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Three days and nights in the arms of a sheikh!

Stranded with a devastatingly handsome strangelialAshton decides to
throw caution to the wind and spend a luxurious paskionate three days
and nights in his arms. Soon she discovers thatheeming stranger is the
proud son of a sheikh, heir to the throne of Kuinsard used to getting
exactly what he wants. And he wants Lydia. Amififsilher every desire,

and their passion seems to know no bounds. ButaLkdows she has
broken the rules by falling in love. Too late sl&cdvers why.



CHAPTER ONE
'EXCUSE me, but is this seat taken?"

Lydia didn't even have to look up to know who hpdken. There was only
one person in the whole of the airport lounge wbold have a voice like
that. The sort of voice that wrapped itself arobed senses like a slither of
warmed silk, its low, lyrically accented tones nmakiher skin shiver in
reaction to the sheer sensuality of their sound.

She had spotted him as soon as she had walkethmt@om. It had been
impossiblenotto notice him. He was tall, dark and devastatingigosing;
it seemed as if he were the only person in theepldbe sort of man who
would draw any woman's gaze with the automatic edsa powerful
magnet and then lazily hold onto it without anytsidreffort on his part.

And he had made no effort at all. Though he coolchave been unaware of
her attention, the overwhelming interest she hadmh had the strength to
hide, he had done nothing at all to sustain ithmwsthat it mattered in the
slightest to him. No trace of reaction had touctiedcarved male beauty of
his tanned face, no flicker of a smile either ofagene or even disdain. But
he had not been unaware of her.

'l said...'
'l know what you said!

The faint rasp of an edge to the beautiful voibe, liint of angry reproof,
had her lifting her head sharply, tossing back sb# brown curls that
framed her heart-shaped face. Wide-set blue eyageft by long, curling
lashes clashed abruptly with harder, glitteringckjaand for a second she
felt as if her heart had actually stopped in stdntisbelief.

Dear God, but he was even more spectacular cldséhgptrue beauty of
that golden skin, the sculpted cheekbones and \nate, sensual slash of a
mouth was like a blow in the pit of her stomachs Hose was long and
straight, his hair unredeemed black, cut in an mmpromisingly severe



crop that emphasised the total perfection of tipedy clean-cut lines of his
features.

And if he had seemed tall from a distance thendstanover her like this,
with those amazing eyes fixed searchingly on hee,fdis impact was
positively earth- shattering.

'l know what you said...'

Hastily Lydia adjusted her tone a degree or tworeards, from the pitch
to which shock and apprehension had pushed itimgshe could erase the
flaring wash of colour from her cheeks as easily.

'‘But | would have thought that it was obvious thatone was sitting there."’

And that no one had occupied the chair beside drealf of the—what?
Almost three quarters of an hour since she hadhtakeher position here.
After all, he had been watching her for almosbélhat time.

She had tried to bury her face in the copy of tlgazine she had bought to
while away the time waiting for her flight to belled, but she had felt the
burn of his brazen gaze fixed on her. And she hatlite cold scrutiny
head-on if she'd so much as glanced upwards frerpdge.

'l wondered if you might be waiting for someone.’

'‘Well, no, I'm not! I'm here on my own!'

‘Then may | join you?'

"Why?'

She knew she sounded suspicious, stiff as a caglibreatened by the
approach of a stranger into its territory, but sbeldn't help it. It was how
she felt, wary and unsure of herself. If anythisigefelt like the intruder

into the luxurious, opulent surroundings of the Rnge. It was not the
sort of place she normally frequented, not the gsbplace she could ever



have afforded to be in if it hadn't been for hewneb, the generosity of her
employers.

He, on the other hand, looked totally, supremeljpane here. His long,

lean body might be clothed in the same casual jaadsa jumper that she
had chosen for practicality during a long flightit there could be no doubt
that his clothing was very definitely not from tbleain store where she had
bought hers. No, the lines of his clothing murmuoédesigner labels and
expensive tailoring, and she was sure that the gngo&y sweater that

hugged the firm lines of his chest and skimmednifw@ow waist and hips

could only be of the finest, softest cashmere abél Everything about

him said Money, with a capital M.

And in spite of the supremely civilised nature o éippearance, something
about him seemed to whisper of a wilder spirituatamed, elemental part
of his character that didn't fit with the ultra-nssd surroundings.

'‘Why?'

He shrugged indolent shoulders, unconsciously drgwittention to their
width and strength.

‘To while away a little time. To ease the boreddnwaiting with some
conversation.'

A tiny hint of a smile curled that devastating ntoup at one corner and the
onyx eyes gleamed for a second with a hint of moglkimusement.

'Is that such a terrible idea?’

‘N-no...!

This was even worse! Her tongue seemed to be tanglp on itself,
refusing to get the words out in any coherent foangd she was

stumbling over the simplest of answers. And it wasa sensation she
was used to.



She didn't normally have this sort of trouble ilkitag to strangers. She
wastrainedto talk to them, after all! Trained to handle aknany sort of
eventuality or problem. So why did this one maretfher like this?

'I'm expecting my flight to be called at any minute
'l doubt it.’ |

His glance towards the huge plate-glass windowswrgs his mouth
taking on an expressive twist as he surveyed theesoutside.

‘The snow is definitely getting worse and the wsnpicking up. It's
blowing a blizzard out there. No pilot worth hidtsa going to even
think of taking off in conditions like this. Youlle lucky if you're only
delayed by a couple of hours.'

'Only delayed,' Lydia echoed bleakly. 'As opposed tot@ha

‘To your flight being cancelled completely and #igport being shut
down for today. I think you'd better consider thassibility...' he added,
seeing the way her face fell. 'From what | can gexan only get worse,
not better.’

And what would she do then? Lydia was forced todaewnlf the airport
closed, she had nowhere to go; nothing to go ackdday was to have
been the start of her new life, a whole new begigni

'Would having a drink with me be such a bad thidd® thread of irony
was definitely darker now, making her shiver faintist to hear it.

'No..."
But still she couldn't make herself say yes, pleasédown, introduce
herself. All the normal politeness and pleasansesmed to have fled

from her mind, leaving it shockingly blank as a edgblackboard.

‘Just what is it that you're afraid of?'



Silkily spoken though they were, she knew the wosdse meant to
sting and they did. Sharply

'Do you really think that I'm about to pounce oruya front of all these
other passengers—not to mention the airport skdithaps you fear that,
driven mad by your stunning beauty, | will ravisbuywithout mercy."'

'Oh, now you're just being ridiculous.’

She struggled to ignore the sudden twist of herthéree judder in her pulse
as the impact of that 'stunning beauty' hit homs.tbhe had been ironical
but something deep in those spectacular eyes lthdothat the words had
been more seriously meant.

'Please don't be silly. It's just that...that llisedon't see exactly why you
should want to. What would you get from talkingatcomplete stranger
who is due to head out of here on a plane at anyte® | mean...why me?'
she ended on an uncharacteristically plaintive.note

The wordless sound he made with his tongue wag singpatient, speaking
eloquently of the irritation and temper he wasggting to rein back. It was
also totally un- English making her wonder just whig nationality might

be. That accent certainly wasn't Italian or Spaniistvas far more exotic
than that, in spite of impeccable pronunciation andhatural ease of
grammar. There was an arrogance and pride in betlprofile and his

bearing that made her think fleetingly of long-aigmgs or Bedouin

warriors, but such fanciful thoughts flew from Hezad when he spoke
again.

"You are clearly not a fool,' he declared with ddan harshness that brought
a gasp of shock to her lips. 'So why do you beles/é you were? You
know very well what is between us—what has beeretirem the moment

| first laid eyes on you and you on me.'

'No, | don't!"

Sitting down kept her too far beneath him, makingr Iposition too
vulnerable for her liking. In a rush she startedh¢o feet, only to find that



instead of making things easier she had in factentagm much, much
worse.

Face to face like this, on the same level at &t was supremely conscious
of the difference in their builds. At five feet temches, she had always
considered herself overly tall for a woman, bus tman had the rare ability
to make her feel small.

His head and shoulders topped hers by severalsneme she found that
unless she looked upwards at an awkward angle akdorced to focus on
the dangerous sensuality of his mouth. His bedutifwuth and the smooth
olive skin that surrounded it, faintly shadoweddayeral hours' growth of
beard. Immediately her thoughts jumped to imagisé yhat it would feel
like to have that mouth on hers, to press her aps &gainst the satin
warmth of his face.

She was now so close to him that the clean, famtigky scent of his body
tantalised her senses. It was impossible not talénkecretly, sparking a
reaction like the internal prickle of pins and niesd

' don't!" she repeated, less certainly this tiiéhat do you mean what there
is between us? | don't know what you are talkinguab

Black eyes flashed as he turned a look of purensopnther flushed face.

"You know only too well what I'm talking about,’ tessed back at her in a
low, dangerous voice. 'We both know what is hapmgbetween us, even if
you are too craven to admit to it and give it a sam

Unexpectedly he leaned forwards, reaching out wiid long, tanned hand.
The tip of his finger touched her cheek very liglgthd then moved slowly
and caressingly downwards, etching a trail of dil@ng her skin.

'‘And it is a very simple word." he murmured begquly. 'Short, to the
point, and so easy to say if you only have the ageto trust in yourself



His eyes held her, keeping her transfixed unabladge, unable to blink.
And what she read in that steady, ebony gazejehesefflames that burned
in the darkness of his pupils, gave her the ansherboth wanted and
dreaded.

Sex.

The word flared in Lydia's mind, etched in lettefsvhite-hot flame, so that
she was sure that this disturbing stranger musabbeto look deep into her
eyes and read it clearly there.

Sex.

Pure and undiluted. Primal. Powerful. Totally ptine. The sort of
instinctive, unthinking response that couldn't lbelerstood or explained.
Human interaction at its most basic. It couldn'deeied and it couldn't be
resisted.

Thatwas what blazed between them. What had sparkiedrisenses in the
first moment she had set eyes on this man wherhatiavalked into the
room.

And it was clear that he too had felt that samecklud carnal recognition,
the body-blow to the soul that saidyantthis person. | want them so much
that | feel | will die if | never have them. It éd her throat and made her
heart pound. Her clenched hands were damp withtswealips parched,
but she didn't dare do anything to ease eitheripalysensation. To do so
would be to reveal to those watchful, hunting havelyes that she was light
years away from being as calm as she wanted terutet

..
She opened her mouth to deny the accusation of rdovea but the

knowledge of the truth dried the protest on hegtenand turned it into a
raw, embarrassing croak.



'You...?' he encouraged softly, the single, huskydwa seduction in itself.
And the spot where his fingertip still rested om bhbeek was a burning
focus, a concentration of all the sensations hesaa in her.

It seemed obscene to be at the mercy of such premi¢elings in such

public, impersonal surroundings. All around her Washushed murmur of
voices in desultory conversation. Other passendewged in the

comfortable chairs, turning the pages of newspapars magazines, or
frowned into laptop computers, occasionally leariorgvard to touch a key.
No one even spared them as much as a curious glance

And yet Lydia had the feeling that the awareness plulsed between her
and this man—a man whose name she didn't even kmoust-have
enclosed them in a glowing, burning haze that sdirh the air and coiled
round them like smoke. Her heart was beating aitraattoo, and she was
sure that the hard, strong finger must feel the dhe blood in her veins
and know what had caused it.

'You...?' he prompted again, but her tongue sedotethick, too frozen to
speak, and she could only shake her head in nunfasion.

His reaction was brusque and startling, makingflreech in a moment of
shocked panic. The long forefinger was snatchedyawith a swiftly
muttered imprecation in some language she didrdivkrthe words too
harsh and swift to catch. Then his hand came dowan violent, slashing
movement between their two bodies as if he werdingutoff all
communication between them.

'Enough!" he declared in a voice that rang witldahger. 'l do not have
time for this...’

And before she could register exactly what he Inachind he had spun on
his heel and was clearly about to march away fram Hismissing her
totally from his mind.



Lydia struggled with the tangle of feelings thathanotted high up in her
throat, choking off speech.

'l..." she tried again, her voice croaking rawlly. Oh, pleaseWait!"

In her mind, the last word was a wild, desperatge ane that would have
brought confused, irritated, and just plain curitagks her way from every
other waiting passenger. But what actually camen@st a weak, uncertain
whisper, one that broke in the middle.

And one that she was sure he couldn't have hdaeemed that way at first
because for the space of several jolting heartlheatsdn't seem to react. He
certainly didn't pause, and the impetus of his ange such that the force of
his movement took him well away from her, almosbithe middle of the
room, before he came to an abrupt halt and sloxelyy;, very slowly, turned
back to face her again.

'What did you say?"
'l said...'

Lydia swallowed hard because she wanted this tadso very different
from that first, frantic call.

'l said, please wait. Please don't go.'

One jet-black brow lifted in sardonic interrogatiand his handsome head
inclined slightly to one side in apparent thoughttonsideration of the
situation.

"You've changed your mind?'

'l—changed my mind.’

Better to let him think that. Better to let him ieeke that she had had second
thoughts than to let him know whetiehad known all along. That there was

no way she could have let him just walk out ofliferas suddenly as he had
walked into it.



But it had been only when he had actually movedyafn@an her and her
heart had cried out in distress at being abanddikedthis that she had
realised how much she had wanted him to stay.

"You changed your mind—and you want—what?"

'I'd like you to stay. And talk...'

Still he didn't move.

'‘And perhaps have that drink you suggested. After a

She tried for an airy tone, waved a hand in theation of the windows
against which the snow now swirled in wild, blustgreddies, the view of
the runways, the waiting planes totally obliterafiean sight.

'Clearly neither of us is going anywhere soon. Weghtnas well spend the
time here together as apart. The hours always slvagiuch when you're

waiting.'

Her voice faltered, going up and down embarrasgiaglshe stared into his
stony, set face and met no response.

Was the man waiting for her beeg! She wouldn't! She had more pride! And
yet if he turned away again...

'Please won't you join me?"

Still he waited one more nicely calculated minutast long enough to
stretch out her screaming nerves even more, td thes into hard, painful
knots of tension. Then as suddenly as he had ttaney he swung back,
covering the short distance between them in a fewt, confident strides.

It was like seeing a sleek black panther comingarol her, Lydia thought,
struggling to push away uneasy visions of herselihe prey and this man
very definitely in the role of predator.



But then he turned on her a smile of such supegeldacharm that it would
have melted an iceberg. One that left her feelsd the weak, ineffectual
barriers she had been trying to build up against had shattered into
splinters, falling hopelessly at her feet.

'I'm glad you changed your mind," he said, the peeted warmth of his
tone so unlike the icy harshness of moments befatet rocked her sense
of reality, making her wonder for a second if shesveven talking to the
same man. hatewaiting. | have no patience at all.’

'Me too,' Lydia admitted. 'l was bored out of myatealready. And it looks
as if we're in for a long delay. Do you think arfytltose planes are going
anywhere today?'

The glance he turned in the direction she indicatasl brief to the point of
indifference and her heart jumped on a thrill digleed confusion as his
ebony gaze came back to her face and fastenediredty.

'| doubt it.'

His shrug dismissed the matter from his thoughts, dibvious lack of
concern intensely gratifying to her uncertain ssifeem. After long, lonely
months of feeling unwanted and rejected, the gldvampreciation that
burned like fiery coals deep in the darkness ofelyiss was a balm to her
wounded pride.

'‘But it is no matter. We won't care how long we ¢nao wait. We won't
notice the time.'

'No...'

It was all she could manage because it was happegain. The warm

sensuality of his tone had dried her throat, legqwiar lips parched so that
she had to slide her tongue over them to easagberdfort. And as she saw
that intent, black gaze drop to follow the smalrédging movement she felt
its force as if it were an actual touch on her skimd shivered secretly in
response.



The need for that touch to be a reality sent a veheinger through her that
drained the strength from her legs so that shettiaihk down suddenly
onto the nearest chair. It was either that or eeself away completely by
falling in a ridiculously weak heap right at hisaodifully shod feet.

'Won't you sit down too?' she managed.

And it was as he came down beside her that a nelmdehit. A disturbing,
scary sensation that made her feel as if somethetgand icy had slowly
slithered down the sensitive length of her spine.

She was suddenly totally and inexplicably convinteat her life would
never be the same again. That the whole of herdwias bound up with this
man and there was no way she could break freé¢ at al



CHAPTER TWO

'SO,WHAT shall we talk about?’

Lydia had to force herself to drag her thoughtskbiaom the disturbing
paths they were determined to follow. She had dirést this man rattle her
far too easily. It was time she got back in contfdhe situation! Seeing him
as the ruler of her fate, indeed! He was just a aeguaintance. A stunning,
fascinating, lethally good- looking one, admittedbyt just a man for all
that.

But then her eyes met the dark, deep set oneg ohém beside her and the
description ‘just a man' once more became totaligequate.

'Where should we begin?'
'Names would be a good place to start.'

She aimed for crisp matter-of-factness and wassphbdo note that she
actually managed to come close.

'We haven't even introduced ourselves yet. I'm &ykshton.'

She held out her hand as she spoke, feeling mettethat things were back
on a more regular footing.

'‘And you are?’

A worrying glint of something that looked like anemsent gleamed in his
eyes but he followed her lead impeccably.

'‘Amir Zaman,' he said in that beautiful voice, sight accent deepening on
the words.

‘Amir..."



This was the normal path of things—meetings, intatins, getting to
know someone... Then, and only then, did you $taharbour the sort of
unexpurgated, X-rated thoughts that had been rgmwila in her head from
the moment she had first set eyes on this man.

But then he took her hand in his and immediatedylskt her grip on herself,
all her careful control shattering in the spaca second.

His hand was warm and firm, his grip strong, cdfgoy she suspected, to
ensure that the full force of it didn't crush higgtger fingers. But it was the

feel of his flesh against hers, the sensual caresisin against skin that sent
a sensation like a fierce electrical charge shgdatinough her body. She had
the crazy feeling that this was the one touch stikldeen waiting for all her

life, and her head swam with the impact of its @ften her.

'‘Amir..." she tried again, struggling to concealnfr him the way she was
feeling. 'Unusual—and very definitely not English.’

'It's Arabic.' There was a surprising edge to loise. ‘It means Prince.'

It suited him too. Suited the proud carriage, tbautifully carved features,
the way that dark head was held so arrogantly I8¢le. could just imagine
him in the wild, flowing robes of the Bedouin wams. He would look
stunning, exotic and magnificent.

‘At least it means something. | once looked up ayah a dictionary of
names. All it means, apparently, is "a woman froydia" which is
somewhere in Greece.'

He was still holding her hand, she realised, netritareleased it after that
first greeting. For the life of her she couldnibthof a way of freeing herself
without communicating the wrong message with héoas.

So she simply let it lie where it was. Which walseraall, what she really
wanted to do.

‘Arabic." Backtracking hastily, she tried to kep tonversation going. 'ls
that where you're going?'



‘To the Gulf?' The dark head inclined in agreemértat's where | was
supposed to be flying to today.'

'You have friends there?'
"Family.'

Something had changed. Without knowing how, shelihawidered in on a
subject he didn't want to talk about, innocentlgsting through barriers
that she hadn't realised were there. There wasvdnariness in the brilliant
eyes, tightness around his mouth and jaw that rhadeshiver faintly in

unease.

Perhaps it was the fact of being in a VIP loungelie first—and probably
the only—time in her life. Or perhaps it had sonmaghto do with being in
transit, so to speak, not actually belonging anyela all at the moment,
but being partway between her old life and the nEwat and the whirling
snow outside, obliterating the safe, familiar watee knew, had given her a
strange sense of unreality. It was as if this rotiis, space where she and
Amir Zaman sat, had become a separate little eedlosiverse, a bubble
suspended out of time, where none of the rules liglwshe normally ran
her life actually worked, or even mattered.

Suddenly his hold on her hand no longer seemedosdfattable or so
welcome. With a slight tug she managed to loosemghasp, ease herself
free.

'l think I'd like something to drink," she managettvenly.

'Of course.’

In an instant the disturbingly distant mood hadistaed and he was all

attention, all concern, the jet eyes turning imragy in search of an

attendant.

One look was all it took. He didn't even raiseltaad, made no gesture at all

that she could detect, and yet the girl in theairpiniform immediately
headed in their direction, summoned by the silentrmand.



'Yes, sir? What can | get for you?"
'Lydia? What would you like? Coffee? Or perhaps savime?"

‘Just coffee, please,’ Lydia responded hastily. dthe't dare risk anything
alcoholic. She was intoxicated enough as it was.

'Coffee for two, then.'
'Yes, sir.'

Lydia would not have been surprised to see herallgtbob a respectful
curtsey. The tone of his voice was pitched judttrif was perfectly polite,
even courteous, but there was a note in it thatatheled instant and total
obedience, and warned of the risk of possible mm®sions if that
compliance was not forthcoming.

Obviously this Amir Zaman was someone who was usedjiving

orders—and having those orders carried out, shagtito studying the
handsome face even more closely. And Amir meamiceri.

'Lydia...?"
'I—I'm sorry... What was it you said?'

Did he suspect that her thoughts had been of hihtd@se he did! He did
more than suspect. Hanew.And it pleased him. Because it was what he

wanted.

'l asked where you were travelling to. Where did ptan on flying to today
if the weather had not intervened?'

'‘Oh—I was going to America. To California.'
And America was in the opposite direction to theywia was going. Fate

had brought them together like this, but only fog briefest moment. And
before very long fate would take them even furdqeart than ever.



She was going to America. Amir was stunned to fioev much that fact
affected him. It seemed to have the kick of a nnigjet in his stomach.

And why? Because this woman was heading in the Sfgdirection to
him? Because she was going to California whiledwkth be in Kuimar?

'What's in California? A man?"'

He tried to keep the question light, to reveal mgglof the knot that formed
in his stomach and pulled tight at just the thougjhter with someone else.

'‘No, not a man—a jobirhejob. The sort of position I've been looking for fo
years. A dream job. Have you heard of the Halgfaraup of hotels.’

'I know of them.'

Of course he knew of them, Lydia reflected. Anyanih the sort of money
he obviously had would know of the worldwide chafrexclusive, sinfully
expensive hotels that had its base in Californchabranch in almost every
capital of the world.

'Well, they actually head-hunted me. | was workasgHospitality Manager
in a Leicester hotel and they—they heard of melyTraeg me up and asked
me to come to a specially arranged interview. Tokgred me a position
right there and then.’

'In California?"'

'In California to start with. | have to do a six-@kecourse to learn more
about the company—the way they do things. Aftet theould be sent
anywhere—anywhere at all. The world's my oyster.'

And the offer of a job couldn't have come at a dvettme. With her
relationship with Jonathon floundering on the rocker dreams of
becoming Mrs Lydia Carey totally shattered, shelteeh in desperate need
of something to put in their place. When Halgrawael lasked if she was
prepared to travel, she had practically bittenrthand off in her eagerness.



And she wouldn't be human if she hadn't found hiengshing that Jon had
known about her new venture. He had always acchsedf being too
conservative, too cautious.

'You're so careful about everything it's downriglaring, Lydia," he had
scorned. 'No one would believe you're not even tyvéime yet, you're such
an old stick-in- the-mud!"

And clearly Jon hadn't wanted to be married toieksin-the-mud, she
reflected bitterly.

The return of the waitress with their drinks pradda much-needed
diversion, a chance for her to recollect her thésigind bring them back
into the present, pushing away the discomfort ofrhemories of the past.

'How do you like your coffee?' Amir asked, takirantrol of even this small
matter.

'Lots of milk, no sugar.'

He took his exactly the opposite way, she notitetlis black and sweet.
But it was the swift, efficient movements of hisnda that fascinated her,
the stunning effect of dark, luxuriant eyelash@&sgyn sooty arcs above the
slashing cheekbones as he looked down to focuBeositnple task.

He couldnt be more opposite to Jonathon eitheg sbuldn't help

reflecting. The other man had such a very Englmmmexion, combined

with smooth blond hair and blue eyes. The soriodduring that she would
have said was much more her type. Which was wivast so surprising that
Amir had had this shockingly powerful effect on.her

'So there's no one you're leaving behind?' Amitinaed the conversation
where they had left off at the waitress' arriidb one you'll miss?'

'No. Not even my parents. My parents decided te taledundancy package
that Dad was offered and went out to live in Paatagopening a bar there.
So, as I'm an only child, there was nothing to kexephere. No one to stay
for.'



'‘And what if | were to ask you to stay?'
'‘What?'

Hastily swallowing down the sip of coffee that ntbweatened to choke her,
Lydia set her cup and saucer on the table witls@ndt crash. Looking into
his darkly handsome face, she searched for the dbatony, the hint of
amusement that would tell her he had only beemgpki

She found none. Instead, her disbelieving look ma$ with one of total
composure. And every evidence of total sincerity.

'W-what did you say?'

That black-eyed gaze didn't falter but held herewidyed look with an
intent force that dried her mouth and set her haatering high up in her
throat.

"You know only too well what | said. And, what's repyou know exactly
why | said it.'

‘No—I...!

She looked like a startled fawn when she starédhatike that, Amir found
himself thinking. Or like one of the newborn fo#tigt were such a delight
to him as they stared around, huge, stunned eyiag to make sense of this
new world into which they had arrived.

'It's quite simple,” he told her softly, leaningviard so that the husky
whisper would reach her ears—and her ears alohav# this fantasy that
you do not get on that plane to California thigafbon. That you do not fly
off to America and this wonderful new job...'

Her head went back sharply, blue eyes widening evanre, her lips parting
on a faint gasp of shock. He let his smile soottreals he reached out slowly
and gently. He caught her chin, resting one longdtr and a thumb on either
side, holding her still with only the lightest afggsure.



'‘But instead, in my dream, you stay here with nm&l e explore what
we've discovered. See where this takes us.'

'‘We...'

Lydia couldn't force her tongue around another weter thoughts were a
whirling mass of chaos, incapable of forming a Ergpherent thread. The
only thing she knew or recognised was this man reefoer. This
hard-boned, devastating face, the obsidian ghiténose deep eyes holding
hers with hypnotic ease.

And because her gaze was fixed on him so intehgysaw the tiny flicker
of a change when it came. Saw it, and knew whaednt, but her mind was
too numb to react or pull away. Besides, she krfeat $she didn'tvantto
react. That she wouldn't have freed herself evehefcould, for all that his
hold on her chin was so gentle it could have beekdn in a second.

So she stayed where she was. Stayed absolutélgratiwatched that dark
head come closer. Watched the devastating moutbnsand come down
on her own lips with obvious intent.

And that was when she realised that the softnes$ban deceptive. That
his kiss was not the light, enticing caress sheliesh anticipating. Instead
it was firm and strong and forceful, a revelatiéfeeling and a statement of
intent all in one. In the same moment that it seletoecajole her soul out of
her body, it also awoke every stinging sense vhighlturn of a promise that
made her thoughts swim in a heady delirium of loggi

And all the time he hadn't touched her except Withmouth. That long,

strong body was still held well away from her, etleshand under her chin
releasing her and falling back to his side, thep#hill resting on the strong,
muscular thigh under the denim jeans.

He didn't need to hold her, and he knew it. Lychaw it too. Knew that it
was as much the force of her own feelings as angthe did that kept her in
her seat, unable to move. That the flickers of &vhibt flame along every
nerve in her body seemed to melt her bones, leawenginable to support
herself if she so much as tried to stand up.



'Help me, Lydia," Amir murmured against her lig®ll me what | can do to
make you stay. To keep you by my side for justtke lwhile longer.’

Could she be hearing right? Had this stunning nwnadly said that he
wanted her to stay? And was it possible that she agtually considering
saying yes? She hardly knew any more about himhisamame. She had no
idea if she could trust him in any way.

Bewildered, she could only shake her head in bemest at her own
reaction.

'No?'
Amir had mistaken the reason for her reaction.
‘Then let me persuade you...'

This time his kiss was pure enticement. Gently diged her lips open, let
the tip of his tongue play along their sensitisadace, making her sigh
aloud in response. And now at last he moved, paérfgers tangling in
the soft fall of her hair, closing over the finenles of her skull, holding her
still so that he could deepen and prolong the sares

Lydia's whole being was awash with a golden heat. lart was racing,
pounding the blood through her veins and makingtheughts swim in
sensuous reaction. She was lost, she knew, drownisgnsation, a wild
need uncoiling deep inside her, centering hotlyhat point between her
thighs.

‘Amir..."
'Ladies and gentlemen...'

A new sound intruded on the delirious yearning theted her mind. A
man's voice, crisp and matter-of-fact and hatefidlying in the way it



broke into her sense of isolation, jolting her back reality with a
suddenness that shattered her sensual mood.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, your attention please. Weet¢o inform you...'

The rest of the words passed totally over Lydiaad Her brain seemed to
have blown a fuse and she was incapable of takiytheng in. Even the
simplest words failed to make the slightest sensd &hen the
announcement was over she could only stare blaaklkmir, her light
brown brows drawing together in dazed confusion.

'What was all that about? What did they mean allises are cancelled?'

'l did warn you.' Amir's tone was dry. 'The weathas been getting worse
all day. The blizzard's closed in and no planestake off or land tonight.
There'll be no flights out of here at least urgihibrrow morning—if then.'

No flights!" Lydia echoed, horror etched into hecd. "But why—how? Did
you...?'

For a second she actually believed he might haga bble to arrange it

Amir's laughter should have reassured her, but bomet had exactly the
opposite result.

"My sweet Lydia, do you really think that | am capeof that? To organise
such a thing | would have had to enter into a patit the Almighty—or
perhaps the Devil.'

Now that she could believe, Lydia admitted to herself. Wieked curl to
his lips, the look of triumph in those eyes coulilyobe described as
fiendish. He might not have been able to arrangesituation, but it was
quite clear that he fully intended to benefit fratmAnd his next words
confirmed as much.

'‘But, no matter who created this, they have my urglgratitude. Now
you'll have to stay.'



'‘But | can't stay here!

Lydia's brain was working overtime, struggling ssess the situation, sort
it out in her thoughts and come up with a solution.

'‘Where can | go? Where will | sleep?’

Oh, if only she hadn't given up her hotel room thaning! But she had left
Leicester yesterday full of hope and excitemermikilog forward to a totally
fresh start. She had only booked for an overnigy $ecause she had
always thought that by now she would be in her seaboard the plane,
heading away from England and towards the newshiehad dreamed of.

'What do | do now?'
'‘Don't panic," Amir soothed. "You can...’

Abruptly he caught himself up. What in hell's nawes he doing? Had he
really been intending to offer her the chance &y gt the apartment? Was
he out of his mind?

It seemed he was. That was the only conclusiorobkldraw from the way
he had behaved ever since he had first set ey#ssohydia Ashton when
she had walked into the room barely a couple of$iago. His brain had to
have been completely scrambled for him to haveehas he had!

... in my dream, you stay here with me, and welaepwhat we've
discovered. See where this takes us.'

Had he really said that? Had he really been suokag complete fool?
What was wrong with him?

Oh, he fancied this woman; there was no denying H most definitely
had the hots for her—and how! But was he such hdedo be led by his

hormones into making what could possibly be thetrdosadful mistake?
Very likely the worst possible mistake of his life?



So this Lydia appealed to his most basic instirtdéshad only to look at her
to want her in his bed, that soft mouth openingaurds, the fine curves of
her body crushed close to his own frame, the breikz®f her hair tangling

around his fingers. Even now, just to think of iade him ache in such
intensity that he wanted to groan out loud.

But how much was he prepared to pay for one nigltagsion—for the
quick, urgent appeasement of his most masculingspéee scratching of an
itch, which was really all that this one-night stamould amount to?

