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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Tamara’s breath puffed in front of her in little clouds.  She didn’t mind the cold or the darkness.  She minded…everything else.  Life was…complicated, she thought as she pushed herself harder, running along the streets of London as fast as she could.  The Thames River was on one side of her and the iconic Parliament building on the other as she raced past.  Tamara ignored the burning of her lungs as she tried to outrun the demons chasing her.  She felt as if slowing down would bring all of her problems crashing into her.   
 
    “Faster,” she whispered and sped up, her feet pounding the dirty concrete, her arms pumping and her lungs heaving.  “Faster!”  
 
    Avoiding the already milling crowds at Trafalgar Square, she turned right, then left at the next block.  She ran along Victoria Embankment, past the Waterloo Bridge and all of the wonderful sites that drew tourists into the city every year.  But Tamara saw none of it.  There was only one man’s face that kept flashing through her mind and it mocked her.  Tormented her!  With every passing day, she grew older.  The day of reckoning was looming and she was out of ideas! 
 
    When her apartment building came into view, she slowed.  Not because she’d worked out her problem, but because her legs were shaking from exertion.  Another block, and she slowed even more, coming to a walk.  She pulled out her cell phone and pressed a button, the app calculating her heartrate.  When she looked at the number, which was well above where it should be for maximum exercise capacity, she cringed slightly, then stuffed her cell phone back into the side pocket of her leggings and leaned against the ornate, cement wall, stretching her muscles.   
 
    “I have to come up with a new plan,” she whispered.   
 
    Unfortunately, as she stretched overworked muscles, nothing occurred to her.  With a sigh, she walked into her apartment building, trudged up the stairs, and entered her small space.  “It’s time for a long shower and an even longer conversation with Mike,” she announced out loud.  “He’ll know what to do.”  
 
    An hour later, showered and dressed in slim black slacks, black boots, and a black turtleneck sweater with a silver necklace, Tamara entered the small office space that housed the headquarters to the property management company she and Mike owned and operated.  She’d pulled her long, dark hair high up onto her head and it graced her shoulders like a black waterfall, enhancing the exotic beauty of her almond-shaped eyes.   
 
    There were only seven desks and no private offices, but she and Mike worked at the back of the space that was more “urban chic” than “sleek sophistication”.  The furniture was minimalistic with particle board tables held up with filing cabinets on each end.  The exposed brick wall on three sides plus the open ceiling, exposed ductwork painted black gave the space a more upscale feel.   
 
    “What’s up, Gorgeous?” Mike asked when he walked in fifteen minutes later.  They tended to arrive well before the other employees, giving themselves a bit of time to talk privately about business issues, brainstorm about marketing ideas, or just vent about whatever was on their minds.   
 
    “Ugh!” she griped as Mike tossed his messenger bag to the side of his desk, which faced hers, large computer monitors were angled off to each corner of their desks so that they could talk face to face.  But that was where the similarities ended.  Mike’s desk was precisely organized, files color coded and stacked neatly in wire holders.  Tamara’s desk looked like an absolute mess, but she knew precisely where everything was and the status of every property she and Mike owned and maintained.   
 
    Mike was from Tular, which had intrigued Tamara from the moment he’d first mentioned the huge, powerful country.  She’d told him that she was from the neighboring country of Nadir, which was technically accurate.  But she hadn’t mentioned that she was actually a member of the royal family of Nadir.  In fact, Tamara was the daughter of the ruler.  Nor did she mention that she was sorta…kinda…technically betrothed to the head honcho of Tular.   
 
    Tamara loved her friendship with Mike, whose real name was Micah DeSrat and was one of the gayest men Tamara had ever met.  Every day, his hair was perfectly coifed with more hair products than Tamara had ever owned. Mike wore bright colors, flowers, and had a variety of flashy shoes that he coordinated with his outfits. Mike was the stereotypical gay man, but his boyfriend was…not!  Joe was about three inches taller than Mike and wore faded jeans and tee-shirts with big, clunky boots.  That’s it.  Tamara had never seen Joe wear anything else.  If Mike was the archetype of a gay male character, Joe was not.  He was about as un-gay-looking as a man could appear.  
 
    And Mike was madly in love with Joe.  Tamara suspected that Joe was just as wild for Mike, but he was more circumspect about it.   
 
    Mike sat down in his chair, his intelligent eyes surveying Tamara’s appearance.  “Goodness, you look fabulous.  All that tough-girl black makes your skin appear creamy and gorgeous.”  He paused, his eyes squinting slightly.  “And is that a bit of blush on your cheeks?” he asked, smiling because he’d suggested adding a bit of blush to her makeup routine just a few days ago.   
 
    “You’re annoying,” Tamara grumbled, looking steadfastly at her computer without bothering to confirm or deny the presence of color on her cheeks.  
 
    “No run this morning?” he teased.  Tamara had a tendency to be grouchy if she didn’t go for a hard run in the morning.   
 
    She shifted in her chair, but didn’t lift her eyes to look at him.  “I ran.  It was a good, long run.” 
 
    Mike shook his head.  “Honey, there’s no such thing as a good run, especially if it was long.  In fact, ‘good’ and ‘run’ should never be used in the same sentence.” 
 
    Tamara just laughed. This was a regular issue for Mike, who hated exercise and disdained any sort of movement that might cause even a hint of sweat to form on his brow.   
 
    “You know, it really does clear one’s head.  A good run can…” 
 
    He lifted a hand to stop her, bowing his head slightly as if trying to explain what a “good run” could do for a person was a pointless endeavor.  “Dear, are you seriously going to tell me that your run this morning solved all of your problems?  Because the wrinkle between your eyes tells me a different story.  That wrinkle says that you are still worried about something.  Could it be the same issue that has been bothering you for the past few years?  Could it be the reason you go out partying once or twice a month with me to nightclubs that you claim are too loud and annoying all the other weekends?”  
 
    Tamara was stunned that he’d figured out something she’d taken great pains to hide from the world.  “Okay, so…well, maybe. Yeah.” 
 
    Mike shifted, his eyes narrowing on her lovely features.  “Care to tell me what’s going on?  Or are you going to continue to create wrinkles on that beautiful forehead of yours?”  
 
    All morning, she’d been eager to talk to Mike, but now that she was confronted with explaining her…betrothal-engagement-whatever…she couldn’t do it.  She couldn’t lose her friendship with Mike.  He was too important to her and, if he knew…things would change.  Their relationship would change.  So instead, she shook her head.  “Yes, something is going on, but I can’t discuss it.” 
 
    A flash of hurt crossed Mike’s face, but then he accepted her decision.  “There’s a new condo over on Smith Street that looks promising.  I’ve already contacted the real estate agent, asking for a peek.  Will you have time to go with me this afternoon to take a look at it?”  
 
    Tamara glanced at her calendar which was already pulled up on her computer.  “Sure.  What’s this one like?” she asked.  
 
    And they were off discussing business issues.  Some of the places the two of them had bought over the years were rented out for short term periods to tourists or business people in town for only a few days.  Other neighborhoods didn’t allow short term rentals, so the properties they owned in those areas were rented out to long term tenants.  Most were one or two bedroom condos scattered throughout the city, but over the years that Tamara and Mike had been in business together, they’d slowly bought up twenty different properties.  Sometimes, they owned the whole building and other times, they only owned one or two spaces.  No matter the property, she and Mike took a great deal of pride in their efforts and in the growth of their business.   
 
    If it were only business issues that worried Tamara, she would have told Mike and they could have brainstormed through the problem.  Unfortunately, Tam had a bigger, more looming issue to deal with.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “She’s the epitome of a sweet, docile woman, willing to do your tiniest bidding,” the man gushed, waving his hands to emphasize his point.  
 
    Sheik Jurid bin Casees of Tular silently cringed in horror.  “I’m sure that your daughter is very beautiful,” he began, only to be interrupted again.  
 
    “Of course,” Idran el Hamid nodded.  “She is stunningly beautiful!  But her beauty is eclipsed by her compliant nature.  She will adhere to your wishes, Your Highness.” 
 
    Jurid couldn’t contain his disgust.  He’d heard this statement about Princess Tamara el Hamid several times over the years, which was one of the reasons he hadn’t set a wedding date.  What man wanted a woman who was nothing more than a sniveling shadow?  Not Jurid!  He wanted a thinking, breathing, strong-willed woman who would offer her opinions and challenge him.  He wanted an equal partner.   
 
    Unfortunately, Jurid’s father had agreed to the betrothal decades ago.  In fact, Princess Tamara had barely been a month old when the ruler of Nadir had approached Jurid’s father about a future marriage between their children.  At the time, there had been heavy fighting along the borders of their countries and the betrothal, the promise of a future union, had stopped it.   
 
    But Jurid certainly wasn’t in a hurry to marry the woman.  Well, child, if she was as brainless as her father seemed to imply.  It seemed to him that the status quo, this betrothal, served the same purpose, maintaining the peace along the border.  
 
    “Where is she now?” Jurid asked, assuming she was back at Idran’s palace, sequestered from the world.  He shuddered at the idea of dining with a woman who had no opinions of her own, who looked to him for every thought and decision.  He knew that some men might think that was ideal, but not Jurid.   
 
    Idran was still droning on about the merits of his daughter, her beauty and submissiveness.  Jurid’s cousin, Hidar, who acted in Jurid’s place when he was out of the country, stepped into the room carrying a file. Jurid looked at the man still blathering, unaware that Jurid had mentally moved on to the next issue on his agenda.  
 
    Standing up, Jurid didn’t care that Idran was in the middle of a sentence.  “Excuse me, Idran.  I have another meeting.” 
 
      
 
    Idran looked at the taller man as he stood up, furious that his daughter wasn’t here to demonstrate what an excellent wife she would be.  Sheik Idran pressed his lips together and stood as well, bowing his head even though, technically, the two men were the same rank.  Yes, it rankled that his country was less powerful, but as soon as his bothersome Tamara married the arrogant Jurid, the other countries in the region would respect Idran more!  An alliance with the powerful Sheik Jurid of Tular would give Idran respect and unimagined power!  It would also allow him to crush the annoying factions within his government that wouldn’t bow to his will!  He wanted obedience and they challenged his ideas at every turn!   
 
    “She’s flying to Athens!” he blurted.   
 
    Relief surged through Idran when Sheik Jurid stopped and turned back to face him.   
 
    “Who is flying to Athens?” the powerful sheik asked, but he looked bored and irritated, as if Idran were an annoying gnat!   
 
    “Princess Tamara,” Idran clarified.  “My daughter’s friend is getting married.  My daughter is beautiful and loyal!  She is traveling across many countries to be by her friend’s side for this important event.” 
 
    Jurid didn’t look impressed and Idran understood.  The marriage of an unknown female was of little consequence to a man of Sheik Jurid’s power and stature.  “The friend is marrying Mr. Christoph Anastas,” he stated, knowing that the man’s name would surely impress Sheik Jurid.   
 
    The surprise was a relief and Idran’s shoulders relaxed slightly.   
 
    “Christoph is getting married?” Jurid laughed, looking at his cousin.  “Did you know this, Hidar?”  
 
    The other man, shorter and not nearly as broad in the shoulders, shook his head.  “I was not aware of that, Your Highness.” 
 
    Jurid laughed, shaking his head.  “I went to school with Christoph!  Damn!  I can’t believe that he’s getting married.  Who is his bride?” he asked.  
 
    Idran came up blank for a moment, then the name came back to him.  “No one important, Your Highness,” he replied.  “A woman by the name of Ms. Lana Kostas.” 
 
    Jurid nodded contemplatively.  “That’s the daughter of Higar Kostas, who died a few months ago.  I knew the man.  His death was unexpected.  I seem to remember something about a girl, but she was a blur when I last saw Higar.”  He paused for a long moment, thinking back to that day.  Higar had been a good businessman.  But he also remembered the cute girl who had been by the man’s side.  “If I remember correctly,” he replied, chuckling slightly, “Higar’s daughter was a high-energy blur with curly, dark hair and bright eyes.  She had a lovely smile, too.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “And she liked to draw things.” 
 
    Hidar compressed his lips.  “Sire, I believe you have several paintings of Ms. Kostas’s in the collection hanging in your private sitting room.” 
 
    Jurid’s eyes widened in surprise.  “The ones with the objects in different places and all the colors?  Damn, I didn’t realize that she was the artist.” 
 
    Hidar nodded.  “It isn’t common knowledge, Your Highness,” he bowed his head slightly.  “In fact, I believe that Ms. Kostas goes to great pains to maintain her anonymity.”  
 
    Jurid chuckled, thinking that Christoph might be in a bit more trouble than he realized.  “Well, then, I think I need to travel to Athens.  That contract with the shipping companies needs a bit of attention, don’t you think?” he suggested, smacking Hidar on the back and causing the man to stumble forward slightly.   
 
    A moment later, Jurid walked out of the meeting room, leaving behind two very confused men who looked at each other with equal revulsion.   
 
    “Excuse me,” Hidar bowed slightly to Sheik Idran.  “I’ll send someone for fresh coffee.”  And he walked away, not bothering with the other palace niceties that were normally given to visiting royalty.  Idran didn’t care.  He had other priorities and Sheik Idran was the leader of a very minor country.   
 
