand.

 “She’s well liked. She’ll be an asset to the family.” There’s no need to explain who he is discussing. I want to shout, Hello-ooo, I’m right here! Sometimes it sucks to be so short.

The emir has also joined us. Unfortunately even my high heels can’t compensate sufficiently for my lack of height while standing between three such tall men, and they have a personal conversation above my head, ignoring me entirely.

“Cara works a room well.” This from the emir. “Everyone I’ve spoken to likes her.” 

“Just what I was saying,” Kadar agrees. 

“And you told me kidnapping a British citizen was a mistake!” 

The emir’s statement amuses me, but it doesn’t detract from my desire to sink my stiletto heel into his foot. I’m here!

“This time.” Kadar doesn’t seem to like his father being smug. “It’s not something I’d ever like to attempt again.”

Relegated to the role of eavesdropper, I can only listen as they continue to speak. “And you, my son … I’d like to see you married and settled.”

Glancing up, I see the gleam that appears in his father’s eyes. He looks like he’s plotting.

 “Leave me alone,” Kadar growls. “I’ll find my own wife in my own time.”

The emir merely stares at him. At that moment Jasim walks past us, lost in his thoughts, disinterested in the revels still going on around. Rushdi eyes him thoughtfully. “And what about Jasim?” he asks his oldest son.

“Jasim is restless,” Kadar agrees. “He needs some time in Europe.”

The emir inclines his head in agreement. 

Nijad pulls me away to an alcove where we are out of sight. He gazes at me intently. “What do you want, Cara?”

I put my head on one side, unsure what he’s asking me. For him to take me to bed is currently top of my list. 

“We can live in London – or New York, perhaps. Anywhere you want. But perhaps not Paris.” 

“I thought you were needed here?”

He shrugs. “I am, but I want you to be happy.”

“I’m happy here. I’m happy where you are.” To emphasise my words I give him a kiss. His sigh of relief tells me it was the right answer. 

“Jon is here. I spoke to him while you were with my father.”

I smile, pleased that his friend has come after all. “Did it go well?”

Nijad looks around, gathering his thoughts. 

“He’s weighed down with guilt that he let me down. That he believed the worst of me. He still can’t forgive himself for making that error of judgement.”

I touch his face, letting my compassion and sympathy transmit itself through my touch. “He’ll come round, Nijad. He just needs time.”

“I hope so. I need my blood brother.” He makes a rapid change of subject and seems to snap out of the black mood he’d momentarily dropped into. “We can escape now.” He sniggers. “Now I get you all to myself, to do with you exactly what I want. Are you ready to take all of me, Princess?” 

I giggle, not afraid at all. I don’t hesitate in taking his hand and fleeing our wedding reception. We head through the palace, laughing like kids, neither of us quite sure what we’re laughing at. We are spending our wedding night in the ancient harem: my suggestion. It’s the place where our baby was conceived, and where Nijad proposed. A very special place for us.

As we race through the corridors, impatient to get to our destination, I’m amused the guards don’t try to keep up with us. Instead, they seem to be in radio communication with each other, and as we pass they step out of their vestibules to bow to us, making their presence known to assure us we are under their protection. Although I don’t want to think any bleak thoughts today, I know there’s been a worry Abdul-Mushi might have tried to upset our wedding day. But in the event, it’s all gone smoothly. I smile at the guards. Most of them are stoic, but a few crack grins at our undisguised rush, and a couple, brought in to help from the palace at Z̧almā, even throw ribald comments at Nijad, making him laugh. 

But finally, we reach our destination and we’re through the golden doors, shutting them behind us with their characteristic clang as we enter into our own private nirvana. Nijad stops and turns to me.

“Strip.”

Every. Bloody. Time. This time, I’m not giving in. 

“No.”

“No?” he growls questioningly, his eyebrow raised in shock.

“No.”

“You’re refusing your husband?”

At my nod, his mouth drops open and he prowls closer. I take a step back, holding up my hands as though to fend him off. He’s half-glaring, half-laughing, apparently not sure how to read my rebuttal. I decide to put him at ease. 

“Look, it took three bloody women to get me into this dress. I can’t take it off without help even if I wanted to!”

He draws nearer, reaching into his belt and withdrawing his scimitar. It’s long, curved and scary-looking. I back away. 

“I have a knife.” He smirks. “A bit over the top, but it will do.”

“You’re not coming near me with that!” I put my hands protectively over my dress. “Knickers are one thing, but this dress is worth a bloody fortune.”

He continues to stalk me. I hold up my hands again to stop him. “And hang on a minute, what about the bride price?”

He stops; his expression is unreadable.

“I paid back the bride price to get out of the original marriage contract. Now I’m married to you again, so what do I get out of it?” I pretend to be affronted. “Shouldn’t there be another bride price paid to me? Isn’t that the way things work here? That the bride is given money on her wedding day?”

Putting my hands on my hips, I give the impression I’m not going to give in to any demands until we get this matter sorted. 

I’m not going to keep him waiting long; I’m too aroused myself for that, but I’m surprised when he puts his head back and gives a belly laugh, almost doubling over in his amusement. He covers the distance between us, and rests his hands on my shoulders. 

“How much do you think those diamonds in your dress are worth, Cara, sweetheart?”

I look down at myself and shake my head. “A lot?”