Would this woman—any woman—~be worth the sacrifitalbthat he had
worked towards for so long? Was any sexual grafifim, however
intense—and every instinct told him that with hemwbuld be the most
intense pleasure of his life—worth the loss oflifiezime's ambition? Could
he really just abandon the goal towards which hewarked for the last
twenty years, ever since the day of his eleventtinday, when his mother
had told him the truth about his father and histage?

No!

With an abruptness that jarred Lydia right to rarlshe suddenly released
her and pushed himself sharply to his feet.

"You can find a hotel room to stay in overnight.eTairline will have
provided accommodation for everyone. If you comtéhme...'

He had already turned on his heel and marchedeftiré Lydia had the
time to collect her thoughts and gather up her magaand her hand
luggage. She could only stare bemusedly after lirsha struggled to her
feet, the sharp sting of distress adding to hertah@onfusion.

What had she done or said to make him react liils® Mhy had his mood
changed so abruptly? Only moments before she hail $igre that he had
been about to offer her somewhere to stay the mighthim.

And that if he had, she had been about to accept it



But she had to have been deluding herself. Shet@iden know if he lived
in London, let alone close enough | to get to thhig

Face it, Lydia, she told herself in fierce reprasfshe headed after Amir,
you don't know enough about him to agreanything.Coffee was okay.
Letting him kiss you, bad enough. And as for 'in digam, you stay here
with me, and we explore what we've discovered'—wyeten't really going
to go along with that-were you?

'It's all sorted.

Amir was heading back to her, making his way thtotlge buzzing crowd
with elegant ease.

‘They're ringing round all the airport hotels ndfou just have to wait and
they'll let you know which one they're putting yioul

‘Great!'
She tried to make it enthusiastic and hoped it dedrbetter in his ears than
it did in her own. She should be feeling relievédry possibly she had just

had an extremely narrow escape.

But relieved didn't describe her mood at all. Iadtshe felt as limp as a
pricked balloon.

'What about you?"'

'Oh, I'll head back to my apartment. The snow mapéd but | should get
there okay.'

One tanned hand lifted, revealing a slim, silvebiteophone.
'l just called my driver. He's bringing the car mduright away.'
Was he really as keen to leave her as that? 'IHeig the car roundght

away' So much for 'you stay here with me'. He hadréhevaited to see her
into a taxi, heading for her hotel. And as he spo&evas moving, drifting



over to the huge windows, obviously intent on legkout to see if his car
had arrived yet.

'So this is goodbye?' The words sounded bleak edatgly final.
'l guessiitis.'

Another couple of minutes, Amir told himself. Jestty—a hundred or
so—seconds, and she would be gone. On her way tootiel and out of his
life. He could put her out of his mind, and maybmorrow when he woke
up he'd be thankful that he hadn't given into thnal temptation that had
distorted his thinking so badly.

Just another sixty seconds...but they seemed tickiag away far too

slowly. And instead of feeling thankful, the onhotughts in his head were
of just how lovely she looked standing there, witle soft bronze hair
tumbled around her shoulders, her blue eyes wideé @ear. The

cream-coloured wool of her sweater clung in all gt places, the tight
denim of her jeans hugging the curving nips and hettom with sensual
provocation.

Seeing how the fullness of her mouth had been dif®e of lipstick, he
found it impossible not to recall thhehad done that and he had enjoyed
every second of the experience. He still had teeetaf her on his lips and
his tongue. If he was honest he wanted her mowgmagyanted the...

No! Furiously he drew himself up, ruthlessly reiningthe hunger that
threatened to escape even his determined contublofthe corner of his
eye he saw the sleek dark shape of the Jaguaeaondd below, edging its
way through the whirling snowflakes, towards thdramce. Nabil had
wasted no time.

'It's been a pleasure meeting you.'
'‘And you," Lydia managed, matching his stiff witadhal tone for tone.

To her total consternation hot tears were burmiger eyes and she blinked
them back desperately, refusing to let them fa#. Hhd already left her,



mentally at least. There was no point in hangirayad, dragging this out
painfully. Far better to get it over and done wi8hort and sharp, like
ripping a sticking plaster off a wound in the halpat that way it would hurt
much less.

'‘Goodbye, then.'
'‘Goodbye, Lydia.'

Why was she still hanging about? Over on the otlide of the room
someone was making an announcement about the rii@nhsvere being
provided, reading out names from a long list. Wthenidea of listening and
learning where she would be tonight slid into Aenmind he crushed it
down immediately, refusing to let it take root.

Lydia Ashton was a complication he could do withdtig didn't have room
for her—or for any other woman in his life rightunoDammit, he was as
good as married, at least in his father's eyastiin his own.

Unfortunately his body was refusing to obey hisanifust being near to this
woman was enough to make his heart beat in doub&dme, his blood
throb in his veins. Rationally he might accept tsla¢ was trouble, but the
more basic instinctive response that tightened yeverve, fanned the
embers of hunger into a blazing, roaring flame|ated that it was a trouble
he would welcome into his life. Every second theg Besitated was wearing
down his resistance, reducing his will to fight.

'See you...'

At last she was turning away. Just as he thougktadsehome and free, just
as he foolishly let his guard down a second totyesihe suddenly swung
back. He saw what was coming and was powerlesset@pt it.

Her lips were on his cheek, warm and soft and dtdlg caressing. The soft
curves of her body were pressed against his, leasks against the wall of
his chest, his pelvis cradling the finer bonesafshA delicate perfume of
lily and rose seemed to envelop him in a cloud, amdierneath it was the



clean, subtle scent of her skin, sweet and poteatwvay that made his head
spin dangerously.

'Lydia..." he tried to protest, but his voice fdilem.

And then as he turned his head her lips touchedrntdshe knew that he was
lost.

With a groan he gave up the fight that he had besng anyway and hauled
her up against him, crushing her hard, imprisomiegin the strength of his
arms.

'Don't go, Lydia," he muttered, the words rough tmck and raw. 'Don't go
to the hotel. Come back with me to my apartmeray 8tith me tonight.’

She should never have kissed him.

Lydia recognised her mistake in the second thatnshée it, but she was
powerless to stop herself, incapable of resistieginpulse. She had meant
it to be just a quick peck on his cheek, the bsefeuch, there and gone
again in a moment, but it didn't quite work outlithat.

The second she felt the warmth of his skin, tagtadainst her mouth, she
knew she was lost. Heat flooded her body, turnigrganain to molten liquid
and leaving her incapable of thought. Her breast®ewrushed against the
hardness of his chest, her hips clamped tight agaiis so that she could
feel the hard, heated force of his desire for leéoite she heard the echo of it
in his voice.

And when he turned his head and his lips took lehaingry demand she
knew she didn't have a prayer.

Don't go, Lydia..." he said, but really they bothew she wasn't going
anywhere at all.

There was no way she could stay in a hotel roongldnNo way she could
endure the soulless emptiness of even the besstareaccommodation. Not
without him.



'Stay with me tonight,” Amir muttered rawly agaim&r mouth and on a
deep, aching sigh of surrender she gave him theasswer she could think

of.

'Yes, she muttered, her voice every bit as roughusreven as his had been.
'Yes, yesyes Of course I'll stay with you.'



CHAPTER THREE
'Oh, wow!

Lydia didn't even try to hide her amazement agshed in a slow, stunned
circle, staring unreservedly at everything arouad h

‘This is just amazing! Is it really all yours?'

When Amir had spoken of his apartment, she had knfoem his clothes
and the fact that he had been in the VIP loungehbavouldn't live in a
small, shabby couple of rooms like those she had left behind in
Leicester. And the sight of his car and the waitingormed driver who had
leapt from his seat to open the door for them hackased that certainty one
hundredfold. But she had never anticipated anythiegthis.

The huge penthouse apartment would have swallowweten small flat
twenty times or more and still had room to spate fiigh ceilings and huge
windows gave an impression of air and space, ayponakthe plate glass the
brilliant night skyline of London glittered even rtiugh the raging
snowstorm. Rich furnishings, heavy silk brocadedatns and thick, thick
carpets in all the tones of gold from the palesttet cream to a deep dark
bronze meant that the room appeared warm and weigom spite of the
unpleasantness of the night. And to add to theesehsomfort, a bright fire
burned in the wide hearth.

'‘Actually it's my father's. His taste is rather mornate than mine.'

The sweep of his hand indicated the enormous,idmily sparkling
chandeliers, the marble fireplace.

'‘But | have the use of it when I'm in London."’
'‘And who is your father?' Lydia was intrigued.
The sudden change in his face told her that once sloe'd overstepped

those invisible barriers, an unnerving glint in bexk eyes warning her to
back off—fast.



Behind them, a small, discreet cough alerted tlteting silent, stocky figure
of the chauffeur standing just inside the doorve, holding Lydia's hand
luggage, which he had carried up in the lift whiermn.

'Oh, thank you!" she said impulsively, moving tketat from him, but the
man's attention was fixed on Amir.

'Will that be all, Highness?' he asked. 'Or is ¢hanything more you will
want tonight.'

‘Nothing." Amir's tone was dismissive. 'If the weatclears, | will need you
to drive Miss Ashton back to the airport tomorrdwat I'll let you know
about that. You can take the rest of the night off.

Lydia watched in bemused disbelief as Nabil swepbva bow before
backing towards the door. He had almost reachedhén she suddenly
thought of something.

'Oh, wait a moment, please...'

Hunting in her handbag, she pulled out her pursébBfore she could open
it, Amir's hand, swift and firm, had clamped dowardhon hers, stilling her
movement.

'You can leave, Nabil.'

Another bow and the man was gone. As the door swabghind him, she
turned to Amir, annoyance sparking in her sappéyes.

'l wanted to give him a tip!" she protested. 'Heverus here safely in the
most appalling conditions. And he carried my bag.up

The impetuous words faded from her lips as shefAsaw's dark, reproving
frown, the obvious disapproval in his face.

'It is not appropriate,’ he snapped, releasingahtast.



'‘Not appropriate...But why? Highness!" she recalidkenly. 'He called
you Highness!

It sounded even more unbelievable spoken alouéiimWwn voice.

'‘And you...just whas your father? Who argou?'

Amir had moved to the opposite side of the roomrela opened bottle of
wine stood on a tray alongside a pair of the firggstal wineglasses.
Ignoring her questions, he poured a little into ohthe goblets and tasted it
carefully. Evidently it met with his approval besathe swiftly filled both
glasses and held one out to her, the ruby-coldiged glowing fiercely in
the light of the fire.

'Would you like a drink?'

'What I'dlike is an answer—preferably several!’

His irritated frown told her that her voice had bgstched too high. It had
needed to be for her to hear it over the fearfulnaling of her own heart.
Her pulse was beating far too fast, making the dblsound like thunder
inside her head.

'l want an explanation. For a start, jugtois your father?'

His shrug dismissed her question as a minor iwmatmuch as he might
have flicked away an annoyingly buzzing fly.

'My father's identity is not relevant to this stioa.'

"Your father's identity is supremeiglevant!' Lydia countered, her breath
hissing in furiously through her teeth. 'BecauseutyHighness...'she
emphasised the word viciously "...if you don't gme an explanation of
exactly who you are and what is happening, then bat of here—fast.’

His smile was slow, mocking, filled with infuriaggrcondescension.

'‘And where, exactly, would you go?' he drawled stiigo



The truth was that she had no idea. She didn't esaly know where in
London they were. She had caught a glimpse of tle Wlow of the
Thames, the huge arc of the London Eye, the HoofsBarliament on the
opposite bank, but apart from that she was lost.sBa wasn't going to let
him see that that worried her.

'l don't know and | don't care! But | know one i | won't stay here! Not
unless you start telling me the truth.’

‘The truth?’

Amir sipped his wine, savouring it appreciativebfdre he swallowed.
‘The truth is simple. It's just you and I—a man andoman who find each
other attractive and want to be together. That there is to it. Are you sure

you wouldn't like some of this wine? It really iscellent.’

Warily Lydia eyed the glass he held out to her agailook of suspicion on
her face.

"What is this, Amir? You wouldn't be trying to gee would you?'

The response she expected was that look of reproz# again, so she was
thoroughly thrown off balance by the soft, warmmwof his laughter.

'‘And why would | do that, my dear Lydia? So thaiah have my wicked

way with you? | hardly think so. For one thing, nagtes don't run to a
comatose partner, and for another, the way thatgsponded to me eatrlier,
the fact that you are here with me now, would appeandicate that | would

not have to resort to such underhand methods tacsegu.’

"You might have other things in mind.’
'Such as?'

He looked deep into her stubbornly set face andshide grew, that
infuriatingly appealing chuckle sounding deep is throat again.



'Oh, please—not the white slave trade as well! aydweetheart, you really
must not let your imagination run away with youadsure you, | have
nothing but your comfort at heart. You have haolgy| frustrating day stuck
in that airport lounge, waiting for a flight thaéwver came. | brought you
here so that you could unwind and get some rest.’

'Fat chance of that..." Lydia began, but he igndredfurious interjection
and continued imperturbably.

'I'm sure you must be hungry. Right now, my houspke will be preparing
our meal. All you have to do is to have a drink aradt for it to be served.’

The mention of a housekeeper was unexpected aigfa Simply knowing
that she wasn't alone with him in the apartmené@a®me of the tension
that had held Lydia so tight. The stiffness of $i@ne relaxed, her shoulders
dropping slightly, her whole body loosening up.

‘That's better.'
Amir smiled his approval.

"You no longer look as if you expect to be execuaeany moment. Now, if
you'll just have a drink..."

With an impatient sound in her throat, Lydia snattht the glass. Perhaps
the wine would relax her a little. Even if she wass stiffly uptight as she
had been before, her stomach was still twistingfpéy.

It is delicious,’ she conceded ungraciously adet@ mouthful of the rich,
mellow liquid slide down her disturbingly dry thtodut you needn't think
I'm letting you get away with it. | still want soraeswers to my questions...'

Amir's sigh was a masterpiece, a perfect blendrivhiion and resignation.
'‘And clearly you are not going to give me any peaud | answer them,' he

drawled, lowering himself elegantly into one of thege, soft armchairs and
leaning back against the cushions, his long legscéted out in front of him.



‘All right, then, ask away—but at least make yolfirsemfortable first. You
make me feel uneasy, hovering over me like an aagrangel.’

When Lydia was tempted to fling at him the comnteat she didn't give a
damn how she made him feel, she hastily thoughbé#teer of it. For one
thing, she seriously doubted that anything shewbdld make this man
uncomfortable. And for another, the brief, worryyngangerous mood that
Amir had displayed just moments ago now seemedate Ipassed. She
didn't want to risk provoking him into letting ibme to the surface again.

‘All right," she conceded grudgingly, coming toapposite him, on the other
side of the fire.

The wine really was wonderful, she admitted to ékrdaking another
appreciative swallow. She had never tasted anythuitg so delicious. It
was clearly a million miles away from the sort ofppermarket plonk that
was all she could ever afford.

'So," Amir prompted when, lulled by the alcohol ahé warmth of the
leaping flames in the deep hearth, she took hes @ivout continuing the
conversation, 'what exactly is it that you wanknow?'

"You can start with explaining who your father ke must be someone
important. | mean, I've never met anyone at all was given the title of
"Highness".'

His sigh was less good-tempered this time. Cldadypatience was wearing
thin again.

'Since you are so determined not to let the subjeg—my father's name is
Sheikh Khalid bin Hamad Al Zaman, King of Kuimar.'

For once, something had shut her up, he thoughtywmatching the way
her soft mouth fell slightly open on a gasp of sisga She looked totally
dumbfounded at the news, which was hardly surgidite had had much
the same response himself when he had first leaimedruth. Though,
being only eleven at the time, he had expressedibizlief rather more
forcefully.



You're joking!

'I'm totally serious, | assure you.'

"You're really the son of a sheikh?'

'Only just,” Amir returned obscurely.

'‘Oh!’

It was about all Lydia could manage. She was reneeimép how she had
imagined him dressed in the dramatic robes of artlesrrior. The thought
had her burying her nose in her wineglass and gekinasty sip.

'So, should | be curtseying to you—calling you Highs, too?"

'Lydia!" Amir groaned reproachfully. "That's not ah want from you.'
'Whatdo you want?' The question wouldn't be held back.

The look he shot her from under hooded eyelids hettistinctly sexual
challenge in it, polished ebony eyes gleaming kehirxuriantly curling

lashes.

"You have to ask? | thought it was patently obviduthought we both
understood where we stand...'

Lydia shifted uncomfortably under that wickedlyméng scrutiny, his gaze
seeming to strip away a protective layer of skagving her painfully
vulnerable and exposed.

'l thought so too—at first.'

'So what has changed?’

Amir sipped at his wine again, his intent staremotsing from her flushed
face.



"You don't need me to tell you that!" she protedtedusly. "You know
what's changedYou'vechanged! Your father is a sheikh. And, correctiime
I'm wrong, but doesn't that make you one too?'

The way that Amir's sensual mouth twisted sharplyg ther she had
displeased him. For the space of an uncomfortadlple of heartbeats she
was sure that he wasn't going to answer, but thempdly he inclined his
head in brusque agreement.

'If you want my full name it's Amir bin Khalid Alaman.SheikhAmir bin
Khalid Al Zaman,' he reiterated with an impeneteabitonation on the
words. 'My father named me Crown Prince on myitthtbirthday.'

'"You see!' Lydia exclaimed. 'This changes everghiou're royalty! And
I'm just a very ordinary girl who—'

She broke off sharply as, with a muttered curseirAoddenly slammed his
glass down onto the table with such a distinctitthat she fully expected to
see the delicate crystal shatter into a thousaisteglng pieces. The next
moment he was on his feet, covering the space leettyeir chairs in two

long, forceful strides.

'It doesn't matter!" he declared, his tone rougth lzerd. '‘Can't you see? It
doesn't matter a damn!'

Before Lydia could quite register what was happgnire had clamped hard
fingers around the tops of her arms and hauledip@&ut of the chair with
such force that she fell against him, her own hayaleg out frantically,
desperately seeking support. Beneath her clutdimggrs she leu the hard
muscles bunch and tense as Amir took her weight.

'Who | am, or what | am, has no bearing on thisagion.’
'‘No bearing...'
It was difficult to speak. Almost impossible think. The strength of his

arms was all that held her upright. The heat obbidy seemed to reach out
and enclose her, enfolding her in sensual warmtld. the clean, spicy scent



of his skin coiled around her senses, tantalisergniostrils, reminding her
of the burning kisses they had shared until shédcalmost taste him again
on her tongue.

'‘But it has to! It has to change so much!
'Lydia, listen to me."

Amir gave her a small shake, not rough but jusdhemough to break
through the buzzing haze of response inside het &ed draw her eyes to
his face. The fierce emotions that she saw tharestixed her, holding her
unable to look away, every ounce of her conceminatentred on him.

'When I'm with you, there is just you and me. Nothelse matters a damn.
When I'm with you I'm just a man— as you are justoanan. We are simply
male and female, Amir and Lydia. Money, positionr place in. life, all
become totally irrelevant. | don't think differgntlecause | am the son of a
sheikh. | don't act differently. | am just like aother man. When | do this...'

He bent his proud head and took her lips in a loegp kiss that made her
senses reel. The blood burned in her veins, medtivay all resistance until
she was pliant against him, every muscle weakemiagbones seeming to
melt.

'l am a man kissing a woman—my woman. The womaaritwo possess so
much that lachewith it! The woman who has stolen my soul from mey—
mind, leaving me incapable of thinking of anythlvgyond her.’

She was crushed even closer, pressed so hard mgtdgen that she felt the
burn of the swollen evidence of his desire and esigigt in response. This
Amir was no longer the civilised, controlled marediad met just hours
before but a fierce, arrogant, Bedouin warrior hwtite heat of the desert in
his veins, the burn of the sun in his eyes.

'| shouldn't be here. We shouldn't be here. I..."



Abruptly he broke off as a light tap came at therddmir froze, muttered
something roughly, then looked down into Lydiaissied face, probing her
eyes searchingly.

Apparently what he saw there satisfied whatevestje was in his mind
because he gave a swift, brusque nod and turndeehdtowards the door.

'‘Come!’

It was all command, pure autocrat, giving Lydiawftsnsight into the other
Amir, SheikhAmir Al Zaman.

The middle-aged, dark-haired woman who came halfwagoss the
threshold then paused, bobbing a hasty bow, cl&adw that man only too
well. She kept her head bent, her eyes on the drasiimir fired a question
at her in a language Lydia could not understand. &fswered in the same
language, receiving a nod of approval for her paind was clearly thankful
to be dismissed, almost scuttling away in her himsbe gone.

'Did you have to speak to her like that?' Lydiatpsted indignantly when
they were alone again.

'Like what, precisely?' Amir enquired, looking dowws long, straight nose
at her.

'‘Ordering her about that way! She clearly couldsit to get out of here.’
'So you speak Arabic—and the Kuimar dialect?'

His mocking tone set her teeth on edge. He didwéeho tell her she had got
things wrong. It was there in every inflexion, eveword. Deciding
discretion was the best policy, Lydia refused tdkerself be provoked into
rash speak and waited instead for him to explaisha had no doubt that he
was going to do.

‘Jamila had come to tell us that the meal she tegmped is ready. Naturally,
she was embarrassed at intruding on what she fadt avvery private



moment. | assured her that she was not to blammy ifady friend did not
understand the conventions...'

Did he know how ambiguous he had made that 'lagndi sound? Lydia
wondered, irritation stinging sharply. She very imwsuspected that he
did—and that it had been quite deliberate. Hehteatpped shut as she bit
off the angry retort she was tempted to make.

'l understand the conventions only too well,’ shenaged with a stiffly
clenched jaw. The irony of the situation only addedher annoyance,
Jonathon's accusation of being a stick-in-the-nmauhding sharply in her
head.

'‘But not as Jamila sees them. In Kuimar, no regbéetwoman would be
seen alone with a man in his home at night.’

'No respectable woman!" He was really intent onmonmding the insulting
effect of that 'lady friend."

'We are not in Kuimar now.'
'No, we're not.'

The hint of a curl at the corners of Amir's carveduth seemed to indicate
that he was only too aware of the struggle shehaasg to keep her voice
reasonable and that, infuriatingly, he found thatiictly amusing.

'Which is what | told Jamila before | gave her thst of the night off. Are
you hungry?'

'‘Ami...?'

Lydia found the question difficult to consider, amok just because of the
speed with which Amir had jumped from one topic @nother. The
realisation that the housekeeper, whose presecedeaned such a comfort
only a few minutes ago, had now been dismissethéonight put her into a
distinctly uncomfortable state of mind. She woudddbone with Amir after
all, and alone with him in a way that 'no respele@amman' should ever be.



Shouldn't that be her cue to say that she'd chahgednind? That she
couldn't stay here after all. That she found sleadly preferred the thought
of the hotel room so would he please send for Nab# taxi, and she'd head
straight back to the airport?

Except that, as she had just said, they wereKtuimar. And the truth was
that, even if it was safer, more respectable—rmseresible—she didn't want
to go.

Jonathon would never recognise her in the womankmeas she wanted to
throw caution to the winds and stay here, ignoengry warning, every
scream of self- preservation from the cautiousKsti-the-mud' part of her.
'Hungry? Yes, I'm starving!'

To her consternation, Amir met her response withirat frown. One long
finger touched her cheek as his beautiful mouthtéiged disturbingly.

'Not the right answer, my dear Lydia.’

The thought of what theght answer should have been made her toes curl
tightly inside her shoes.

‘Not the right one, maybe." She tried for laugluely to find that it broke
revealingly in the middle. 'But an honest one!’

Amir's thoughtful pause made her heart jolt uncatafily as she waited for
his reply.

'It was not the answer | hoped I'd hear,' he muedhwilkily. 'But you are
lucky that I am in an indulgent mood. Shall we gootigh to the dining
room?"

He held out his hand and Lydia had no choice bputders into it.

If this was Amir in anindulgentmood, she couldn't help thinking, then she
really didn't think she wanted to meet him in alederant frame of mind.



Just the thought of it made her nerves twist somtliat she had to pray her
trembling fingers didn't give away her feelingghe man at her side.



CHAPTER FOUR
'HAVE you had enough?’

There was no mistaking the ironical note in Amidgce, and frankly Lydia
was not at all surprised to hear it there.

'I'm—not hungry any more.’

The truth was that she hadn't been hungry fromntbenent she had sat
down at the table. Her appetite had totally dedensr when Amir had slid
into the chair directly opposite her, elbows regtom the fine white linen
cloth, tanned hands linked, his chin resting ontdipeof them, deep-set eyes
fixed intently on her face.

'Help yourself," he'd told her softly.

He had watched everything she'd done. That dark bad followed each
movement of her hands, flicking backwards and fodsas she'd taken a
little from each serving dish, spooning it onto Ipéate, until she'd found
herself shivering faintly under that eagle-eyedisiy.

'Don't you want anything?' she had managed unewvenlg result of the
ragged beating of her heart.

Amir had shaken his dark head.

‘Not hungry,' he'd murmured. 'At least, not forddo

She knew exactly what he meant. It was there inbtiva of his brilliant
eyes, the undisguised sensuality of that searadazg. Lydia risked a hasty
glance into his stunning face and immediately rdgdeit as her heart
lurched high up into her throat and the hand thedtl hthe knife shook
betrayingly.

'It—it's very good. This chicken is delicious.’



'‘Jamila is an excellent cook.'
He couldn't have sounded less interested.

But he didn't rush her. Instead he seemed contentit and watch as she
picked at the food, trying vainly to make some @nee of enthusiasm,
struggling to swallow with a throat that had drniedhe heat of her response.

In the end she pushed away her plate, unable ® aop longer.
‘You've barely eaten a thing.'
'l wasn't as hungry as | thought.'

He must know what he did to her. Must know that fiexce, unblinking
gaze was tying her nerves into knots, making harthrace in double-quick
time.

'Not even some fruit?'

She looked like a startled deer, Amir reflectedansity. Not scared exactly,
just wary and uncertain. If he made one false n&he could be up and
gone. But he wasn't going to make that mistakewsn't going to rush
things. In the airport he had thought that he'dydvdd minutes to win her
over, make his mark on her consciousness; noweined that he had all
night.

He could wait.

He reckoned she'd be well worth waiting for.

'What about some of this?'

He reached out slowly, took a perfect peach froenldinge glass bowl. The
contrast between the hard strength of his tannadshand the velvety skin
of the fruit was devastatingly sensual. She coutttag her gaze away from

the long, strong fingers as they curved aroundrifhe fruit, smoothing it
softly.



In just that way would he touch her, she found &létkinking on a shiver.
She could imagine how the caress would feel, ttoogtyet delicate tips of
his hands trailing over sensitive nerves, awakeanistinging desire.

He didn't even have timuchher! She could feel that reaction already. Her
blood sang in her veins, her flesh so sensitisadeben the soft brush of her
clothes over it was a delicate agony. She knew wiaatin his mind. They
both knew exactly where his thoughts were heading.

So why didn't hesaysomething? Why didn't hect?

Try it..."

He had sliced off a thin sliver of the fruit andwnde held it out to her,

leaning forward to hold it level with her mouthtbat all she had to do was
open her lips. Like a child she did so and Amirpgred the juicy morsel

onto her tongue. It was so ripe that it hardly mektb be chewed but slid
down her throat so easily.

‘Like that?'

His smile did dangerous things to her heart, makictench on a wave of
response, her mouth drying instantly.

'It's—perfect,’ she croaked. "Wonderful.'

‘Then have some more.’

This time he kept his hand closer to his own sidine table so that it was
Lydia who had to lean towards him in order to reeethe fruit. The
movement brought her face level with his, meant stee could look
nowhere but into the black depths of his eyes. Araljing looked, she
couldn't turn away but was held transfixed, hypediby the golden flare of
desire that burned there.

'More?' Amir questioned softly.

'Mmm.'



She couldn't find the strength to answer him bompdy nodded. Her mind
was too full of the sexual tug of his closenessywhing in the dark pools of
his eyes, to be able to form any words.

There was still a trace of peach juice on herdipg unthinkingly she let her
tongue slide out to lick it away. Immediately Amidark gaze dropped
down to follow the small movement, then flicked bag again, deeper,
blacker, more powerful than before.

It was like being bathed in a river of fire. Likitisig directly iti the path of
the midsummer sun and feeling its heat wash over ther blood was
aflame, her skin crying out for his touch.

'‘Amir..." she tried, but he shook his head gently.

'Hush!" he murmured softly, leaning forward onceaiagto rest one
forefinger over her lips to silence her. 'Thergseed to rush this, darling.
We have all the time in the world.’

She wanted only to do as he said. But at the sangeshe ached to touch
him in some way, to know the warmth of his car¢is, feel of his skin
against hers.

And so she couldn't stop herself from pressingliperto that restraining
finger, taking one, then two, then three soft, éingg kisses with deliberate
care. He tasted of peach juice and the intensegopal flavour of his skin,
and she thought she had never known anything morelerful in all her
life. And all the time she kept her gaze fixed aface so that she saw the
way he closed his eyes for a moment, the inneggtethe had for control.

‘Lydia...'
This time it was Amir who had trouble speaking, siodtly accented voice
cracking slightly under the effort of control heposed on it. And because

of that she found the strength to smile straigtd ms eyes.

'I'd like some more, Amir," she murmured, knowin@aly the effect the
deliberate double meaning would have on him. 'Rleas't stop now.'



Don't stop!Amir thought hazily. Surely she knew that waslds# thing on
his mind. His whole body was tight as a bowstrinighwhe tension of
wanting her and yet holding back. He ached withutt with it, and yet he
wouldn't have it any other way.

He could see the effect it was having on her andakbough he could
hardly endure the agony of waiting, in the same emnhe wanted to
prolong it endlessly. To draw out this most dekcaf seductions, this
tantalising foreplay, until they could both beandtlonger.

"Your wish is my command, my lady.'

He was sure that she barely tasted the next mofspkach. That she
chewed and swallowed on an automatic instinct, amewf what she was
doing. Her eyes were so dark, the pupils dilated they concealed all but
the faintest rim of blue, that she looked as if &lagl been drugged or
stunned by some sort of blow.

"You shall have more—as much as you want.’

There was a tiny trickle of peach juice left at twner of her mouth,

slipping slowly down towards her chin, and autoesdty he lifted his hand

to brush against her skin to wipe it away, thezdtdA moment later he had
replaced his finger with the touch of his lipstiteg his tongue lick away the
faint stickiness and leave it clean.

It was the moment that finally broke his resolvaviig touched her in this

way, he found that he was caught, trapped, unabladve away again.

Instead he could only linger, turning the gestur® ia caress, pressing a
slow kiss on the delicate line of her jaw and tlaewther, closer to her

mouth.

‘Amir..."

It was a choking cry low in her throat, one thad tum how close she was to
breaking too. And, hearing it, he abandoned alugfind of any further
restraint, giving in to the wild surge of passibattripped through his body
like a flood tide.



'Lady, you've been asking for this all night!" hettared roughly before a
swift, almost violent movement of his head broutigir lips together in a
hungry kiss.

It was like being thrown straight into the eye atarm. Thunder crashed in
his head, lightning flashing behind his eyes. Haldw't have enough of her
lips, couldn't get close enough to her to kisspneperly.

The damn table was right in the way.

With a muttered curse against her mouth, he reafidrelder, hauling her
towards him, sending cutlery and china scatteriailjjng to the floor in a
series of crashes.