      
 
    Idran watched as the door closed behind them, his teeth grinding in fury.  “This stubbornness from my child has to stop!” he growled, then he picked up his papers, the papers that listed so many things he’d wanted to discuss with Sheik Jurid, issues that he needed help with, and not a single one had been discussed.  This whole meeting had been about his daughter! 
 
    “She needs to set a date!” he grumbled and stalked out the opposite doorway.  He ignored his guards as he stormed out of the palace, determined to fly home.  Perhaps there was some way to call his daughter home instead of allowing her to reside in London.  Unfortunately, his orders to return home so far had either been ignored or his disobedient daughter had given him a reason why she couldn’t return just yet.  The silly child seemed to think she had a business to run.  Pah!  Her business was to marry a man of her father’s choosing and produce babies!  How dare she think otherwise!


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The woman stepping out through the side doors of the courthouse was…stunning!  The dark cascade of hair, the beautiful, smiling eyes and the figure that…his mouth went dry as he took in the woman’s lush figure.  Every part of her was soft and fragile, and yet, when her eyes lifted to his, he felt a jolt of surprise at the intelligence there, the defiant lift of her chin.   
 
    Jurid’s body came alive as a primal, urgent need rose up inside of him.  The urgent need to take her away to some place private and claim her as his own was unlike anything he’d ever experienced.  Women were interesting creatures, but he’d never felt this level of need, this almost feral desire for possession.  Oh and he liked the way her eyes dared him!  This was no submissive miss!  Hell no!  The lovely woman in the lavender dress was defiant and feminine, daring and soft.  
 
    A triumphant smile caught him unaware and he noticed several people glance curiously over at him.  But most were focused on the bride who stepped out behind the lavender clad temptress who was still staring daggers in his direction.   
 
    “Oh, aren’t you an absolute delight,” he muttered to himself.   The pictures his security team had taken over the years hadn’t done her justice, which wasn’t such a surprise.  Most of the pictures had been taken in dimly lit nightclubs.  At the time, he hadn’t cared that she’d been dancing with other men.  In fact, he’d hoped that one of those men might have sparked her interest and she would marry one of them, which would release him from his betrothal contract.   
 
    But those pictures hadn’t shown the real woman.   They’d been mere one dimensional images and this woman standing several feet away was whole and real and made his senses come alive.   
 
    They stared, her eyes willing him to back down.  But Jurid had never backed down from a challenge in his life and this wasn’t going to be the first.  The tension increased, her body vibrating with energy and anger.  Because he was here?  He knew her image, knew her history, but Jurid realized that he didn’t know the real woman.  He’d read the reports of her night time activities, but as she stood there glaring at him, he wondered what the real story was.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” Tamara demanded, walking right up to him as if they knew each other well.  As if she weren’t challenging his authority by her curt words.   
 
    “I’m here to celebrate the wedding of my friend,” he replied softly, drinking in her features.  Damn, the pictures hadn’t done her justice at all!  She was lovely!  Defiantly lovely, but he liked that.  She wasn’t an insipid, submissive female waiting to be led around by the nose.   
 
    Her eyes widened and she glanced briefly over at his friend.  “You know Christoph Anastas?” she asked.  Well, demanded, actually.  
 
    “Yes.  We’re friends from way back,” he replied, moving closer.  He watched, fascinated as her eyes flared and, for a moment, there was a hint of something…a small flash of vulnerability or awareness.  But then she straightened and backed away, her head lifting higher.   
 
    “Fine!” she snapped.  “If you’re going to be here and annoy me, then you’ll be put to work as well.”  With those word, she huffed a bit and Jurid’s eyes were drawn to her breasts, heavy and luscious, well contained behind the lavender fabric but with enough skin showing to entice his imagination.   
 
    Bowing slightly, a mocking gesture designed to give everyone the impression that they weren’t about to light the area on fire with the sexual tension sparking between them, he replied, “I’m at your service, my dear.” 
 
    He almost laughed when she huffed angrily.  “Oh, if only you’d take orders from me all the time,” she muttered, then pulled him from one side of the small courtyard to the other so that he was standing next to the curly haired woman standing nervously in her pretty white dress.  “You’ll walk her down the aisle.”   
 
      
 
    The music started and Tamara tried to focus on the wedding ceremony, to be present and aware.  But…why was her fiancé here?  How had he known about this event?  There were really only five people, including the judge, who had known that this wedding was going to take place today.   
 
    So, why was he here?  And why was he so…big?!  She hadn’t realized that Sheik Jurid was such a huge man!  The pictures she’d seen in the news hadn’t fully prepared her for his size.  She stepped to the side and waited for the third friend from their boarding school trio, Willow, to walk down the make-shift aisle.  To others, it might appear that she was watching her friend.  But in reality, she was looking at Sheik Jurid bin Casees.  The dark suit made his shoulders look even wider.  Were they really that large?  A shiver of awareness hit her and she looked away.  By the time Jurid handed Lana to her fiancé and took his place on the other side of Christoph Anastas, Tamara was painfully aware of his gaze on her.   
 
    She wasn’t going to look, she vowed.  Not. Going. To look! 
 
    Tamara’s eyes lifted.  Dark slacks.  Long, powerful legs.  Narrow waist.   
 
    Darn it!  He was staring back at her!  Why?  Why was he here?  Hadn’t he seen the pictures of her last week in the dance club?  Mike had done an excellent job with the photos last week, Tamara had secretly e-mailed those pictures to her source at one of the major newspapers in Tular.  She’d expected those pictures to appear in the news the following morning!  She’d danced with four men in one hour.  There was no way Sheik Jurid had known that she’d gone home right after that fourth dance, barely an hour after she’d arrived.  And it wasn’t possible that he’d known that the men were more interested in each other than in her.   
 
    So…why was he here?  Why was he looking at her like that?  
 
    Swallowing hard, she turned away, but even though her eyes no longer clashed with his, she could still feel his gaze, hot as a touch along her skin.  It warmed her to an uncomfortable level, making her want to squirm.  Taking a deep breath, she lifted her eyes and…he was staring at her breasts!   
 
    How dare he!  She lifted the bouquet of flowers, covering the relatively low neckline of her lavender dress.  As soon as she did so, his eyes lifted, mocking her as he continued to stare.   
 
    Oh, she wanted to punch him!  She wanted to stare at something on his body and…her eyes started to lower but there was no way she’d look THERE!  Darn it!  When was this ceremony going to end?!  She could…she would…!  She felt impotent standing here like this.   
 
    Breathe, she thought silently to herself.  Just breathe and relax.  The man meant nothing.  Nothing at all!  He was dust.  He was a bug!  A big bug, and she hated bugs!  Tamara knew that bugs served a purpose in the world…they were food for bigger bugs and birds.  Frogs.  Yeah, frogs ate bugs.  Tamara imagined a giant frog hopping over the courtyard fence, the slimy, sticky tongue whipping out to lick him up the back.  
 
    Tamara rolled her eyes.  A giant frog?  Good grief!  Her mind was glitching because of that man!   
 
    Suddenly, Lana kissed her…husband?  When had that happened?  Hadn’t the ceremony just started?   
 
    Obviously not, since the judge was standing in front of the couple looking proud of himself, Christoph had a triumphant gaze, and Lana…poor Lana looked a bit dazed.   
 
    “She’s going to be fine,” Willow whispered, linking her arm through Tamara’s.  “I think they are more affected by each other than Lana wants to believe.” 
 
    Tamara sighed, leaning her shoulder against Willow’s.  “There certainly are sparks happening between those two.”  
 
    Willow laughed softly.  “Were there a few sparks lighting up the air between you and your handsome fiancé as well?” she asked softly. 
 
    Tamara ripped her eyes away from Jurid and glanced at Willow, startled by her friend’s perceptiveness.  “No.  Not at all,” she lied.  “Why would you ask something like that?”  
 
    Willow was a beautiful woman with a cascade of shiny, red hair that tumbled over her shoulders.  Her light, blue eyes and pale skin made her a typical Texas beauty.  But deep down underneath all of that loveliness was a mind sharper than most and an ambition that sometimes awed Tamara.  Willow was a creative genius who owned her own crafting business.  The things Willow could do with a bit of glue and ribbon was nothing short of amazing.  Give the woman an old, worn out chair from the dump and Willow could make it over into a collector’s item worth thousands.   
 
    But Willow was a bit on the conservative side when it came to men.  She dated, but…not really.  So far, Tamara knew that Willow had dated several nice men but none had sparked even a small bit of interest in her.   
 
    Not that Tamara would blame her!  Good grief, after her friend’s childhood, it was no wonder that Willow didn’t date seriously!  Why would she?  In Willow’s mind, crafts and her ability to control her world, was a much safer route.  Safer and much less brutal on one’s self-esteem.  Willow’s father and numerous step mothers had taught her to avoid emotional entanglements.   
 
    Tamara glanced over at the man who seemed to be looming larger and larger, and knew that Willow might have the right approach.  Find something or someone she could predict and control, and life might be a bit safer.   
 
    Sheik Jurid caught her glance and pushed away from the wall he’d been leaning against, moving towards her. Tamara quickly looked around, trying to find an escape.   
 
    When she accepted that there wasn’t one, she sighed and lifted her chin.  She wasn’t going to stand for it this time, she vowed fervently.   
 
    “Your Highness,” she offered in greeting, dipping slightly into a mocking curtsy.  
 
    “Nice,” he chuckled.   
 
    Tamara refrained from rolling her eyes.  “So you’re friends with the groom.  How do you know him?  You’d mentioned school but…what school?  And why now?” 
 
    “I went to Harvard with Christoph.  We’re old friends and, after graduating, we kept in touch over the years.  We’ve entered into several business ventures together.”  
 
    Darn it!  She hadn’t anticipated that!   
 
    “So…you’re leaving after the ceremony?” she asked hopefully.   
 
    He tilted his head, as if contemplating her question.  “I don’t have any firm plans after the ceremony.  Perhaps you could show me around the city?”  
 
    Tamara wanted to scream!  “I don’t think I’ll have time to show you around.  Besides, I’m guessing that you’ve been here many times before.” 
 
    “You’re right, but I’ve never seen it through your eyes before.” 
 
    Tamara ground her teeth in frustration, then spotted Willow standing awkwardly off to the side.  She looked so…lost!  She watched Lana and Christoph wistfully as they spoke quietly to the judge, thanking him for performing the ceremony.  
 
    For the first time, Tamara wondered if Willow wasn’t as immune to the idea of love as she professed.  Perhaps her friend wanted that emotional connection, someone she could love, but because of her past, couldn’t trust that emotion.   
 
    Turning back to Jurid, she looked up into his eyes.  “I’m so sorry, Your Highness, but my friend and I already have plans.”  She walked over to Willow’s side and reached out to loop her arm through Willow’s.  “Perhaps another time.” 
 
      
 
    Jurid watched as his lovely fiancée walked away from him.  He should be angry that the beautiful princess had rejected him, but there was a tenderness in the way she’d looked at her friend.  And yes, he’d seen the awkwardness in the red-head’s eyes as well.  But Tamara had known exactly what to do.  As the two beauties walked away, their pretty heads tilted towards each other as they whispered together, he admired the sexy sway of Tamara’s hips, the round, firm derriere underneath the lavender dress.   
 
    For the first time, he wasn’t dreading his wedding.  The chemistry was there, hotter than he could have hoped.  But even more, his future bride was compassionate and intelligent.  Perhaps it was time to discover the real person behind the pictures his security team sent to him, and the tedious descriptions from her father.   
 
    There were depths to her that he wanted to understand.  It was time, he thought.  Time to get to know his fiancée and move forward with his wedding.  Tamara was…stunning.  And no other woman had ever tempted him as she had.  He didn’t know all of her secrets, but Jurid looked forward to discovering them.   
 
      
 
    Tamara watched with a heavy heart as Lana stepped into the long, elegant limousine.   
 
    “She’s going to be okay, right?” Willow whispered.  
 
    Tamara squeezed her hand and they hugged each other as the limousine drove away, carrying their friend away.  “I hope so,” she replied.  “Why does it feel as if…?” 
 
    “Everything has changed?” Willow finished when Tamara paused.   
 
    “Yeah,” Tamara replied.  “It hasn’t, right?  We’ll still call and talk and…” 
 
    “Yes,” Willow sniffed, then wiped away an errant tear.  “But before today, when we had problems, it was just the three of us.” 
 
    Tamara looked at the trailing brake lights in the distance.  “I know.  She’s going to fall in love with him, isn’t she?” 
 
    Willow leaned her head against Tamara’s.  “He’s a nice guy.” 
 
    With a sigh, the two ladies turned and headed back into the hotel.  “I’m going to take a nice long bath,” Willow announced.  
 
    Tamara thought that was a good plan.  But she needed to do one thing first.  “Want to meet me down here for breakfast tomorrow morning?” she asked.  
 
    Willow nodded.  “That sounds great.  I don’t have a flight booked yet, but I think I’ll look online and see if I can fly home tomorrow.  What are your plans?”  
 
    Tamera sighed, rubbing her forehead.  “I wasn’t sure how long Lana would need us to be here for her, so I hadn’t booked a flight home.  But I think you’re right.  Tomorrow sounds like the right time.” 
 