He inches closer until he’s within touching distance, and runs his fingers across the neckline of my sparkly dress. “Have a guess.”

I draw in a breath. He can’t mean…

He nods, his mouth open in a wry smile. “I think you’re getting there. Come on, take a guess.”

My mouth is dry. “Ten million pounds?”

He nods slowly. “Ten million and five to be exact. I had to overspend.” At my look of consternation, he nods again. “That’s your bride price, Cara. And it’s all yours.”

I’m speechless, and unable to make any further protest as he walks behind me. I feel cold steel against my back and freeze as I feel it move down, a faint snip audible while my dress slowly loosens as he cuts through each of the ties holding it together. As the final one breaks, the dress pools at my feet. I look down at the fortune lying discarded on the floor. Ten million pounds!

He moves to the front and I realise the fancy bra and pants combination I’d purposely chosen, and spent a fortune on, is not going to last long. I breathe in deeply as the sharp blade makes short work of the bra, and step back as the scimitar travels down my stomach. He advances again, his face expressionless as he lowers it to the elastic of my knickers. I can’t let out my breath, not wanting to disturb his concentration, but he proves he is just as expert with this steel as he is with his other tool, the one I can see straining at his trousers.

“I think we’ll leave these on.” He indicates my suspenders and stockings. “And those.” He points to my high-heeled shoes. To my relief, he puts his blade away. Crowding me, he pats me down, his hands going inside my knickers. 

“You’ve brought no knife to our wedding today, sweetheart?” He grins.

I shiver, unable to form words to answer him as his fingers move against my very wet and ready pussy, flicking against my clit. 

“I need you. I need you now, hard and fast.”

“Yes.” It’s all I can do to manage a gasp. Almost since the women prepared me this morning, I’ve been wet and needy for him. I want him now at least as much as he needs me. 

He pushes me across the room until I’m standing with my back against the cold stone of the harem wall. “I’ve been fucking rock-hard all day, sweetheart. I need to be inside you now; I can’t be gentle.”

“Don’t be.”

It’s the answer he wants. His arms hold me to him, my back pressed against the wall. “Put your legs around me.”

I do as he says, and it puts his cock exactly in the right place. He’s so hard, all he has to do is push forward and, like a homing missile, I feel the head at my entrance. He takes a deep breath as if trying to control himself. I wriggle my hips in encouragement. 

“Fuck, Cara. I can’t hold on.” 

He plunges inside, his thick, wide girth stretching me, his full length touching my cervix. It’s rough; it’s exactly how I need it. I feel so full it’s on the verge of painful. Suddenly it hits me: this is my husband. The man who married me of his own free will, the man I would have chosen over all others in the world. The man of my dreams and the father of my unborn child. As he starts to move, pounding in and out, his urgency matching mine, I feel an orgasm building and building. I can’t hold back; I shatter with a piercing scream, the pulsation and contractions of my muscles pushing him to his release. I can feel him spurting inside me, jet after jet of hot cum filling me. The tears come to my eyes and I start to cry.

“Cara, Cara, sweetheart. I’ve hurt you.” He’s concerned.

I rush to reassure him, my hand stroking his face. 

“No, my love, my husband. You didn’t. I’m so very, very happy. So happy, I can’t help crying.”

Gently he pulls out of me and lets my legs drop to the floor. He keeps me secure until I can take my weight, my legs trembling from our exertions. I can feel our combined juices dripping down my legs. I sob, loudly, unable to stop. His arms envelop me, and he holds me so tight. When I look into his face he, too, has tears in his eyes.

“I love you, my Cara, my sheikha, my wife.”

“I love you too, Nijad, my sheikh, my husband.”

He leads me to the bed and helps me lie down. I’m so tired it’s difficult to keep my eyes open. I feel the warmth of his body surrounding me.

“You truly are happy?” His hand wipes away the tears that I can’t seem to stop falling. 

“You know I am.” I lift my head and lean over, touching my lips to his. I’m not a kidnapped bride, and neither of us has been forced into this marriage. I have earned a place in his country, and know I have a place in his heart. I’m home.  

Two lost souls come together. Two people who’d had their lives stolen from them, finding a new life together. Yes, I’m happy. I could never be happier.
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Jon 

In my line of work making a mistake could mean someone ends up dead, or, as so recently happened, in exile for a crime they didn’t do.  

 

I knew from the start that I shouldn’t have assigned myself to provide personal protection for the woman who’s being stalked, but as soon as I met Mia, something about her called to me, and I wasn’t about to let anyone else get close to her. But I was selfish. I failed, again.  And yet again, someone else paid the price for my failure.

 

I’m a Dom; I should have known better.

 

Mia

For seven years I’ve been dead inside.  Oh, I’ve been breathing air and walking around just like anyone else, and I’m able to fulfil my dream as an erotic fiction writer: but something was missing, I just didn’t know what.

 

And now someone’s stalking me, threatening me which brings him into my life.  Not just any man, but a Dom, and he’s become my protector.  He makes me feel things I never believed I could ever feel.  But the deeper I fall for him, the more he pulls away.  When shit hits the fan, he blames himself and pulls away, and I lose the first and only man I could ever love.  

 

But I’m going to get him back.

 

 

Blood Brothers #2: Close Protection
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