Lydia heard the sounds of the devastation throbghrdaring haze inside
her head. She was aware only of the hard crushnuf'@\lips against her
own, the grip of powerful hands on her arms, Igtiner bodily from her
chair and dragging her closer towards him.

She was half on and half off the table, perchingwardly on the fine cloth,

dependent on his strength to keep her from fall8tge was blinded by the
whirling mist inside her head, unable to see amgtuf her surroundings,
aware only of the fierce intensity of his eyestasy/tburned down into her. p
‘Amir..."

Her hands reached for his shoulders, clutchingdihglon, initially, for
much-needed support. But then her fingers brusaahst the warm strip
of skin beyond the neckline of the soft cashmereager and immediately
her touch gentled.

'‘Amir..." she breathed again, letting her fingéidesover the satin flesh she
had longed to touch, for aeons it seemed.

She felt the powerful muscles bunch and clench uhéecaress, heard his
breathing catch in his throat then start up agaiw, and uneven, in time
with the jagged race of her own heart.



And all the time his mouth plundered hers. Firstagg, almost cruelly
demanding, then gentling, soothing die bruisesirifflamed passion had
inflicted, and finally tender, so, so tender that heart melted to liquid
inside her and her head swam with the heady dedigift

"You have bewitched me,"” Amir muttered against tieeek. 'Since the
moment | first saw you | have been unable to fumgtunable tahink of
anything beyond this. Beyond the need to kiss fiold you, touch you...'

His hands were urgent at her waist, tugging heassveclear of the band of
her jeans. Long fingers pushed up along her ribdaga down between the
denim and her skin as if he couldn't make up hisdvhat he wanted most
to touch. He pulled her even closer, making hatestiver the tabletop,
sending another plate, another glass hurtlingedltor.

'‘Amir..." she choked, her protest edged with a tnerof shaky laughter
...we have to stop this.’

'‘Never.." His voice was thick and rough with angry psbt¢he ferocity of
his refusal sending sparks of excited responsénggalong every nerve.

‘No...'

The laughter was more pronounced now, threatenmgnéerge into
something close to nervous hysteria.

'l mean, we have to stop thiere.If we're not careful we're going to wreck
the joint. Look...'

Somehow she managed to get her hand between hedt ahd his, to turn
his face to the side so that he could survey thastation they had wreaked.
For a long moment it seemed that he could not itake the jet eyes still
glazed with desire, every muscle in his face tath twunger.

But then, slowly, he blinked and seemed to retarhinself, surveying the
wreckage with a touch of ruefulness but no reakcmnce.



'l always hated that dinner service anyway,' haened roughly. 'But you're
right. This isn't the place for this. We would k& fmore comfortable
upstairs...'

And before Lydia had time to register what wasigrhind, he had lifted her
bodily from the table, swinging her up into his armwith an ease that
revealed the true strength of the muscles unddrnibat softness of the
cashmere. Kicking her chair out of his way, heiedrher towards the door.

'‘Amir!" Lydia protested breathlessly. 'Stop it! Yoan't..."

But he ignored her, crossing the hall in a few swffides and turning to
mount the first couple of stairs.

The upward movement made Lydia draw in her breh#rpty, her arms
instinctively going round his neck for securitydarway that drew her close
against him.

'‘Amir!" she said again on a very different note.

'What's wrong?' he asked huskily. 'Don't you tme®"

Trust. The word reverberated inside Lydia's head.

Trust him?

Oh, she trusted him to get her safely up the staive had no doubt about
that. She could feel the power in the chest agavwhsth her head lay, the
iron strength of the arms that held her. She ket e wouldn't drop her,
or fall. Physically, she was quite safe.

But emotionally, it was a very different matter.

Emotionally she had no idea how she was going toecout of this. She
couldn't say if she would survive unscathed, orrgmevith just a few faint
scars. She had never known anything like it; n&aewn anyone like Amir.

And, that being so, she had no way of predicting Bbe would feel when
one day this was over, as it must inevitably berove



People like her and Amir lived in separate worlisey didn't usually meet
under normal circumstances. If it hadn't been far ¢thance of fate they
would just have been like ships that passed innilgat, never making
contact, never even knowing each other's names.

And wouldn't that have been safer?

‘Lydia?"

He'd lost her somewhere, Amir realised. He coudd fiee wild excitement
of just moments before seeping away from them dikefrom a pricked

balloon. If he wasn't careful, it would be gone good, he told himself, his
fiercely aroused body screaming in savage protgasathe thought.

On the half-landing he paused, looking deep intcelyes.

'What is it? Second thoughts?'

'No..." But it didn't sound at all convincing.

'Listen to me...'

Slowly he lowered her to the floor, setting herigpt with her back against
the wall. Taking her small chin in one strong hamel tilted her face up so
that her hyacinth- blue eyes were forced to meetbthck intensity of his
gaze.

'‘Beautiful Lydia, there's no need for doubts. Irpige you that | will never
harm you. That | will make this the best | canyou. You can trust me with

your life.’

When he looked at her like that, she would trust Wwith her soul. And, oh,
she wanted that trust!

She didn't want this distance that had suddenlyecbetween them, wiping
away the fizzing, burning excitement of just monsdvefore as if it had just
been chalk marks on a blackboard, erased with ape of a cloth.



She wanted that excitement back. Wanted it radgingugh her body like a
forest fire, burning in her head, obliterating @tlubt, all thought, leaving
only feeling. The sort of feeling that broke over lhead like a tidal wave,
swamping her completely.

And there was a simple, easy way to get it back.

'Kiss me, Amir," she whispered pleadingly. 'Kiss am&l show me how it
can be...

‘Willingly...'

It was a rough, harsh mutter as his dark head ciowa towards hers, his
mouth taking her lips with a wild demand.

And in the space of a heartbeat it was as if thament of hesitation and
doubt had never been. The tidal wave of desire stiepugh her, hot and
wild, picking her up and carrying her with it intoworld of oblivion. A
world where only her body and the fierce, demandimgger that spiralled
deep inside had any relevance at all.

On a cry of delight and surrender, she opened loeitmto him and felt the

hot invasion of his tongue. His long, hard framesbtied hers against the
wall, heat and steel enclosing her, holding hesqmrer. Against the fine

bones of her pelvis burned the heated, swollereen@ of his desire for her.
Just the feel of it sent a stinging shaft of loggsatraight into the innermost
heart of her femininity so that she moaned aloudeied.

'Yes...'

Amir took the cry into his own mouth and expelledgain as a raw sigh.

'l know exactly how you feel, sweetheart. It gets timat way as well.'

His hands touched her face, her hair, her necH, isliat the top of her
sweater, then down to cover one breast.

"Youget me that way.’



Lydia moved restlessly against the hard suppoth@fwvall, returning each
kiss with another, more passionate, less inhibibed,arms closing round
his neck, fingers clutching at the black silkemstts of his hair.

' want...l want...'

It was all she could manage but he didn't needamg and his laughter was
a dark, sexy sound in her ear.

'Don't worry, darling. | know exactly what you wakor a start, you want
this..."

He was edging her along the wall as he spoke, ngdwém towards the next
flight of stairs, the next floor. And as they mouad hands were tugging at
the waist of her sweater, pulling it roughly upward

Adrift on a hot sea of passion, Lydia made no @totéhen he wrenched it
up and over her head. Instead, she helped hinhalkceuld, twisting her
arms to free them from the sleeves and tossinditoarded garment aside
so that it fell in a crumpled heap on the landihfex feet.

'‘And you want this...'

Her tee shirt and bra soon followed, dropping aht step behind her as
Amir half walked, half carried her up the next fitgf stairs, and she heard
her shoes bounce and tumble downwards as she kithewah off
impatiently. The sound of the second one thumplhtha way to the hall
below was the last thing she registered before Arhands closed over her
exposed breasts and she lost all capability ofghtu

His hands burned against her skin, sending blasadts of need shooting
through her as he cupped and held their soft weldimg them gently to
meet the caress of his mouth.

'‘And this...'

Lydia collapsed against the hard wall at her baphteful for its firm
support, for the imprisoning cage of Amir's powetégs that crushed her



thighs. Without them, she felt she would crumpl® ia boneless heap on
the floor, all her strength evaporating in the mahtbat demanding mouth
closed over the tip of one aching breast. Her headt back, her body
arching to meet that potent source of pleasure isstdmgue swirled
sensually over the tightened bud of her nipplewdrg it into the warmth of
his mouth.

'Oh, yes, Amir, yes...'

It was an incoherent litany of joy, every ouncénef being concentrated on
that one stinging centre of delight. And when ips klosed tightly, to tug

and suckle on the sensitive point, she could oiMg m to the most urgent,
primitive part of her, the part that made her diing fingers twist and tug at
his hair, trying to pull him even closer, to profpand intensify this most
thrilling of pleasures.

Somehow they stumbled up the remaining stairseédahding, "and it was

only as he lowered her to he on the wide expansefoideep green carpet
that Lydia realised that she was almost complataked. Her jeans and the
small sliver of pale blue satin that was her omgaining underwear had
been pushed down from her hips, tumbling into anged pool around her

ankles so that all she had to do was kick hertiede free of them.

She didn't have a moment to feel exposed or cadelB had the time to

blink, certainly not to think about coming out béthaze of hunger that held
her in its grip before Amir too had thrown off li®thing and come down

on the floor beside her, gloriously naked and fauityg totally aroused. Just

the sight of him made her shudder in nervous exets.

'But most of all...'

He pulled her towards him, sliding down the sofe @f the carpet, and
covered her trembling body with the strength of his

'What you want is this...'

Capturing both her hands in one of his, he heldhtipgnioned above her
head while with his free fingers he subjected hedybto the most



concentrated sensual assault she had ever knowstréked every inch of
her, found pleasure spots and erotic buttons sih@thlanown she possessed.
He traced hot trails of excitement over her hypesigrve skin, curved his
palm around her breasts, tormented the achingnijpsgentle touches and
tiny, delicate pinches.

And then, when she thought her mind would explod& e non-stop,
endless pleasure that he had given her, he finatlit those tormenting
caresses all the way down the length of her boliy,tisem through the
damp, warm curls and into the most feminine ceoftteer body.

'‘Amir!" Lydia gasped her delight, her body convagsunderneath him.

With a strength that surprised her, she wrenchedcaeds free, pushing
them into his hair. Dragging his head down, shestwed her lips
passionately to his, putting all her hunger, all tieed that gripped her into
the kiss.

'‘Now," she muttered against his mouth. 'Oh, pleplease, now! Take me
now!

The words had barely left her tongue when he thnisther, wild and hard
and so fiercely welcome that her control shatterechpletely. When he
began to move, she went with him, driven by pagamitive desires that
were more powerful, more irresistible than anytrshg had ever known.

Each movement of his powerful body brought a new &aeightened
sensation. Each kiss, each caress took her neaterearer to the edge.

‘Lydia!" Amir choked, his voice rough and heavys lelyes blazing with
passion, the hot colour streaking his cheeks uimilggl the ruthless desire
that gripped him. 'Lady, you are gmod. Spectacular! I've never known
anyone like you.'

She opened her mouth to tell him that she felstdrae but even as she did
he drove into her harder than ever before, shagehner thoughts and
reducing her to nothing but a raging wildfire, thtdoeyond management,
beyond restraint.



The pulsing inside her head mounted higher andenjgmatched by the
throbbing, spiralling heat between her legs. She walanbing, soaring,

flying, out in the sky, away from the confines bétearth, until at last, with
one wild, abandoned cry, she felt herself splited the world cascaded
around her in a myriad glowing lights.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT wAS something odd about the light, and a quality ® féint sounds of
the day that she was unused to, that woke Lydeethe following morning.

For a couple of seconds she lay still, her minchlbland confused, not
knowing where she was or how she had got there.

Sheshouldbe in California, she knew. Should be waking uptlos first
morning of her new life, far away from everythingeshad wanted to leave
behind, ready to start again....

But she wasn't. She was...
Amir!

The name, and with it the realisation, the memorashed into her mind
with the force of a blow to her head. Her eyes ftgsen, staring unfocused
round her, not knowing whether she was hoping eading to see the man
who had brought her here.

'So you're awake at last.'

The low husky tones, agonisingly familiar even @aft® short an
acquaintance, brought her head swinging roundaclsh

He was sitting in a chair beside the bed, loungiack against the cushions,
long legs stretched out on the carpet, arms folidedy in front of him. He
had pulled on jeans but that was all, and the hrbao-hazed chest was
completely naked. His feet were bare, and the ¢baeks, the strong bones
of his jaw were shadowed with the dark stubble mifgat's growth of beard.

But it was his eyes that drew her the most. Deejpaak and narrowed under
heavily hooded lids, they were fixed on her facatokful and alert to every
faint flicker of emotion across her sleep-cloudeatfires. And there was no
emotion in them. No warmth. Nothing to give her ahye to the way he

was feeling.



Lydia cleared her throat nervously.
'‘G-good morning.'

It was all she could think of to say. Whditl one say to the man who had
effectively picked her up at the airport and brdulgér here for what was
nothing more than a one-night stand?

One night. Butwhata night!

Hot colour flooded into her cheeks at the memoryhef hours before she
had finally fallen into the sleep of total exhaastiHer eyes slid away from
the steady, searching stare of the man who haaeeder to that state.

It was too late to feel embarrassed. Too late taldite for the bedclothes
and pull them up around her nakedness. There wasrfrich of her body

that he hadn't seen, touch&issed,and yet here, in the very cold light of
day, she knew she couldn't face him with any degfemmposure unless
she was covered from her chin to her toes.

'‘Good morning." Amir responded gravely to her shgkgeting. 'l don't
suppose | have to do my duty as your host and asther you slept well.’

'‘N-no...'

Lydia wished desperately that she could get comtidler voice. The only
way to handle this was to be as cool and colleatede obviously was. To
behave as if torrid one-night stands were very naugéart of her life and she
was used to waking up next to men she had knowbdely half a day.

But it was very difficult when the truth was quifee opposite. She had
never had a one-night stand in her life. And asegperience’, she doubted
that the few, unfulfilling months she had had wltmathon quite came into
that category.

'—we—I was worn out.'



The sensual mouth twitched into something that miggwve been the
beginning of a smile, but which was clamped dowrhard before it could
actually develop.

'We wore each other out,' he acknowledged drylwak quite a night. One
| won't forget in a long, long time.’

'Well, I'm glad that at least I'll prove memoralideyou,’ Lydia declared,
hitching herself up on the pillows and tucking siheet firmly around her so
that it covered her from her breasts downwardsilldidn't conceal the fact
that her skin had burned a fiery red at his compiaritit would have to do.

You'll be more than memorable,” Amir drawled inrdsmic reply.
'‘Unforgettable would be the word | would use.’

'Is that meant to be a compliment?’

His tone had made the description decidedly amhiguBo she didn't know
whether to trust the quick, sharp flare of delightthe thought that this
devastating man would find her impossible to efem® his memory.

"You can take it whatever way you like.'

Right now, he wasn't exactly sure how he meanirishklf. The events of the
previous night had knocked him for six from thetsé&d he had been trying
to catch up with his feelings ever since.

He only knew that most of the time he hadn't beanking with his
mind-—certainly not with his intelligence—but wighfar more basic part of
his make-up.

But one thing was certain. He would neveverforget the experience he
had had last night, though the truth was that nodsthe details were

decidedly hazy. From the moment that he had kissealy the trickle of

peach juice from the corner of her mouth he had lseeght up in a sexual
firestorm that had taken possession of him rightisovery soul and he had
been incapable of thinking as a result..



He had simplyfelt. By Allah, how he had felt! He had never known sach
concentrated, non-stop, mind-blowing tornado ofplee as the one that
had had him in its grip. Even now, just to thinktahade his body harden in
pleasurable recollection combined with an achingal®d, so intense it was
close to pain, that he repeat the experience all again. And seeing Lydia
sitting there in the bed—ihis bed—uwith the sheet pulled up so closely
round her was doing nothing to help his self-cdntro

'Would you like a tee shirt or something?' he dedearabruptly, seeing her
blink in stunned confusion. 'To wear, | mean,' thacidated when she
frowned her bewilderment.

'I'm quite warm enough, thank you.’

‘It wasn't your warmth or the lack of it | was tkimg of. | meant that
perhaps we would both be better able to concerifrgb@ had some clothes
on.'

She thought she was removing all temptation, hevki@he believed she
was acting prim and proper, concealing the partseofthat were likely to
inflame lustful thoughts and so reducing the paksibof him being
distracted by the sight of her body. She couldm'triore wrong.

Didn't she know that the soft linen sheet clungvery curve of her body?
That it undulated over the soft mounds of her isgdl®wed down over the
flat stomach and long, slim legs? Wasn't she awfitee way that, because
the material was so fine, he could see the fairk daadow between her
legs? With the memory of how it had felt to burynlelf in those curls still
so strong in his mind, it was all he could do reoturch out of this chair,
fling back the covers to expose her tantalisingedaless and make love to
her all over again.

At least they would have the comfort of a bed timse. Last night it had
taken them a long time to even reach the bedroergrmmind the bed itself.
It was only after the first fire of hunger had etk little, after they had
appeased their urgent, aching need for each datfahe had been able even
to think of carrying her in here and placing hertloa bed.



And just that brief respite had been enough toestbk embers once again.
The feel of her slim, soft body in his arms hadrbe®re than he'd been able
to bear. He had no sooner lowered her onto ther@satthan he had had to
have her again. And she had responded every hiiragrily to him.

No! Enough was enough! He couldn't think straightcbigldn'tthink at all.

Pushing himself out of the chair, he strode actoske cupboards, yanked
open a drawer and snatched up the nearest tee shirt

'Here!

He almost flung it in her direction, refusing td lemself look while she
struggled into the soft blue cotton without lettihg sheet slip any lower.

'What do we have to concentrate on?' she asked,oier still muffled by
the enfolding garment.

'We have to talk.'

Amir couldn't bring himself to go back and sit dowagain. He found it
much easier to give in to the restlessness heealisid by pacing about the
room, moving across the floor from one window te tther.

‘Talk about what?'

Oh, Lydia, don't be &ol! Don't you know? Can't you guess? A one-night
stand was all it was. He'd had his fun—he'd gottwieavanted and now he
wanted out.

‘About us.’

‘There is no—'

'I've been in touch with the airport.’

'‘Oh-h-h.



It was a faint sigh. A sound of despondency thatciuldn't hold back. Of
course he'd been in touch with the airport. He e@uoiut—he wanted rid of
her and he'd been determined to find out just hovekty it could be
managed. What else had she expected?

'l rang them first thing."'

Naturally. She wished he would stand still, sto tlestive pacing. He
reminded her far too much of a hungry panther, frmampatiently about
its territory, looking for its next prey.

Well, she could make it easy for him.

'When does my flight leave? Luckily | don't haveytlang to get ready,
because | never even unpacked. All | have to deisny clothes...'

Her voice trailed off as she realised just what thauld entail. She would
have to go on a hunt for all the clothing she hisdatded in stages on the
way upstairs last night. Her shoes would probalklyetfallen into the hall.
Her jumper would be on the half-landing, her braite it. And as for her
jeans and panties...

'Here..."

Amir had picked something up from a chair and nendbmped the bundle
on the end of the bed. Seeing what it was, Lydlawed sharply, wishing
the floor would open up and swallow her whole befahe died of
embarrassment and regret.

Her clothes. He had collected up all her clothesndhe shoes, folded them
neatly and had them ready for her to put on. Wasohenxious for her to be
gone?

‘Thank you.' She forced herself to say it. '| ceanashed and dressed and
out of your hair in five minutes flat. If you'll gi...'

‘No.



It was flat and emotionless, bringing her headnug shocked rush. His eyes
were as unrevealing as his tone, impossible to. read

'No? No, what? No, | can't get dressed—or you doelieve | can get
dressed in five minutes? No, you don't want mes®your bathroom?’

'l have no doubt that if you wanted to you couldl diessed in much less
than five minutes—much as | would prefer it if ydidn't. But what |
actually meant was, no, you can't leave.'

It was that ‘can't’ that did it. Thrown at her ligeregal decree from the
Crown Prince he was, it made her blood run coldjesh slithering down
her spine.

'‘And you can't make me stay!" she protested, gittip sharply in bed.
"You're not in Kuimar nowHighness!You can't hold me against my will!
There are laws against this sort of thing.'

At last Amir had stilled his restless movement.n8tag between her and
the door, he regarded her thoughtfully, with a miedi wicked gleam in his

dark eyes.

'l have no intention of holding you against youtlwny dear Ms Ashton.

And you won't need to invoke British or indeed intional law against

me. For one thing, | doubt if it would have anyeetfon the weather.'

‘The weather?'

Lydia frowned her bewilderment.

'What has the weather got to do with this?"

'Everything. As | said, | phoned the airport fitlsing. The snow has been
coming down all night, and fog has made matters everse. They don't

think they'll get the runways clear for three dayshe least.’

'Is this the truth?"



Lydia eyed him suspiciously, frank disbelief shadayher eyes.
"You wouldn't lie to me about it?"'

'What benefit would there be for me in lying?' Toek he turned on her was
totally guileless—on the surface at least. 'Whatildt do for me?"

Why didn't he just say, | wouldn't go to the traaibf lying to keegyouhere?
Lydia wondered grumpily, her mood aggravated byuhexpected pain in
her heart at the thought.

'So | can't get away? There are no planes at all?’

'Not for three days—more if conditions worsen.'

'‘But what am | going to do?'

Now it was Lydia's turn to want to pace uneasilgwttihe room. She made
a move to fling back the covers and get out of ineal way that expressed
the unease and disturbance in her mind. But tle®allmg the fact that the
tee shirt she was wearing, although roomy enougelypcame down to the
tops of her thighs, she hastily rethought. Instgaelperched on the edge of
the bed, with the sheets pulled over her legs.

'What about my job? Where can | stay?'

‘There's plenty of room here.’

It was the last thing she had expected. Having iomed herself that he was
anxious for her to leave, that he couldn't wagde the back of her, she had
never thought to hear him offer her any sort ofphelet alone
accommodation.

"You'd let me stay?"

'I'd like it," he declared, shocking her even farttvith the note of sincerity
that rang in his voice. 'Look, Lydia...'



He came back to the chair he had been sittingeitied on the arm of it so
that he was exactly level with her and could loek straight in the eyes,
intent jet gaze meeting wary blue.

''ve already told you that last night was someghimvon't forget in a long
time. It's also something I'd like to repeat—qgivtka chance.’

He paused briefly, but just as Lydia was wondenwvigether she was
supposed to be saying 'me, too', and speculatirgh&hit would be wise or
far too revealing, he went on in a more sombre.tone

'‘But right now...'
'Oh, | should have known there was bound to beu'"b

Lydia was shocked by her own outburst, and theiniéss of the tone she
used. She hadn't been prepared for the way thatitBu now..." had torn at

her heart. And the realisation of exactly why thatl hurt so much rocked
her sense of reality dangerously.

How could she have let this man sneak into hert g knowing him for
such a short time? It wasn't even twenty-four hasurse they had met! She
knew almost nothing about him beyond his name haddct that he was a
wonderful lover. That was hardly a basis for contimgare about anyone!

'Well, it's all right, you don't have to spell itito | can get the message as
well as anyone. I'll even say it for you, shallli?vas great—I'll see you
around. Thanks for everything. Or perhaps you \p&ening on adding, I'll
give you a ring some time—Ilike I'd be fool enouglbelieve that!

The cool scrutiny of those deep eyes was disturbmgking her shift
nervously on the bed, wondering just what was goimgn that calculating
mind.

'Don't you think you're rather rushing to conclusi® he enquired softly,
unsettling her even more.



'What other conclusion is there to come to? I'mancitild, Amir. Nor am | a
silly schoolgirl brought up on comic-strip storieslove at first sight and
happily ever after. | know that having sex—even thetastic, mind-
blowing sort of sex we shared—isn't any sort ofrgntee of a deeper
feeling. In fact it's usually not. It was probatlhe fact that we're complete
strangers that made it that way.'

'‘But you agree that it was fantastic?' Amir insgrganoothly when she
paused for breath.

Too late to back out now. She'd already openedtiganouth way too wide
on that score.

'Well, yes.'

She tried desperately to sound offhand, as iflithgil mind-blowing sex
with total strangers was something she experieatedst every second
day.

'‘And that being so, it's something you'd like tpeat?' ;

'Might do. | don't know..."

What was she getting herself into here?

'‘Well, 1 do. | know I'd like to repeat the experenover and over again. But
there's a problem.’

Of course. Now they were coming to it.

'For certain reasons—commitments | can't get out pimy life's not my
own right now. I'm not a free agent. | certainlyswé planning on starting
any relationship with anyone, and, if that pland l&t on time yesterday, |
wouldn't be doing so now.'

He paused as if expecting some comment, but Lyali&da't think of one to
make. Added to that, her tongue seemed to haverroz her mouth, and
she couldn't have forced it to form a single wdrshie'd tried.



'‘But then, of course, | met you.'

And meeting Lydia had scrambled his thought pasteindriven all

common sense from his head. For the space of arfexy, heated hours
last night he had forgotten all about his fathed #ime conditions the
stiff-necked old man had placed on his future. Helgjotten all he'd
fought for over the past years, the ambition tleat triven him since his
eleventh birthday.

But this morning a degree of sanity had returnesiwidsn't going to throw
over all he'd worked for. For years he'd got nowhézeling as if he were
beating his head hard against a brick wall. Thest,as he had come close
to deciding that it was time to give up, that thegant, cold-hearted old
bastard just wasn't worth the effort, suddenly Eié&ihalid had held out
an olive branch. But an olive branch that had comith a price tag
attached.

It was a price tag he could cope with. The endltesuld be well worth
the small sacrifice he'd have to make. But thateptag meant that
dalliance with other women, even women as appeamd) enticing as
Miss Lydia Ashton, was out.

And so he'd resolved that, no matter how much lghtmegret it, he had to
make sure she was on the first plane out of Lorfdoalifornia, heading

for that dream job of hers and out of his life. Whivas why he'd got onto
the airport first thing.

Only to find that there would be no flights to arhere for the foreseeable
future.

'‘Another day, another time, it might have beenedédht. We could have had
some fun together for a while. But | don't havd thihile.’

'l see.’
Lydia's voice was flat, dreary, monotone. For a fganderful moments

there she had actually allowed herself to drearhpfee. To let a tiny chink
of expectation slide into her mind and start teetabot.



The hope that Amir might want more than the ondynggand.

Stupid! Foolish! Downrighnaive!

Men like Amir didn't fall for women like her. Thedidn't lose their hearts to
ordinary, everyday girls from ordinary, everydaynflees in ordinary,
everyday towns.

Amir was asheikh for heaven's sake! £rown PrincelHe moved in
elevated circles filled with wealthy, sophisticate@men. Women who
could embark on a casual affair without so mucla agcond thought and
leave it again when the time came, without bothietinglance back.
Meeting her in the VIP lounge at the airport, hestrhave assumed that she
belonged there. That she was as classy and urlsatiee avomen he was
used to mixing with. He'd had no way of knowingtttiee only thing that
was classy about her was the job she had beenngeaidito.

'Well, it's all right, I'm not going to be difficull know a brush-off when |
getone...'

'‘Dammit, Lydia, no!"

Once more Amir got to his feet in a swift fluid nemwent that expressed
perfectly his impatience, the annoyance that sghdeep in his dark eyes.

"You're not listening to me! I'm not giving you thaush-off!'
‘You're not?'

Try as she might, she. couldn't stop her mouth fa@mbling in shock so
that the words came out on a revealing quaver.

‘Then what—?" she tried again but Amir cut acrasshviftly.

‘At least, not right now.’



Drawing in his breath on a sharp, resolute hissaked both strong hands
through the sleek gleaming silk of his hair befbeefixed his eyes on her
perturbed face once more.

'What I'm trying to say is that | can't offer anyti with a future, anything
more than a passing affair—and a brief one at thesterday | thought we
couldn't have more than that night, but this magninliscovered that fate
has dealt us a very different hand of cards tmties we originally had. The
airports are closed; we can't go anywhere. We laavenexpected three
days, Lydia. Three days we can spend togetheoufwant to.'

.

She couldn't finish the sentence, a rush of parsely preservation warring
with the instinctive, yearning hunger in her miktér thoughts swung this
way and that, whirling frantically, unable to conne with anything close to
a decision.

Amir had taken her hands in his, enclosing herdiagand gripping them
tight. His eyes burned as they held hers, willieg to do as he wanted.

'l can offer you three days, and the nights thatig them, Lydia. Nothing
more. Three days together and then we go our sepaeys. What do you
say? Is it yes or no?"



CHAPTER SIX

THREE days!

He was offering her three days. Nothing more.

Three days. And the nights that went with them. 'Dimnget those nights.
How couldshe forget the nights?

Three days, three nights. It was nothing. It wasrghing.

When she'd been thinking this would only ever lom@night stand, it was
all she'd ever dreamed of. And it was so much teas she had truly
dreamed of.

‘Lydia?"

Amir gave her hand a little shake to bring her bacthe present.

'What do you say?'

What could she say? Every sense of self-preservation waraeddt even
to consider it. All that was the old Lydia, calmafional, cautious, declared
loudly that she would be selling herself shortt ttieere was no future in
what he offered. At the end of the three days heldvieave her, hurt and
used, and go his own selfish way.

‘Three days...'

'l know it isn't long, but it's all I have. All wieave. It's that or nothing.’

"You certainly give it to me straight.’

Lydia hoped that her smile worked, that it hid toafusion and the hurt in
her eyes.



‘There's no other way to give it. I'm not offerisxgy more, Lydia. There isn't
anything more. But in those three days—and espgdrathe three nights
we share—I promise you we'll have the affair ofetime.’

‘Sounds tempting.'

Her words snapped off on a hasty intake of breatheaslid an arm around
her waist and gently drew her close. Bending h&lhbe touched his lips to
the soft fall of her hair then came even closerlartthis cheek against hers.
The intensely personal scent of his skin filled hestrils and the faint
shadow of stubble rasped over her tender flesh.

‘Then let me tempt you, sweetheart,’ he murmuraghagher ear. ‘Let me
persuade you to stay and | promise you you'll newget it. You can have
anything you want. Everything you want.’'

Everything except his love.
No!

Where had that crazy thought come from? She hhadah considering the
prospect ofove.Love was something she had no place for in herright
now. It was the last thing she wanted. It would pboate things far too
much.

'Everything?'

'‘Anything,’ he confirmed deeply, his mouth movirently against her skin,
pressing on it slow, delicate kisses that stirreddenses to the depths of her
soul. "You only have to ask.’

Those kisses were stopping her from thinking. There waking the
deepest, most primitive longings in her. Hungerailed between her legs,
burning along her nerves like a forest fire. Shalda't stay passive any
more and, with a swift twist of her neck, she tarmer head so that her
mouth was under his and she kissed him, hard anckfi



For a second even Amir seemed taken aback. Hedssillddenly, dark head
going back just an inch or two so that those eley®gs could look straight
into her wide blue ones.

'Lydia?' he questioned softly.

At the mercy of the clamouring demand of her bahg had no time for
hesitation, or fear. She met the searching demétithbconcentrated stare
head-on, not even blinking in its power.

Taking his head in her hands, slender fingers Igilogg the lean planes of
his cheeks, shaping the hard bones, she drew bisercltook his mouth in
another kiss, slower and more lingering this time.

'Lydia..." he said again, but in a very differesme. 'What is this?"

The faint unevenness of the question emboldengdyage her a new and
intoxicating sense of power. Her smile straight ititose watchful eyes was
confident, gleaming with female triumph, holding distinct edge of
provocative challenge.