    “Not much else to do here,” Willow added, looking a bit sad. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Willow smiled weakly.  “I’m fine.  Just…I guess I’m a bit sad that things are changing.  It was inevitable, but, well, you know what it’s like.  Things seemed so idyllic when we were all in school together.” 
 
    Tamara nodded.  “Not at first,” she laughed softly, remembering those first few days at The Burling School.  They’d gotten into some pretty good arguments over…petty issues now that she thought about it.  “But yeah, we figured it out, didn’t we?”  
 
    Willow leaned in and hugged Tamara.  “We did!”  She pulled back and sniffed.  “Okay, I’m going to order a bottle of wine and soak in a hot bath until my fingers get all wrinkly.  You have a good night.” 
 
    She headed for the elevators and Tamara wondered what she should do for the night.  She should probably go out and do something naughty.  But…well, she just didn’t have the energy for that.  And besides, Mike wasn’t around.  She usually did her bad things with him and Joe.  They were a fun couple and she never felt like a third wheel around them.   
 
    “Tamara,” a deep voice called out behind her.  
 
    Tamara spun around, cringing inside when she saw Jurid approaching.  Darn it!  She should have gone up the elevator with Willow!   
 
    “Your Highness,” she greeted him, adding in a curtsy for good measure.  If the curtsy was a bit sarcastic again, well, she didn’t give a whit.  Let him think what he wanted.   
 
    He took her hand and the heat of his touch surged through her, her skin tingling.  Looking up at him, she wanted to pull her hand away, but she didn’t want him to know how intensely he affected her.   
 
    “Perhaps we could have a drink?” he offered.  “It has been a while since we’ve seen each other.  It would be nice to get to know you.” 
 
    Tamara might have laughed at the absurdity of his request.  “That sounds a bit odd, considering…” she trailed off, not wanting to even say the word.   
 
    “That we are engaged?” he asked, taking her hand and tucking it into his elbow as he led her towards the private elevator.  “Yes.  It does sound a bit incongruous considering our relationship.” 
 
    Tamara relaxed slightly.  Well, as relaxed as she could be as she walked beside a man who didn’t seem like he relaxed.  Ever!   
 
    “I was hoping that we could have a conversation.” 
 
    They stepped into the elevator and the doors closed.  There were four body guards surrounding the two of them, but Tamara still felt the intimacy of the moment intensely.   
 
    “A conversation.”  She probed the word in her thoughts, wondering what he was really asking.  He smiled and her stomach muscles tightened.  “About?”  
 
    He looked down into her eyes and she felt something unexpected.  Her breasts felt heavy, her mind blanked, and she had the sudden urge to press against him.  That was ridiculous, she told herself firmly.  She barely knew the man.  There would be no leaning.  No pressing.  No touching at all!   
 
    “I’d like to learn more about you, Tamara.” 
 
      
 
    Jurid watched the woman who had captured his attention from the moment she’d stepped out of the building this morning.  He’d never anticipated such an intense attraction to his betrothed.   
 
    “Tell me what you do in London,” he asked, just as the doors to the elevator opened up to the penthouse of the hotel.   
 
    He led her over to the sitting room, then accepted both glasses of wine that the butler brought to them, handing one to Tamara.  She took the wine tentatively and looked around.  “This is nice,” she said instead.   
 
    He didn’t respond as she looked around at the hotel space.  As far as he was concerned, the hotel looked similar to many others.  It was elegant and appropriately staffed.  Those were his main requirements.   
 
    So while Tamara looked around at the hotel sitting room, he watched her carefully.  The lavender dress swayed enticingly over her figure, playing a bit of hide and seek.  It was very alluring, but he doubted it was deliberate.  Was that type of walk instinctive?  Did she unconsciously know that her dress would move against her like that?   
 
    It was an intriguing thought.  He suspected that she felt the same intense attraction that he felt, but how did he get her to acknowledge it?   
 
    “Do you stay here very often?”  
 
    He half smiled at her evasiveness.  “Not really.  Athens is one of the capital cities in Europe so, obviously, I’ve stopped by on official visits.” 
 
    “I saw that you visited London last year.” 
 
    He smiled slightly.  “Yes.  I was there.  I believe my staff tried to arrange for a dinner between the two of us.”  The color staining her cheeks confirmed his suspicions that she’d deliberately left the city as soon as she’d heard about his plans for a state visit.   
 
    “Yes, well, I had previous travel plans,” she told him weakly.   
 
    “That seems to have happened regularly.  Why is that?” 
 
    She turned to look at him, her eyes giving him that defiant light.  “Because I didn’t want to meet with you,” she finally told him. 
 
    He laughed softly.  “Honesty.  I like it.” 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly.  “You do?”  
 
    “Yes.  It’s a rare commodity in my world.” 
 
    “Well,” she began, then paused to take a fortifying sip of her wine, “if you prefer honesty, then let me tell you right now that I don’t want to marry you.  I don’t know you and it seems medieval that our marriage is even a question.” 
 
    He laughed outright at that, then stood up.  “I agree with you.  But your father is rather insistent and the betrothal contract was signed a long time ago.  So, I don’t really have a way out of our betrothal contract at the moment, my dear.”  He took her wine and placed the glass on a low table, then took her hands in his.  “But why are you so against a union between us?”  
 
    She looked down at their hands, then up into his eyes.  “My father shows one face to the world, then another face to his people.  And yet another face to his family.  It would be one thing if those images meshed in some way, but in too many ways, he contradicts himself.  That means that, for two of his three faces, he’s lying.  Maybe all of the time.  I don’t know and, because he’s so autocratic, he doesn’t allow anyone to really get to know him.”  
 
    “All leaders have to adjust the truth a bit.  Politics is a messy business and there are too many opinions in our worlds to be completely honest.  And sometimes, the truth is a bit more ambiguous than we’d like.” 
 
    “That’s probably true, but when the lies are outright fabrications, I can’t abide by it.” 
 
    “Ah.  You’d like your lies to be obfuscated.” 
 
    She blinked.  “No!” she snapped.  “I don’t want any lies.” 
 
    “That’s simply not possible.  The world doesn’t work in a nice, orderly fashion.” 
 
    She huffed a bit.  “He lies to his family!  He tells us things, then never follows through!  And these are stupid lies!” 
 
    “Such as?”  
 
    She watched him, trying to determine if he really cared.  “Well, one day, I saw him on television announcing that a new school was going to be built for a village that desperately needed it.  The village had 30 kids or so.  Only a small school was needed, one that wouldn’t cost a great deal of money to build and maintain.  At the time, the kids had to travel an hour both ways to attend the school in the next village.”  She couldn’t read his expression, his eyes were carefully blank.  Attentive, but they didn’t reveal anything more than curiosity.  So she continued.   
 
    “He announced it on television and answered a lot of questions from the news reporters.  He even expounded on the need for the school for these kids.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan. Where was the lie?” Jurid asked.   
 
    “He didn’t know that I was standing outside of the press briefing room at the time, so he didn’t temper his words.  But as he left the briefing area, he told his aide to have the contractors schedule the road construction crews.” 
 
    His hand tightened on her fingers before he slowly relaxed his grip.  “Tamara, it’s sometimes difficult to get construction materials to remote villages and towns.  He may have needed to build the road in order for the trucks to get there more efficiently.” 
 
    She shook her head and Jurid noticed the way her dark hair drifted softly over her shoulders.   
 
    “That isn’t what happened.  He demolished the village.  One day, he told the press that he was going to build a school, something he didn’t need to promise.  Six months later, the construction crews plowed over the homes. All of the homes.  Thankfully, he gave the villagers time to get out, but their farmland and homes were demolished in order to make room for a factory.” 
 
    “Perhaps…” 
 
    “No.  I heard him talking to his aide about it as he left that initial press briefing.  Seconds after promising to build the school, he was already talking about demolishing the village.  He had no intention of building that school.  After the villagers were moved out, they were forced into the next village.  He claimed a victory that the kids that needed an education were closer to their schools and the resources that they needed.”   
 
      
 
    Tamara watched as his eyebrows drew together.  Anger! Finally, something other than bland curiosity.  “So, you can understand why I’m not overly interested in aligning myself with another ruler.  And you are ten times more powerful than my father.  So what sorts of lies do you offer your people?” she asked, aware of the challenge in her tone, but unable to stop her anger from manifesting.  
 
    He laughed and she liked the sound, even though she was serious.   
 
    “I don’t lie to my people, my dear,” he said, taking her hand and leading her out onto the penthouse patio.  There were trees and flowers lining the edges of the wide expanse of patio with comfortable chairs that looked out over the beautiful city.  “I might not always tell them the whole truth, but I never lie.” 
 
    She didn’t believe him, but she didn’t know him well enough, nor did she know the inner workings of his political agenda.  So she couldn’t point out instances where he lied.   
 
    “I’m sure that you are the most honest leader in the world,” she said, not even trying to hide the sarcasm in her voice.   
 
    His eyes narrowed briefly, then his face cleared and he looked…almost amused.  She thought he might challenge her, but instead, he changed the subject.  “The hotel staff brought your clothes from your room,” he told her.   
 
    She frowned.  “Why would they do that?”  
 
     “Because I suspected that you wouldn’t want to have dinner with me in that dress, although it is lovely.   Perhaps you’d like to change into something more comfortable?”  
 
    She huffed a bit.  “Yes, that would be great.  But that doesn’t mean I want you invading my privacy.  Nor do I want you assuming that I’m having dinner with you.” 
 
    “My apologies,” he told her, bowing slightly.   “I didn’t give the order though.  My security team heard some disturbing rumors.” 
 
    Her heart plunged through the floor.  Security was always an issue in their world.  “About me?”  
 
    He shook his head.  “I’m sorry, my dear.  But the chatter is all new.  There is a threat, but they aren’t sure about the veracity of the threats or at whom they are directed.  So they worked with the hotel staff in an abundance of caution.”  He led her back into the suite and down a long hallway to a closed door.  “Why don’t you change and we’ll have dinner?” As she took a breath to argue, he lifted a.  “I don’t expect anything beyond friendly conversation and a dinner companion.  You will be perfectly safe here with me tonight.” 
 
    Tamara closed her mouth, stumped by his assurance.  With that, Jurid dropped her hand, bowed slightly and, with a teasing glance, left her alone in the doorway of the beautifully decorated bedroom.   
 
    Smothering her amusement at his bow, Tamara stepped into the room and found her luggage on the bed.  No one had unpacked it for her, which for some odd reason, was comforting.  Especially since she was a bit of a slob and her clothes had been scattered around her hotel room.   
 
    When she opened her suitcase, she sighed at the perfectly folded clothes.  Some were even wrapped in tissue paper!  “Good grief,” she muttered as she lifted some of the shirts and jeans.  “They cleaned my clothes!”  
 
    Which was nice, and yet, weird.  She knew that hotel staff did that for their more illustrious guests.  And yeah, she knew that when her father traveled, he demanded that kind of service.  But she’d been on her own for several years now and she didn’t like other people touching her clothes.  It was just…creepy.  She’d gone off to boarding school in high school and had learned to take care of herself.  There had been no maids to do her laundry in high school or college.  If Tamara didn’t toss her clothes into the washer and dryer herself, she didn’t have clean clothes.  Simple and straightforward.   
 
    Admittedly, the clothes she kept in Nadir were expensive designer clothing and they were all cleaned by the palace staff and re-hung in her closets.  But since she rarely went home now, it wasn’t something she was used to.   
 
    “Get over it,” she muttered to herself, then pulled out a pair of leggings and a big, comfy tee-shirt.  Pulling them on, she immediately felt more comfortable.  “Oh yes!” she sighed as she slipped her feet into a pair of soft sneakers.  She hadn’t realized how much her feet ached from those lavender shoes. They were pretty, but there was nothing quite like a pair of soft, well-worn sneakers.   
 
    Looking at her reflection in the mirror, she knew that her clothes most likely weren’t what Jurid might be expecting.  But if he really wanted to get to know her, he needed to know the real person.  She wasn’t a “dressing-up” kind of gal.  While working, she generally wore jeans and a tee shirt or, on days when she needed to spiff up a bit, dress slacks, boots, and a sweater.  She had to be ready to tackle any issue that came up with one of their properties.  If a heating system died, she needed to rush over to the property to meet the heating technician.  If a toilet backed up, she raced over with a plunger to fix the problem – or waited for a plumber to fix it if the issue was beyond her knowledge.  But since she and Mike had renovated several of their properties themselves, Tamara had become pretty good at fixing a wide variety of home repair problems.  Not just that, she took a great deal of pride in fixing as many issues as she could in order to keep the expenses down and the profit margins high.  Mike was equally adept at fixing problems, and the team they’d hired to manage the various properties were learning basic maintenance skills as well.   
 
    So, this was who she was beyond her title and her role as princess of her country.  A jeans and a tee shirt kinda gal.  She knew how to glam it up, but this was her preferred state of dress.   
 
    Stepping out of the room, she looked to the right and left of the large, luxurious penthouse area, not sure which way to go.  Had she come from…that way?  She looked down one hallway, then the other way.  The décor in this area was neutral enough that she wasn’t positive.  Deciding to take one direction and if she were wrong, she’d simply backtrack and start over again, she headed to the right.   
 
    A man was stepping out of one of the rooms in the hallway and she froze, startled.  “Oh!  I’m sorry.  I was trying to find my way back to the living room.” 
 
    The man’s eyes were hard for a long moment as he stood still, staring at her.  He wasn’t an unpleasant looking man.  In fact, in a different situation, his looks might be a bit eye catching.  But at this particular moment, he looked furious.   
 
    “These are private quarters, miss.  You need to leave immediately!”  His gaze raked over her tee shirt and leggings with obvious disgust.  
 
    Tamara smiled.  “I’m not invading anyone’s privacy.  Jurid instructed me to change my clothes.” 
 
    His eyes widened for a moment and he looked ready to slap her.  “You’re…!” 
 
    “I’m Tamara el Hamid,” she introduced, extending her hand politely.   
 
    The man’s outrage shifted to recognition and he bowed his head slightly, ignoring her outstretched hand in deference to the more formal nature of her position.  Oddly, coming from this man, his gesture of subservience didn’t seem quite right.   
 
    “I apologize, Your Highness,” he snapped.  “I didn’t recognize you.  And I wasn’t warned ahead of time that you would be with the sheik.  Please forgive my rudeness.” 
 
    Tamara casually waved her hand, dismissing the need for an apology.  “No worries, sir.  But, would you mind giving me directions back to the living room?  Jurid is waiting for me and I’ve probably been gone too long now.” 
 
    “This way,” the man headed back towards the way she’d come.  She’d had a fifty-fifty chance and she’d failed.  Oh well, she thought, following the man who was tall, but not nearly as tall as Jurid.  And this man wasn’t as broad in the shoulders.  He seemed a bit…weak too.  It wasn’t that he was overweight.  In fact, he was quite slim.  But there was something about him that told her that there weren’t a lot of muscles underneath the suit.   
 
    Tamara pondered that as she smiled her thanks to the man as he stood back at the entrance to the living room.  “Thank you,” she said as she stepped into the brightly lit room.   
 
    Looking over at Jurid, who was looking out at the night, she wondered about the other man and her instinctive preference for Jurid’s taller, more muscular frame.  She’d never been overly interested in muscles on her dates in the past.  Why was she so fascinated by him?  Was there…?  
 
    “You look much more comfortable,” Jurid smiled, interrupting her mental ruminations.  Instantly, the comparison with the other man was gone.  Unfortunately, when Jurid was around, she couldn’t really think about other men.   
 
    Besides, there wasn’t much comparison.  Jurid was several inches taller and significantly more powerful in every way.  Even his eyes as they moved over her leggings and tee shirt, seemed to affect her, whereas the other man’s gaze had only irritated her.  When Jurid looked at her, she felt…alive.  Feminine!   
 
    “Yes,” she agreed.  “Leggings are more comfortable.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?  You barely ate anything during lunch today.” 
 
    She thought about the celebratory meal, not really remembering much about the day, and suddenly realized that she was famished.  “Yes,” she replied.  “Thank you very much.” 
 
    “Good.  I went ahead and ordered some food, just in case.  But if nothing tempts you, I’ll have the hotel kitchen fix something else.” 
 
    That was very…sweet of him.  Not wanting to be charmed, she shrugged indifferently.  “I’m sure that whatever you ordered will be fine.”  
 
    They moved into the dining room and she looked at the enormous, polished table set at one end with two place settings.  The table was large enough for twenty people, it seemed silly to use only one end of it.   
 
    Once again, her years away from her father’s palace made her aware of the differences in their lifestyles.  She usually just ate a bowl of cereal if she were hungry, or she and Mike would eat takeout at their desks.  She lived a much more casual lifestyle, so this formality was a harsh reminder of what she wanted to leave behind.   
 
    He held a chair out for her and she smiled her thanks, moving to sit down on the plush chair.  “Thank you,” she muttered, wishing she could just grab her plate and head into the living room to eat curled up on one of the comfy sofas.   
 
    Probably not something a ruler of such a powerful country would ever consider doing, she thought and took her napkin, spreading it over her lap.   
 
    The hotel’s butler arrived, carrying in two plates with something that smelled incredible!  “Oh my!” she whispered, leaning back as the man set a plate filled with a golden, flaky spanakopita and an olive salad.  “This looks wonderful,” she announced, smiling up at the butler who puffed up with pride at her praise for the traditional Greek foods.  “Thank you!” 
 
    The man bowed out of the dining room, giving them both some privacy.   
 
    “So, you were talking about your father’s method of governing his country and how you disagreed.”  He picked up his knife and fork, breaking into the buttery, golden crust.  “Your father has repeatedly regaled me with your ‘delightful’ submissive qualities.  Over the years, he has said that you were a very docile creature, eager to please, eager to allow me to guide your opinions, and would never speak out against me.” 
 
    Tamara’s fork froze halfway to her mouth, her appetite vanished, and she lowered her fork, carefully placing it on the delicate china plate.  “Your Highness, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but remember my description of my father’s…flexible…attitude towards honesty?”  
 
    “I remember,” he replied, his eyes sparkling.   
 
    “Well, that is a prime example of my father’s version of his world.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that you’re not the docile virgin that your father wants me to believe?” 
 
    She shuddered.  “I’m not docile.  No one has ever called me docile.”  She sighed, shaking her head.  “In fact, I don’t think I’d know how to be docile.” 
 
    He took a sip of his wine.  “Good to hear,” he told her with a wink. 
 
    Tamara was so startled her mouth fell open.  “Um…well, what…how…?” she stopped, not sure what she wanted to ask.  And not sure she dared to ask!   
 
    “I don’t want a docile wife, Tamara.  That would only annoy me.”  He took a sip of his wine.  “If you had full power to change anything in the world, what would be your priorities? What agenda would you push?”  
 
    Tamara stared at him, unaware that her mouth was still hanging open.  Did he really want her to answer him?  Was he serious?  
 
    Deciding that it didn’t matter, she straightened her shoulders and narrowed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Jurid was already turned on from the moment she’d stepped into the elevator hours ago.  And every moment in this woman’s company seemed to intensify his need to touch her.  Earlier today, in the lavender dress, he’d watched her with stunned fascination as she interacted with her friends.  Loyalty was a commodity in his world.  For some people, their loyalty could be bought and sold for a price.  But he doubted that Tamara would ever allow her loyalty to be bought.   
 
    He’d watched her with her friends, understood the intensity of her desire to protect the lovely Ms. Kosta from Christoph’s dubious attentions.  He’d been humbled by her dedication to her friend and, all afternoon, had wondered what it would be like to have someone feel that sense of loyalty towards him.   
 
    Then she’d stepped into the living room with the clinging, cotton leggings hugging her curves and the cotton tee shirt that had been washed so many times over the years so that it was a soft, clingy material…and his mind had blanked for several minutes.  She’d walked towards him and all he could think about was discovering what those breasts would feel like without the tee shirt and bra hindering his view.   
 
    Now, watching her eyes light with intelligence, his body was on fire for her.  He wanted to shove the food off of the table and simply feast on her instead.  
 
    “I think that teachers should be the priority,” she said, nodding her head for emphasis.  “In my opinion, countries should make teaching one of the highest paid industries and one of the most difficult professions to get into.  Being a teacher is incredibly difficult, with long hours and a multitude of frustrations to deal with, but their salaries do not reflect their efforts, skill, dedication, or importance.  Also, raising the salaries for the teaching profession would attract more people to the profession.” 
 
    “Why teachers?” he asked, encouraging her to continue. 
 
     “An educated society is a creative one and a thinking one.  If we push our students to achieve more, to work harder and to think outside of the norm, outside of the box, just imagine what we might achieve!  Right now, I think that my country’s creativity is stifled because the citizens don’t know how to think.  Or if they do think of an idea, they don’t know how to produce it.  If they know how to create a product, how do they take it to the next step and bring it to market?  There are so many people out there with ideas but they don’t know how to implement those ideas.” 
 
    He nodded.  “You make a good point.” 
 
    “A highly educated work force also levels the playing field.  Right now, there are so many people who need to know how to network more efficiently.  That’s a skill that people don’t know how to utilize well.  So only a select few network and gain the connections needed to truly succeed in the world.” 
 
    “So how will you achieve this nirvana?” he teased.  
 
    She took a bite, narrowing her eyes at him as she chewed.  “You’re mocking me,” she pointed out.  “But I also suspect that you know I’m right.” 
 
    He laughed softly.  She was magnificent!  “Yes, I’m teasing you, but you’re also correct that I agree with you.  Not only will an educated society achieve more economically, but education also inhibits tyranny.  Which is important in my occupation,” he winked at her.  “When people know to question what is being told to them, not just to question but to validate the sources of their information, then the world is safer.” 
 
    “That’s where my father draws the line,” she agreed.  “He doesn’t like anyone questioning his authority.” 
 
    “People question a leader’s authority no matter his or her preferences on the matter.  In my opinion, it’s better if it is out in the open so I know what people are thinking and feeling.  If they don’t like a law or initiative, then at least an open debate allows the issue to be discussed.”  He paused and smiled, “And an educated society at least makes that debate more intelligent.  Uneducated masses are led about like bulls with a ring in their nose.  Anyone can tell them anything and they’ll believe it because they don’t have the skills to question matters intelligently.” 
 
    Back and forth, they debated about education, politics, leadership skills, necessary skills for teachers, the best time for children to start school, and how long each child should be required to stay in school.   
 
    After over an hour, Tamara looked around and realized that they were in a small sitting room with a glass of brandy.  “Wait, how did we get here?”  
 
    He reached out, touching her hair.  “You were telling me that pre-kindergarten has shown to be valuable in helping kids get a jump start in life.”  
 
    She blinked, startled by his touch.  “And you don’t agree?”  
 
    He smiled, twirling the lock of hair around on his finger.  “I started prekindergarten for all students two years ago.”  He looked into her chocolate eyes.  “You’re so damn beautiful,” he murmured, then he leaned down and kissed her.   
 
    It was just a brief touch of his lips against hers.  Jurid only wanted to know what her soft, full lips would feel like against his.  But the one touch wasn’t enough.  When he pulled back, her eyes were cloudy with the same need that he felt.   
 
    So he kissed her again.  And again.  Over and over, he brushed his lips against hers.  Teasing her mouth, he nibbled at her full, lower lip until she opened for him.  Finally, he was able to taste her.  The brandy they’d been enjoying was like fire on her lips and he put their glasses down on the small table, and pulled her into his arms for a deeper kiss.  She didn’t hesitate, wrapping her arms around his neck as he leaned her back so that he could kiss her more thoroughly.   
 
      
 
    Tamara sighed with relief when he finally kissed her fully, absorbing his taste into her mouth and reveling in his touch.  Over and over, he slanted his mouth against hers, but it wasn’t enough.  She wanted more.  And she wanted to know what it felt like to be touched by his big, strong hands.  Over dinner, she’d watched his hands and wondered what it would feel like if he touched her, those strong fingers moving over her skin.  It had been distracting, but nothing like what she felt now!   
 
    She was barely conscious of his hands sliding under her tee shirt because Jurid never stopped kissing her.  But when she felt the heat of his hand against her bare skin, she gasped, froze for a long moment. He stopped as well, watching her.  Slowly, as if he were giving her the opportunity to tell him to stop, his hand moved against her skin.  Back and forth, over and over.  At first, the feeling was wonderful, but too soon, the heat of his hand burned her.  Grabbing his wrist, she started to pull his hand away, but her brain didn’t get the message to her hand.   
 
    A moment later, he was kissing her again and she lost herself in the magic of it.  This man with all of his wonderful ideas was her man!  He felt as if he might be her other half which, if she’d been thinking more clearly, she’d know was absolutely ridiculous!  So when his hand moved higher, cupping her breast, it felt right. Arching into his hand, she silently begged him to touch her again.  And again!   
 
    Higher, his fingers moved over her breast, testing and teasing, showing her the new sensations that her body could give.  It was electrifying!   
 
    “Tell me if you want me to stop,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” she gasped, her fingers tightening on his wrist in case he thought about pulling away.  “Please don’t stop!” 
 
    He lowered his head again, teasing her throat, behind her ear, and along her collarbone.  With each touch, Tamara was more lost in the sensual haze of desire.   
 
    “We need to move,” he growled and lifted her into his arms, his hands on her bottom and her legs wrapped around his waist.  With his erection pressing against her core, Tamara moaned quietly when he stood up.   
 
    “Where are you taking me?” she asked, as he started towards the door.  
 
    “Bed,” he told her.  “If you have any objections, tell me now, Tamara.  Because I want you, but I want all of you.”   
 
    She might have formed some sort of objection if he hadn’t been walking.  But with every step, that hard part of him pressed against her body, the friction drove her wild!  Shifting her hips just slightly increased the pleasure and she didn’t care if he ran a marathon while holding her like this, as long as he kept moving like that.   
 
    “Jurid,” she moaned, her fingernails digging into his shoulders. 
 
    He realized what was happening and stopped in the hallway, pressing her up against the wall as he kissed her.  “Don’t you dare climax yet,” he warned her when he lifted his head, his eyes hot with desire as he glared down at her.   
 
    “No,” she replied, her lips soft, her body aching for something she couldn’t quite define.  She bit down hard on her lower lip, trying to stop her body’s response.  But it was difficult!   
 
    “Tamara!” he growled in her ear, nipping again at her earlobe.  “Damn it, we need a bed!” and he carried her the rest of the way, kicking the door closed when they finally reached the master bedroom.   
 