"You said | only had to ask.’

For the space of a single heartbeat he closed/bs And when he opened
them again the coal-dark depths were lit from wthy the golden flare of
desire.

'‘And you're asking?'

Lydia nodded slowly, still holding his gaze withrloavn.

'For everything?'

She nodded again, her mouth drying in the heaeohbed.

'For everything,' she croaked. 'And anything...'



‘Then you'll have everything,' he told her huskiuerything | can give you
and more.’

His mouth took hers again as his arms came aroandshding under her
legs, lifting her from the floor. He carried hertkee bed, laid her down, still
with his lips plundering hers, the erotic danceht tongue making her
senses swim.

The skimpy tee shirt was no barrier to his urgemds; his jeans almost as
easily dispensed with. His touch was on her skan face, her breasts. And
as she held out her arms and welcomed him intbddy once more Lydia
knew that she had made her decision and she hiadiembion of going back
on it.

Three days. She had three days, and she was gamakie the best of them.

When she had thought she would only have one mhtmember, then
three days seemed like a lifetime in comparisome@&ldays and three nights
stretched ahead, seemingly endless, swollen wihiptities, an eternity of
happiness.

Ruthlessly she squashed down the protests, theemmof the other, the
more cautious Lydia. She had been planning on demhew beginning
anyway. She had dreamed of breaking free of thestcaints and the
prudence that Jonathon had so scorned. The olélyajht have feared the
consequences. The new one embraced the experidhicglyy opening her
mind and her heart to it.

'l want everything!" she muttered against the loé#&mir's skin, matching
her words to the rhythm of his powerfully thrustidgpdy. ‘I want
everything—everything.'

'‘And you'll get it," he promised thickly. 'Beliewee, darling, you can have
anything you want.'

Anything. Anything. It was like a litany of beliefi her head, throbbing,
pounding, rising to a crescendo in the momenttibatontrol shattered and



she cried out, clinging hard to his powerful sheus] abandoning herself
totally to him.

Anything.
Everything.
For three days.

But even the final reminder of reality that slidarher consciousness as her
pulse finally slowed, her breathing eased, and@ined herself able to think
again had no effect on her decision.

So what if, after the three days, Amir left herhwoiit a second thought?
What if he walked away and never looked back? hamahad done exactly
that, and she had been so careful with Jonathoa.hald taken things
slowly, waited and held back before committing kH#rsAnd he had still
walked out on her life, discarding her for someelse.

At least Amir had made no pretence of a futurehbi@ been totally straight
and upfront from the first. What she saw was wina got. And she was
going to embrace that wholeheartedly, no holdingkb@aking everything

there was on offer.

Beside her Amir stirred lazily, drawing in a de@ontented sigh as he
stretched like an indolent cat before a fire.

'‘Okay?' he asked, his breathing faintly uneven.

‘Mmm.'

It was all Lydia could manage. Her heart was pbllinding, as much from
the significance of her decision as from the explo®f pleasure that had
crashed through her.

A long, tanned arm snaked round her waist, whipcgirdng muscles

tautening to hold her tight as he came up on doevelo kiss her arm, her
cheek, her temple, and look down into her passateesface.



‘You're sure?' he questioned softly. 'No regrets?'

Lifting her head, Lydia brushed her lips againstdhieek, kissed his mouth,
then dropped back on the pillow again.

'No," she assured him confidently, her convictitawimg in her eyes. 'No
regrets, none at all.’

‘There's just one problem,’ Lydia said an houiodater when, having made
love once again, they were finally forced by shaerger to think of leaving
the bedroom at last. 'Something we hadn't thoufyht o

'Oh?'

Amir had just come out of the shower in tle suitebathroom and was
padding across the carpet, totally unselfconsdiotiss nudity, to pull open
a couple of drawers and extract clothes from inthden.

'‘And what's that? Nothing important, | hope.'

'‘Could be quite important,’ Lydia informed him, ihming back against the
pillows in blissful laziness, her whole body limpdaglowing from his
attentions.

'What is it?"
Amir paused in his selection of clothing and swumgnd to face her.

He really had the most wonderful body, Lydia thaudteamily. Perfect.

Tall and strong. Lean and muscular, without an euotc excess weight
anywhere on his powerful frame. The wide, strondl whhis chest was

softly shaded with black silky hair that arrowedwhato a narrow waist and
hips and the long, long legs were as well builihesrest of him. And every
glorious inch was covered in that smooth, tannéd tsiat made her fingers
itch to touch it again, her mouth hunger to kisslibver.



'‘What?Lydia!"

The sharpness of Amir's tone startled her out ofvienton daydream,
forcing her to turn startled eyes on his exaspdrtzee.

'‘Oh—sorry—what?"'

'l said what is it? What's this problem you've jingtught of?'
'It's nothing much...'

‘Tell me.’

'Oh, all right. | suppose it might matter after. aimean we do have to—
Sorry!

She broke off hastily as he gave a small growhoiogance, rolling his eyes
in a gesture of impatience.

'Sorry!" she said again. 'lIt's just that | donppen to have any clothes. At
least, nothing other than the ones | stood up steyday. If you remember,
all my luggage was already checked in before tightflwas cancelled and
we—I—I never thought to go back and collect it mefave came here.

He hadn't thought of it either, Amir admitted ptielg. He hadn't thought of

very much at all. If the truth were told, he hadréen thinking at all, just

acting purely on the sexual hunger that had ovelimbe@ them from the

start and driven them blindly so that last nighd teeen the only natural,
inevitable conclusion of their meeting. Last nighd the passion they had
shared again this morning. A force as old as taserimitive and powerful

as life itself. Something too strong to be dented;compelling to resist.

'So you see, | don't have anything to wear. Noiifgoing to stay here for
three days and three...'

'‘And three nights," Amir finished for her as thateace faded away and hot
colour washed over her whole body. 'Not that yowehanything to worry



about there. What you have on—or, rather, whatdanit have on at this
moment will be perfect for then.’

Lydia squirmed uncomfortably against the downyagui, all her earlier
ease evaporating like mist before the sun as hgaed her to a slow,
lingeringly insolent survey from those burning dagles. She was suddenly
a prey to a desperate need to snatch at the sreefsull them up to cover
her hastily, concealing every inch of her exposedylfrom him.

But she struggled to resist it. She could just imagvhat Amir's response
might be, the mocking gleam that would light in &igs, the sardonic note
that would colour his voice when he commented isatly that it was far,
far too late for such thoughts of modesty now.

And he would be right. But that didn't change hdw &lt. She didn't know
what was suddenly different; why she no longer tigihlly comfortable in
her nakedness when she had been so happy, soeunéidly moments
before. But it was as if a chill wind had suddegbt up, feathering cold
breezes over her exposed flesh and making herrshive

'‘And as far as I'm concerned, you can stay likeftrahe whole three days,'
Amir continued, pulling on his own clothes as heksp The gleam in his

eyes had brightened, his appreciative smile turmtawa wicked, sexy grin.

'I'd certainly have no objection to you wanderingLend the apartment stark
naked...'

'Well | would!" Lydia snapped sharply, somethinghiis tone making her
skin prickle in unease. 'You're not going to plag sheikh with meYour
Highness."

The barb hit home with more force than she hadmdeela She saw his long
back stiffen, brilliant jet black eyes narrowingiftly.

'‘And what,' he ground out harshly, 'is that supddsenean?'
There was danger in his tone, a warning to be wangful, but Lydia

determined to ignore it. He might be Crown Princhis own country but he
was only a man here in the privacy of his bedroom.



'Oh, you know—it smacks too much of the harem.n@fgheikh's favourite
being brought out of purdah to be paraded in fdriter master, dressed
only in the seven veils...

But she'd gone too far; his expression told het. fhlae stunning features
had set into hard, cold lines, and the sensual Imaas no longer smiling,
but clamped tight shut as if to hold back the rofsfurious words he could
barely keep in check.

‘That isnotwhat | meant!" he declared coldly. ‘And you daneil \know it.'
'Oh, do I?'

She no longer cared if he commented on her suddelesty. She just knew
she could no longer face him unless she coverezktliend fast.

Snatching up the sheet, she coiled it round hélingut tight into a sort of
makeshift toga and tucking the ends in firmly. @a$t covered in some sort
of way, she felt better able to face that angryegaz

'It seems to me that it's exactly what you meah#itlyou wanted me here
only for your pleasure and you weren't thinkingrad... Are yodaughing?"

He was too. And the worst thing was that all shdatthink of was the way
that amusement warmed those stunning eyes. The smikthe beautiful
mouth was wide and unrestrained, showing whitenstrteeth. Aloof and
distant and in pure Crown Prince mode, he had &utiae beauty that tore
at her heart, but like this, easy and relaxed émd@@human, he would be far
too tempting to fall in love with.

No! Not that word again! Hastily she blanked it,alamming the door shut
in her mind.

She had to keejove out of this! There was no place for it in a thossr
affair with no future.

'Lydia, habibti." Infuriatingly, Amir was still smiling. 'If you'lget off your
high horse, you'll see that you're wasting prectous. We only have three



days, remember. We don't have time for argumentsl i you're truly
worried about the clothes, then don't. We'll soort that out.'

'We will?'

She was still not sure she was ready to be appelastdion prickled down
her spine, and she had to bite back a hasty retort.

'How will we do that?"
'‘Leave it to me.'

He shrugged on a black long-sleeved polo shirkitgcthe base of it into
the waist of his jeans and swiftly buckling the dmtdeather belt.

‘But I'll make us something to eat first. I'm stagy and I'm sure you must
feel the same.'

'l am hungry," honesty forced Lydia to admit, sgling against the feeling
that she was being deliberately distracted, hemghts diverted into other
paths.

‘Then have a shower and come downstairs. You'le hawvear your old
clothes for now, but after breakfast we'll go shogp

'‘Shopping?’

Yes, that was guaranteed to soothe whatever hiddfer feathers, Amir
told himself cynically. The effect was instant, lerad going back, eyes
brightening. It was a trick that never failed. Onendred per cent success
rate every time. Once a woman knew who he was—uidéather was—it
was only a matter of time before she started tkwat just what his wealth
could buy her.

He had to admit that this Lydia had lasted longantmost. Cleverly, she'd
waited for him to come up with the idea, insteadugjgesting it herself. But
the end result was always the same. He was goifhge to pay for the
pleasure of her company in his bed.



'‘Can we go out in all this snow?"

'‘No problem. The airport may be closed becauseeoénd fog, but we can
still get around town. At least we can go as fanesessary to buy you what
you need.’

Lydia blinked in stunned confusion.
You're going tdouyme clothes?’
'l knew that would get your interest.'

On his way out the door, Amir had clearly not helaed properly and as a
result he had interpreted her reaction as oneuningtd delight, instead of
which she was simply stunned—and not quite sure $tosvfelt about this
development.

'l never knew a woman yet who could resist the ginbwf going shopping
for something new to wear. Yes, I'll buy you thetlks. But only if you
hurry up and get dressed so that we can eat befade away completely.’

He was gone, running down the stairs, whistlindlgobefore Lydia could
think of a suitable retort.

She was in the shower, washing her hair under éheumning water when
realisation dawnedNowshe knew why that change of mood had come over
her. She knew exactly what had caused it. It wapdiaing again now, just

to think of it, the heat of the shower barely reagther as she suddenly felt
chilled to the bone.

'As far as I'm concerned, you can stay like thattie whole three days...'
Could he have spelled it out any more clearly?
She had been right to crush back those fooliskerthioughts that had kept

sliding into her mind. Why had she ever even lesék allow the word
'love’ to form at all? It was obvious that Amir haal such thing in his mind.



Instead, he had made it plain that he saw her some thing—as a sex
object, nothing more.

Lydia shivered as she forced herself to face faCtuld she really go
through with this? Could she really accept théelitte had to offer and not
look for more, even for just three days? It wasatien to her way of
thinking, her way of feeling, that wouldn't it dest her?

But then she remembered the feel of Amir's handseomody, the caress of
his lips, the taste of his kisses, and the chitlistaed, driven back by a flood
of hungry, demanding heat. The heavy pounding®ftater down onto her
head was echoed in the pulse of need in her body.

If she closed her eyes she could relive those wedsionate moments in
Amir's arms, the sensual onslaught of his lovengkime blazing crescendo
that had been her orgasm. She watietlagain—and again. Wouldn't she
sacrifice feeling, emotion, sentiment for it, foetshort time it was offered
to her?

Yes, of course she would. But that didn't meantsteto sell herself short.
Fired by a new determination, she switched offdhewer and stepped out
of the stall, reaching for a towel and rubbing k#rbriskly all over. She
would show Amir that there was more to this afth@an simply sex, she
resolved. But he might take some careful handlihgeashe did it.



CHAPTER SEVEN
"You took your time.'

Amir greeted Lydia casually when she finally appeéain the doorway of
the huge, ultra-modern kitchen.

‘The coffee's been ready for ages. So much for poast that you could be
dressed and ready in five minutes flat.’

‘That was when | thought | was out of here for gbbyldia hid the nervous
thud of her heart behind a pretence of airy indéifiee. "There wouldn't
have been much point doing my hair or anything then

'‘But with the prospect of a little retail therapg the cards, you thought
you'd make the effort. The cards in question bemg credit cards, of
course.’

The cynicism in his tone made Lydia flinch, thealge that had buoyed her
up on her way downstairs receding fast, leavingdé®lmg limp and flat and
desperately uncertain.

"You offered!" she protested.

'So | did. And don't worry, darling, I'll deliver—dbafter breakfast. I'll die if
| don't have a coffee soon. Do you want to eateire lor—'

'Here,' Lydia broke in hastily.

She had peeped into the dining room on her wayaditchen and had been
subject to distinctly ambiguous feelings at thdisaéion that the chaos they
had left behind on the previous night had beenfelydidied away. The
remains of the meal had been removed, the disatdeelecloth, the
damaged china swept up, presumably by Jamila oespnenlike her.

'It's warmer in here—more—friendly.’



She had been about to say 'more intimate' but hedty rethink. 'Intimate’
was not a word she was comfortable with when usdlda context of Amir.

The short journey downstairs from the bedroom tokitichen had been a
decidedly unsettling one. The realisation that lsheely knew where any
room in this house was, except for the bedroom,dradght home to her
with shocking force just how little she knew abdié man she had just
spent the night with. The man she had beématewith and with whom
she had promised to spend every minute of thethea¢ days.

Amir was a man who routinely flew first class, whadsather owned this
huge apartment, who had servants who appeareditlgilend without

needing any instruction, it seemed, to clear awgymaess he might make.
What was she doing in the life of someone like2hat

'So, what sort of clothes would you like?' Amir edkvhen, with the coffee
poured, she had settled at the long wooden talile aviplate of fluffy

scrambled eggs and toast. 'What exactly did yoe hawmind?"

''ve been thinking about that...'

To her annoyance, Lydia found that her throat hattlenly dried, making
her voice crack embarrassingly, and she reacheteiocoffee and drank
some hastily to ease her discomfort.

'I'm not happy with the thought of you buying mertling. | mean, | won't
need very much anyway—ijust something to change—stme clean

underwear... Why are you looking at me like that?'

Amir lifted broad shoulders in a casual shrug.

'‘Because if you mean what you say, then | doniebelthat you're actually
real.'

'Why? Just because | don't want you to spend yaureynon me?'

'| can afford it.'



'I'm sure you can, but that doesn't mean | likadlea. That isn't what | want
from you.'

tisn't?'

In his experience, it wasxactlywhat was wanted.

‘Then whatdo you want?'

How did she answer that? Stupid, impossible woiéle llove' and
‘commitment’ and ‘'a future' rushed into her thosigimntd she had to drive
them away hastily, suddenly fearful that if shethetm in, allowed them to
take root in her mind, she might actually beligven.

'l don't know. I—I don't usually do this sort oirig. I...'

Suddenly inspiration struck and she seized onanlkfully, jJumping to her
feet in a rush.

'l know—wait a minute... Where did | leave my bag?'

When she came back into the kitchen a few momaeités, Iclutching her
hand luggage, Amir stared at her in frank bemusérasrshe scrabbled
about in the flight bag, hunting for something.

‘Lydia...'

'It's in here somewhere. Oh, yes!'

On an exclamation of triumph she pulled out a giesagazine and dropped
it onto the table.

'l don't usually buy this, but | wanted something¢ad on the plane and
this...this caught my eye.’

She wasn't going to admit that she had also boiudigcause it was so
totally unlike anything she normally read. Thatlefi with the spirit of
adventure, the thought of a new start in life, Isaé picked this just because



it was so different. That until now its mixturecawlebrity gossip and articles
on sex had never appealed in the slightest.

Amir regarded the brightly coloured cover, withatese-up photograph of a
pouting, scantily clad model with an expressiont thas a blend of
contempt and disbelief stamped onto his aristacfattures.

'‘And what, precisely, am | supposed to be lookir®) a
‘There's an article in here...'

Lydia forced herself to ignore the edge of amusenehis voice as she
flicked through the pages hurriedly.

'l know, | was looking at it just before... There!'

She realised her mistake as soon as she had pinghethgazine across the
table towards him. She couldn't have given heesgHly any more clearly if

she had made up a placard that said, 'Totally umstgated. Never had an
affair in her life," and hung it round her neck.

As she watched Amir smooth down the pages of thgamiae with long,
elegant fingers she felt what little was left of henfidence seep out of her,
leaving her feeling limp and completely stupid. $tedied the article as if it
were something strange and exotic that he'd nevesuntered before, a
faint frown creasing the space between his blaahet brows.

"The sensual stages of a super-sexy affair. Fn@tkiiss to yes, | do, or no,
| don't," he drawled sardonically, lifting sceg@ti@yes to her pink-cheeked
face. 'My dear Lydia, whas this?'

And have you gone completely out of your mind? k't actually put the
guestion into words but it was there in his expoegsin the tone of his
voice.

'‘Are you suggesting that it's some sort of bluggdonour relationship?’



That carefully controlled patience in his words dhidre to express his mood
than any less tolerant demand, and it set Lydessttiluttering in her throat.

'Well, yes—it could be that,’ she improvised hgstWe have just three
days together, and we want to make the most of és?2y

He was still regarding her as if he thought she had some sort of
dangerous brainstorm, but when she glanced at hiestipningly he
inclined his dark head in brusque agreement.

'‘Good, | thought you weren't with me then. We dar@nt to miss out any
part of what makes—'

'‘A super-sexy affair..." Amir inserted ironicallpimost destroying her
ability to go on.

'l wouldn't put it quite that way myself.'

Jonathon would recognise that voice. Prim and prdips pulled tight like
a purse-string, was what he had once called it. dRelmering that she was
supposed to be a very different person from theJomathon had known,
Lydia made a determined effort to relax.

'‘But | did think it would be fun to try and fit iall these stages into the three
days. Don't you agree?'

Pulling out a chair, she sat back down at the tabtéturned the magazine
round so that she could read it properly. Concéinzdnard on the text made
it easier to forget that Amir was watching her, poiwl black eyes fixed
intently on her downbent head.

'‘Obviously we'll have to cram them up a bit. We'tamit—what's this one?
Six months or so before we go on holiday togethee-ean hardly do that.
But if we adapt and adjust here and there, I'm wareould do them all— or
come close to it. What do you think?"

'If that's what you'd like...'



He had to admit that she constantly surprised ks, Lydia Ashton. He
never quite knew just what sort of a woman she dda next. From the
moment she had frozen him out at their first meggtto the wild, wanton
creature she had been in his bed, she had hadea ddferent faces and
personalities, all of them intriguing and appealimgheir own way.

And now she was someone else again. Suddenly tleduca&ontrol of
earlier that morning had slipped away, to be reggawith a youthful
enthusiasm that was almost childlike in its buldplxcitement.

It was the distant opposite of the sort of sopbaséd boredom and
indifference he was accustomed to in many of thenam he knew and in
spite of himself he found it unexpectedly appealidg also wanted it to
continue, to keep Lydia with him for longer. Andpifying along with her
crazy idea of following this list did that, then Wweas prepared to do so.
'I'm sure we can manage something.’

"You'll go along with it? Great!

She was painfully aware of the way that she wasgusnthusiasm to hide
her inner insecurity.

'We don't have to do them in exactly this ordercairse. For a start there
are a couple of things we can cross off already.’

Pulling a pen from her handbag, she ticked offitis¢item on the list in the
magazine.

'Meeting, for one, obviously. And first kiss...'
'‘And some of them we've rather jumped the gunAmil put in dryly.

One long finger tapped an entry lower down the pagelevilish glint
lighting his eyes as they looked up and into hers.

Seeing that the paragraph he had pointed to réfter 'a month to six
weeks—you go to bed together’, she coloured fierily



'Yes, well, that's the way it's meant to be—we drdye seventy-two hours,
SO we can't hang about.’

'‘And you can cross this one off too.’
Another gesture of his hand indicated the sectiohmmving in together'.

‘All right!" Lydia knew when she was beaten. 'Savés a silly idea! Go
ahead; laugh at me if you want! | just thought that

She made to slam the magazine shut, only to haventbvement stilled
abruptly as Amir suddenly reached out, closingsgingers over her hand.

'What makes you think I'm laughing at you?'

'Well, you have to be. You can't possibly be takihig seriously! | just
wanted to put a bit of romance into this and you—"'

'‘And | promised you the affair of a lifetime," Amirserted quietly, but with
an ominous edge to his voice that froze her whennsuld have struggled,
trying to throw off his imprisoning grip. 'Lydiagbk at me...'

Stubbornly she kept her face averted, still unébleok into his eyes. She
no longer knew which she feared most. That he wbalthughing, finding

her amusing, even ridiculous. Or that he wouldkrid suddenly somehow
the thought of Amir being deadly serious about thised her blood to ice,
freezing in her veins.

'Lydia, | said look at me."

His chair scraped on the floor as he pushed it lzexck stood up, leaning
across the table towards her.

His hand came under her chin, lifting it determigedror a second she
thought about resisting, but even as the thougghtisio her mind his grip
tightened warningly. Rather than face an undigdifiruggle that she knew
she must inevitably lose, she flung her head bhakpdy, looking him right
in the face, defiant blue eyes clashing with rugblblack.



'Do I look as if I'm laughing?'
'Well, no,’ Lydia had to admit.

He had never looked more stern—or appeared moreiresp@ing, she
admitted to herself. He hadn't spoken loudly oshig—he hadn't needed
to. Just the sound of that clear, cold voice wasugh to douse the tiny
flame of rebellion even as it flared inside her dchilAnd none of the
movements he had made had been fast or hard orfawtly cruel, but it
had been enough to make her let any idea of seudigl unformed and
submit to his determined control.

"You look deadly serious.'

‘That's because | am. Because if this is what yantythen it's what | want
too.'

It was shocking how much she wanted to believe How much she
wanted every word to be meant, to be deeply sin&urewhat was even
more disturbing was the realisation that even itllda't truly mean it, she
didn't care.

For the three days she had, she was perfectlyngith suspend disbelief.
She was quite prepared to accept that if he saitbdong was so, then it
wasso, even if under other circumstances she woulitadly sceptical of
his assertion. Amir could claim that he adored tiet he worshipped at her
feet, and for these seventy-two hours she woule ékword as gospel. She
didn't care if she was deceiving herself, if shes \\gying herself open to
every sort of con trick it was possible to playwhls what she wanted right
now.

After all, he was only doing it to keep her here amvolved, to keep her
sweet. And the frightening, the dangerous thing thashe didn't need to do
any of it. She couldnlbe any more sweet on him, any more involved. He'd
swept her right off her feet in the first momené'shseen him and she had
had no chance at all of regaining her balance snee.

'l just thought it would be fun.’



'‘And it could be. But I think what we have to ddasbacktrack here a little
bit, fit in the stages that we missed out by jungmtraight in with our eyes
closed. Things like..."

He considered the article, running his finger ddahalist of events.

'Like you taking my phone number and saying yadll?' Lydia sounded
sceptical. 'Don't you think we're past that?"

'Maybe, maybe not. What is your number anyway?'

"You don't—' she began, then broke off as he tuengeintly reproving look
on her.

'You wanted to do this,' he reminded her.
'Oh, okay.'

Automatically she recited the number of her molileugh as he didn't note
it down she didn't quite see the point.

'I'd like to do this again,' he said unexpecteltlgking deep into her eyes as
he spoke. 'I'll give you a call, some time. Woudd yike that?'

Too much.

She was in danger of actually saying it. She eyp&med her mouth to let the
words out when panic screamed at her not to beugpads Amir was only
playing the game, going along with the fantasy s created. She would
be every kind of a fool to place any trust in whatdid.

"You—you do that," she managed unevenly. 'That rmumlil get me any
time.’

Just for a swift, anguished second, she suddemyahavid idea of how it

might have been if things had been different, & ahd Amir had met under
other circumstances. Her heart kicked sharply oaclno of how she might
have felt then at the thought that this devastatiag actually wanted to see



her again. It might have been weak-willed, naiveha extreme, but she
knew she would have spent every night on edge,waging, willing the
phone to ring, longing to hear his voice.

She didn't like to consider how she would haveifale'd never heard from
him again.

'So now we've done that one.'

With a firm, decisive sweep of the pen, Amir tickadtithe item on the list in
the magazine.

'What can we do next? Oh, yes, we were going shggpi

‘No, we're not.'

If she had felt uncomfortable about it before, f#lea hundred times worse
now. Letting Amir buy her clothes, providing hertvivhat amounted to a
brand-new wardrobe, seemed to come with too maimgstattached.

His sigh was a deliberate blend of annoyance asignred patience.

'Do you ever do anything without arguing?' he deteginmpatiently.

'l told you what | wanted.'

'So you did.’

His mouth twisted, the gleam of a dangerously esipitemper only just
reined in burning in his eyes.

'‘But you can't just change the rules when it plegse!.’
'Rules? What rules? I...Oh-h-h!"

The words shrivelled on her tongue as Amir tappedopen magazine with
an imperious finger.



'Stage Ten—you buy each other presents,' readeheirig. "You're crazy
about each other and you want to show it. You tiet@llly extravagant and
money is very definitely no object.’

You see," Amir put in silkily, murmuring the wordsgainst her ear, his
cheek resting on her hair as she stared down avahgs. 'I'm supposed to
buy you presents. And the more extravagant, themet

But the extravagance of the presents was supposeditate the depth of
his feelings for her. It was not just to compengatehe inadequacies of the
clothing she had brought with her and ensure tatsin't have to wear the
same sweater and jeans day in and day out forakieseventy-two hours.

'‘But | can't return the favour!

What did one buy for a man who had everything? A mbho was a Crown
Prince, whose father wassheikh?

'l can't buy you—'

'‘Lady, there's nothing you could buy me that I'chtvany more than what
you've already given me.'

Another day, another time, it might have been diffie. If he'd had another
sort of future ahead of him, if his life had beenaadifferent set of
crossroads, then maybe there would have been smgetihe could offer
him. But not now.

‘Lady, there's nothing you could buy me that I'dhtnd

Cold and curt and stark, the words took her breatay. She had to bite

down hard on her lower lip to drive back the cryain that almost escaped
her. He had had what he wanted and there was igattane she could give

him.

'So, do we go out and choose some clothes?' Andn‘haoticed her
withdrawal, or if he had he was deliberately igngrit.



'‘Okay." She couldn't look him in the face, coulan&et his eyes. 'I'll just
clear up here.'

'‘Jamila can do that."'

'‘Amir, you may be used to having servants, butian | made the mess, I'll
tidy it up!'

‘Then I—' Amir began but out in the hallway theikhing of the telephone
drew his attention.

'You get that," Lydia told him. 'I'll finish in her

She wouldn't think about it, she told herself fedycas she cleared the table,
putting things in the dishwasher. She just woultit'therself brood on the
fact that she had already given Amir the one, tilg thing he wanted from
her.

This wasn't a lifetime sort of thing. She had givemself three days out of
reality just to enjoy this experience— to enjoy rgeiwith Amir. She
wouldn't ask for anything else. She couldn't eetmérself dream that there
was the hope of anything else. To do so was tothiskotal desolation of
heartbreak when the end came.

She would accept this for what it was and nothiragenm

She was just drying her hands carefully when a eadwund startled her.
For a second she couldn't quite work out what & tlaen it registered.

Her phone! Someone was calling her phone.

Hurrying to her bag, she picked it up and studredlriumber displayed. It
wasn't one she recognised. In fact it was one stsealvsolutely certain she
hadn't seen in her life before. Burning with cuitiygsshe thumbed the 'on’
button.

'Hello?"



‘Hil'

It was Amir's voice, deep and husky, the fainterathis accent highlighted
and deepened by the receiver.

'l said I'd give you a call...'

'So you did.'

She was deeply thankful that he couldn't see hetisarwas unaware of the
hot colour that rushed into her face, the suddekty jpeat of her heart, the
way her eyes suddenly lit from within.

Thiswas how it would have felt if this had been a re&dtionship. How she

would have reacted if she'd waited around, drearmings call, willing him

to phone. And then, like now, she would have tteegay it cool, tried to
pretend that it was no big deal, that she hadmh heaiting—not much

anyway.
'What was it you wanted?"

'l wondered if you were free tonight? If you'd like do something—a
meal—a film maybe.’

'What is this, Amir?'

Lydia dropped all the pretence, unable to maintaamy longer.

'What are you doing?'

'Don't you know?'

Amusement threaded through the deep voice, engahimith honey.
'Stage Five—comes after Stage Three— "He takes yoonber and says

he'll give you a call.” And Stage Four— "You waitall week and he never
phones.™



Unable to resist a swift, stunned glance at thenplas if were was actually
Amir's face, Lydia bit her lip sharply. How did kaow? Had he actually
been reading her mind?

'Stage Five," Amir repeated. "Just when you'veegiup hope he finally
rings and asks you for a date.™

'‘And is that what you're doing? Asking me out alete?'

'Don't you think it's about time?' The amusementhm husky voice had
deepened. 'Like | said, it's time we backtracke8tage Five after rushing
ahead to Stages Twelve and Eighteen before we cchS8ol—what about
tonight?’

'—I don't know.'

What was the point? she wanted to ask. Why shoald Bother to take her
out on a date when he knew all the time—they bagwk—that at the end of
the evening she would be coming straight back here?

And weren't dates all about courtship, anticipgtemticement? Amir didn't
have to bother with any of those. He didn't needdader if she might end
up in his bed. He knew she had no choice. It wasgb#he bargain they had
made.

'I'm not sure...’
'Oh, | see,’ Amir interrupted smoothly. "You've madwon to Six.'

The amusement was still there in his voice butttme it was shaded with a
darker note, one that made her nerves twist toihear

'Playing hard to get?' Lydia's laugh was raggeti@edges. 'l thought that
was expected of me—if we're playing by the rulest [erhaps we'd better
stop—



'Lady, you started this." Amir's voice was a lowwrdown the phone. 'You
can't back out now. We're not even halfway througbu wanted that
"super-sexy affair”, so that's what you're goingéd...'

But she'd been half joking, saying something ordy cover up the
nervousness she'd felt.

"You—youmeanit?'

'I mean it,"” Amir affirmed brusquely. '‘Over the héxree days you're going
to get all of those "sensual stages". Every danenafthem.’

It was frankly scary how much he did mean it, henigiged to himself as he
switched off his phone. He had started out meatarmgpnvince her and had
ended up convincing himself.

No, that wasn't strictly true. He hadn't taken timaich convincing. In fact,

he'd been up for it from the start. The whole sitlsazy idea had grabbed
him in a way that nothing had done for a long, ltinge. It wasn't real, it

was just play, pure fantasy, but fantasy was somgthis life had been

missing for as long as he could remember. It hashbething but hard

work, determination and commitment. And the futilvat was planned out
looked like going that way too.