    “Now we finish this!” he pulled her tee shirt over her head and tossed it away.  “You’re beautiful!”  His hands moved up her slender ribcage, then higher, his fingers cupping her breasts.  “I want you naked, Tamara!”  His fingers deftly moved to her leggings, sliding them down her legs.  “I like this,” he said tracing the edge of lavender lace with a finger.  “If I’d known that you were wearing something like this all day today, we probably would have been here hours ago.” 
 
    Tamara stared up at him, not sure what to do.  She wanted to cry that he wasn’t being very fair, but her lips couldn’t form the words.  Her tongue felt thick and heavy, her body tense and burning for his touch.  
 
    He caressed her breasts, tweaking her nipples through the lace of her bra and she closed her eyes, gasping at the shocking intensity.  “I can’t…!” she gasped, her hips rolling against the bed.  “I need…something!” she cried.  “Harder!  Please!” she sobbed, lifting her hands to cover his as his thumb rubbed against her nipples.  Completely unconcerned with inhibitions now, she grabbed his other hand, placing it over her other breast.  When his fingers teased that sensitized nipple as well, she arched against him, her hips pulsing against nothingness.  It wasn’t working!   
 
    “Make it stop!” she yelled.  “Make it go away!”  
 
    “I’ll get you there,” he promised, then stood up and stripped off his clothes.  It took him moments and he might have ripped his shirt, but Jurid didn’t care.  Not even a little.  The woman on his bed looked like a goddess and all of his attention was focused on her, on making her feel good.  She didn’t understand and her innocence, combined wither innate sensuality, was driving him wild.  Never had he felt this level of urgency.  Never had he needed to fulfill a woman’s needs like this.  He’d always taken care of the women in his bed, but none had ever made that need more imperative than Tamara.   
 
    He grabbed a condom and rolled it down over his erection, even more turned on when she watched him, licking her lips, her eyes wide and her nipples hard and pointed.  He hadn’t even tasted those nipples, but he suspected that if he touched them again, she would splinter apart.  He wanted to be buried deep inside of her when that happened.   
 
    “Lift your legs, Tamara,” he ordered with a guttural voice that he didn’t recognize.  But at this point, he just needed to have her, to feel her tighten around his shaft.  With one hand, he let his fingers drift down over the skin of her stomach.  When he reached the lace of her panties, he tried to be gentle, but the torment of her gasps at his touch plus the feel of her satiny skin was too much.  The material tore and he vaguely promised to take her shopping for more lingerie tomorrow.  Then there would be more bits of lace that he could tear off her gorgeous body.   
 
    His finger moved lower, his eyes trailing along the same path and he pressed her legs wider, looking down at her glistening pink folds.  When he slid one finger into her heat, she moaned and Jurid looked up, watching her pretty white teeth bite down on her lip again.  He’d seen her do that earlier today but the gesture was so much more now.  More intense, more erotic, more telling of where she was.   
 
    When her hips rocked against his hand and her inner muscles tightened around his finger, that was the end of his control.  Pulling away, she sobbed at the lack of his touch, but he quickly moved into place, pressing his hips against her knees and spreading her legs to make room for him.  
 
    As he pressed slowly into her heat, he had to close his eyes against the temptation to thrust into her more quickly.  She was so tight, so close to the edge, and he wanted to feel all of her, every reaction to his presence here.   
 
    “Relax, love,” he groaned when he felt her body around him.  “Just relax and…” he came to the barrier and almost lost control.  She was a virgin?!  How was that possible?   
 
    At this moment, he didn’t have the capacity to figure this out.  But he pressed in deeper, taking her inch by inch to ensure that he didn’t hurt her.  When he was fully embedded inside of her, he stilled, cherishing the moment as he looked down at her.   
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t have the time to savor the moment for very long.  She was so damn tight and she kept doing that rocking thing with her hips, pressing herself against him.  Slowly, watching her face for signs that he was hurting her, he pulled out, then pressed into her heat.  Again and again, he thrust into her, trying to be slow and gentle.  But the way she cried out with each thrust, he couldn’t slow down.  When he felt her body shudder with her first release, he couldn’t hold back.  His movements were hard and fast and he pulled her into his arms in a last ditch effort not to hurt her.   
 
    Over and over, he thrust into her, feeling her climax again and then it was over for him.  He couldn’t hold back and he relished the white-hot release as his body emptied into hers.   
 
    For a long time, he simply stayed like that, enjoying the heat of her body so close.  Their breathing slowed, but he still didn’t move.  Finally, he lifted his head and looked down into her eyes.  Then, because she looked so perfectly sated, he lowered his head and kissed her lips softly, gently.  Over and over until she responded.   
 
    With a sigh, her arms fell from around his neck and she smiled as he pulled away from her.  Jurid went into the bathroom and cleaned up, but hurried back to the bed, pulling her into his arms.  When she snuggled up against him, Jurid knew that Princess Tamara was the woman he wanted in his life forever.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The room was hot!   
 
    Tamara woke up in stages, her mind slowly sifting through the issues.  First of all, the room was incredibly hot.  There was more light in the room than there should be because she always closed the curtains to her bedroom.  The mattress was more comfortable for some reason and…why did she ache in odd places? 
 
    But since she was still struggling to open her eyes, her mind wasn’t really in top form.  Muddled messages were starting to filter into her mind, but they didn’t make sense.   
 
    And she was really hot!  Her feet were cold, but her back was too warm.  Shifting, she tried to cool off but…! 
 
    The heavy arm around her waist did the trick!  Tamara gasped as her eyes whipped open and she looked around, not moving her head in any way for fear that…! 
 
    Arm.  Heat.  Wrong bedroom.  Open curtains.   
 
    Oh, this was bad!  
 
    “Stop thinking,” Jurid’s deep voice grumbled from behind her, then his hand slid higher along her stomach, heading towards her breasts.   Quickly, she grabbed his wrist, holding his hand away from her nakedness.  If there was one thing she’d learned last night, it was that Jurid’s hand moving towards her breast meant that the whole whirlwind would start all over again.  
 
    “What time is it?” she asked, trembling, although she wasn’t sure if it was because of her desire for him to continue, or her fear that he would.  Both, probably.   
 
    The bed sheets rustled slightly and she felt him shift, but couldn’t see what he was looking at.  She supposed it was his cell phone, but since that strong, muscled arm was now in her line of sight, she was more focused on…well, the muscles…than on what he looked at.  Priorities, she thought.   
 
    And then her thoughts shifted.  No, her priorities shouldn’t be admiring those muscles.  She’d done enough of that last night.  Time to…she had something she needed to do today.  Didn’t she?  A memory jangled in her mind, just out of reach.  
 
    “It’s about seven thirty,” he told her, his voice still deep and husky from sleep.  Or was that desire?  Tamara wasn’t sure but the hard thing pressing against her bottom warned her that it was probably desire.  
 
    Then the memory came back to her.  “Willow!” she gasped and sat up…or tried to sit up.  Jurid’s strong arm stopped her.   
 
    “She’s not here,” he teased, and Tamara felt his lips caress her spine, moving higher along that sensitive skin and she shivered, groaning as she closed her eyes.   
 
    “I know she’s not here,” Tamara moaned.  “I’m supposed to meet her for breakfast.  I have to go.” 
 
    “Cancel,” he ordered, ignoring her grip on his wrist as his fingers moved higher, cupping her breasts as his thumb slid over her nipple.  
 
    “No!” Tamara gasped, her body tightening.  With need?  Shaking her head, she pulled away from him and slipped out of the bed.  She figured the only reason she was successful in her escape was because he still wasn’t fully awake combined with his surprise that she would leave the bed during what promised to be another delightful interlude.   
 
    Tamara stared down at him, shocked at the expanse of his chest revealed by the sheet.  It barely covered the man and it definitely didn’t hide the shockingly large erection.  Well, she couldn’t actually see it because of the sheet draped over the lower half of his body, but it was very obvious what was going on underneath there.   
 
    “Sorry,” she told him when he looked up at her with a strange light in his eyes.  Tamara realized that she didn’t know him well enough to determine if his look was anger or amusement.  Or something else completely.  He was a mysterious man – and that wasn’t a good thing in her mind.   
 
    “What’s going on, Tamara?”  
 
    “I’m supposed to meet my friend for breakfast.  I need to go,” she said and grabbed his shirt, pulling it over her nakedness.  “I need to hurry and get ready.” 
 
    Without looking back at him, Tamara rushed out of the bedroom, padding barefoot down the hallway to the other bedroom where her suitcase had been stored.  She certainly hoped that none of the hotel staff had been in the room and noticed that she hadn’t slept in the bed.  Just to cover herself, not wanting any news of her night’s transgressions to reach her father, she mussed the bed.  If any of the cleaning staff came in now, they’d think she slept here.  At least, Tamara hoped that they’d make that assumption.  Glancing at the clock, she realized that she didn’t have much time to worry about the cleaning crew’s assumptions.  She had to shower and get downstairs to meet Willow.   
 
    Jumping into the shower, she washed hurriedly, ignoring the need to pause under the warm spray of water to let her muscles relax.  Strange parts of her felt tight and sore.  And darn it, she was alone in her shower but her mind drifted back to the things that she’d done with Jurid last night.  He was a very demanding lover, and a very thorough one!   
 
    She’d never thought that touching him, or the way he’d touched her last night, could be so…shockingly amazing!  In her mind, sex had always seemed a bit routine.  She’d thought that sex would be more obligatory than enjoyable.   
 
    Not so with Jurid!  He was a sensualist in the truest sense of the word.   
 
    Pulling on a pair of jeans and another well-worn tee shirt, she pulled her hair back in a ponytail and secured it with a band.  Perhaps her appearance now was a bit of a rebellion against Jurid’s sense of formality, but Tamara was in the mood to be rebellious.   
 
    Or more specifically, she was in the mood to get away from Jurid.  After last night, she was fairly certain that he would demand that they set a wedding date.   
 
    Not something she was willing to concede just yet!   
 
    Looking around, she stuffed her clothes into her suitcase.  Tamara wasn’t sure where the lavender dress was, but a glance at her cell phone told her she had to hurry.  She was already a few minutes late meeting Willow.   
 
    Grabbing the handle of her suitcase, she rolled it out of the room with one hand while typing a message to Willow that she was on her way with her other hand.  When she slipped her cell phone back into her purse, Tamara nervously glanced around, worried that Jurid or one of his guards would see her rolling her suitcase out of the penthouse suite and stop her.   
 
    That wasn’t going to happen, she thought attempting not to look as if she were trying to be stealthy.  But she was definitely trying to be stealthy.  Avoiding the main rooms where she heard voices, and keeping to the back hallways, she made her way to the elevators.    
 
    From there, it was easy to call the elevator and ride back down to the lobby.   
 
    Stepping out of the private elevator, she was startled to see two guards standing sentry.  In fact, they were just as startled to see her.  But she simply lifted her chin and smiled politely at them, pulling her rolling suitcase behind her as if this was expected.  She’d learned early in life that appearing as if she were doing nothing wrong caused people to assume she wasn’t doing anything wrong.  She, Willow, and Lana had gotten away with quite a few pranks during their years at boarding school by feigning innocence.   
 
    Walking over to the concierge desk, she smiled at the man.   
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” he bowed and Tamara groaned.  How could he know who she was?  “How may I assist you?”  
 
    Then again, at these high end hotels, the concierge had to be on top of every member of all the royal families.  And Tamara had been in the tabloids a few times over the past several years.  Those had been minor attempts to convince Jurid that she wasn’t marriage material, but she hadn’t really put her heart into the effort.  She and Mike had been trying to start their business at the time, so she’d only been photographed in the nightclubs with different men a few times.  There wasn’t any way that Jurid could have known that the men she’d been dancing with had been gay, all good friends of Mike’s.   
 
    Even so, she didn’t want her title bandied about.  She preferred traveling anonymously.   
 
    “I was hoping you could store my suitcase away for an hour or two?  My flight doesn’t leave for a while.” 
 
    The man looked confused, probably wondering why Tamara hadn’t simply left the suitcase up in the penthouse suite.  Or her own hotel room, for that matter.  Checkout for normal rooms, which she had checked in under, wasn’t for another few hours.  And for anyone staying in the penthouse suite, there was no check out time.  When one paid the extravagant amounts of money for a penthouse suite, one had the luxury of leaving pretty much whenever one was ready to leave.  In addition, a bellhop would be sent up to collect one’s luggage.  In the real world, royalty did not carry one’s own bags!   
 
    But the man must be used to the oddities of the hotel’s clientele and didn’t blink an eye at Tamara’s request.  “Of course, Your Highness.  I will secure it in a private closet for you.  Whenever you need it again, please just let me or my staff know.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” she said, adding a smile and nod.   
 
    Turning around, she looked for Willow, then spotted her friend over by the bank of elevators.   
 
    Walking over, she tapped Willow on the shoulder.  
 
    “What…?” Willow jumped, looking surprised.  She looked at the bank of elevators again, then turned to Tamara, peering behind her.  “Where did you come from?” Willow asked.  
 
    Tamara couldn’t stop the blush that singed her cheeks.  “I was just…from upstairs,” she filled in, not wanting to admit the exact place “upstairs” where she’d spent the night. 
 
    Willow eyed the public elevators.  A moment later, Willow leaned to the side and, darn it, her friend was too smart!  She spotted the separate elevators as well as the two guards standing at the elevator.  When she straightened this time, a slow, knowing smile lifted the corners of Willow’s lips.   
 
    “Got it.  Upstairs,” she replied, nodding slowly.  Knowingly.  “So…?”  
 
    “Oh stop it,” Tamara groaned, linking her arm through Willow’s and leading her through the lobby to the hotel dining room.  “Let’s have an extravagant breakfast.  We’re charging everything to Jurid’s bill,” she muttered with irritation.   
 
    “Sounds like an excellent plan!” Willow agreed, laughing when they were recognized as they approached.  There was a line of people waiting to be seated, but the hostess muttered something to her assistant, who stepped away from the hostess station and walked over to Willow and Tamara.   
 
    “It is an honor, Your Highness,” he said softly with a slight bow.  “A table for two?”  
 
    Tamara stifled her sigh at her lack of anonymity.  “That would be wonderful.  Thank you.” 
 
    Willow giggled, then laughed even harder when Tamara glared at her.  “Sorry, but your title sometimes has advantages.  I’m starving!”  
 
    Tamara rolled her eyes, but followed the host to one of the best tables in the restaurant.  The table overlooked the courtyard below and the babbling brook that had been built up inside of the hotel.  “Enjoy your breakfast,” the host said, handing them menus.   
 
    Tamara hid behind the large menu, trying to cool her pink cheeks.  It was both good and bad that Willow knew her so well.  Tamara could handle a bit of secrecy at the moment.   
 
    “You know you’re going to tell me about it.  So why not just spill it and give me all of the juicy details?”  
 
    Tamara smacked her menu down on the small table, glaring at her friend.  But Willow’s mood was just too happy, too sweet, and kind.  There was a bit of concern in her eyes too and that’s what Tamara reacted to.  Willow was the nice one in their group.  Lana was the creative, almost flighty friend who came down to earth when she was needed.  Lana lost herself in drawing and painting, forgetting to eat or sleep.  Tamara considered herself to be the cynical one of their trio.  She knew where her life was going and the bitterness over her future caused her to look at the world with sarcasm.   
 
    Willow was the nice one.  Oh, the red-headed, Texas lady didn’t take any crap from anyone, but she was always optimistic, always eager to point out the silver lining.  
 
    But right now, Tamara wanted…needed…Willow to be a bit more oblivious.   
 
    “There’s nothing to tell,” Tamara argued.  “What are you having for breakfast?”  
 
    “Pancakes!” she sighed, shaking her head.  “I know that I should probably get the fresh fruit with yogurt.  But I’m craving pancakes this morning,” she grinned.  “Probably from sexual frustration because I know that both of my best friends are definitely satisfied this morning and I’m not even seeing anyone.  So I don’t have even a future outlet for my sexual envy.” 
 
    Tamara laughed.  “You prefer your life that way.  A boyfriend would get in the way.  Besides, you don’t trust relationships.  Your father taught you that.” 
 
    Willow grinned.  “You’re trying to change the subject.  And I noticed that you didn’t deny that you are sexually satisfied this morning.”   
 
    Another blush answered Willow’s question and her friend laughed.  “Yes.  I had dinner with Jurid last night and…well, things got a bit out of hand.”  She shifted uncomfortably on her chair.  “But that changes nothing.  I still don’t want to marry him.  I have a growing, thriving business to run in London.  Mike and I are hoping to purchase another condominium that is right on the edge of the Thames River.  The condo will be a perfect addition to our portfolio.” 
 
    Willow leaned forward.  “Oh, that sounds ideal.  What does it look like?” 
 
    Tamara’s shoulders relaxed.  “I don’t know.  Mike and I will take a look at it when I get back to town.  He was going to look at it a few days ago, but the realtor canceled.”  She cringed and made a face, causing Willow to laugh.  “That translates into the owner discovering something really bad with the place and needing a bit of time to cover it up.”  She sipped her water.  “But Mike and I are pretty good at sniffing out problems with properties.  We’ve renovated enough of them to know what to look for.  And we’ll still get a professional inspector out before we make an offer.  If either of us discover a significant problem, we still might want the property.  It could result in a lower offering price though.” 
 
    The waiter arrived and they put in their order, Willow asking for pancakes and, because Tamara was still a bit overwhelmed by last night’s activities, she ordered the French toast.  Overloading on carbs seemed to be the thing of the day, she thought.   
 
    They binged on carbs and sugar, whipped cream and real maple syrup. “Oh, I’m going to pay for this later,” Tamara groaned, leaning back in her chair.   
 
    “When do you leave?”  
 
    Tamara shrugged.  “Good question,” she replied, pulling her phone out of her purse.  She tapped a few buttons, then nodded.  “There’s a flight to London in two hours.  When is your flight back to Wyoming?” she asked.  Willow might have been born in Texas and lived the first half of her life there, but her father maintained a residence in Texas, which is why Willow lived in Wyoming now.  
 
    Her friend glanced at her phone as well.  “I’m on a flight in three hours.  If you wait for me, I’ll grab my suitcase and we can ride to the airport together.” 
 
    Tamara loved the idea.  “Sounds perfect.  My stuff is already down here.  How long will it take to get your stuff packed up?”  
 
    “I’m all packed.  I just need to grab it from my room.”  She looked at the time again.  “Give me five minutes and I’ll meet you out front, okay?” 
 
    Tamara nodded and Willow rushed out of the restaurant.  Tamara had thought to charge their breakfast to Jurid’s hotel bill, but now that she’d had some space away from him, that didn’t feel right.  Besides, he’d paid for dinner last night.  So instead, she handed her own credit card to the waiter.   
 
    Ten minutes later, she stood outside of the hotel with her suitcase by her feet and her purse over her shoulder.  Nervously, she looked around, waiting for Jurid or one of his guards to step out and stop her from leaving.   
 
    Thankfully, Willow emerged moments later and they jumped into a cab.  Escape felt especially delicious this morning!  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Jurid finished his conference call and glanced at his watch.  “Damn,” he muttered, realizing how long he’d been on the call.  But it had been a good meeting with several issues resolved. 
 
    Now to find his fiancée.  After last night, he was eager to set a wedding date.  The sooner, the better, he thought with relish.  Something else occurred to him.  Tamara had been a virgin last night.  That had been an unexpected surprise.  A very pleasant surprise, although he didn’t believe that women should remain virgins until their wedding night.  He wasn’t a virgin, so why should women?  In his mind, which ran counter to what many men in his culture believed, both men and women needed to gain a bit of experience in the world and with their sexuality in order to know what they wanted in life.   
 
    His Tamara was a savvy businesswoman.  The reports his security team had provided to him of her business acumen yesterday surprised him.  She’d grown her business quite well over the past five years, gaining in properties and renting them out on both long and short term basis.  Her company now had a strong income based off the excellent reviews from previous renters.   
 
    He liked that about her, Jurid thought.  A woman who had been out in the world, who had started her own business and struggled with the issues that every business owner dealt with, both with the startup learning curve as well as managing the growth of a business so it didn’t get too large without proper support staff in place, but also didn’t stagnate, was a problem for many businesses.  Some entrepreneurs were good at gaining business at the beginning, but couldn’t sustain that growth.  Others had a good product, but they didn’t know how to get that product out onto the marketplace and gain a following. 
 
    Princess Tamara had experience with all of it.  She’d built an amazing company in a difficult economy and expanded carefully and strategically.  
 
    That business knowledge will help her when she became his queen, he thought.  She would be able to empathize with his citizens trying to start up small businesses, and she’ll be able to advise him on how to ensure that these small entrepreneurs had the resources to expand.   
 
    Leaving the small office of the penthouse suite, he found his guard standing just outside the door.  “Where’s my fiancée?” he asked, eager to talk to her and get her opinion on a variety of issues.  
 
    The man standing sentry looked startled by the question.  “She went to the hotel restaurant for breakfast several hours ago, Your Highness,” the guard replied.  
 
    His eyes narrowed.  “Hours ago?  Where is she now?  Still chatting with her friend?  Willow, right?” he thought, remembering the pretty red-headed woman with the melodious Texas accent.   
 
    The guard still looked startled.  “Your Highness, I’ll find her.”  He stepped away, muttering into his microphone.  He nodded and Jurid watched, waiting impatiently.  At the appalled look on his guard’s face, Jurid knew that he wasn’t going to like whatever the man said next.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Your Highness.  I ordered my team to watch her, but they weren’t aware that they should stop her.  She left in a cab over ninety minutes ago.” 
 
    “Left?” he barked, stunned and furious. “Where the hell did she go?”  
 
    The guard looked painfully uncomfortable.  “To the airport, Your Highness.” 
 
    Jurid stared at the man, not understanding.  “The airport?  Where…?” 
 
    He sighed, rubbing a hand over his face.  “She flew home, didn’t she?” he asked, irritated that he hadn’t discussed his intentions with her earlier this morning.  Shaking his head, he tamped down his anger.  “My fault,” he said to his guard.  “I didn’t give you specific instructions.”  With a sigh, he looked around.  “I suppose we’re off to London, then.  Make the arrangements.”  He started to walk away, then stopped and turned back to his guard.  “We’ll come up with a more direct plan once we are in London.  But she needs to be protected.” 
 
    “Sire, I have men in London,” his head of security explained.  “I can have someone pick her up at the airport.  We can keep her safe until we arrive.” 
 
    Jurid thought about that. He didn’t want her frightened.  Or angry.  If he dispatched a team of guards to intercept her at the airport, one or both of those emotions would be her initial reaction.  That wasn’t how he wanted their time together to start.  “Don’t intercept her in London.  I’ll go myself.  She and I will talk and work things out.  But yes, get a team of guards there in London to protect her.”  He paused, then said, “They aren’t to reveal themselves to her.  She should be free to do what she needs to do.” 
 
    With that order in place, he headed to his next meeting, although his thoughts lingered on what he would do to Tamara once he saw her again.  The idea of spanking her sexy butt came to mind.  But that wouldn’t be for punishment, he thought.  No, he might enjoy that too much.  
 
    Oh, the things he wanted to teach her...   
 
    Now that he knew her better, he wasn’t as hesitant to start their future together.  Shockingly, Jurid was actually looking forward to getting married.  What a difference one night made in his anticipation of his wedding!  Before last night, he’d been dreading the idea of marrying a “docile, submissive woman”.  Now, knowing a little more about Tamara, he knew that there wasn’t a docile or submissive bone in her beautiful body! 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “What?!” a grumpy voice answered her call. 
 
    “I need help.”  
 
    There was a pause.  “When did you get back from Greece?” Mike asked.  
 
    “Last night,” Tamara replied.   
 
    “Are you bleeding?” Mike asked, still sounding grumpy, but there was a hint of concern in his voice. 
 
    “No!” she laughed, horrified at the idea.  “I’m not bleeding.” 
 
    “Do you have all of your limbs?” 
 
    She laughed again.  “You’re grim in the morning, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Are you kidnapped?  About to be decapitated?  Bad guys outside your door?  A six foot alligator thwacking his tail against your bed?” 
 
    Tamara leaned back against the headboard of her bedroom.  “No to all of the above.” 
 
    “Good.  Then call me back in…” he paused and Tamara pictured him looking at the time, “three hours and I’ll help in any way I can.” 
 
    “I’m about to be married,” she said before he could hang up. 
 
    There was a long pause, then she heard bedsheets shuffling, some muffled conversation and Tamara knew that Mike was explaining to Joe about the early morning call. 
 
    A moment later, he came back on the phone, sounding much more alert.  “Okay, what’s going on?”  
 
    She sighed.  “It’s complicated, but I need help.” 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with all of those pictures you asked me to take of you dancing at the nightclubs with me and Joe?”  
 
    “Yes, in a way.” 
 
    “Okay, so are you finally going to explain everything to me?”  
 
    She closed her eyes, and nodded.  “I’ll explain, but you have to promise nothing will change between us.” 
 
    “Right.  Honey, I know you right down to your pretty little soul.  There’s nothing you can say that could shock me.” 
 
    “I’m a princess,” she told him, then held her breath. 
 
    “I know that, honey.   Don’t I treat you like a princess all the time?  And I’m your prince, darling.”   
 
    She heard the coffee maker begin and knew that he was grabbing a mug by the way his voice went muffled, then cleared again.   
 
    “No, really.  I’m a princess.  Like royalty.  My name is Princess Tamara el Hamid of Nadir.  My father is Sheik Idran el Hamid and he’s the ruler of Nadir.” 
 
    A long silence.  “Holy Toledo, Batman!” Mike hissed.  “You’re that princess?”  
 
    “I’m afraid so.”  
 
    Another pause.  “So…what are you doing working among the peasants, Tam?  Is this some sort of game to you?  Am I your amusing sidekick?”  
 
    Tam closed her eyes against the pain in his voice.  “NO!” she whispered.  “I promise!  You’re one of the few true friends I have!  I love you, Mike and I need you!  Please, please don’t let this change our friendship!”  
 
    He sighed.  “Honey, what’s going on?”  
 
    A tear dripped down her nose and she stifled a sob.  Mike wasn’t going to change.  She could hear it in his voice and she loved him even more for it.  “I need help, Mike.” 
 