Maybe now was time to play a little. He had thisexmected interval
between one world, one life and another. Maybe diddcsnatch a little
unplanned fun before the doors of reality closeairag



CHAPTER EIGHT
'‘BUT I don't need it!"
'Do you really think that matters?

Amir's tone was one of resigned tolerance, bussitiga to everything about
him, Lydia caught the thread of impatience thatnedr of his temper

fraying round the edges. It was almost frighteriogv well she knew him

already, how easily she could judge his frame afdnpredict his changes
of mood.

For most of the day he had been in a generouspsi@ehumour, spending
money on her in a way that was almost shocking. &tk very quickly
learned not to pause to look at something, notit& @ up to admire,
because if she did then Amir would have bougharither before she could
blink, adding yet another item to the growing cciien of parcels that he
wanted delivered back to the apartment.

But this dress was different. This dress was ridigsly expensive, even for
the exclusive designer boutique they were in. Iisvedso impossibly

glamorous, the sort of dress she had never waneritife, and one that she
was never going to have a chance to wear in theguCertainly not in the

three days that she was to be with Amir.

'Do you like it?'
'How could anyonaotlike it?'

Turning round again, she contemplated her reflactio the full-length
mirror, finding it impossible to believe that it wactually her.

In a lavender blue silk, the dress had a softlypedaskirt and tight-fitting

bodice, supported by thin, shoestring straps. Tiagds of crystal were
scattered across the delicate material, givingrtigession that raindrops
had just fallen onto it, pooling softly.



The colour did amazing things for her eyes, andpirdect fit and design
made her look taller and slimmer than ever, thedodneckline framing the
fine bone structure of her shoulders and neckstlfiecurves of the tops of
her breasts.

'l love it!"

‘Then it's yours.'

‘No!'

She swung back to where the man who had been aideelike a dark, sexy
shadow all day now lounged indolently in the chaipvided by the
manageress, hands linked behind his head, blacklaziy hooded.

'It's too expensive and I'll never wear it!"

‘The cost is a pittance and you'll need it for nanmtiventy-four.’

‘Amir!’

Lydia actually stamped her foot in frustrationra tvay he wasn't listening,
earning herself a quick, surprised glance from gakeswoman hovering
nearby. The older woman obviously thought thatwhe quite, quite mad
and had been of that opinion from the start. Wkg &lould Lydia argue the
toss at every turn, trying to dissuade this obuousdulgent lover from
buying any more than the basics when he was cl@#dnt on lavishing a
small fortune on her?

‘Justwhatis number twenty-four?'

'Wouldn't you like to know?' he drawled teasindightly touching one
long-fingered hand to the inside pocket of his shiyecut jacket.

The faint rustle of paper under the soft, suppkdsueminded Lydia of the
way that, just before they had left the house, & $uddenly turned back,
hurrying into the kitchen. Standing waiting by ttheor, she had heard the



sound of tearing paper and as Amir had joined heemore he had been
folding a couple of brightly coloured sheets inboif.

'What's that?' she had asked in some surprise.

'The agenda for the next couple of days—the "SénSteges"”,' he'd
elaborated when she'd frowned her incomprehendida. have to make
sure we don't miss anything out.'

‘Twenty-four?'

Now Lydia tried hard to recall just what other ¢a' she had seen, but
number twenty-four eluded her, particularly wheniAlifted an autocratic
hand, summoning the saleswoman to his side.

'We'll take this,' he said. 'And the rest...'

A casual gesture indicated other dresses, topss skid trousers that Lydia
had tried on earlier and which now hung on a ratkhe other side of the
room.

'‘Amir, no!" Lydia protested, horrified at the thdaugf the amount he had
spent on her.

'‘Amir—yed' he contradicted. 'Remember number ten— as eafjavt as
possible.'

She opened her mouth to argue further but one,swjstoving look from
those brilliant dark eyes had her closing it agaith a snap. It hadn't taken
her long to learn that with Amir there was a lineawin very firmly to
indicate just how far he would let her go. She dad right up to that line if
she wanted, even put her toe on the outermost @dgeand he would let
her get away with it. But step over the line, bynsach as an inch, and she
was inviting instant and devastating retribution.

She'd learned that lesson earlier that day. Thdystapped for a meal in an
elegant restaurant and, lulled into a sense oé fa¢urity by the relaxed
ease Amir had shown until then, she had tried tisfgaher curiosity about



him. She was involved so closely with this manmne avay, had been totally
intimate with him, known and touched every parhisf body, let him kiss
and caress hers in return, and yet she knew kodltbut him in others.

Over the meal he had asked her about her famihjifadefore she had won
the job in California, and, inspired by his abilitylisten, she had told him.
He had a special way of making her feel that shewe only person in the
room, so that it had all come pouring out withoasitation. She had told
him about her parents, her first job as a traingbe small, provincial hotel
then, later, as Hospitality Manager in a four-gtatel in Leicester. With
pride in her eyes, she'd recounted how she'd beadhunted for the
California job, the stringent interviews she'd gam®ugh to win it.

She'd told him everything about herself, even theomfortable story of
Jonathon and his rejection of her. And so whilg'théngered over coffee,
she'd felt that it had finally been his turn.

'‘And what about you?' she asked impulsively. 'Vétaiut your family? Isn't
it time you told me about your father—the sheikhi?d's really your father,
how come you speak such perfect English?'

Amir set his cup down on its saucer with a colccmien that later, looking
back, she realised that she should have seen &sstheént of warning. But
at the time, relaxed and content after a wondenkel and a glass of wine,
she didn't notice the immediate withdrawal, theratbrewing behind his
dark eyes.

'My mother was English," he said. 'And | was brdughin England.’

"Your mother didn't live with your father, then?"

‘They separated when | was eighteen months old.'

'Oh, what a pity! Why?"

This time the danger signs were more overt; theioenin the strong jaw,

the way his hand tightened over his teaspoon, wapeigh to make her
realise she should proceed with caution.



'He believed that she had been unfaithful to her.’

It was still there, he realised with something shack. The pain, the sense
of betrayal, wasn't locked away as securely asadettiought, but lingered
just out of sight, easily revived again by a casglguestion.

'He didn't trust her enough. And he was too oldhianed, too entrenched in
the old ways of doing things that he couldn't $@eas possible for a woman
to have a male friend without something underhasidgyon.'

'Oh, how sad! But I'm surprised that he let yowgth her. | would have
thought that he would have wanted to keep his son..

Amir dropped the teaspoon onto the table with &rdis clatter. He had
thought that too, once. He had believed that hisefawouldn't willingly
have let him go or that, having had his hand fortedwould at least have
been ready to welcome his son back with open arms.

He was uncomfortable with this line of conversatibte had promised
himself this space between his two lives without thint of the past
darkening and spoiling it. His father had done thate than enough.
'‘Why—"?"'

'Lydia, that's enough!’

'‘But—'

'l said that's enough.’

'l just-

She didn't even get a chance to form the sentence.

'I'm leaving," he announced baldly. '‘Are you conmngnot?'

A tiny signal, so brief she hardly saw it, broutite waiter hovering nearby.
With the bill paid, and without another word, Anpushed back his chair



and stood up. A moment later, he had turned hi%k logcher and was
marching across the room, heading for the exit.dyato much as a gesture
or a look did he give any indication of any inteéneswhether she followed
him or not. It was only when she realised thatutly fntended to walk away
completely, leaving her behind without a secondig, that she saw she
would have to hurry to catch him up if she wastodbse him for good.

'Wait for me!' she complained. 'Amir, | can't kagpwith you at this pace!

The burning look he shot at her from beneath tkh hlack lashes seemed
to say that he didn't give a damn whether she leptith him or not.

'What brought all this on? | only asked the samredaquestions you asked
me. | didn't know it was a state secret! Nothingtart World War Three
about.'

'Don't be silly"

Whatwashe doing? He hadn't wanted his father's maligin@mice to taint
this brief idyll, and yet that was exactly whatvas letting happen.

'I'm sorry," he said stiffly. 'l don't want to tadoout my family. They're not
relevant to here and now—to you and me."

Toyou and me.

He couldn't have said anything more calculatedtop $ier dead in her
tracks. It even made her push aside the memorlgadfaurt, 'I'm sorry', a
response that had been tossed at her so harshigoaindifferently that it
hardly merited the name of an apology at all.

And then he did something that made her forgetatigegment and all that
had led up to it. After a swift glance at the clpolbk reached into his pocket
and pulled out a slim, gift-wrapped parcel.

'‘Now's the time to give you this. Happy anniversary

‘Anniversary?'



'It's exactly twenty-four hours since we first spdk each other—our first
anniversary.'

His gift was on her wrist now. A slender gold wattlat when she had
opened it had been set to exactly the time of theeting. Another present
to add to the growing pile of things he had shodeye her. Things she
wasn't even sure she wanted.

But you and meShe wanted that. Oh, dear God, it was scary mowhshe
wanted that! And the realisation of just what itaneto her stilled her
impetuous tongue, and froze the angry protest offigse

They had so little time together. She didn't wanivaste any of it arguing
with him. She would only regret it later, when theee days he had allowed
her were up, and she could no longer see or tatkicagain.

And so she forced a smile onto her face, made lenget those stunning
eyes with a confidence she was far from feeling.

'Number ten it is, then.'

The smile became more genuine as she glancedhatsdeslady's face,
saw the stunned look in her eyes. By the time theay left the shop she
couldn't hold back the giggles any longer.

'Did you see that woman's expression? Number weenty-four indeed!
She probably thought we were talking about posstiorbed—that we were
planning an orgy"

‘Then she was reading my mind," Amir returned uvoige made husky by
desire. The dark-eyed glance he shot her sizzlélealvay from her head to
her toes in a single, sweeping survey. '‘Becaudss tegactly what | was
thinking.'

And as soon as he said the words, that was exab#y she was thinking of
too. Images that were positively indecent in a jubtreet flooded her
thoughts, heating her blood and making her pulsd Heavily in her veins.
In spite of the fact that it had now begun to sr@ain and that the darkness



of a freezing winter evening was already begintioglose in on them, she
felt as if she were burning up with some ragingefewer clothes too rough
against her suddenly sensitised skin.

'‘Me too,' she murmured, the sharp excitement afigation putting a shake
into her voice.

'So...!

Amir snaked an arm around her waist, pulling h&s the shelter of his tall,
strong body as they moved off down the street.

'Do you have any more shopping to do?'

Lydia slanted a flirtatious, beguiling look up irties dark face.

‘None at all.’

'So we can go home now?'

Home.lIt struck at her heart like a blow, driving alkthir from her lungs in
a shocked gasp. The apartment was home to Amiit Wwotld never be any
such thing to her.

For the next three days it would be where she Jivdtere she ate, slept.
Where she made love with Amir. But at the end aflsththree days she
would pack her bags and leave and she would neeethe apartment or
Amir again.

‘Amir..."

She choked out his name on a wave of distress,irigodp into his
shadowed face, seeing the way that the strees|ighe glow from the shop
windows illuminated those carved cheekbones, tikabt eyes. And her
heart clenched on a stab of pain as she suddealgeé just what was
happening to her.

'‘Amir... This isn't working.'



It was obviously the last thing he had anticipated she saw his proud head
go back, saw the sudden flash of something rawge#ung unshielded in
his eyes.

'What?' If his voice had been husky before, nowas hoarse with shock.
'What the hell's brought this ol®hyisn't it working?'

There was no answer she could give. She couldert give herself one. Not
unless she put into words the half-formed idea ltlaatjust exploded in her
mind, shattering her thoughts and driving her emttumb sense of shock.

'Oh, don't ask me that, Amir!'
'‘And why not?'

To her consternation he came to a dead halt imilddle of the pavement,
heedless of the mutters of disapproval from thesotedestrians who
almost cannoned into him as he swung her rounda® fiim.

'Don't ask!" he echoed savagely. 'Don't you thivét &t least you owe me
some sort of explanation, not just "This isn't wogk?"

Lydia flinched away from the ferocity of his questj shrinking into the
upturned collar of her coat, hunching her shouléganst the force of his
attack.

'‘Whyis it not working? We had an arrangement—you ajteét. Am | not
fulfilling what you expected? What more is thereiygant?'

And there it was, Lydia thought drearily. There was whole crux of the
situation, the core of the problem. With the inggsiess of a brutally sharp
knife, Amir had gone straight to the heart of whaas troubling
her—straight tdher heart which was where the problem lay.

'What more is there you want?'



He meant what more could he give her in the wayatkerial things, and the
real problem was that what she needed wawotional and that was
something he was never going to give her.

'‘Amir," she protested edgily. 'You're blocking thavement; getting in
people's way.'

His retort was short, succinct and extremely farbeshowing just how little
he cared for the people who passed them by, headsd in curiosity at the
sight of the two of them standing still in the migldf what was now swiftly
turning into a whirling blizzard.

'l want to know what's bugging you," he insistddst what's going on in that
lovely head of yours? And | don't intend to mowanirhere until you tell me.
So unless you plan on staying here all night, ybeltier start talking- fast!

Which was guaranteed to drive all coherent thosghight from her mind.

Except for one. And that was the realisation theat 8o shocked her only
moments before that it had driven her into makhmag foolish declaration,
and puzzling and infuriating Amir in equal measws@ that he had reacted
as he had.

| think I'm falling in love with you.

It was the one thing she couldn't say. The ongythitemust notsay. It was
the thing that Amir least wanted to hear; the that she absolutely did not
want him to know.

Love was not part of their bargain. It had no placéhe carefully defined
and time-limited arrangement Amir had spelled outhie first place. And
that arrangement was all he had to offer her; barip it all he wanted from
her.

‘Lydia...'

Amir's tone warned that his patience was growinggeeaously thin.



'‘Are you going to tell me, or do | have to dragut of you? Two minutes
ago you were as ready to go home as | was. You kvigw—what | wanted,
and it was what you wanted too. Wasn't it®asn't it?’he demanded more
sharply when she wouldn't meet the angry forceioefes.

Lydia couldn't lie to him.

'Yes,' she admitted, shifting uneasily from onet fmoanother on the icy
pavement.

‘Then what changed your mind? Something | said or..

The polished jet eyes went to the brightly lit womd of the boutique they
had just left. Behind the single display modeha window he could see the
figure of the saleswoman busily packing away tl¢hes they had bought
in layers of tissue paper before placing them ombe-coloured cardboard
boxes.

And suddenly he knew. He felt as if he had beekddan the guts by the

wild hind legs of a mule because it was so unexgaedie had been all sorts
of a damn fool because for once he had actually deeeived. Somewhere
along the line he had let down the powerful defesnice normally kept

carefully built up around his emotions and let i in.

He had forgotten about the lessons past experibadetaught him and
pushed aside the conviction that most women welyewith him for what
they could get. He had even allowed himself todwelithat Lydia was
different.

And now he had been proved wrong. And it hurtuitt tbadly.

'l see,’ he said heavily. 'Oh, yes, lady. | see.’

'‘What?'

It was Lydia's turn to be bewildered, her eyes waael stunned in the

uneven light, the shadow patterns made by the whidnow shifting and
changing on her face.



'What do you see?"

Amir gave a nod of his dark head towards the shep had just left.

"You have what you wanted, so now it "isn't worKihg

The bitterness of his mimicry tore at her heart.

"You've got everything you thought there was omrmoénd now you're off.’
‘No-o.'

It was finally beginning to dawn on Lydia just witeg meant and her protest
was a low moan of pain, barely audible above thedwi

'Yes," Amir contradicted brutally. 'Yes, that's wiau thought, my darling.
What was going on in your scheming little mind. Bet me tell you
something, sweetheatrt...'

His tone turned the word into something that waistlyears away from any
sort of endearment.

"You jumped too fast—made your play too early. Bseathatvasn'tall |
was going to give you. Not by a long way. You'rengoto kick yourself,
darling, when you realise that if you'd just stackund, stayed with me the
three days we arranged—even one day more—thenltviawe—'

‘No!"

Lydia couldn't bear it any longer. She couldntelisto that brutal, cutting
voice that lashed at her tender flesh like a whguldn't bear to see the
bleak coldness of his eyes that looked straigtuutin her as if she didn
really exist but was just a phantom, an image ptegkinto the space in
front of him.

'No, no, no! That isn't true! That isn't what it svike at alll Oh, Amir,
pleaselYou have to believe me!"



'No? Then what was it like, my lovely?'

The eyes he turned on her pale face were terrifiyibtank, all emotion
drained out of them. Lydia had the sudden featfalight that she would
rather see something, anything at all, even ifaswhe burn of dangerous
fury in those black depths. Anything, other thais ttpaque withdrawal.

But what could she say that didn't give her awaythat he would believe?

'I—I just got frightened. It's all happened so fdste never experienced
anything like this before.'

It was shocking how much he wanted to believe Remv he wanted to
think that it was sincerity that burned in thosegadark eyes. That the
pleading face she had turned up to his was genamnot just a play for
his finer feelings. Either way it was working. Heutd feel the hurt anger
start to ebb, leaving him bruised and wary.

The snow had soaked into her hair, flattening auad her finely shaped
skull, and as he watched a tiny drop of water slipfrom one dark strand
and dropped onto her forehead. Slowly it slid dver skin, down towards
her temple. Without thinking he put out a hand eawght it, wiping it away
before it could fall into one of those bright blenges.

The tiny contact froze them both where they st@ay@s locking together,
his breathing almost stopped.

'‘Amir!" Lydia murmured. 'Please...’

And suddenly he knew he didn't care. He didn't givdamn whether she
was on the make or not. He'd promised himself tHeges and then she was
leaving anyway. Just how much could she take fromih that short time?

And he wanted all of those three days. Wanted timeme than he had ever
wanted anything in the world. Even the need forfhtber's recognition

hadn't been as fierce and strong as this, ragkegdifire through his guts,
twisting in every nerve.



'l got scare—' Lydia began but he didn't want baatk any more.

The heavy pulse of desire was pounding throughvkiss, making it
impossible to think. He was only aware of one thiagd that was the
growing hunger, the insistent demand of his bodydilin't wantwords.

And so he laid one long forefinger across the ssi#rof her lips, silencing
her while his impenetrable gaze still held heraltptransfixed.

'Don't talk," he said harshly. 'Not another worce'i& wasting time with this.
Time we don't have. All I want from you is two matays of your life. Two
days and at the end of that we go our separate. Waysthought you could
manage that this morning, so what's changed? Symlycan make it
"work" for as long as that.'

It was that 'two more days' that did it. Just dsad when he had originally
offered her the suggestion that they had just tlliees and three nights
together when she had thought there would only beeanight stand. So
now the realisation that they only had two of thdags left shocked her into
knowing that she couldn't give them up, no matteatv

'Yes,' she whispered, shaken and low. 'Yes, | camage that.'
‘Then come here...’

He held his arms out to her and like a small, teged animal seeking
shelter she went into them willingly and eagerliieSelt his grip close
around her, tight as steel bands, crushing henagtiie fine material of his
overcoat, and it was like coming home.

One strong hand came under her chin, pushing berup to meet his, and
he took her mouth with a burning passion that nteetehead swim, a low
moan of surrender escaping her immediately.

She wasn't aware of how long they stayed thers,ltipked together, his
tongue plundering the inner sweetness of her maldyious to the bitter
fury of the weather or the amused glances of amozenore passers-by.
She only knew that when he finally lifted his hetmjched his lips to her



forehead, and enveloped her in a fierce hug thathed against the hard
warmth of his body, she could find no strengthrigua any further.

So when he said in a voice that was rough and thittkthe passion that had
them both in its grip,Now we go home,' she could only nod in silent
agreement. She couldn't think of any reason tocbb{&ouldn't even recall
why she had wanted to do such a crazy thing iritsieplace.

Managing the next two days with him, making thatkyevas the easy part.

It was the going their separate ways at the erittbat she couldn't bear to
think about.



CHAPTER NINE
'S0,WHAT else is left on that crazy list of yours?'

Amir was lounging back in his chair in the sittirmpm, a mug of coffee in
one hand and the morning paper open on his lap.

'How many more stages have we left undone?"
‘Let's see...'

Lydia unfolded the pages from the magazine and #imdahem out. They
were beginning to look rather worn now, crumpled areased from being
crushed inside Amir's pocket and then taken ouhagad with many of the
stages crossed off over the past day and a half.

'Meeting, phoning, first date..."
All of those had been checked off, and more.

Just for a moment she paused, her thoughts goitigtbahe night before,
after Amir had brought her back from the shops.

The short journey to the apartment had seemed msitggsiong and
unendurable. The atmosphere in the back of Amars with Nabil silent
and impervious in the driver's seat, had been atedeso thick with desire,
that she'd hardly been able to breathe. Under colvtre darkness, Amir
had taken her into his arms and kissed her demglydorushing her mouth
open under his, bending her head back againstahesupport of his arm.

And when he had finished with her mouth he hadetahis lips along the

burning line of her cheek, then up to the delicateve of her ear. And there
he'd lingered, whispering to her of the plans held for when they got
home, the things he'd wanted to do to her, with feemher, until she'd been
writhing on the leather covered seat in an agongxaited anticipation,

unable to bear the waiting until they'd been alkmgether again.



It had been every bit as electrifying as he hadnmsed. From the moment
that the door had slammed behind them and theyéh ladone in the
darkness of the hall, he had taken her into hisagain and subjected her
to a sensual onslaught that had set her head spirmer pulse thundering,
and her breath coming in ragged, uneven gasps.

She'd been as hungry and impatient as she hadhmeérst night, pulling at
his clothes, wrenching his shirt open, pressingystg kisses against the hot
satin of his skin. But Amir had been in a very @ifint mood this time.

His seduction of her had been slow, enticing, ps#nsual. He'd drawn out
each kiss, each caress into long, agonising segstidking and smoothing,
tantalising until she'd been moaning under hishipbegging him to hurry.

‘Hurry?'
The word was a husky laugh in her ear.

'Oh, no, my darling, not this time. Last night waultn't wait. We didn't
know how long we had and we had to cram as mueteagossibly could
into the space we had available. Tonight we hauvthaltime in the world.'

This time their journey up the stairs was a sloentle progress. On each
step he paused and kissed her, caressed her sorae And when they

reached the landing he caught her up in his armsjed her into the

bedroom where he laid her softly on the bed andecdown beside her.
Pulling her close to him, he stroked her hair, stniog it back from her

face, following the touch of his hand with yet mbrening kisses.

Her cheek rested against the fine material of tii$, supported on the lean,
hard wall of his chest, rising and falling with eyeleep, even breath that he
took. Only the heavy pounding of his heart, beatiagirgently as her own,
gave away the fact that he was as aroused as #diglding as hard for
control.

With a soft touch and even softer words he easedlbines from her body,
muttering thickly in the language of his fatherhespeeled away the tight
jeans, the wisps of silk and lace that were heeunmdar.



"This is what works between us,' he told her betwesce, crushing kisses.
'We don't need to follow lists or magazine artidie®nsure we've got this
right.’

She welcomed the hard thrust of his forcefully aexl body into her,
willing the pleasure it created to drive away h# tloubts and fears that had
bombarded her earlier that afternoon. This was whatwanted. This wild,
blazing passion that erased thought, stopped wasrrdymade her feel that
there could be nothing better in the whole, widelekdVith his arms tight
around her, the strength of his body crushing bee couldn't think of
anything beyond him, and that was exactly how sheted it to be.

'Some of these we're going to have to forget abshe, said now, frowning
down at the magazine article in her hand.

'You think so?'

Amir stretched lazily, running both hands throulgé black silk of his hair.
'‘And why is that?"

'Well, it's hardly going to be possible to organ®@&istmas in February, is
it? It's a little early for Valentine's Day, and niyrthday isn't till the
fourteenth of June.’

'Well, perhaps we'll find something to put in thplace,” Amir told her,

getting up in a single, elegantly fluid movemend atrolling to the window

to frown out at the scene in the street below. tifmoif this snow doesn't let
up, we could well be stuck here until April, stifaiting for the airports to
open.'

A note in his voice caught Lydia very much on the.r

'‘And that wouldn't please you, of course!

Her retort had him swinging round to face her, earher a reproving
frown and an angry glare.

'What makes you say that?'



When he was in this mood, he was pure sheikh ofiésert, Crown Prince
of Kuimar from his head to his toes, Lydia told dedf, tensing warily,
preparing for the lash of his temper. It was easyiiagine him dressed, not
in the Western clothes of casual jeans and loosg bit in the formal,
flowing robes of his heritage. In her mind's eye sbuld picture him, tall
and proud, striding across the desert of his hamdeld.ord of all he
surveyed.

'Why would it not please me?"

'Well, it would keep you from whatever you must g¢etin three—two
now—days' time. It must be something very important

tis.'

Well, she'd asked for that, Lydia admitted. In fslee'd gone down on her
knees and begged for it, reminding him that hiaiaffith her was strictly

temporary. Not that he'd shown any sign of forgetthat fact, of course.
His first action this morning had been to checkwite airport again, even
though a further fall of snow had made it highhfikely that the planes

were going to take off at any time today.

He couldn't have done anything more calculate@énaimd her that her time
with him was strictly limited, and that he had mtention of changing his
mind about that fact. And it hurt—terribly.

When he had slid from the bed and headed for tbeghs soon as he had
woken, she had stayed totally still, trying to pret that she'd still been
asleep so that she hadn't had to face him untihadegathered some degree
of composure. At least keeping her eyes closedhe#t! back the sting of
tears that she'd refused to let herself shed. &the'tifelt that she'd been able
to cope with the questions that would inevitablyén#ollowed.

'‘And you knew that before we started on this." Asnioice was harsh with
angry reproof. 'So don't start telling me you'reihg second thoughts now.'

'Me? Second thoughts?’



The struggle to hide her pain made her voice hrghkaittle in a way that
obviously displeased him. Another of those darkagproving frowns had
her bringing it down an octave hastily.

‘Not at all. But | was beginning to wonder if pgoBayou had.'

'‘About ending this after three days?'

The look he turned on her made her heart shrinkiak just as well she
hadn't been fool enough to mean that question thehe'd taken it. If she
had even so much as entertained the hope thatdheea@nsidering his edict
that after three days it was all over between thiran that fierce glare
would have destroyed her dream in a second.

‘No, not that! | was just thinking that perhaps ybdn't even want to wait
that long. You rang the airport last night and adast thing this morning.'

'l thought you had a job to go to.'

'Well, yes—I do...'

Clearly now was not the time to tell him that if dvaly said the word, if he
asked her to stay, if he spoke one syllable of ke would reconsider her
trip to California at once.

No, she didn't even need the word ‘'love'. Fool shatwas, she was already
in so deep that if he had simply said he wanteddstick around, that he
hadn't tired of her, she would have been temptestistyp

But clearly Amir had no thoughts of saying any sthahg.

'‘And | have commitments elsewhere.'

'What sort of commitments?"

No, Lydia! That was quite the wrong thing to asihd wanted you to know,
then he would have said. He would have told yomftbe first!



But to her surprise Amir actually offered some sfran answer.
'I'm travelling to Kuimar just as soon as the jt ¢eave.'

Somehow that didn't have quite the same ring innfirsd as it had done
forty-eight hours ago, Amir registered with a seakshock. Two days ago
he had been totally convinced, totally at ease thighdecision he had made.
Now he felt as if that certainty had been erodedhfwithin. He no longer
felt quite so comfortable with the plans his fathad made for the future.

'My father is expecting me.’

He was more than expecting. The old man had se¢st imyal decree and he
had no doubt that it would be obeyed.

'‘And you have to go?'
'Yes,| have to go.'

He spoke with more force than he intended. Somstitngeemed as if she
came dangerously close to reading his mind. Sheahadhcanny knack of
putting her finger right on the point that was ftireg at his thoughts and
aggravating the unease it was causing.

'More than that. wantto go. Kuimar is my country. | belong there evien i
didn't grow up there as a child.’

'Why was that? Why didn't you grow up there?"'

She wished the question back as soon as it slippedt was obvious that

he'd said more than he'd ever intended and shafnad that her impulsive

guery would drive him back behind the barriers tezted between her and
the life he considered so private.

To her surprise he came prowling back across the to throw himself into
the soft leather armchair he had left just mombetsre.



'When my father divorced my mother for being utfait, he also disowned
me. He believed that | was not his son but thedabfilthe man she had had
an affair with. For years he would have nothingdtowith either of us.
That's why | grew up in England. As a matter of faty father only actually
acknowledged me as his son two years ago.'

'l can't even begin to think how that must have febr both you and your
mother.'

Amir's mouth twisted bitterly, his dark eyes stgrioroodingly down at a
spot on the carpet.

'My mother died without ever being reconciled witly father. For years he
totally ignored the fact that | existed— even wioem paths were forced to
cross.'

'How...?'
The twist to that sensual mouth grew more pronodince

'l breed and train racehorses. My father's greatbsession, after his
country, is steeplechasing. But even if we werethe same paddock
together he wouldn't even acknowledge my presence.'

'Oh, Amir!'

She wanted to go to him, to hold him, to say somgihhowever
inadequate, to show her sympathy. But the coldnsesk that was his face,
the stiff, unyielding way he held his long body,ddclared clearly, without
words, that he would reject the gesture if shaltteemake it. The barriers
were firmly in place; the 'Keep out’ signs ruthlgsisplayed.

'What changed his mind?'

That jet-eyed gaze flicked up just once to seaskigrin a burning, savage
flare of anger.



'His other wives did not provide him with the streswanted. Unfortunately
for my father, all his other children have been d&anin the end his hand
was forced by the restlessness in the country Isedae didn't have an heir.
He agreed to abide by the results of DNA testing.'

'He couldn't accept you without that!"

'My sweet Lydia—there was a throne and a countsyae. If | had been an
impostor, it would have dishonoured his line foeev

'‘But didn't you...?"
'l did what had to be done,” Amir told her simply.

He didn't have to tell her what a blow to his pritdead been. It was there in
his eyes, in the hard set of his jaw, the tensioheal into the muscles of his
face. She was beginning to see just why he wast®odined to join his
father in Kuimar as soon as he could. He had foagftard for his place as
the prince of that country, now that he had it hesmit going to take any
chances with losing it, whatever it took.

And that put her securely in her place, she tolddlemiserably. She was
relegated to a position of no importance, no consege in Amir's life, to
be used for his pleasure and then discarded. Altewhat did she have to
set against the attractions of a whole countrykirgdomwhere one day he
would rule as Sheikh?

She would do far better to end it now. It wouldthterribly, but sooner the
anguish of a clean break than the slow death tindethe relationship fray
and disintegrate into nothingness.

She had opened her mouth to declare as much] fantél that she couldn't
go on when a ring at the doorbell startled her.

'What's that?'

Unexpectedly Amir's cold expression had lightefdgere was a new gleam
in his eye, even the hint of a smile curving themeaos of his mouth.



'Why don't you go and see?"
'‘But it won't be anyone for me. No one knows...'

'‘Go and see!'lt was a royal command, deliveredtama that allowed for no
thought of disobeying, so that Lydia got to het feea rush and hurried to
the door without any further question.

'Miss Lydia Ashton? We have a delivery for you.'
'For me—but...'

Words failed her as she saw the huge bouquet ¢fsmahted roses in the
delivery man's hands. And behind him was another caarying a matching
bouquet...and another... and another...

Lydia fell back against the wall, unable to speakoad. Incapable of doing

anything but waving them vaguely in the directidnhe kitchen to deposit

the flowers on the table. It was only when Amir epged, providing a

generous tip and ushering them out again, thatesjgined the use of her
tongue.

'Did you do this?"
His grin was wide and wicked in its delight at kkensternation.

'‘Number fourteen—appropriately enough,’ he told kéappy Valentine's
Day, Lydia.Our Valentine's Day, anyway.'

It was the beginning of a day that blew Lydia's dnmompletely, leaving her
incapable of thought, of reason, and eventuallgnyf words at all.

She had said that in order to fit in all the 'sahstiages' mapped out in the
magazine, she thought they would have to cram shimpga bit, but she had
never anticipated this! The day was a whirlwind eperiences, of
sensations that came at her thick and fast untilnhi@d was spinning
dizzily.



Valentine's Day came first, with the roses, camasilk nightdress and
negligee wrapped in silver paper. A couple of hdater, it was 'Easter’.

The biggest, most luxurious, Swiss chocolate egghsd ever seen was
delivered to the door, along with armfuls of toysthe shape of fluffy
yellow chicks and smooth white furry rabbits andafly baskets of
primroses, daffodils, and tulips to fill every spaghere there wasn't already
a huge bunch of roses.

'‘Amir!" she protested weakly, a shaken edge oftisargn her voice. 'This is
crazy! You must have bought up a whole florist'sph-and a toyshop,
come to that! And as for that Easter egg...'

'‘Are you telling me that you don't like chocolata®iir enquired, a teasing
light dancing in his ebony eyes.

'No—1I love it! But no one person could ever eairth@y through a quarter
of that.'

‘Then you'll have to have some help.’
His smile grew wider, more vivid, deliberately eirtiy.

'l never intended that you should have it all torgelf. | did have plans to
share it with you.'

They shared it in bed.

It started with Amir feeding her slivers of thefsilty rich confection as he
had fed her the ripe peach on their first evenoggther. Later, Lydia found
a childlike delight in tracing intricate patterngeo Amir's golden skin using
the deeper shade of the chocolate before she litk&dvith a delicate care
that had him groaning in erotic response. Latdrte#y made love with the
sweetness lingering on their lips, combining whk swirl of tongues, the
intimate, intensely personal taste of each otlekisi in a potently erotic
cocktail.



And as they lay in bed afterwards, their breatidgadly slowing, the slick
sheen of sweat drying on their love weary bodiesirAeached for the
pages of the magazine that detailed the list heéblead following.

'Valentine's. Easter...'
His rich deep voice was thick with satisfactiornagticked them off.
'What's next?'

‘Next?' Lydia groaned in disbelief. 'Amir, you dahe serious! You've
already spoiled me rotten. Any more would be toacmu

But Amir simply smiled and dropped a kiss on the a6 her head.

'l promised you the affair of a lifetime," he munmad against her hair. 'And
that is what | intend to deliver. But not just yet.

Briefly he glanced at his watch, nodding approvatiaat he saw.

'For now, it's still Easter,’ he said huskily, tagnher naked body in the bed
so that she faced him once more, cupping the wsaitken weight of her
breasts in both hands. 'Still spring. And you knotat they say a man's
mind turns to in spring.’

"Yours turns to that at any time!' Lydia retortbéy breath catching in her
throat as he lifted her breasts to meet the hedethnd of his mouth.

'Mmm," Amir murmured against her skin, his breaghtlering over the
sensitivity of one tightened nipple, making her vehi in delicious
anticipation. 'Spring and summer and autumn andewir

His tongue flicked out, encircled the aching bimrnt he drew it softly into
his mouth and suckled hard. And with a yearningafrgurrender, Lydia
gave herself up to his lovemaking once again.



CHAPTER TEN

AT AROUND three in the morning Lydia finally gave up on dmype of
falling asleep and slipped soundlessly from the lhedving Amir deep in
apparently dreamless oblivion, she tiptoed fromrtdmen and downstairs to
the living room, pulling on her ivory silk robe sise went.

By rights, she too should have fallen asleep ai$yess Amir, she reflected
as she curled up beside the still- glowing embetlsefire he had lit earlier.
But just as she had always done on special occasisra child, she had
found herself unable to relax, still too keyed upthe excitement and
delight of the day.

And what a day it had been! There had been so mwanmgerful moments,

so much to enjoy, making her feel as if she wezeirig inside, her blood
actually sparkling in her veins. She had no lorsgemed to be living in the
real world, but as if she had been transportedotoesfantasy existence
where every day was a holiday and she had onlydb for something for it

to be granted her.

She had still been recovering from Amir's ardemelanaking when he had
slid from the bed and pulled on his jeans, snatchmhis mobile phone and
barking enquiries into it in incomprehensible Aalbviously the answers
had pleased him because he had been smiling insdgispaction when he
had come back to the bed to rouse her from theshedfp into which she had
drifted.

'‘Come onhabibti' he urged, shaking her gently. 'Time to wake upe‘rav
going on holiday."'

That jolted her awake in a second.
'‘We'rewhat? Amir...we can't!’

'We can. It's on the list. Number—



'‘No, don't tell me, | remember. Number nineteenn@on holiday. Sun, sea
and sand. But this is London in the middle of avgstorm in February.
How...?'

'You'll see. Just come with me—trust me."

Trust him! Lydia felt that if he had asked for liéx she would have given it
into his hands in the perfect confidence that hald/take care of her and
make sure that everything went right.

If there was a way to produce sun, sea and sa@al Amir would do it. She
had no doubt of that.

But all the same she was stunned when the chaufienen car took them
to one of the largest, most luxurious gyms in tteaaTo a place where the
swimming pool was not just the usual, clinicallyéitiled rectangle but an
artificial idyllic beach in miniature, complete Wwisand, palm trees, and a
special wave machine to make sure that the tengdetatated water lapped
against their feet in gentle movement.

Sunbeds reproduced the 'sun’ part of the holided/Aenir had even thought
to provide a perfect, azure-blue bikini that he betkered from the boutique
they had visited the day before. To Lydia's amazgraad delight, it not
only fitted perfectly but also flattered and enheshber figure wonderfully.

The mirror told her half the story on that, but tlest of it was there in
Amir's eyes when he looked at her. In the flamedesire he didn't even try
to conceal, the smouldering glance that sizzlethallway from the top of
her shining bronze head, right down to the bars tbat curled on the
water-splashed sand.

'‘As soon as | saw that, | knew it would be perfiectyou,’ he told her
huskily. 'What | never guessed was jostvperfect.'

And Lydia was only able to nod, her own voice hgwileserted her. She had
been quite unprepared for the sight of Amir's sldaknze body as he
emerged, dripping wet from the swimming pool as ayeeared. With his
black hair slicked back severely, every muscle doaed hard, the water



drops sparkling against the darkness of his skinwas pure Bedouin
chieftain, powerful and untamed.

'In my country, water is like riches," he told haking her hand and drawing
her with him into the pool. 'Come with nmteabibti,and let me bathe you in
this most precious of elements. We have only thefdst of summers
together, let's not waste a moment of it.’

The 'summer' Amir gave her lasted only a couplaamfrs, and she knew
that, even as a child when she had wept at lealimglaces where she had
spent such a magical time, she had never packey lgrabikini with so
heavy a heart.

It wasn't just the end of the holiday he had cidte her; it was the
knowledge that with each hour that passed nowJdahgth of their time
together was diminishing fast. Already their secdayg would soon be over.
So as she joined Amir in the luxurious limousinat thvas to take them back
to his apartment her eyes burned with tears shaatidare to shed.

'Do wehaveto leave?' She sighed.
'Even the most wonderful holiday must come to ah sweetheart.'

Amir had caught the betraying sheen in her eyeshartdok her hand with
an understanding that tore at her heatrt.

'‘But perhaps this will help lighten your spiritsappy second anniversary,
Lydia.'

‘This' was a small, beautifully wrapped package beaproduced from a
pocket and slipped into her hand. Opening it, Lydiand that it contained a
pair of the most beautiful diamond earrings.

'Oh, Amir!'

The gift was spectacular, the earrings exquisitewhat choked her up the
most, tearing at her heart with bittersweet deligids the realisation that



once again he had remembered and marked the exadgenthat they had
met.

'‘Amir, they arebeautiful.l really don't know how to thank you!
‘Don't you?'

His voice had deepened, grown husky, and the aatnldly lightly around
her waist tightened, drawing her closer, his headiog down as he took
her lips in a searing kiss of promise.

'l think you know only too well how you can thankeynhe murmured
against her mouth. 'We both know.'

The rich, deep voice matched his kiss in a pledgeassion, the hungry
demand in the lips that took hers making heat fiilodugh her body so that
she shifted restlessly against him, already achirtlg the hunger only he
could appease. Once again, the journey back to'&apartment was going
to be a long, long purgatory of waiting and antatipn.

'Yes,' she sighed, and it was a sound of surreaaderdelight in the same
second. 'Yes. | know.'

She had thought—had hoped—that as soon as thelyegtdloe house he

would take her straight to bed, but she was wrémgead, as soon as she
entered the apartment, she stood stock-still,rggaaround her in stunned

delight.

While they had been out, it seemed as if an arnskidied, industrious elves
had been busy transforming the whole of the hallawag the living room

beyond into a Christmas wonderland. An enormous, tiestooned with

twinkling lights and baubles in silver and goldpad in the corner,

multicoloured parcels piled up at its feet. Bealtdarlands swathed the
wooden banisters, the walls, the windows. Candlesdal everywhere and
even a bulging stocking hung from the wide manéaei of the huge
fireplace.



'Happy Christmas, sweetheart," Amir murmured indagy but this time she
could find no words to thank him. She was only dblstand transfixed, her
hands up to her face, covering her mouth, teasheér delight tumbling
down her cheeks.

And that hadn't been an end to it, Lydia recallesv,npulling the robe
tighter round her and curling up on the edge of lkarth, hugging her
knees, staring into the dying embers.

Somehow Amir had also provided a choir of carofysis, children with
voices so beautiful they had brought tears to lyes.eJamila had cooked
and served a traditional dinner with all the trimgs. And, of course, the
snow, still coming down in gentle flurries outsitk@d provided the perfect,
Christmas card touch of beauty.

And then there had been the presents. A wonderiktune of the wildly
extravagant generosity she had come to expecttin@man together with
small, inexpensive gifts. But gifts that had bedmosen with such
understanding, such knowledge of her that theyrmade her head reel.
They had only been together for a short while, ibuhat time Amir had
listened and learned and his presents proved ¢hlatéw her almost as well
as he knew himself.

But like the 'holiday' that afternoon, 'Christmastld only last a few hours.
They had made the magic stretch just a moment@tdnger by staying up
till midnight and toasting an imaginary New Yearvimtage champagne.
After that, Amir had made love to her right hene tloe thick soft rug before
the fire, his touch, his kisses, the final wild tagration of her orgasm the
perfect end to the perfect day.

But even the perfect day couldn't last for ever.
Lydia sighed, reaching for a log from the nearbgiaed and tossing it on the
fire, watching as the flames flared suddenly arghbdicking greedily at its

edges.

For ever was the one thing Amir could not provide.



The one thing he had no intention of providing.
For everwas not in Amir's vocabulary.
And that was why she was sitting here like thighla to sleep.

A wave of misery swept over her, clouding her epesl the cheek that she
laid against her silk-covered knees was once marepdwith tears. But
these were not the tears of joy she had shed eati¢he sobs of ecstasy
that had escaped her at the height of the lovergaBefore this hearth.
TTiey were tears of desolation and regret at tloight that most of the
three days that had seemed to stretch ahead sceviolhg filled with all
sorts of possibilities, were now in the past. Hieetwith Amir was almost
over and she didn't know how she was going to flaeduture without him.

‘Lydia..."

The soft sound of Amir's voice startled her, brmggher head up sharply,
wide blue eyes going to the door. As always, harthelted wildly at the
sight of him. Even with his black hair tousled, klayes still faintly blurred
by sleep and the stubble of a daylong growth ofdehadowing his strong
jaw, he was easily the most lethally attractive rela@ had ever seen.

'I'm sorry! Did | disturb you? I tried to leave qietly as possible.’
'It wasn't anything you did. | was only sleepirghlily anyway.'

Well, it was half the truth, Amir told himself. Headfound it hard to lose

himself in the oblivion of sleep. But the real fattthe matter was that he
had missed her. It had only taken a couple of sgsdor the emptiness on
her side of the bed to register, to penetrateitjit oze into which he had
drifted. She had barely closed the door behindeérre he had been wide
awake, staring at the ceiling.

At first he had fully intended to stay where he \aad wait for her to come
back. She would only be a minute or two, he'd neaedpand when she
returned he could pretend that her getting baak lnetd had woken him. It
would be the perfect excuse to put his arms ro@nddraw her close. They



could make love again in the still, dark silencéhaf night. Already his body
had been growing hard just at the thought.

But Lydia hadn't come back. And lying awake in tlagk room had given
him too much time to think. Because of the blacknése stillness, he'd
seemed so much more aware of everything, from dloéng space where
Lydia's slender body had been to the faint ticlahthe clock on the bedside
table. That sound was suddenly too loud, too intejseminding him of the
way that time was ticking away, and with it thiggbidyll of an affair with
Lydia.

All too soon she would be gone, flying to Americaddhat wonderful new
job of hers.

And how would he feel then?

Suddenly too restless to stay still, he had fluagkthe bedclothes, pulling
on a pair of black pyjama trousers and a matchlkgabe, belting it tightly
round his lean waist against the chill of the nighthe went in search of
Lydia.

'‘Couldn't you sleep?"

She shook her bright head, the tumbled waves flyoogd her face, and he
had to struggle to control the instinctive kickresponse low down in his
body that made him want her all over again.

'No. Too much excitement for one day. My grandnveagbk said it wasn't
good for me. "There will be tears before bedtim&hé& would tell my
mother.’

'My grandmother used to say much the same thing.'

Amir came and sat on the couch near her, holdindpigthands to the fire.

'Did she? But | thought...'



'My English grandmother—on my mother's side. | mekreew my father's
mother. Would you like something to drink—some peahaps?’

Once again Lydia shook her head and this timentimedadiate response was
harder to take as he caught the faint, sweet s¢dm@r hair and her body.

'What I'd like to do is to talk.'
‘Talk? About what? Anything in particular?'
‘About you.'

Lydia knew her mistake as soon as she had spokens&w his dark head
go back, the swift narrowing of his eyes. His lorgjaxed body tensed up
immediately, rejection of what she had said stamptxdevery inch.

A couple of days before, his reaction would halensied her, making her
fear his possible response, the angry rejectiohenfenquiry that might
follow. But now she had little or nothing to loSghey only had one more
day together. And she couldn't leave knowing sk labout him, knowing
that he had never really given her anything of leifns

'Play fair, Amir!" she protested. 'You asked meugioabout myself. You
know about my job, my family, my friends. Now itisy turn.’

Talking wasn't what was on his mind right now. Tine had caught more
strongly, the flames flaring round the log, liglgtithe darkness of the room.
The golden flickers came and went, creating suyi#teerns on her upturned
face, gilding her skin and turning her hair to ranlbronze. His imagination
was throwing wild, heated ideas at him. Imagesaging her down on the
thick rug before the fire, stripping the delicailk sf the robe from her even
softer body and making hot, passionate love taninglie the light of the fire
played over her naked flesh.

But a second look at her face told him that evemytd would be the wrong
move. And perhaps she was right.



Talking would slow things down, increase the apftion, prolong the
pleasure of simply being with her, knowing what viasome. The wild,

heated pleasure of the first twenty-four hours badn amazing. Mind-
blowing. The best sex he'd ever had. But he hadl@me to find a whole
new sort of delight in the quieter moments. In dingitting beside the water
of the swimming pool, combing the tangles out aflinr, or joining in the

'‘New Year' ceremony she had insisted on following.

'We have to write down the things of the past yeamwant to put behind us
and burn them up in the flames of a special carshe'd said. 'We record
the good stuff as well, but that we put into anedape and keep it for the
coming year.'

And as he'd assumed that for the sake of this tedeNew Year, the 'past
year' she'd referred to had simply been the timeesthey'd met, that had
been easy to do. The one thing he'd had to regstthat they hadn't met
earlier. Another day, another time, when he cowdehspent longer with
her, getting to know her own unique individualignjoying more of the
white-hot passion that blazed between them.

But perhaps it was better this way. At least, il restrictions of the three
days that was all the time they had together, thvaieno chance of the gloss
ever fading, reality setting in—or, even worse datmm.

So, 'Okay," he said now. 'What do you want to kriow?

Lydia couldn't believe her luck. Where she had etgmban outright refusal,
it was almost shocking that this had been so damyking into his eyes in
the light of the fire, she had seen the flare edasuality hotter than even the
physical flames and had felt an immediate, answesimver of response. If
he had turned on his lethal, irresistible, sedectiriarm, she would have
been lost. Unable to resist him, she would havearded at once, and this
moment would have been lost.

But something had changed Amir's mood, and, tediff altering the
atmosphere again, she hunted for a safe topic achvith begin.

‘Tell me about the horses you breed.’



That was easy. Within a moment he was launcheddiesaribing the stud,
the stallions he owned, the race winners he hadl lfi®m there it was an
easy step to his childhood on his uncle's farmygrg up as an English boy
to all intents and purposes, but always knowing thare was something
different about him.

'When did you find out the truth—that Sheikh Khakds your father?'
'On my eleventh birthday.'

Amir turned his head to stare into the fire, thapiag golden flames
reflected in miniature in his onyx eyes.

'My father had arranged a visit to a stud a cooplailes away, owned by
the father of a friend of mine. As it was in thesuoer holidays, | was there,
helping with the horses. | led out one of the &tai he was interested in.
But it was me that he stared at; me that he watdheelver realised before
then just how much | looked like my mother.’

Moving abruptly, he leaned forward to pick up amotlog and toss it deep
into the heart of the fire.

'When | told her all about it, she decided thahpes the time had come for
me to know the truth.’

Lydia bit her lip hard, imagining how that must bafelt. Reacting
instinctively, she moved to sit closer to Amir, lear at his feet. When she
laid a sympathetic hand on the hard curve of heekme dropped his own to
rest on top of it, strong fingers curving over hers

'From that moment | vowed that | would make my éathcknowledge me
for who | really was. That one day | would hear heall me his son, no
matter what it took.'

The hard mouth firmed, setting into a ruthless,ieldyng line, and Lydia

shivered faintly inside at just the thought of thiiless determination being
set against anyone, even the proud, cold-heartddn@n his father

obviously was.



'‘And | was even more determined when | visited Kanniirst as a tourist
and later to negotiate deals, to buy and sell theds | bred—to watch them
race. It quickly became my true home—as if | hadendeen away.'

Amir's broad shoulders lifted and fell in a resigrshrug of acceptance,
jet-black eyes not leaving the fire, as if he wasisg in the wood and the
flames the image of the country of his birth.

'l fell in love with the place and spent as muchetias | could there. It's a
country of such contrasts. The cities that arezzldaof glass and chrome,
and the wind-blown sand-dunes that are never tine shape from one day
to the next. To the east there are the Hajar Mansiteo the west, the waters
of the Gulf itself. | learned to love both the basif the city life and the still,
eerie silence of the desert at night.’

'It sounds wonderful.'

Her soft murmur drew those brilliant eyes to haefaso that she saw the
shadows of memory that still lingered in their degpt

'Itis," he said simply.

Kuimar is my countryThe words she had heard him speak—was it trugy les
than twenty-four hours ago?— echoed inside Lydrasights, making her
wince inwardly in hidden pain. Had it really beeryothat morning that she
had first heard him make the declaration that stenkspelled the death
sentence for any foolish hopes she might have hadfature beyond the
three days he had allotted her?

She might have been able to fight his past, or éverfact that he didn't love
her—yet. But how did she fighta@untry?

'So that's why you only have three days? Becaus&eyexpected back in
Kuimar—at your father's side?’

He took so long in answering her that she knewetlngas more to it than
that, and her heart quailed inside her at the thbug



What more could there be? More than the fact teawvhs a Crown Prince
and his father's heir. More than the fact that lesart belonged to his
country.

‘That's part of it,' he said at last.
'Only part? So what's the rest of it?"

Oh, whydid she have to ask? Why couldn't she just keégt gnd leave it
alone? Her time with him was almost up as it wasl. $he truly want to
complicate it now, with things that soon wouldnatter?

Soon she would be gone and so would he. They wamitdousands of miles
apart, flying in opposite directions, going to difént corners of the world.
Soon his reasons for returning to Kuimar would tbelévant because he
would have gone and she would never see him again.

Today, she had the terrible suspicion that thossares might just ruin what
little was left of her three-day affair.

And still Amir was silent, looking down into her wiag face, his
expression impenetrable as the face of a marhieesta

'‘Amir?' she prompted hesitantly, knowing that shd to have an answer
and yet dreading the moment when he would actsalythe words.

His deep sigh was even more worrying than his sdehler heart clenched
in fear as he raked both his hands through thenéaskof his hair, ruffling it
even more.

'Don't, Lydia," he said, the softness of his valoeng nothing to calm her
fears.

'Don't what?'

In contrast, her own tone was wild and sharp, rnawgahe turmoil of
emotions she was struggling with..



'Don't ask? Why not? Is it something so dreadful?’

Her voice died on a small choking sound as heddidger over her mouth,
silencing her. 'Can't we leave it as it is?"

She almost gave in to him. Almost nodded in agregmdmost said yes,
fine, they could leave it unsaid, she didn't wankrow.

But she couldn't. Because stid want to know. Whatever it was.

And so with a movement that tore at her heart shiegh away from that
gently restraining finger and shook her head fitmly

'‘No. We can't leave it.' 'Lydia...’

His sigh destroyed what was left of her self-copgbattering her ability to
stay calm and wait. 'AmirTell me!Tell me now.' 'AH right.’

His tone was heavy, lifeless.

"You asked. | have to return to Kuimar to get netriMy bride is waiting
for me there.’



CHAPTER ELEVEN
ITHAD been one of the longest nights of her life.

If Lydia had thought earlier that she would findlifficult to sleep, now she
found it impossible. She lay there in bed, staraighe ceiling, seeing
nothing, and all the time in her head Amir's warglseated over and over.

'l have to return to Kuimar to get married. My lerid waiting for me there.'

If anyone had told her that the man she had fdikad over heels in love
with was going to say those words to her, and aglexdto predict her
reaction, she would have thought that she wouldasoror shout, certainly
that she would cry out. She might have thoughtshatwould slap him, or
at least pummel her fists against his shouldersateling to know what he
was doing, why he was treating her in this appghuay.

She had done none of those.

Instead, pride had come to her aid, giving heeadtl an outward dignity that
her inner soul didn't possess. Inwardly she wasasging and weeping with
the best of them, but her outward appearance medeabthing of her
distress.

She was proud of the way that she hadn't everedtgesound. That she had
got slowly to her feet, her head high, chin lifidefiantly. She had even
managed to look Amir straight in the face with @isgth she hadn't known
she possessed. That strength had kept the teayd@oydeaving her totally
dry-eyed in spite of the knowledge that a torrdnt@eping was building up
against the dam inside her heart.

'‘And when were you going to tell me this?' she dsker voice as stiff and
cold as her tightly held body. 'At the end of theee days? As you waved
me off at the airport?'

'Never.'



The single word almost destroyed her. Blindly steched out for the back
of a nearby chair and held onto it with a despegaip that turned her
fingers white against the gold upholstery.

‘Never?'

The ebony eyes were totally expressionless, bladikopaque.
'It wasn't relevant to our relationship.’

'Relevant!

A mixture of fury and pain made her spell out eveingle syllable of the
word coldly and precisely.

"You don't think that the fact that you're engagledt you're gettingharried
to someone else has anything to do with us!

Big mistake, Lydia! You know thers no 'us'! That even Amir's use of the
word 'relationship’ was just politeness. He told yimm the start that three
days were all you'd have. Deep down, you know thatreality is that
emotionally this means as little to him as that-amnight stand you thought
you were at the start. It just happened to strettha bit longer, that's all.

And if she'd needed any confirmation of that falsen Amir's cold, tight
smile as he got to his feet gave her it in spades.

'My relationship to my future wife is strictly bedé@n her and me. It has no
bearing on this situation at all.’

'Except in that she is why you only have three dayspare to dally with
me? | take it that you would have flown out to tveo days ago, if the snow
hadn't got in your way?'

‘That is where | was going."'

Cold and clipped and curt, his words were like atklesentence to any
foolish hopes she might have harboured that slot'd grong.



'‘And, yes, if the snow hadn't closed the runwaywould have been in
Kuimar by now.'

'‘And happily married and off enjoying your honeyma@ammewhere in one
of Daddy's better palaces, no doubt!

'Not exactly. A royal wedding is a weeklong affair.

Amir wished he could find a way to handle this aiton better, but his mind
seemed to have gone totally blank. All he couldklaf was how white and
still she had gone, how darkly bruised her eyesnsee deep as pansies
above ashen cheeks.

She hadn't actually stepped away from him, butgrdrawal was as total
as if a huge, impassable chasm had just openedtwgéen them, yawning
at his feet. If he made the wrong move she woutld &and run and he would
lose her for ever.

He wanted to reach out and enfold her in his atankiss away that frozen
look and tell her that it was not as it seemedasathe thought, but the time
wasn't right for that. Not yet. So instead he sttakelling her the strict
truth, even if it seemed to make matters worséhfermoment.

‘The ceremony wouldn't have been performed yet.'

'Oh, I'm glad to know that!

Lydia didn't recognise her own voice in the ond #peat venom into Amir's
impassive face, savage bitterness hiding the atf@tyclawed at her heart.

'I'm glad to know that you wouldn't actually be rgpunfaithful to your
fiancée just yet! I'm sure that must salve yoursctence—absolve you
completely.’

'Lydia, don't be bloody stupid"

Amir's hands flew up and out in a gesture of tetasperation.



'I'm not looking for absolution! It's not relevatuit.
"You're very fond of that word!

'It's the most appropriate one | can think of!'ahsays his accent deepened
and darkened with his rising temper.

'‘And was it because it wasinédlevantthat you never mentioned this small
matter of the fiancée you had? The wife-to-be wiag yust waiting for the
ceremony to be performed.’

'l never lied to you.'

'No, you nevetied! You just omitted a few vital facts. Didn't you rtkiit
would have been more honest to tell me everythihgdive me all the
details so that | could make an informed choice?'

"You knew where you stood from the start.’
'Oh, yes, | knew where | stood!

And where she stood was precisely nowhere. Shgusadbeen a passing
fancy to him. Someone with whom to while away thexpected interval of
waiting for his flight out to Kuimar and his weddinAnd she had fallen
straight into his honeyed trap.

Amir's dark head lowered so that he was lookingigiit into her ashen face.
His eyes were brilliant and cold, devastating ieittomplete withdrawal
from her.

"You knew exactly what the situation was. | tolduylocould offer you no
more than three days. And you accepted. You wewitimyour eyes wide
open.'

But he hadn't told her the whole truth! And thaihigeso, she had foolishly,
naively, idiotically let herself hope that, given time, she might cleating
situation for the better. She had actually allowedself to believe that she
could change his mind, win him round to loving her.



She couldn't have been more wrong.
He had no love to give her. He was already comohitteanother woman.

She had to get out of here. She couldn't stayarmdbm a moment longer.
Not long ago, she had watched his stunning, expeedsatures in the
firelight and known that she loved him. Now shendi¢know if she loved

him or hated him. She only knew that she couldmiklinto his dark,

handsome face and maintain any degree of compds$agtes didn't escape
she would break down completely and risk tellingp léxactly how she felt
about him.

'I'm going to bed,' she said through lips that ssgbto have been formed out
of ice, they were so stiff and cold and awkwa#done,'she added pointedly
when he nodded and half turned towards the door.

She would break completely if he so much as sugdebiat he came with
her. If he touched her or tried to kiss her, the® would disintegrate into a
shaking heap of despair, crumbling at his feetitAss, she barely felt that
her legs would support her on even the short watké door.

But Amir said nothing, made no move. He simply rediénd the rush of
relief at the thought that he was going to letd@mwithout a fight gave her
an unexpected renewal of strength.

'I'm going to—tomyroom,' she managed, though the words almost stuck
her throat. '"You said that | could be totally ptevdhere. | trust you will
respect that.'

'Of course.'

If his face had been carved from marble, his egesightless as a classical
statue, he couldn't have looked more distant frem hwas impossible not

to contrast his expression now with the way helbekied at the time when

he had made her that promise, on the second nighhad spent in this

apartment.



'l wondered if you were free tonight?' he had s@ieén he'd phoned her up.
'If you'd like to do something—a meal—a film maybAnd in a rare
moment of reality in this whole fantasy affair, yifead done just that.

After they had made love on their return from theps, they had lain
together for a long time, just holding each otfidren eventually they had
got up, showered, dressed, and gone out: They bad the latest
Hollywood blockbuster, sitting in the back row, dlidg and kissing like
teenagers, and then gone on to a restaurant feah m

Arriving back at the apartment, decidedly more high atmosphere,
pleasure, and the sheer intoxicating force of Anpersonality than on the
couple of glasses of wine she had drunk, Lydia d@tsulted the 'sensual
stages' magazine article and turned to him witloaknpetulant pout.

'I'm supposed to be able to invite you in for ceffbut it can't be done. |
don't have anywhere to invite you to! This wholament is yours. There's
nowhere that's mine alone.’

That was when he had taken her by the hand artelegp the stairs. On the
large, wide landing, he had turned in the oppatireection to his bedroom,
finally stopping outside a door at the far endnaf torridor.

'Here," he had said, flinging it open to reveal wgen elegant room,
beautifully furnished in soft shades of gold anglacn. "This is yours.'

It was more than a room, Lydia discovered. It washmle suite, with a
luxurious bathroom, a dressing room where the ekothe had bought her
had already been unpacked and hung up, and a sittiaj room on one
side.

‘This is your private space for as long as youhare. | promise you | won't
come in here. | won't even cross the thresholdeaslyou give me
permission. It's yours and yours alone to do witly@u please.’

And then, while she had still been staring in ddlignd disbelief, he had
come closer, cupping her face in one hand as teiéd her face to his.



'So now..." he had whispered huskily, ebony eyesaibg down into her
darkened ones, telling her forcefully without theed of words just what
was in his thoughts "...invite me in.'

Of course, apart from that one night, she'd neseduhe room as her own.
She'd never needed to—until now.

But tonight the thought of somewhere private, spersonal sanctuary that
she could run to and hide, was like a haven froentéhment of being with
Amir and knowing how he had deceived her. Blindgdsbnging tears,
Lydia blundered up the stairs and along the coryidiving into 'her' suite
like a small, terrified animal seeking refuge framuthless predator.

Slamming the door shut, she fell back againsbitling it closed as if afraid
that in spite of his promise Amir might still corater her, still demand that
she let him in.

But of course he didn't. And even though just afleements later she heard
the heavy sound of his footsteps on the stairstansked, it soon became
clear that he had turned in the opposite directi@ading for his own room.

And it was only then, as she sank down on the efigjee bed, and let her
misery wash over her, that Lydia finally gave wayhe despair that was in
her heart.

It had been one of the longest nights of his I&ir told himself as he

headed down the landing to Lydia's room later thatning. He had hardly
slept at all. Instead, he had lain awake for hdurewing he'd made a pig's
ear of everything, and trying to think of a waystart things out.

There was only one way, of course. And that wasltdéhe whole story and
then let Lydia make up her mind what happened fileen on.