    “Why?  Everything seemed pretty normal before you left a few days ago.  Oh, and the seller accepted our offer on the condo we looked at last week.” 
 
    She nodded, silently thanking him for the normalcy.  “That’s good,” she replied, sniffing back the tears.   
 
    “What’s going on?  I know you’ve been stressed lately, but you wouldn’t tell me what’s bothering you.” 
 
    She leaned back, staring at the ceiling.  “I was betrothed to someone when I was about a month old,” she explained.  
 
    “No kidding?” he blurted, laughing.  “Isn’t that sort of like in that cartoon?  The Disney one…I can’t think of the name.  The one with the fairies that can’t shoot their magic in the right direction?”  
 
    “Sleeping Beauty,” Tamara laughed.  “And yeah, I guess it was sort of like that.  He’s older than I am.  But I have no idea if he looked into my crib and made a face.” 
 
    “That was a cute scene,” Mike agreed.  “So what’s the problem, other than having no choice in who you are going to marry?”  
 
    “Well, that’s sort of the point, Mike,” she replied with a sigh.  “I don’t know the man.  And if he’s anything like my father, I know that I’ll be miserable.  I can only imagine that he’s very much like my father, since dear old dad is hot to get me married to this man.” 
 
    “First of all, who are you engaged to?”  He laughed, “Wait, is there a difference between a betrothal and an engagement?  Please educate the filthy masses, Highness.” 
 
    Tamara laughed, relaxing just as she always did when talking to Mike, Willow, or Lana.  These were her true friends, the people she could rely upon.  “That’s a good question, but I’m not exactly sure.  Maybe a betrothal happens when the two parties are children?  And the agreement to marry is done by people other than the two people that it will affect the most?” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Okay, that sounds weird.  And a bit antiquated.” 
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised how often it happens in my world.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re definitely going to sit down and talk about your world a bit more.  But for now, continue on with your issue, my dear.  Coffee is poured and I’m awake enough to listen.” 
 
    A bit of the tension left her shoulders with his words. “Okay, so…this is the difficult part.” 
 
    “More difficult than telling me you’re freaking royalty?” he scoffed.  “Please!  Just spit it out.” 
 
    She closed her eyes again.  “I’m engaged to Sheik Jurid bin Casees,” she said, then held her breath, waiting.   
 
    The long silence was painful.  Mike was from Tular.  He loved his country, but had left it years ago because he could no longer hide who he was.  He’d left his family and his heritage, just so that he could live freely as a gay man, which was not allowed in Tular.   
 
    “Are you still there?” she asked, worried that she’d lost her friend over this issue. 
 
    “I think so,” he replied, his voice strained.   
 
    “Say something,” she begged.  
 
    There was only silence and Tamara waited, understanding that Mike needed a bit of time to process that bombshell.  Biting her lip, she stood up and walked to the window of her room.   
 
    “Wow!” he finally said.  Then again, “Wow!” with more force this time.   
 
    “Yeah.  A bit of a shocker, huh?” 
 
    “A bit!” he breathed.  She heard the long sip of coffee.  “So, you’re engaged to marry the leader of my country.  That’s an interesting twist.” 
 
    She knew where his mind was going.  “No, Mike!  Don’t even think it!  I didn’t befriend you because of your connection to Tular!  You and I are friends because we like to do the same things and because…well, just because I love you and you’re not going down that road!”  
 
    “Swear it,” he ordered, his voice still strained.   
 
    “I swear, Mike!  Our friendship has nothing to do with my betrothal.” 
 
    “Okay,” he finally replied.  “Okay.  So…wow, Tam.  This is a lot to take in so early in the morning.” 
 
    “I know and I’m so sorry, Mike.” 
 
    “So, what kind of help do you need from me?”  
 
    “I need a way out.” 
 
    “Out…?  From what?” 
 
    “You know my father, Mike.  The image he presents to his people is a fake.  And the image he presents to his family is different from what he presents to the world and that’s different from what he presents to his council.  And then, he’s a completely different person when he’s talking to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve noticed that he’s not very nice around you,” he admitted, referring to the few times that he’d witnessed Tamara’s father when he’d stopped in London for one reason or another. 
 
    “Exactly.  So this Jurid guy…I know he’s your leader and all, but give me some ideas on how I can get out of this engagement.  I’ve been trying to convince him that I’m a tramp.  That I’m not worthy of being his wife.” 
 
    “Is that why you ask me to take pictures of you when we’re out dancing?”  
 
    “Exactly.  You take the pictures then I then send them to a source in Tular.  The goal is for those pictures to be shown to Sheik Jurid.” 
 
    “Obviously, he hasn’t seen the pictures, or he would have dumped you a long time ago.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking too.  So, will you help me?”  
 
    He laughed again.  “Tam, you know I’d do anything for you.” 
 
    “Anything?” she teased.  
 
    “Well, I won’t go for a run with you.  But I’d help you hide a body.” 
 
    Tamara grinned.  “Right.  No runs, but body dumping is a go.  I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re not actually planning to…?”  
 
    She laughed hard!  “No!  No way!” 
 
    “Whew!” Mike replied in relief.  “Just checking.  You have some pretty weird ideas so I wasn’t sure.”  She heard him take a long sip of coffee.  “Okay, so whatever is going on, let me make breakfast for Joe, shower, and then I’ll head into the office.  We can talk about it there, okay?”  
 
    “Sounds great.”  Tamara sighed, closing her eyes.  “And Mike?  Thanks,” she whispered the ending.   
 
    “No problem, honey,” he replied, just as softly.  “Hang in there.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Tamara was sitting on the edge of her desk, wearing jeans and a nice sweater when Mike and Joe walked in.   
 
    “Hey guys,” she said, jumping off her desk to hug them.  “It’s good to be back.”   
 
    Joe looked down at her, his dark eyes seeing everything.  “You’re not okay, are you?” 
 
    Tamara laughed.  “Don’t you need to get to work?”  
 
    His gaze didn’t waver.  “You’re in trouble.  Mike told me that you need some help.  So spill it, Princess.  We’re here for you.” 
 
    “Thank you Joe,” she said with heartfelt sincerity.  “I need to figure out how to get out of the engagement.  Any ideas?”  
 
    Joe and Mike looked at each other, then at Tamara.   
 
    Mike was the first to speak.  “I guess the first thing we need to understand is why you don’t want to marry the man.  I mean, he’s super rich, hot as hell,” he said, then glanced at Joe who only rolled his eyes, obviously not threatened by the ruler of his boyfriend’s country, “And I’m guessing he was in Greece with you over the past few days.  What’s wrong with this scenario?”  
 
    When he put it like that, she wasn’t sure either.  But she went to her fallback position.  “Well, first of all, my life is here in London.  I like my apartment, I love working with you, and I have friends here.” 
 
    “You can make friends back in Tular.  That’s not a good enough reason, honey.” 
 
    She didn’t think so either, but was hoping they might.  “What about the fact that I don’t want to marry the man?”  
 
    “Why?” Joe demanded, crossing his big arms over his equally big chest.  “Are you just being stubborn?” 
 
    Mike chuckled, then leaned his head against Joe’s shoulder affectionately.  
 
    “Why do you think I’m just being stubborn?”  
 
    Both men looked at her as if to say, “You’re always stubborn.”  
 
    “Okay, so maybe I’m too stubborn.  But think of all the times that my stubbornness has saved us.  Remember that townhouse down in the warehouse district?   I didn’t like it and you loved it.  I finally convinced you to take a second look and, the moment we pulled up outside, the water line burst.” 
 
    “Okay, one instance.  Tell me another time when your stubbornness got us out of trouble.” 
 
    Tamara thought for a moment, then her eyes lit up.  “How about that time you wanted to get a puppy but I said no, that you’re not a morning person. Puppies need to go out early every morning.” She grinned triumphantly at the memory.  “That very night, we went out for drinks and you met Joe.  Happily ever after.” 
 
    Mike glanced over at Joe who only lifted a dark eyebrow in response.  Mike nodded, but turned back to Tamara.  “I think that’s more about logic than stubbornness.” 
 
    She tilted her head.  “Seriously?  You’re not giving me that point?  You two are so madly in love, it’s a bit annoying at times.” 
 
    Joe chuckled, then bumped Mike with his shoulder.  Mike looked back at his boyfriend and the tender look that passed between the two men caused Tamara’s heart to hurt.  She’d marry Jurid in a heartbeat if he ever looked at her like that.   
 
    And that was pretty much the point.  They might have become lovers the other night, but that didn’t mean that they should get married.  In fact, looking at Joe and Mike right now, only reinforced her desire to wait and find a man who loved her before she got married.  Life was too short to marry a man just because…well, good sex was definitely not a reason to marry anyone.  Maybe it was a good reason to start an affair, she thought sarcastically.  
 
    Yeah, she could really get behind the idea of an affair with Jurid.  Just thinking about the idea made her mind turn to mush and her body burn with anticipation.  
 
    “What in the world just went through your mind?” Mike demanded, grinning curiously.  
 
    “Nothing,” she told him.  “Joe has to get to work and we have that showing.”  She turned and grinned at both men.  “Hey, any chance you guys want to go out dancing tonight?”  
 
    Mike looked at her warily.  “Does this have anything to do with your engagement and your early morning request for my help?” 
 
    She thought about her plan, then smiled engagingly.  “Well, if neither of you have a better idea, then yes, I was thinking about redoubling my efforts to appear to the world as if I were unfit to be his bride.  A few more pictures in the tabloids with me dancing alongside some other men might do the trick.” 
 
    Joe chuckled.  “We’ll have to go to the straight night clubs then.  No one is going to believe you’re unfit if you’re dancing with guys that aren’t interested in you, Tam.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Agreed.  Meet up at eight for drinks and dinner?  My treat?”  
 
    Mike and Joe shared a glance.  Joe shrugged, silently telling Mike that the decision was his.  Mike turned back to Tamara.  “Sure.  We’re in,” and Joe kissed Mike and headed to his job.  
 
    The rest of the day was uneventful.  She and Mike met with the realtor to view the condo, but there wasn’t anything special about the place. There were other inquiries that came through about the other rentals, a few maintenance problems, and several contract issues.  But nothing that the staff couldn’t handle.  
 
    Which was why Tamara was home early enough that night to start worrying about the night’s events.  “Okay, what to wear!” she muttered as she went to her closet.  “I need something fabulous,” she told the empty room.  “And I need a dog.  No use talking out loud when there isn’t anyone here to mutter to,” she grumbled.  “Maybe a cat?”  She pulled out a slinky black dress that ended high up on her thighs.  “A cat would be better than talking to the silence.”  She thought about that for a moment.  “Maybe not.  A cat doesn’t really reply back much.” 
 
    She sighed and tossed the black dress onto the bed and grabbed a pair of four inch heels.  “These are painful to walk in after an hour, but I’ll take a cab.”  She sighed and walked into the bathroom to shower and glam up a bit.  “And I don’t plan on being out very late anyway.” 
 
    An hour later, she looked at her reflection in the mirror.  She’d put on a bit more eye makeup, giving herself the sexy, smoky look.  Her hair was down around her shoulders and she’d taken the time to curl the ends, so her hair had a bit more volume than usual.   
 
    “Okay, time to put on the heels,” she muttered slipping her feet into the torture devices.  Standing up, she nodded approvingly at the way the heels made her legs look more muscular.  “Yep, this will work,” she muttered with a nod.   
 
    She transferred her wallet, lipstick and keys into a small clutch, made sure to lock her apartment door, then headed downstairs just in time to slip into the cab as it pulled up to the curb. 
 
      
 
    What she didn’t realize was that another car was pulling up to the curb at the same time.  Jurid watched with increasing anger as Tamara’s legs showed a bit more skin than he’d prefer for his fiancée to show.  All of his progressive thoughts were obliterated as he watched her long, beautiful legs step into the taxi.  He wanted to walk over to the cab and pull her out, tucking her into the armored SUV so that he could drive away with her, take her back to his house and make love to her for the rest of the night.   
 
    That outfit was positively indecent!   
 
    “Follow her!” he snapped.  The guards must have anticipated his order because the SUV jerked forward, cutting off several cars as they merged into traffic.  
 
    When the cab pulled up outside of a nightclub, Jurid was ready to grab her off the street and into his SUV.  She walked up to two men.  One of them was shorter than she was in her heels, but still a good looking man.  The other man was bigger, a huge brute of a man, bust still shorter than Jurid.  Instantly, white hot jealousy speared through his chest and he glared at the trio as they stepped into the dance club.  
 
    He stepped outside and his guards immediately surrounded him.  “Sire,” one of them cautioned.  “I’m not sure…” 
 
    “She’s in there,” Jurid growled.  “Where is her security team?” he demanded.  
 
    Four men stepped out of the shadows.  “We’re here, Sire,” the lead on her security team announced.  “I have a man inside already, but we were all about to go inside except for Musad who will stay outside and inform us if any undesirable people enter the building.” 
 
    “Good!” Jurid nodded.  “Let’s go,” and he stepped in through the front door, ignoring the bouncer who eyed him and stepped back, obviously understanding that Jurid was one of those “Important People” who weren’t to be denied entry.  When the bouncer tried to stop one of the guards, the guard simply put a hand to the middle of the other man’s chest and pushed him back.   The team moved inside, stepping into positions that would allow them to watch and be ready to intercede if there was any trouble.   
 