And that was the really terrifying bit. The puttiegerything into Lydia's
hands and waiting for her to decide. He'd neveatgt woman have that
much power in his life before. If he was honestd mever let any woman



haveany power in his life at all. He'd run things his oway, and that had
always suited him.

So what had made things so different? he askecetfiasshe rapped sharply
on the panels of the firmly closed door. He coultegin to explain. He
only knew that when he'd seen her walk away from kst night, it had
been the hardest thing he'd ever done to let herHgoder even than
accepting any of the rejections his father had bdmalt to him. But he'd
also known that, right then, going after her hatlbeen the thing to do. She
hadn't been ready for it, and it could only havelenmatters worse.

And all the hours he'd spent in the big double bgithg awake in the
darkness, the thing he'd been conscious of wasghee beside him. The
cold emptiness of the sheets where Lydia's warrftlysscented body
should have been. It seemed impossible that afilgraocouple of days she
should have made such an impression on him, andaetmit, he'dnissed
her.

'Lydia? Are you awake?"

Silence.

Perhaps she was still asleep.

No, that explanation didn't convince. The memorherf white, miserable
face swam before his eyes and he knew, withouhlgaween told, that there
was no way that the woman who had left him lashtnigould have been
able to sleep, any more than he had.

She had to be awake, but not responding to his call

'Lydia! We have to talk.’'

Still no response. But then he knew she was stubé®a mule.

A faint smile touched his mouth as he recalledtbg she'd blanked him at
first. The struggle he'd had to even get her thilatsit down, let alone talk



to her. He'd had to work hard to win her round neteethe point of making it
look as if he'd been about to walk away...

Not that he could have done it.

The smile became rueful as he shook his head ipattest his own
foolishness. Even then he had been so totally umelespell that he hadn't
known what he'd been doing. From the moment shewsdkled into the
lounge atthe airport he had been trapped, entrameedht up in her spell
and unable to break free. Even if ined walked away, he knew he would
have had to go back. She had got to him so badhyils mind, his actions
hadn't been his own.

They still weren't.
‘Lydia! I know you're listening. Open this damn door, wadu?'

This was crazy. If he had any sense at all, ha\eeld right here. It would be
for the best all round.

All he had to do was to walk away, and things cayddback to how they had
been. How they had been three days ago, befordirst'det eyes on her.
Then he'd had his life all planned out, totallyacteut and defined. He'd
known exactly where he'd been going. What had lgeémg to happen to
him. And then Lydia's appearance had turned eveythipside down,
thrown his plans into chaos.

He hadn't thought beyond that first night. But whesd learned that the
airport was closed for the next couple of days] geabbed at the chance to
spend more time with her because by then she'ty igail under his skin,
and there had been nothing he'd been able to dd @bBut three days was
all he'd said. And those three days were almost up.

'‘Okay, forget it! | know you're awake; | know yaulistening. But if you
don't want to talk, then that's up to you. I'm gp@townstairs to make some
coffee... If you want to join me, fine. If not...’



If not, then this time he wasn't turning back. Thime he'd walk away
without a second glance. If she wanted to endwt,rtben that suited him.
He'd have his life back under control and it wolld as if this
uncharacteristically crazy, irrational interval haglver been.

And that suited him fine.

So why did he find himself filling two mugs with {fee? And heating the
milk to add to one, just as Lydia liked it?

He was just going to try and get her to see sdmsdold himself as he
headed for the stairs again. Just going to getdhilk...

His foot was on the first step when the phone m lthll rang, loud and
shrill.

Lydia heard the phone from behind the security ef locked door. The
sound of Amir's voice didn't reach her, but shevkfirem the way that the
faint buzzing sound stopped that he had answedchist at once. Which
meant that he was not going to come back—not yletat.

But he would come back at some point, she was stithat. He had

sounded so cold, so ruthlessly determined whematideard his voice on
the other side of the door, that she knew he dinlighd to give in without a
real fight.

'We have to talk’, he had said, and she knew ithetjtably, at some point
they would have to. But she couldn't face him, Widnow what to say to
him. And so she had hidden away behind the lockenl thking the refuge
of silence, when all the time every sense had loeered alert to even the
faintest sound he made.

He would be coming back any minute. With the phoak answered, he
would be heading back upstairs. She couldn't stégdhup in this room all
day long.

But as she waited the time ticked by, secondsrigrimto minutes, and still
there was no sign of Amir, no sound of movemeninfoutside.



Washe coming back? Or was she just deceiving hettsallit even mattered
to him? Perhaps he'd given up on her completelyerAil, the three days
were almost up. Would he really think that the ffifleav hours were worth
all the effort of fighting for?

Eventually she couldn't bear the waiting any londiewas obvious that,
whatever Amir was doing, he wasn't coming back. Asdhe couldn't stay
in her room for ever, she would have to face himeadime, sooner rather
than later. Hastily she dressed in her own clottiespnes she had arrived
in. She didn't feel she could wear anything thairArad bought her. ‘Amir?'

The silence in the house was oppressive as shed@anrethe stairs, looked
in all the rooms. 'Amir? Are you there?"

No answer. Had he gone out, then? Certainly thehgedooked clearer,
heavy rain turning the snow to slush very quickly.

So what did she do now? What could she do but v&ait7irst she'd make
herself a cup of coffee. Perhaps with somethingwiaside her she'd feel
stronger.

Somehow without Amir's presence the kitchen seeimédve lost some of
the cosy friendliness of before. On the table lay magazine Lydia had
brought with her and as she waited for the kettliedil she flicked through
the pages desultorily, skimming the sections sl#n'hdoked at before.
Suddenly a familiar face in a photograph caught dyex and she froze,
staring down at it.

'Eligible royal bachelors' read the heading to dnicle and there was a
picture of Amir, tall and proud, raven head windptend tousled, mounted
on a magnificent Arab stallion. The article entldusedecidedly breathless
prose:

Sheikh Amir bin Khalid A1 Zaman might have beenugilat up and
educated in England, but at heart this gorgeous/@Rrince is truly
a magnificent son of the desert.



Lydia could barely read any more through the bugrears that filled her
eyes, blurring her vision so that she had to bliakd to drive them back.
Only brief sentences here and there caught hemtatte and all of them
were guaranteed to add to her already bitter difmam

‘Love 'em and leave 'em seems to be his philosoybley it comes to
women. No single female, however lovely, has eaeigbt his heart
and held it for more than a few blissful month8ut when the
break-up comes, this Prince of Kuimar knows hoveweeten the
pill with a vengeance. Every one of his former Ievkas been sent
on her way with a jewel or two worth something elde a king's
ransom. Not enough to mend a broken heart perbapsery nice
just the same.

‘Sweeten the pill, indeed!

Unable to take any more, Lydia tossed the magaziray from her, careless
of the fact that it slid along the polished surfadehe table and tumbled
onto the floor.

The idea of the coffee no longer appealed andadstbe made her way out
into the hall, where she lingered at the doorwégy the living room.

All trace of the Christmas decorations had beearel away, the magical
atmosphere disappearing with them.

'Face facts, Lydia," she told herself aloud. 'Thereer was any magic there
in the first place. It was all a delusion.

As she spoke the sound of the phone rang out agaimg into her words.
Automatically Lydia moved forward to answer it, thstilled again as the
answer machine clicked on.

On the table beside the telephone were the two spag® from the
magazine—was it really only two days before?—anel sared down at
them, missing the beginning of the message.



'You asked us to let you know when flights werevieg again,' the
disembodied voice spoke onto the tape. 'The runweggust about clear
now, and we hope to get back to a normal servicg s@on...'

So that was it, Lydia reflected unhappily. The éhdays were over, even
sooner than Amir had anticipated. The time shedpeht here, with him,
had come to a close.

The message clicked off but she was hardly awattgeddilence. Slowly she
ran her finger down the page, seeing how so martlgeostages had been
checked off, completed, done.

'First date, coffee..." she whispered, picking esagut at random,
remembering bitterly. 'First kiss... Going to beddther...’

'‘Some of them we've rather jumped the gun on." Fnomvhere, Amir's
words slid into her mind, stabbing at her painfultyvas no wonder that he
had grabbed at his opportunity. He must have thotigit she was easy,
cheap. He'd had only to click his fingers and she jamped to do as he'd
wanted.

But not any more. Now it was all over. Wincing d&= secalled her own
naive enthusiasm, Amir's bemused reaction, Lydiateat almost all of the
stages detailed in the article had been ticked off.

'l promised you the affair of a lifetime." Once ma@n echo of his voice

tormented herThe affair of a lifetimeOh, yes, he'd given her that all right.
For a second she allowed herself to remember htzvadtbeen yesterday,
the magic of every moment. But now nearly all tleeassary stages were
behind them. There were only the final few left thi list. Just number

twenty-four and...

Twenty-four.
‘The cost is a pittance and you'll need it for namtiventy-four.’

He'd said that to her in the dress shop. She cstilldremember the
saleslady's widened eyes, the look of shock orfiduex.



What was number twenty-four? Picking up the page, she tlirihever,
looking for the item she was seeking.

'Stage Twenty-four—he takes you somewhere realgcigh The best
restaurant in town, or a really funky club. Perhbpshas an extra-special
proposal in mind?' 'Never!" Lydia found herselfisgyout loud. 'Or perhaps
this is his way of letting you down gently." But byoving the magazine
page, she had disturbed something else. A noteyesdised, her heart
clenching on a thud of shock. It could only be fréxmir; the firm,
confident scrawl could be no one else's.

'Lydia,

Called away unavoidably. Sorry—but it really is iong@ant. | know |
promised you three full days, and now | can't deliBut I'll be back
tonight and then I'll make it up to you. We'll gote-anywhere you
want. Wear the blue dress, the one | bought fdrthis occasion,
and we'll make the last dinner of this three-daiafone you'll
remember for ever.

He hadn't even bothered to sign it, she though¢raidy. He hadn't needed
to. No one else but Amir would simply issue a dedilee that and expect
her to obey it.

'Wear the blue dress...and we'll make the lastatinhthis three-day affair
one you'll remember..."' ‘Oh, Amir!’

She didn't know if what she was feeling was aganfyy. She only knew

that it felt as if her heart was shattering intoyti irreparable pieces,
splintering away inside her. His name was a mograwf on her lips and she
folded her arms tight around her body, trying desigdy to hold herself

together.

It was as she spun away from the table that shetsaAvdarge box, coloured
in a soft turquoise with elegant black letteringtbae top. The name of one
of the most expensive and exclusive jewellers indam.



'‘But when the break-up comes, this Prince of Kuikmaws how to sweeten
the pill." The words of the article she had reast moments before came
back to haunt her with a terrible bitterness. 'Evare of his former lovers
has been sent on her way with a jewel or two wedimething close to a
king's ransom."

'We'll make the last dinner of this three-day aftme you'll remember for
ever.'

Was she really going to wait around for Amir to @back just so that he
could take her out, say goodbye properly, mayba ¢akee her to bed one
last time—and then give her her jewelled handshake?

Once she might have dreamed that given time heldwale come to love
her, but now she saw her dream for the delusitmilit was. Tonight their
affair was to come to an end, he would reward tiesérvices rendered, and
then he would walk away without so much as a baottwhance.

No!
She had more pride than that.

The airport had said that the runways were clealinghe was lucky she
could get on a plane and be gone before Amir eaeredack.

She'd take the initiative from him. It was the otityng she could do for
herself now, the only way she could preserve sagatgl. Better to cut off
the relationship hard and sharp than drag out ggeslhntil they became
unendurable.

Picking up a pen and pulling a second piece of papsards her, she
reached for the phone.



CHAPTER TWELVE

'Miss AsSHTON, the manager would like to speak with you in hifce.
Immediately.’

Lydia's nerves tightened on a twist of apprehensienshe turned and
headed in the right direction, crossing the oryatiéd floor of the hotel
foyer.

She supposed that one day, eventually, she woulibleeto respond to a
summons like this without some such reaction. Hhat would be able to
settle into her new job without constantly lookiager her shoulder and
worrying and wondering if Amir was going to appeBut not for a long
while yet.

She didn't know what malign fate had meant thatvtrg .first posting she
had received from Halgrave had been here, in Hagtcapital of Kuimar;
she only knew that she wished it could have begwhere else. But
because itwvas her first post, there was no way she could turdoivn,
though she'd tried to fight against it, and sopéesgtely unwillingly, she had
now been living and working in Kuimar for three day

'‘Come!"

The voice that greeted her knock on the door waleduby the wood and
no sixth sense alerted her. But as soon as shaestémto the room and saw
the tall, upright figure standing by the window sheldenly knew that she
was in very deep trouble.

He was standing with his back to her, and the tfzat he was wearing the
traditional Arab robes, together with the whitgtraheaddress bound with a
black and gold cord agal meant that she couldn't see his face, or even his
colouring. But she didn't need to see. Every institad immediately gone
straight onto red alert, telling her just who waghe room with her.

‘Amir!"



He turned slowly. So slowly that it seemed as if Ingart had time to stop
beating entirely, only to start up again in a thadduneven pulse as they
finally came face to face.

It seemed impossible that she could have forgatienimpact of that
imposing height, those stunning features. Thatqust six weeks' absence
could have blurred the edges of her memory and @idhthe brilliance of
those polished obsidian eyes, the hard, high firleeoforceful cheekbones,
the beautiful bronze tones of his skin.

She would have said that time had been merciflieiping her that way,
except that now it meant she was subjected all agam to the stunning
realisation of just how beautiful he was. And, et this time without it,
just the sight of him was like a draught of the lesg clearest water to
someone dying of thirst in the desert, an indulgdic which all her senses
clamoured loudly and hungrily.

'Good afternoon, Ms Ashton.’

The greeting was accompanied by a faint inclinatibhis head, too slight
to be anything but condescending, too condesceridibg anything other
than sarcastic. The sleek suited businessmanathealty dressed Amir she
had seen so briefly in London had totally disappeéaHere, in his native
land, he was a Bedouin ruler from his head to dns. f

'What a pleasure it is to see you again.’

It was a struggle to keep his voice even, Amir atbdi His mind seemed to
be splitting in two, one half delighting in the Bigpf her again, the other
flooded with dark anger at the memory of the wag bhd left without a
word. He didn't know if the throbbing pulse at teample was in response to
the sensual appeal of that lovely face and the, Ising lines of her body in
the smart navy-blue dress that modestly coverecimes and her knees in
respect of local convention, or a bitter fury thatatened to break out of
control.

'l have missed you.'



He laced the words with enough acid to make hecansibly, though she
covered it up hastily.

'I'm sorry | can't say the same about seeing youwlia flashed back. 'Quite
frankly, 1 would have been much happier if I'd neset eyes on you again. |
never wanted to come to Kuimar. It was the lastglan earth | would have
chosen to work, if I'd had the choice—but of courd&in't.'

‘No, you didn't.’

Something in Amir's voice, the faint smile thatkéred on his beautiful
mouth and then off again, tugged sharply at Lydiaives.

'‘And what, precisely, does that mean?"

Suspicion sharpened her tone, sparked in the bépehd of her eyes,
earning her a swift, reproving frown.

'‘My dear Lydia, | was simply agreeing with you thlé choice was not
yours to make.’

'‘And whose precisely was it?' she questioned edglilyggling to ignore the
cruel edge to that 'my dear Lydia'.

'Why, mine, of course.'

This time, his smile was pure malice, turning Heod from heated anger to
cold discomfort in the space of an uncertain heattb

"Yours! And what did you have to do with it?"

Once more that calculated smile was switched ortlaen off again, never
once touching his eyes, which remained as coldchand as jet.

'Kuimar is not a country that welcomes single Ee@p women to its
workforce. Before filling the position in this pemtlar hotel, the manager
and the directors of the Halgrave Group had to subntist of possible
candidates from which I, as Crown Prince, made etgction. Knowing it



was the company you worked for, | suggested that pame was on that
list. Then, naturally, | chose you as the mostadlié applicant.’

‘Naturally," Lydia echoed hollowly. Then suddenlyesshook her head
sharply. 'No, it's nonhatural at all' | can see no reason on earth why you
should want to have me here in your country afteatvithere was between
us! I would have thought that you were far morellikto be glad to see the
back of me and never want the two of us to come fadace again.’'

"You couldn't be more wrong.'

Lydia was coming to detest that smile. If a deadllyra could be capable of
smiling in the moments before it struck, then thas exactly the sort of

expression it would assume. It was both hatefuldarjerous, a threat and
a warning all rolled into one, and with nothinggdant about it at all. And it

made a sensation like the slow, creeping slithesashething icily nasty
slide uncomfortably down her spine just to see it.

'Since your unexpected departure from London sieksego, | would have
moved heaven and earth to find you again.'

"You would? But why?'
'We have unfinished business between us. A thrgedfiair that lasted only
three quarters of its time. Promises that weresfit.kCertainstagesthat

were not worked through.'

'l think we accomplished all the vital ones. No9dia queried as Amir
shook his dark head slowly.

'‘No," he stated, harshly unyielding.
'What did you want-blood?'

‘Not blood, my darling. Something much more vikedr that. Our affair did
not end the way | wanted it to.'

'Well, tough!’



Lydia marched up to the big polished wood desk dtlmaminated the office
and glared at him fiercely across it. He'd got g\damn thing he'd wanted
out of that affair. He'd had his fun with her, thessed her aside in favour of
the poor, betrayed bride who had been waiting iior iere in Kuimar.

'It ended the waywanted it. I'm perfectly happy with the way thingsned
out.'

Liar! her conscience reproached her bitterly.

If you were perfectly happy you wouldn't have weyb your pillow so
many nights since then. And your heart wouldn'tehached just at the
mention of Kuimar and its Crown Prince. And if ybad wanted the affair
to end then you wouldn't have spent every day syaceknew you were
coming to this hotel in the dread of just such a&tng as this, knowing it
must be inevitable.

'‘But I'm not happy," Amir declared coldly. 'Andnkend to rectify that. | had
plans for that last night.’

'Oh, I'll just bet you did! And | suppose you thbtighat I'd go along with
them, no matter what! Well, I'll tell you this, Yotligh and Mightiness! |
do have some moral standards, and one of thenatid ton't have affairs
with married men.'

'l am not a married man.'

'‘Near as dammit! It may not matter to you, but ook an engagement is
well on its way to being as binding as a weddindom't believe in being
unfaithful to anyone...'

‘Neither do I," Amir inserted smoothly, stopping dead.

'‘But—but you were going back to Kuimar, to yourderi You were getting
married. You're married now!'



She choked her words off again as Amir held up |aglggant hands,
spreading them so that it was only too evident tifiate was no ring on any
of his fingers.

'‘And is that supposed to convince me?'

Desperately she tried for scorn to hide the way ¢thael acid was eating
away at her heart. Now, when she was least aldepe with it, when it was
the last thing on earth she wanted to remember,nhed would keep
throwing at her the memory of how it had felt te@#hose strong yet gentle
hands on her skin, the pleasure they could aroutbejust a touch. Every
secret, hidden pleasure spot on her tingled intcefwdness and wanting as
something primitive and potent called from Amirtedly to her own.

'Credit me with a little intelligence, Amir! It wadibe the easiest thing in the
world to take off your wedding ring, leave it atrhe!'

‘Then if | swear it on my honour, will you beliewge?'
Lydia flung a fulminating glare into his dark, cdtte.

'Do you think for one minute that | believe you Bany honour to swear
on?'

'I'm not married, Lydia. | have no plans to be neatin the near future. I'm
not even engaged to anyone.'

He soundedsincere. It terrified her how easily she was texdio believe he
wassincere. But it was a risk she dared not take.

'l don't believe you!

‘Believe it!" he insisted harshly. '‘Because itsstituth. lam not marriedNor
am | likely to be married unless things change wramatically.’

'‘But—what happened?'



Black eyes locked with blue, making her fear treatbuld read her thoughts
and see in her face the sudden, irrepressible dfadelight at knowing that
he was still free that would not be held back, raiter how she tried.

"You happened,' he stated flatly.

That floored her.

'‘Me? I... How could I...?"

‘The marriage was part of my father's plan for hevas to be an arranged
marriage. He had picked out a bride for me. A batlperfect character and
breeding for her role as my wife and the future uef Kuimar. | had
never met her.'

She shouldn't be feeling relieved. $wuldn't!

None of this meant that he had cared any morééorit wouldn't have
changed a thing about their relationship. Butkmstwing that this unknown
bride had not been his choice, that she had nat theebride of his heart,
eased something of the cruel nagging ache thatbeat her constant
waking companion, ever since the night Amir hadltbker about his
impending marriage.

'l didn't even know her name.’

'‘And yet you would havenarriedher?'

'Why not?"

His shrug dismissed her question as totally irrahtyv

You didn't love her!’

'I'm Arab enough to feel that the western emphasi®ve was heavily over
rated. I'd never been in love with someone strorgipugh to want to

commit my life to them. Never met anyone | coulglmst walk away from in
the end, so this was no great sacrifice to me.’



Well, that put her squarely in her place! 'Nevet ax@yone | couldn't just
walk away from in the end." She had known that ayyvbut somehow it
hurt so much more to hear him actually speak thelsydo see the coldness
of his eyes as he looked at her.

'‘Love doesn't come into an arranged marriage.'

He had to get her off this uncomfortable line ofestioning. He was
beginning to feel as if he had been edged intoraecpwith his back very
firmly up against the wall. They were heading iteaitory where none of
the beliefs he had had about himself held trud@myer. But he didn't know
yet just what he could put in their place.

'If the couple is lucky, that may come with timef i isn't a prerequisite of
a successful union.’'

'‘But—what was it you said—character and breediflg is

'‘Character and breeding and my father's approval.'

'Oh, of course!"

She'd forgotten about that. Forgotten the one tthiagy gave his bride an
advantage above and beyond all others. That shd belp him win the

thing he wanted most out of life—the kingdom heidvadd was his

birthright from his father.

'Except that none of those matter now because Hreiage isn't going to
take place.'

"You haven't explained why.'

Don't let yourself hope, she warned her vulnerabhat silently. Don't even
dreamthat it could have been because of me.

Why?"



Amir reached into a pocket, pulled out a pieceayqy and tossed it at her,
watching stony-eyed as it fluttered down onto thksped top of the desk.

‘That's why.'

Lydia stared in shocked consternation at the nepesppicture of herself
and Amir, taken on their first day in London, whibey had paused for a
meal during the shopping expedition. Their headsevetose together and
she was smiling straight into his eyes.

And anyone but a fool could have seen the way shalbout him, she told
herself on a shiver of apprehension.

'Who took that?'

'Some reporter with nothing better to do. They tawdtter. What matters is
that Aisha saw it. My father saw it. The weddingswealled off.’

And he waduriousabout it. It glittered in the depths of his eb@ygs, drew
every muscle in his handsome face tight over higzamg bone structure.

'Which is why you are here."’

'‘Me?'

Lydia's pulse started to throb a warning, and masitvely she took an
unsteady step backwards away from the danger sighal could see in his
eyes.

I'm here to work!"

'Do you really think | went to the trouble of ensigrthat you came here just
so that you could manage an hotel?"

'It's what I'm trained for! What | want to do!"

'l have other plans for you!'



She didn't like the sound of 'other plans'. And wihad he moved? She
hadn't noticed him coming towards her, prowlingoasrthe thick rug with
the silent pace of a hunting cat. And yet suddéaywas in front of her,
reaching out to still her when she would have tdraeay.

"You have no right to have any plans for me whatsdeYou've no part in
my life...'

Her voice cracked, croaked, died completely assslhethe way he shook
his dark head.

'l have every right. You see, my father believedvias getting not just a son,
but a dynasty. Heirs to his throne. That's whyrnamged this marriage. The
marriage that has now been called off—because wf yo

'‘Because oyou!' Lydia tossed back, her chin coming up, blue eyasiig
defiantly. "You seduced me!

'We seduced each other, sweetheart,” Amir drawtgeiting silky menace
into his tone. 'And this picture proves it.'

There was no denying that, Lydia admitted miserablyking again at the
photograph and at the hands linked on the top eftdble, the total
concentration of the man on the woman and viceaydéhe heads so close
they were almost touching.

'My father still wants those heirs. He wants grdmidicen.'

Lydia's head flew up again, her eyes widening asftil impact of his
words hit home with a vengeance.

'You can't mean...'

'l want to give my father the heirs he craves. daltht, | have to have a
bride. Because of you, the bride who was chosenmferis no longer
prepared to marry me. The only solution that | saa is that you should
take her place.’



'Oh, no! No, nono\No way! You can't do this to me! You can't makd'me
'l am Crown Prince, heir to the throne.' The dextlan was pure arrogance,
undiluted by even the tiniest touch of hesitancgamscience. 'l can do as |
please.'

"You still can't force me! | didn't come here fauwy | only came because of
my work. | just want to get on with my job.'

'In order to work in this hotel you will need thermission of a member of
the royal family.'

'In other words, you? Then I'll find another job—ygab!

'In order to dahatyou will need the permission of the royal family.’
‘Then I'll resign—go home...’

Once more she caught the dangerous glint in his.eye

'‘No, don't say it! To do that | will need the pession of a member of the
royal family! That can't be true! There would beiaternational incident if

you kept me here!’

'Do you really think that you are that importar&ir scorned. 'Besides,
how would anyone know?'

'I'd phone the embassy—or...

That hateful, cobra's smile was back, totally asstrg what little was left
of her shattered composure.

"You can't do this, you know!" she tried again@spleration. 'All | have to do
is to go to the airport, get on a plane—any plamiegto anywhere...’

'‘No plane can take off or land at the airport grdhywhere without the
permission of a member of the royal house. It isanlaw that we usually
trouble much about enforcing...'



'‘But in this case you'll make an exception,' Lyfthegshed drearily, knowing
that she was staring defeat right in the face. tBistis barbaric. You can't
force me into a marriage | don't want.'

"Your tongue says you don't want it..." Amir murealisoftly.

Reaching out one long hand, he trailed the backssdingers softly down
her cheek, watching intently as, in spite of hdrdedr eyelids drooped in
languid delight at the gentle caress.

'‘But does your body agree?'

'Yes..." Lydia tried to begin, but he had moveddathan her thoughts and
the word was crushed by his lips, the sound ahidthered into a sigh. And
in the tiny space between one breath and anotleckredw she was lost.

Her head was swimming, her pulse beat wildly. Shddn't get enough of
his kisses and she knew that with every movemeimeofbody, with the
small, moaning cries that escaped her, she wasieagiag him to kiss her
harder, caress her more. His hands roamed urgevelyher, sparking off
tiny infernos wherever they touched, and her owgdis tugged at the
unfamiliar lines of his robes, seeking some wayeaching the intimate
warmth of his skin.

When she couldn't find that, she laced her hagth¢lyiin the raven strands
of his hair, pulling his head down to hers to deeped prolong the kiss.
And all the time she was hotly, hungrily awarela# thick, potent force of
his arousal pressed into the cradle of her hips.

'Enough!

With an abruptness that tore at her body and gauir wrenched up his
head and put her from him, long hands gentling helding her upright as
she swayed unsteadily on her feet.

‘This is not the place for this. When | take yourtp bed again, | want the
privacy of my own room, not to provide a public siaele in one of
Kuimar's best hotels.'



When,Lydia noted ruefully. Notf. He was totally sure of his conquest of
her. And who could blame him? She hadn't even taguotest, to assume a
pretence of modesty or reluctance. And there wasomd in trying to do so
now. She wouldn't be convincing anyone, least Idiedself.

"You're very sure of yourself,' she managed, harevshaking weakly.
Amir looked down into her clouded eyes and smiled.

'‘No, habibti,"he murmured softly. 'l am sure ydu.'

'l haven't said yes yet!'

'Perhaps not.’

He shrugged off her protest with supreme indiffeeen

'‘But you will.'

She didn't even dare to think how right he waddar that he might read it
in her face. Could she really turn down a chandeetonarried to this man
she loved so desperately even if he didn't lov@ her

'‘And it would be worth the sacrifice, would it?dnder to get this kingdom
of yours and your father's approval? You'd tie geifrin marriage to a
woman you don't love?'

'l was prepared to do it once. | will happily dagain.'

If only she knew, Amir thought. If only she reatisieowhappily he would
do it. And for reasons that had nothing whatsoéwelo with the kingdom
or his father.

For the past six weeks he had felt as if he welg loalf alive. He had lost
all his zest for life, his interest in anything. tBwot now. Now after just an

hour in her company his whole body was buzzing witfeeling like an
electrical charge and he felt more animated, maaka, than ever before.



'‘And when the woman involved is as beautiful, asrdble as you are, then
it will be no sacrifice at all. To keep you with piy my side in the daytime,
and in my bed at night, | would sell my soul to teil himself.'

If she hadn't been looking down at the newspapu@ as he spoke, then
Amir's words might not have had quite the same ohiut Lydia had just
glanced down as he spoke, her gaze drifting toebealing photograph.

Just moments before, she had been horrified at whad revealed about
her feelings for Amir, but now, suddenly, she wagisg it in a very
different light. The couple in the picture weredikirror images in the way
their heads were inclined towards each other, héankled. And although
Amir had his back to the camera and so his facédomot be seen, it was
evident that both pairs of eyes were intently latt@yether.

To keep you with me... | would sell my soul to tevil himself.

Was it possible? Or was she just deceiving her8&HS3 she letting fantasy
take control of her mind so that she was seeinggththat she wanted to
see?

'So," Amir said harshly. 'What is your answer?"

If he really wanted her in any other way than lasdhearted declaration had
made clear, then he was doing a wonderful jobdihgiit. But perhaps he
was the one who was hiding?

And how would she ever know if she didn't take amdd® to find out?

'My answer?' she said carefully, exerting every ceurof control she
possessed over her voice so that it didn't giveygus how important this
was to her. 'My answer is this. When we met in lamd/ou promised me
three days and the nights that went with them. pframised me the affair of
a lifetime. You still owe me that.'

Something in that arrogant, ruthless face had abdnbhe onyx eyes were
suddenly hooded and a muscle worked in the stubjaevnBut did that



mean that she was right in her hopes—or that stkelicd possibly be more
wrong? Either way, her whole future could dependavbat happened.

'I'll take those three days all over again, Amiat Bhistime we'll have them
here, in your country. Show me Kuimar. Show me wby believe it's
worth selling your soul for. And when the three slaye over, ther'll give
you your answer.'



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
ONCE again Lydia had three days.

But this time she didn't need the full seventy-tvaairs. This time she knew
from the start what her answer would be. She kneagtéy how she felt. She
just didn't know what was in Amir's mind.

And that was the most important thing of all.

Because she had always known that she didn't ineed tlays to make up
her mind. She had known what her answer to Amir gasg to be in the
first second that he had made his intentions pkama, there was no going
back.

She was so deeply in love with him that there wasven a question to
answer. He was as essential to her life as theharbreathed, the blood
pulsing in her veins. The weeks they had been &aartaught her that she
could no longer live without him, no matter whataist her to live with him.

And by the end of the first day after her declamtishe knew she was also
falling in love with Kuimar as well as its prince.

In the hotel, where most of the duplex suites dvad their ownen suite

swimming pools, she had already had a taste of ebthe luxury available,
but now she encountered some of the real sightsydsoand smells of
Amir's birthplace.

'I'll never need to wear perfume again!' she erotal when they were alone
on the evening of the first day, a day she had tspeseting the female
members of his family. 'My clothes are saturatethwhe scent of that
aromatic wood they burned. What was it you calted i

'‘Oudh.’

Amir smiled, lazily watching her as she put herends her sleeve and
inhaled appreciatively. He hadn't been able to laaty from her all day.



She was like some brilliant, gloriously colouredttbrfly, drawing and
holding his gaze with every movement, every gestevery laugh. And
when he had thought he would never hear it agaamsbund of her voice
was like the flow of gentle water in his ears, waglaway the confusion of
the past and filling up the empty spaces inside him

'It's burned as a sign of welcome. Obviously, iuldooriginally have been
used in a tent, to perfume it ready for the arrofed guest, and at women's
parties every guest would waft the smoke over leadbor settle over the
burner to allow the scent to permeate her clothing.

'Presumably taking care not to set herself on'fire!

'If you think the air was perfumed tonight, you tali you visit the spice
souk. There the whole market is drenched with the soéntinnamon,
frankincense and dried roses. I'll take you thenearrow.'

'‘And | want to see the gokbuk—and the silks...'
'You don't have to visit the markets for those.'

Amir stretched out on the huge, luxurious bed dadped his hands behind
his head, leaning back against them.

'l can have anything you want brought to the palace

He wanted to give her everything she desired. Ekery she'd ever
dreamed of. If she let him, he would fulfil evegnfasy she had and some
she'd never even begun to think about.

If she would let him. That was the real problem.hd€l resorted to threats
and bluster, behaved like a primitive Neanderth&etep her here, but could
he maintain the pretence? Could he really holddagtive, imprison this
beautiful creature, just for his own happiness? dboso would mean
breaking her bright spirit and he knew he couldemdwergive himself if he
did that.



But she had promised him three days. And when d¢hHwught that she had
gone out of his life for good, then three days settike an eternity. He was
determined to put them to good use, try every tincthe book.

"You only have to say. As my wife...'

'I'm not your wife yet, Amir!

His indolent self-assurance set Lydia's teeth @eed

'l haven't said yes! | haven't even given you any af an answer."'

And he hadn't given any indication of the way hesvieeling. Oh, he had
been unfailingly attentive, indulgent and good-hunea all day. But if he
felt anything deeper he had shown no sign of it.

'l could still say no."

Try it, those glittering black eyes warned, sending aestdown her spine.
Just try it and see where it gets you.

"You could," Amir said slowly. 'But after today wdwou want to?'

'After today?' Lydia questioned, deliberately m@erstanding. 'Oh, you
mean now that | have seen the palace— the luxuryiye in? Now that I've
walked on marble floors, had my way lit by spectacuahandeliers, bathed
in a bathroom where all the fitments are made dgotd. You think that |
would marry you fothat?'

'Many women would. I've met enough of them.’

‘Then I'm not one of many women. Don't you thin&tthi the money was
what mattered to me, then I'd have made sure | tadlk the
clothes—everything you bought me—when 1 left thistftime?’

She'd hit a wrong note there, bringing a dark fraainis handsome face.
Clearly he'd taken it as an insult that she hagtteql his gifts, leaving them
behind when she had gone to America.



'l had them all flown out to you here.’

He could never admit to her how he had felt, theseeof loss that had hit
him like a blow when he had opened the door td Hoem in the London
apartment and seen all her clothes still hanginghan wardrobes. Her
perfume had lingered on the air as well, tuggin@iatmemory, haunting
him for days. He had spent more hours than he ¢arsmember sitting in
that room, in the darkness, just breathing in kens

'So you did, but clothes won't influence my deaisigou forget, Amir, I'm
not happy with the idea of an arranged marriag@dimyself | would only
ever marry for love. To me, a marriage without ifegglwould be as dry and
arid as the desert out there beyond the mounthimsuld be empty and
barren and all the wealth in the world couldn'ntitrinto a temperate oasis
where flowers and trees would grow.’

He was trying completely the wrong approach, Arold thimself. It was
time he changed tack swiftly.

'Don't you like the idea of being a queen one day?’

If she could be queen of his heart, it would befi@mnt matter. That was
the only place she wanted to reign.

'l really hadn't thought about it,' she said hdyest

'Well, think about it!" Amir growled. 'Think abouieing Queen of this
country and mother of the heirs to the throne—'

'Which reminds me,' Lydia broke in impulsively. "@fhdo | get to meet
your father?'

Now what had she said to put that scowl on hisace

'My father has gone to his palace in the mountiina few days. Perhaps
when he returns...’

'‘Perhaps!



Lydia's blue eyes flashed with an indignation tdahahe anger in her tone
as she swung round to face him.

'Perhaps! What is this, Amir, do you not think fitrto meet your father?’

'Don't be foolish!" Amir tossed back at her. 'As pngspective bride, you are
fit to meet with anyone. It's just that...'

Just that if King Khalid met Lydia now, before hedhher promise to marry
him, then the old man would surely let slip thehrabout the marriage to
Aisha and the reasons why it had fallen through.

'‘Just that...?'

She had to blink in astonishment as she saw thehleayis frown suddenly
disappeared, swept away by a smile of such detibdrdlliance, such
sensual provocation that it made her toes curltimosoftness of the rug.

‘Just that for now | want you all to myself.'
One hand lifted, curved into an imperiously beckgrgesture.

'‘Come here," he said and the lordly, arrogant ggated on her raw nerves,
stripping away a protective layer of skin so thag stiffened in instinctive
rejection.

'Please..." he added very gently, his eyes soffeseeming to plead with
her. And immediately all her resistance melted witspeed that made her
sag weakly like a puppet whose strings were ctiabit fell in a limp heap
on the ground.

Somehow Amir had sensed her reaction because,ashe thought she
might fall, suddenly he was there beside her, ttgagth of his arms coming
round her, supporting her, bringing her gently ddathe bed to lie beside
him.

"You are wrong about the desdrabibti,' he murmured, pressing warm lips
against her cheek, trailing kisses down her thim#te point were her pulse



beat at the base of her neck. 'It may be dry anebabut it is not empty or
dead. And it can be very, very beautiful.'

His tone soothed her, held her still, as his hanusothed the dress from her
shoulders, slid it down her body.

‘The dunes can be as smooth and rounded as thesaoiryour flesh, and
every bit as warm," he murmured, stroking his haodg the long line from
shoulder to waist, then up over the arc of her.h{psthey can be wild and
inhospitable, blown into tortured shapes by thedwin

Leaving her dressed in only the briefest scrapsliofind lace, he turned his
attention to her hair, pinned up into a neat chigibecause of the heat. Long
hands gently eased out the pins, then combed siitbugh the bright
strands, massaging her scalp with his fingertipgenddl the time his lips
kissed her into a state of mindless oblivion.

'You are too tense, sweetheart,' he said suddamilyshe heard the frown in
his voice rather than saw it on his face.

‘Too much coffee,' Lydia offered, trying to makghii of the matter.

She didn't want him to suspect that the real re&sioher tension was his
presence. That inside a private little war wasn@dpetween her gloriously
aroused senses and the strict demands of selfrpatisa.

One side had already half yielded to his caressh#avy, honeyed ache of
desire starting up between her legs. The othengataed despairingly that

to give in to Amir's lovemaking now would only leskier far too vulnerable

in the future. How could she ever hope to say nmaoriage if she said yes
now?

"You should have warned me that the way to showdd enough to drink
was to turn my cup upside down.’

The finger she had lifted to his face to administesmall tap of reproach
refused to obey her, gentling instead and turmimga slow caress down the
lean plane of one cheek.



'‘And as for thehalvaand those pastries! | swear | can still tastestigar on
my lips now.'

Teasingly she let her finger run over his moutagitrg the firm outline of
his lips.

‘There's even some still here on yours,' she tiolg looking deep into his
eyes.

The flare of hunger she saw there told her evangtshe needed to know.
Unexpectedly for Amir he lay back, his head cusadmon the downy
pillow.

'Kiss it away for me," he murmured lazily, sensiahger thickening his
voice.

Lydia slid over the silk covers until she was higihg on top of him,
supported by the hard wall of his chest. With dmi#te slowness she
brushed her mouth against his, lingering softlitiig her tongue slide out
and follow the same path as her fingers. Undexchegss she heard Amir's
low sigh of surrender and she angled her head swas to deepen the kiss.

Her senses had won, she realised hazily as heakeftbher body. They had
swamped any sort of rational thought, drowninguit completely with the
throbbing pulse of sexual hunger.

Only then did she become aware that Amir had nen lpgng submissive as
she'd thought. While she had concentrated on &s&kj he had removed the
final slivers of her clothing, replacing them witte heat and strength of his
hands. And now he shrugged off his own clothingnicg back to her
proudly naked and fiercely, powerfully aroused.

Lydia gave a small, shaken gasp as he pulled iarts him, then lifted her
bodily until she was straddling him while he lay lois back, the hard, hot
strength of him probing the centre of her femirnyjinitooking down into his
hard-boned face, she saw the blaze of colour alemgarved cheekbones,
the shimmer of desire in his eyes.



‘Never fear the desert, darling," he told her rdyaghNot when | am with
you. The sands may shift and swirl until you cae& where you're going,
but I'll take care of you. I'll make sure I'll alysakeep you safe.’

She had opened her mouth to answer him, only tiHat no words would
come out. There was nothing in her thoughts bub#®al for his possession,
the longing to feel him deep inside her, filling lkempletely.

She no longer cared about self-preservation omiedom or lack of it in

what she was about to do. She had never reallynpthto say no to Amir's
demand for marriage. To do so would be like cutbngher own heart and
throwing it on a fire. She couldn't live without Amand even such a
loveless marriage as he proposed—on his side st+emould be better
than nothing.

'Promise?' she managed, her voice raw with the sleedouldn't hide from
him as he stroked her intimately, with devastaéffgct.

'On my life," he assured her harshly, shiftinglsligso that he could thrust
up and into the innermost core of her; a shakep gasaping him as he felt
her tight muscles close about him.

And as she took him into her, abandoning herseledurning pleasure his
passion triggered all over her body, Lydia toldsedr that it would be

enough. He might not love her, but he wanted had for now that was

enough.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

HE'D waited long enough, Amir decided. At least, hedited as long as he
could bear.

Okay, so technically the three days weren't yefliney still had one more
night. Eight, ten more hours before Lydia had ps®dito give him her
answer.

But he couldn't stand not knowing.

He couldn't endure one more sleepless night lyegjde her, hearing the
gentle sound of her breath, inhaling the scentenfdkin, feeling her soft,
slender body curved against his, and wonderinigefdanned to stay or go.

Because if she decided to go then he knew thatdutdw't be able to stop
her. For all his attempts to intimidate her, hise#its to force her into
staying, he knew now that he could never carry toemtn Even as he had
made them he had known that they were just so reogty air, forced out
of him by sheer panic and desperation. The knovddtgt, having found
her again, he couldn't let her go.

And if he had felt that way then, now it was allmach worse.

Because now, at last he had admitted to himselfybhat she meant to him.
And by doing so he had acknowledged that if shet\wbka would take his
whole world with him.

He had to know now what her answer was. He'd wéateg enough.

‘Move over...'

She looked up at him in astonishment, her eyesmndeslightly at his tone,
the hard set to his jaw. And that was hardly ssmg. Only a few minutes

before, they had been sharing a shower and putti@dgeated enclosed
space to more sensual use than simply getting.clean



So what had brought about this change of mood?a_waindered as she
shifted position on the couch, giving him room itob&side her. What had
happened to the relaxed, smiling Amir of just selsoago?

'l know now why you love this country so much," slagd in an attempt to
distract him from whatever unwelcome thoughts hatkehed his mind.
''ve never seen anything as spectacular as thertdesthe moonlight, or
heard anything as eerie as the sound of the wirmhgst the dunes.’

She tried to smile as she spoke, the warmth fadipiglly from her face as
she met with a stony, flint-eyed response. Witteoword, he took from her
hand the comb that she had been using to smoothatighes from her
freshly washed hair and began to ease it througishiming bronze swathe.

'Mmm, that'sgood..."

She let her head fall back, giving herself intolrasids, enjoying the gentle
tugging sensation. If she left it, surely he wotdtl her what was wrong in
his own good time. Making him feel pressured wasage to make him
clam up even more.

'l think— Oh!'

She broke off on a cry of surprise as, abruptlp@sad picked it up, Amir
tossed aside the comb and pulled her back untisiseying almost in his
lap, her head supported by his strength, long;daihp tendrils of hair
spread out over his arm. The only place to look wasinto his dark,
handsome face, and what she saw there set hersraiwgully on edge.

'What's wrong?' she began hesitantly. 'What...?'
'What's wrong?' he echoed so harshly that she @iaséaf the words had
actually been cruel blows falling onto the delicadyher exposed skin. 'T'll

tell you what's wrong-we'rewrong. You and me.’

"You and me,' Lydia echoed shakily. 'What#y are we wrong?'



Had he completely rethought his plans? Had thergkttoee days been just
long enough to make him change his mind? Had h&e@dhat he no
longer wanted to marry her?

'‘Because we're neither one thing nor the otherté&\fedt having an affair,
nor are we doing anything else.’

'‘And what would you want us to do?'

"You know what | want! | want you to marry me.’

"To be your princess and one day your queen?'

His only response was a brusque nod, his black@y&sgue and unreadable.
If that was the only reason she had for stayingy&en't going to argue. Just

so long as she stayed he didn't cabhgy.

"To give your father the heirs he wants? To win kiuapproval and make
you truly the Crown Prince of this country?’

‘Yes, dammit. Yes! For that, for anything, for wéagr else you want!
Lydia, | can't wait any longer. | need you to tele. | need to know what
your answer is.’'

'‘My answer...'

She didn't know why she hesitated. She only kneassiddenly couldn't get
the words out.

She had known that this moment would come. Thsoiae point she would
have to give him his answer, and she had fully lvesbjust what that

answer would be. She knew he didn't love her. &uekamew she could cope
with that. She could cope with anything if he ostgyed with her. If she
could only be his wife.

So why could she not say it now?

‘Lydia...'



His low, raw-toned use of her name was a warningatry his patience too

far. He had already risked his father's disapproeslause the marriage to
Aisha had been called off, and he was not prepareld so again. To win

back the old king's affection, he needed a wifel he intended that that
wife would be her.

'‘Never fear the desert, darling." .The words Andd Ispoken barely two
days before came back to haunt her now. 'Not wham lith you. The
sands may shift and swirl until you can't see wlyerére going, but I'll take
care of you. I'll make sure I'll always keep yotesa

In her mind she had a vision of the desert as tiaelyridden through it only
that evening, the brilliance of the stars glittgramgainst the night-dark sky.
The dunes had been a vast and silent void andrigoki them she had
suddenly known what true emptiness must be likeh@t Amir, her life
would be as desolate as that, but with him, knowladg he could never love
her, wouldn't she know another desperate formrliness?

Tl always keep you safe,” he had said. But tist was one thing he
couldn't protect her from. Because he didn't evamkit existed. And just
the thought of that terrible emptiness made harestdeep inside.

'My answer..." she tried again, fighting the stélamguish that made her
voice quaver. 'My answer is yes.'

‘No!*

She couldn't believe what she'd heard. He coulthve said it, could he?
Had he... ?

'Amir?"

But he was already hoisting her up into a sittingifon, getting to his feet.
Striding away from her, his long straight back taath rejection.

'Amir? What is it? Please look at me.'



She saw the muscles in his shoulders tighten, bem ¢hen she wasn't
prepared for the white, drawn expression on his feleen he whirled round
to face her, the blaze of rejection in his eyes.

'‘Amir, |—I" said yes.'

'‘And | said no. I've changed my mind, Lydia. | domant this. | never
wanted this.'

'l don't understand—what are you trying to say?"

'I'm not trying to say anything! | can't make ityanlearer. It's over!
Finished! | don't want to marry you.'

At least, not like this. He had been a fool to khihat he could cope with

this. That he could take so little when he needeaigch. He had hoped that
she felt something for him, even if it was only tivhite-hot desire that

burned them both up when they touched. But nowet®ed that even that
had gone.

He could have taken anything. But not that lookeaf in her eyes.

When she had looked at him like that somethingdiaed deep inside him.
He felt as if his heart had shrivelled into asteesmbling away.

There was no way he could keep her with him iffshidike that. No way he
could look at her every day and not see that mowigoeinic, no matter how
bright the smile, how cheerful an expression sieel to hide behind.

The thing he had most feared was breaking hett sppid now it seemed that
he had come desperately, dangerously near to fashthat.

'‘Amir?’
He couldn't meet her eyes for fear that she woedlow close he was to

breaking too. But he couldn't let his feelings shmw. The one thing, the
only thing he could do for her was to set her isesoon as possible. But if



he looked into her face then it would destroy hiompletely. And so he
stared at a point in the distance, deliberatelyfo@ising on anything.

‘The whole idea was a mistake. A stupid one on ary. p thought I could
still have everything, but now | see that | doreinwit after all.’

'l don't want it after all." Could he have said thiryg more cruel, anything
more savagely hurtful, more guaranteed to desteoydtally? 'l don't want
to marry you.'

| don't want you.

If he had ripped out her tongue by the roots, hédrot have done more to
make sure that she didn't argue or protest. Evegyesword had died in her
throat, her tongue froze in her mouth. She coully stand silently and
watch as he suddenly leapt into action.

A tug on a bell-pull summoned servants. A few bugsdarked commands
sent them scurrying to do his bidding. A click a$ ingers, and a mobile
phone was brought and a stream of unintelligiblabfe poured into it.
Only when they were finally alone again did he diawath and turn his
head in her direction.

'It's all arranged. You can leave tonight.'

‘Tonight!

Lydia shook her head in dazed disbelief. This co'tilde happening. Only
moments before, she had been ready to answer ¢ypogal of marriage,
anticipating the prospect of spending die restesfliie with him. But now

he had turned that hope of a future upside down.

He couldn't wait to get her out of his life, it seed.

'‘But | can't—I haven't...'



"Your bags are being packed as we speak. A cabwiliere for you in ten
minutes. The jet will be waiting for you at thepairt. It will leave as soon as
you are safely on board.'

'So this is goodbye?'

What else could she say? A tiny, desperate voitkeaback of her mind
was shrieking at her to protest, to argue, to flyht case, but even as she
opened her mouth to do so she knew that even teasyfutile.

'Yes. Goodbye. Have a safe journey.’

His eyes were as bleak and dead as his voice. getrne looking at her,
but she was sure that he didseeher in any way at all.

'‘Amir, please don't do this.’

It was a last-ditch attempt. Short of going downhen knees and pleading
with him not to do it, she couldn't think of anyy® get through to him.
Perhaps if she had been able to cry, if he cowdddesolate tears pouring
down her cheeks, then he might understand justtoile she was feeling
inside. But of course now, of all times, was theameat that her eyes chose
to be burningly, painfully dry, her heart breaksegretly, inwardly, without
any sign on the outside.

'l don't want to go."'

'‘And | don't want you to stay.'

He couldn't take much more. If she had to go themvanted her to leave
now, straight away. He couldn't cope with standing athunaking stilted,

awkward conversation as if she were just some pgsacquaintance,
someone he'd shared a few pleasant hours withpnanthe woman with

whom he had wanted to share the rest of his life.

In fact he couldn't bear to see her walk away.



‘There's no point in dragging this out. | never was for long drawn-out
goodbyes. Far better to make it short and sweehawd it done with.’

Short andsweet!

He actually held his hand out and expected heake it. She couldn't touch
him. If she did she knew that the flimsy barrienattwere all that were
holding her emotions in check would splinter totaktting the flood tide of
anguish and misery pour through. And she would nbeeable to pick up
the pieces.

Far better to keep her dignity now and at leaskwak with her head held
high.

'‘Goodbye, Amir,’ she said stiffly, ignoring the fiesed hand. 'l wish | could
say it's been nice knowing you.'

At least she had the satisfaction of seeing hinteviat that. But if she had
got through to him then, a moment later he had el up, his emotional
armour back in place.

'l hope your father won't be too disappointed abbetgrandchildren.’

Amir's smile was brief, hard, and totally emoti@deno trace of light in his
eyes at all.

'Oh, I' m sure my father will understand. In fawt,ll probably have another
bride lined up for me within the month.’

‘Then | hope you'll be very happy together.’

If she opened her mouth again, she feared she raabally be sick. Her
pain was choking her, gathering in a tight, bikeot at her throat, cutting
off the air so that she had to gasp for breath.

Luckily at that moment one of the servants that Anaid sent off to carry
out his orders appeared in the doorway to be giebtea swift, curt
guestion.



Evidently his answer was the one Amir had beenimgifor because he
nodded, snapped a dismissal, and turned to Lydia.

"Your car is here; Kahmal will take you to it. Ttkever knows where to go.
If there's anything you need on the plane, you bale to ask.’

He had turned on his heel and was gone beforeva@mehad time to register
that she too had been dismissed, striding away frenand out of the room
without so much as a backward glance.

Left alone, Lydia could do nothing but turn anddual the servant who led
her out into the enormous hall where, amazingly, bags were already
waiting, and from there to the main door of theapalwhere the car stood
ready, engine purring. The sound of a clock stgkwehind her stunned her
with the realisation that Amir's orders had beeayell strictly to the letter.

The car would be here in ten minutes, he had said precisely ten minutes
later she was stepping into the powerful vehialg&iag down wearily onto
the soft leather of the back seat.

Ten minutes exactly. That was all it had takenhatter her dreams. Ten
minutes ago she had thought she was about to rAamiy to be with him
for the rest of her days. Now, just that briefritde time later, she was on
her way out of his life for ever, never to see laigain.

The journey through the darkness was a nightmamialrefused to let the
tears fall and instead sat tautly, perched on tlge ef the seat, her arms
wrapped tightly round herself, struggling to holtk the welling pain, the
burning bitterness.

At the airport she was hurried through the buildamgl out onto the runway
without even the formalities of departure. Cleaklyir's orders had made
sure that nothing would stand in the way of hevileg. The plane, Lydia
saw with a terrible sense of inevitability, wasravate jet, with the flag of
Kuimar on its side.

'In order to dahatyou will need the permission of the royal family.’



She could hear Amir's words in her head as cleely he had been sitting
beside her. Well, it was obvious that he had giten permission this
time—with a vengeance! He had clearly wanted heregas quickly as
possible.

Huddled miserably in her seat, she heard the gamterful engines start
to throb, in a few moments she would feel the mamimas they taxied
towards the runway. Suddenly plagued by a desparatsl to have
something of Amir with her in these last few mirsuta his country, she
reached for her handbag.

The letter Amir had written her on the last dayamdon was the only thing
she had kept. Even though its contents were sdypdirat she had never
been able to bring herself to open it again umnit was the only example
of something so personal to him as his handwritihgad been in her bag
ever since.

The sound of the engines changed, the jet lumbentgy movement as
Lydia opened the letter for the first time sincattimorning in London.

''Lydia...'
The letters of her name blurred as tears threateniedt.

But as her fingers tightened on the paper therfgdiiad her stiffening in
surprise. Looking at the letter more closely, siieHer heart jolt in shock at
the sudden realisation that there was an extra,stt@ched to and folded
behind the first. A part of the note that she hiadad.

'We'll make the last dinner of this three-day aftae you'll remember for
ever," was the last sentence on the first page. piet where she had
thought it ended. But what she read now made leatlrcatch painfully in
her throat.

But before that dinner, there's something I'd tikask you to think
about. These three days have been truly specialetoLydia. So
special that | can't imagine living the rest of lifey without you in it.

| have a lot to explain, | know, but I'd also like hope that you



would consider the possibility of turning this tarday affair into
something permanent. With love, Amir.

With love. Amir.

Looking back, Lydia was seeing those last terribteaments with Amir all
over again. Seeing the bleakness in his eyesntioti@less set of his face.
Seeing it from a very different point of view. Otiat translated his anger
into pain, turned his coldness into a terrible,ragiog restraint.

'Wait!" '

The pilot couldn't hear her but she didn't caree ®las already scrabbling
with the seat belt, getting to her feet.

'Wait! Oh, please, pleaseait!

Amir kicked open the door, strode into his room #andg himself down in
the nearest chair, not even troubling to switchhanlight. Darkness suited
his mood better. It matched the shades in his mind.

He supposed that one day, some day, eventuallywoléd get used to the
feeling of loss, of emptiness, but it would take ¢well of a long time. Right
now he couldn't imagine how he was even going ¢e the coming dawn
without her.

He had given up trying to rest hours ago, and guteiding on one of his
favourite Arab stallions, hoping to exhaust himgelbo sleep. It hadn't
worked. His body might ache with tiredness, butrhiad refused to let go
of Lydia's memory.

With a groan he buried his face in his hands, biubhé same instant a faint
sound on the far side of the room had him jerkirgghead back up, eyes
searching the darkness.

'Who's there?'



Leaping to his feet, he flicked the light on, wimgiat the sudden brightness.
'Who the hell are you?'

The woman stood between the bed and the wall. $isetall and slender,
that was as much as he could tell because her lodke was enveloped in
the all-covering folds of thabaya,the traditional long black robe with gold
border embroidery that Arab women wore in publicbliack scarf was
draped over her head and wrapped around most ofaberso the only
things visible were her eyes and they were deahaalow.

'What are you doing here?'

'l came to you, Highness."Her voice was soft anskigumuffled by the
concealing veil.

'l thought you might be lonely.’

‘Lonely?’

The palace grapevine worked faster than he'd éeaight.

‘Lonely. Yes, you could say that." Desolate wowddrwore like it. 'But if you
also thought that this was your chance, then I'mysgou couldn't be more
wrong. I'm not in the market for any sort of comfgou might be offering."
'‘No?'

She had moved, was coming towards him now, her featesilent on the
marble floor. Lydia had walked like that, with ths&ame subtly sensual
sway, her body tall and elegant.

‘No!'

The word was as much to deny the memory as to arisve

'Look, | don't mean to be rude, but would you jgstI'm not in the mood
for female company-anycompany right now. If | tell you that the woman |



love has just gone out of my life, perhaps youillerstand. And there's no
way on earth that anyone could fill the hole thet's left behind.’

Beneath the flowingabaya, Lydia's heart kicked sharply in joy. In the
moment that the light had gone on she had beerkstidxy the change that
a couple of hours had effected on Amir's face. ¢tekéd pale and drawn,
black eyes like bruises above deep shadows orhbieks.

If she had needed any proof of the truth of hidatation. it was there for
anyone to see. And what a declaration of love! onan in her right mind
could ask for more.

'‘But perhaps | could try.’

Amir shook his head violently.

'‘No...'

It trailed off into a puzzled frown.

Was he seeing things? The eyes above the foldeofeil were blue, deep,
vibrant blue. And that voice...

'Who...?'

The hesitancy in his voice, the shadows in the éyesat Lydia's heart. It
was time to put him out of his misery.

'‘Oh, Amir, don't you know—nhaven't you guessed?’

The veil was hastily unwrapped, tossed away. Artaresl, black eyes
stunned.

'Lydia..." Her name was a raw, choking sound. "¥amne back!

'l couldn't leave,' she said simply. 'This is whergheart is.'



And this time there was no room for doubt. Thisgiher smile, the light in
her eyes told him that there was no fear, no uacgy, in her reply.

His arms were open wide and she ran into them withssecond thought,
feeling them close around her, hold her tight, amd time she knew
instinctively that he would never let her go.

'‘But how?' he asked eventually when the first stofrfeeling had ebbed,
the first snatched kisses had eased some of theéeraspin their souls. 'My
men had orders...’

'Oh, Amir...'

Lydia's smile was light-hearted, teasing.

'Don't you know that no plane can take off or lanthout the permission of
a member of the royal house? So if the Crown Parméde-to-be gives the
order that the plane must not leave the tarmao-teell...’

She shrugged her shoulders lightly.

'He couldn't disobey me.’

'‘Bride-to-be...'

Amir echoed the words with a thread of awe in luEs.

'Is that what you truly are, my love?"

'If you'll have me.'

'Have you! Darling, there is nothing | could wanbm@ in the whole world."

'‘But you made me go..."

A faint echo of the pain she had felt then cloutedeyes, and Amir bent
his head to kiss her again, driving away the distreith his caress.



' did it for you. | thought that you only said yawuld marry me out of fear.
That you could see no way out. So | gave you one.’

In spite of the pain, the distress it had caused he had still been prepared
to set her free.

'What | was afraid of was never having your lovat Bving you the way |
did, I knew it was a risk | was prepared to take.'

'l thought I'd trapped you. When you told me ahhartathon, | thought that
| was your rebellion, your moment of wild irrespimiity, nothing more. |
knew what it felt like to need someone's love aadehit withheld and you
had told me you would only ever marry for love. Thamarriage without
feeling would be empty and barren as the deseduldn't tie you to that.’

'‘And you said that you'd never loved anyone strongly endigtvant to
commit your life to them. Never met anyone you datil just walk away
from in the end.’

Amir had the grace to look a little shamefacedat &is he took her hand in
his and led her to sit down on the bed beside him.

‘That might have been true before | met you, bainfthe moment you
walked into that airport lounge | knew | was Id&at's why | told my father
that the wedding he had planned could never takeeplWhat?' he
guestioned, looking down into her upturned facejregher bewilderment.
'What did | say?"

"You told your father that the arranged marriage ofé?'

Amir nodded his dark head, his expression sombre.

'l told Aisha too. She's a lovely girl, very sweetry attractive, but | knew
that to me she could only ever be second-bestwShél never be you. She

deserved better than that. She deserved someoneautblove her as the
one and only person for them.’



'‘And you did this when I'd already gone? When yoeught I'd left you?
You risked your father's approval? The kingdom—@?"

'l had no choice. You were the only woman | cowdrdeel this way about.
But...'

Suddenly his expression lightened, the sensuatilipdang up into a smile.

'l knew | was going to get you backhadto get you back. That's why |
made sure you were sent here.'

'l would never have gone, you know, if I'd read iyoate properly.’ Lydia's
voice was soft, her eyes glistening with tearhiatrhemory.

'l only thought there was one page. | didn't réedsecond one until now.’

Amir's smile grew, and the eyes that looked dowao hers were touched
with a teasing light.

'l had already rung my father to say that | coulg@ through with the
arranged marriage. | thought you would have guessesnber
twenty-four," he prompted when she still looked heed.

'‘Number twenty-four?'

Gropingly, she tried to recall what the magazirielarhad said.

‘Number twenty-four—' 'he takes you somewhere yesgdecial... Perhaps
he has an extra-special proposal in mind?™

‘You...?'
'l was going to propose to you that night. That gadr birthday were the
only stages we hadn't covered. That was why | vdagti to, wear the

special dress. | was going to take you out and...'

Suddenly he astonished her by getting up, her Balhéh his.



'‘And | was going to go down on one knee...'

His gaze fixed intently on her, he suited actiorth® words. Lydia could
only watch, her heart thudding wildly in her breast

'‘And | was going to say—Lydia, love of my hearghi of my life, would
you make me the happiest man in the world by aggetei marry me?'

'Oh, Amir, yes! Of course the answer's yes.'

The kiss that followed was long and deeply passersa intense that it left
them both breathing raggedly. Looking into the dads of Amir's eyes,
Lydia knew that her future was sealed and thatvatndd never be lonely
again.

And as Amir gathered her up onto the bed besidedmidbegan to slide the
black silk of theabayafrom her willing body, she had just one thougffit le
in her head.

'If that was the something extra special, thenydsit did you have in mind
for my birthday?’

'‘Can't you guess?'

Amir paused for one moment to smile into her epas shone with love for
him.

"Your birthday, my love, was—is—to be the day @t become my bride.’

Lydia's answering smile said it all. She coulda¥é been happier. Couldn't
have wanted anything more in her life.

'Perfect,’ she sighed. 'Just perfect.’

And as she gave herself up to his passion she #r@was how it would be
for the rest of her days.