    A waitress in a skimpy outfit walked right up to him with a smile that promised him anything he might desire.  “What can I get you to drink?” she asked, arching her back slightly to bring more attention to the low neckline of her dress.   
 
    “A scotch,” he ordered.  “Quickly.”  
 
    The woman’s smile faltered slightly, but she nodded.  Jurid doubted that he would have long to wait since the waitresses in these types of establishments instinctively knew who the good tippers and big spenders were.  And Jurid was both.  
 
    He moved to a table off to the side, with a good view of the dance floor and the upper areas where additional tables were set up.  From his vantage point, he watched Tamara and her friends laugh as the waiter brought them drinks.  When the waitress came back with his scotch, Jurid nodded to Tamara’s table.  “The woman’s drinks, put them on my tab as well.” 
 
    The blond waitress looked over at Tamara, her eyes narrowing as she realized that Jurid wasn’t going to take her up on her unspoken invitation for an afterhours party.  But she nodded and turned to do his bidding.  One of the guards spoke to the waitress and she glanced around at the guards.  Jurid suspected that the lead guard had ordered seltzers for his men.  It wasn’t good for them to be standing around in a nightclub without something in their hands because it made them stand out.  It was easier to defend Jurid if they moved about more stealthily.   
 
    Jurid leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing as Tamara sipped a martini.  But he was more focused on the two men.  Why was she here with two men?  Was one of them her lover?  Even as he watched, he realized that neither was flirting with her.  They might laugh and tease her, but they weren’t romantically interested in his Tamara.  In fact, just the opposite.  The two men were interested in each other.   
 
    With a sigh of relief, he leaned back and watched, wanting to learn more about her.   
 
    The first thing he noticed was that she didn’t appear to be enjoying herself.  When she spoke to the two other men, the three laughed and joked, but her laughter seemed…stilted.  Forced.  He also noticed that the bigger man leaned into the smaller man, just as Jurid would do with Tamara if she were by his side.  It was instinctive body language that announced to the world that he was the protector.  And in the case of the two men, the bigger man was the smaller man’s protector.   
 
    He smiled slightly, realizing that the men were a couple.  And if their body language was any indication, they were very much in love.  Married?  He wasn’t sure and he couldn’t see their hands from here to see if they had wedding bands.  But regardless of their marital situation, those two men were clearly a couple.  Their body language screamed it to the world and neither were trying to hide it.   
 
    Good, he thought as he sipped the relatively decent quality scotch.  He didn’t mind if Tamara went out with other men, as long as they were just friends.  After their one night together, he was determined to be the only romantic interest in his future wife’s life.   
 
    Yes, Jurid knew that there were many marriages that were mere partnerships.  He realized that many men and women married for convenience and managed a formal or informal friendship as they went about ruling their countries. 
 
    His marriage to Tamara wasn’t going to be like that.  He wanted all of her.  After the other night, he knew that she wanted him as well.  No, their marriage would not be a partnership.  Theirs would be a lo…he would respect her, he finished.  That felt wrong, but he wasn’t exactly sure what he felt towards Tamara.  Definitely respect, which leaned towards admiration.  But love?  He scoffed at the concept.  Love wasn’t real.  Love was simply lust disguising itself in order to justify sexual relationships.   
 
    But his gaze returned to the two men and Jurid caught a tender look between them.  It was a look of…something strange.  Was that love?  He couldn’t tell and, since he didn’t believe in love, he tossed the thought away.   
 
    Long legs, he thought, refocusing on Tamera.  Strong.  When she shifted, the long muscles in her calves flexed.  She was a runner, he realized.  Long distance runners had a specific muscle formation in their calves.   
 
    His eyes traveled higher and his body reacted to the strength in her thighs.  In the sleeveless dress, he could see the contours of other muscles, but her figure indicated that she was more into running than any other form of exercise.   
 
    Something else to admire about his lovely fiancée, he thought with increasing relish. 
 
    A man approached their table.  He bent down and spoke to the two men, both of whom shook their heads.  The stranger grinned, then turned to Tamara.   
 
    Oh, bad move, Jurid thought.  From what he could tell from that exchange, the stranger had just asked the men if he could dance with Tamara.  If Jurid knew one thing about women in general and Tamara in particular, he was sure that they didn’t like being thought of as a possession.  And this stranger had just asked the wrong person if she was free to dance.  
 
    Sure enough, he smiled at Tamara, tilted his head towards the dance floor, then looked at her hopefully. Tamara shook her head and returned to her conversation while the rejected man wandered off.   
 
    Okay, so Jurid had thought of the lovely princess as “his” after their night together.  But his pride in her strength was different.  How that was different, he didn’t know, nor was he going to analyze the issue too closely.  He enjoyed the feeling, that sense of possessiveness towards Tamara increasing – ironic, actually.  He felt possessive of a woman who didn’t want to feel like a possession.   
 
    So sue him, he thought with a chuckle.  He was a bit of a sexist, but he wouldn’t make the mistake of asking another man if she would like to dance.   
 
    He noticed that her drink was almost gone.  With a look towards one of his guards, he nodded.  Immediately, the guard walked over to the bar, put in an order for another martini, and watched as the bartender mixed the drink. 
 
    A moment later, Tamara smiled up at the guard, assuming he was one of the wait staff for the night club.  She took a sip of the drink, then carefully set it onto the small, glass table in front of her. 
 
    That’s when something occurred to him.  She’d started off with a full drink about an hour ago, but he hadn’t seen her drink anything.  Where had her previous drink gone? 
 
    At that same moment, another man walked up to her, bending low and whispering in her ear.  Obviously, this was another request to dance but this time, she accepted.   
 
    Jurid’s fingers closed into a fist as he watched her stand up, those long, sexy legs straightening.  The man took Tamara’s hand and led her towards the dance floor.  Instinctively, Jurid wanted to leap over the table, scoop Tamera up, and leave with her in his arms, but he took a deep breath and waited, biding his time.  
 
    Jurid watched as Tamara danced. She didn’t seem to even notice the other man, just swaying to the beat of the music on her own.  The stranger raked his eyes up and down her figure and the smug smile that played about his lips warned Jurid that this dance wasn’t going to end well. 
 
    Instead of nodding to one of his guards to intercede, Jurid stood up, determined to move in and take over.  He’d observed long enough.  It was time for action.   
 
    Stepping around dancers gyrating under the flashing lights, he made his way toward Tamera.  That’s when he saw the man’s hand move to Tamara’s waist and slide lower. A startled and irritated expression flashed across her lovely features.  She twisted the man’s fingers sharply.  Jurid swallowed a laugh as the stranger’s face twisted in pain as Tamara pulled his hand out from underneath her dress.  She whispered something in his ear and he nodded frantically.  A fraction of a second later, she stalked back to her table, where her friends were laughing.  
 
    Jurid was more turned on than he’d thought possible!  Tamara knew how to take care of herself, which was…hot!  She hadn’t allowed a man to paw her without permission.  Damn, his admiration for her increased exponentially!   
 
    Time to move in, he decided.  Out of the corner of his eye he noticed a group of men who were grouped around a cell phone.  Jurid walked over and, sure enough, the men were watching a video of Tamara’s actions.  The video had perfectly captured the man’s look of startled pain as his fingers were twisted.  Jurid chuckled as well, then took the phone away, handing it to his guard who was right behind him.  
 
    “What the hell, dude!” the shorter man exclaimed.   
 
    Jurid put a firm hand on the man’s shoulder, effectively holding him still.  “Just a moment, please,” Jurid warned the man.  His guards were already circling the group.  Jurid knew that the guard behind him was deleting the video after forwarded it to a private e-mail account.   
 
    “But…that’s my phone!  What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  
 
    The guard handed the phone back to Jurid.  “Here you go,” Jurid said to the man, who looked more than slightly stunned.  “Thank you so much for your vigilance.”  Jurid decided it was time to ask his lovely fiancée to dance.  It had been too long since he’d held her in his arms and tonight he wanted to make up for lost time.   
 
    Stepping up behind Tamara, he opened his mouth to ask her to dance when a vodka martini suddenly splashed over his shoe.  The mystery of the missing drinks was answered.  His lovely lady didn’t drink the martinis.  She poured them onto the floor!   
 
    Mike and Joe gaped in stunned silence.  Obviously their expressions warned Tamara because she looked over her shoulder.  
 
    “Jurid!” she gasped and stumbled up from her small chair.  “What…what are you doing here?” she demanded, stepping closer automatically, but immediately stepped back again.   
 
    Jurid was having none of that and pulled her against his side, his arm wrapped around her waist. “Good evening, my dear,” he whispered against her ear, his lips brushing against the sensitive skin and he felt her shiver.  “Are you having a good time?”  
 
      
 
    Tamara smiled up at Jurid, trying desperately to hide the joy she felt at the sight of him.  But he was here! Slowly, her hands shifted so that she could lay her palms against his chest.  “What are you doing here?” she asked, and cleared her throat so that her voice didn’t sound so…husky.   
 
    “Because you’re here.”  He shifted his weight and she gasped quietly at the evidence of his arousal against her.  “Dance with me,” he ordered.  
 
    Tamara was tempted to argue, but decided against it because she did want to dance with him.  She’d been watching the other men in the dance club and found them all lacking.  For the past hour, she’d compared every man here to Jurid, his strong body and commanding personality. None of the men even came close.   
 
    Now he was here and…goodness, he felt amazing!  Better than she’d remembered.  Or maybe she’d remembered, but had dismissed the memories, not believing that they were real.   
 
    But now he was here, holding her close, and she wanted to just wrap her legs around his waist and beg him to make love to her. 
 
    Had it only been two nights since she’d been in his arms?  It felt like months!  
 
    “Dance with me, Tamara,” he urged, and took her hand, leading her confidently through the dancers to the edge of the dance floor.  Here, they were mostly in the shadows, but the flashing lights hit them occasionally.  Enough so that they could both feel the beat and the energy of the other dancers, but they weren’t in the thick of the crowd.   
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.  She started to repeat her question, thinking that he couldn’t hear her over the music, but his hand slid around her waist, pulling her closer and he lowered his head, his lips tickling her ear.   
 
    “I’m here because you left my bed.”  
 
    His mouth hovered over hers, his hips shifting ever so slightly against her body.  With every brush, she shivered with awareness.  Trembling, she locked eyes with him, watching as his irises dilated.  “What should I have done?”  
 
    “Stayed with me.  Made love with me again.” 
 
    She shivered.  “I met my friend for breakfast.” 
 
    “And then you got into a cab and flew home.”  
 
    His arm tightened around her waist, pulling her in closer. Could he feel her breasts?  They felt heavier with each brush of his hard chest against her taut nipples.  If she pulled back even slightly, he would see the evidence of her arousal just as she could feel his.  Even that, feeling his erection pressed against her stomach, was exciting.  Because she’d done this.  She’d turned him on!  This powerful man was hers!   
 
    “Why did you leave me?” he asked, his hands smoothing up and down her back as they swayed to the music.  
 
    “I met Willow for breakfast. We’d arranged it the night before.” 
 
    He looked down at her, his eyes hard and unforgiving.  “Tamara, why did you leave me?”  
 
    She bit on her lip, staring up into his eyes.  He wanted the truth but… “I don’t know, Jurid.  You scare me in ways I don’t fully understand.” 
 
    Her explanation must have been what he wanted to hear, because he kissed her.  It was just a gentle brush of his lips against hers, but it was enough.  An opening salvo or a kiss of forgiveness, she wasn’t quite sure.  Or maybe it was both.   
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered, his hands low on her hips, keeping her in place.  They were barely moving now.  It was more of a slow swaying to the music in their heads.  She didn’t notice the overly loud music or the flashing lights, the pounding beat or the other couples dancing only feet away.  She only had eyes for Jurid.  
 
    So what was stopping her?  She lived here in London, having an affair with Jurid wouldn’t automatically lead to marriage.  She could control her destiny.  Tamara watched him, fascinated with the flashes of desire in his eyes.  For her!  He wanted her!  Not because she was his fiancée.  At least, she hoped that wasn’t why, she thought.   
 
    Jurid wanted her.  And she wanted…him!  She remembered the intense pleasure she’d felt in his arms, the way he’d touched her and stroked her, the culmination of everything and then…floating back to earth, secure in his arms.   
 
    Tamara wanted that again.  She wanted to experience that kind of bliss as often as she could while he was here in London.  And looking up at him, she couldn’t think of a single, legitimate reason not to.   
 
    “Jurid, I’m tired of being here,” she whispered, pressing her body closer.  “Will you drive me home?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she pulled back.  “I just need to tell my friends.” 
 
    “My guards will inform them,” he countered, taking her hand and leading her away.  But this time, they weren’t heading towards the front of the night club.  Instead, he led her through a different set of doors.  This was the back hallway and it wasn’t as nicely decorated as the front areas.  In fact, this was brightly lit and she could see marks on the halls where the paint had been scraped away by the heavy equipment brought in and out of the club.   
 
    There were two guards ahead of them and, when she glanced over her shoulder, discovered that there were two more behind them.  The men had earpieces and one of them was muttering into the mic on his wrist.  She wanted to slow down and find out what was going on, but then the front guards pushed open a metal door and the night enveloped them.  There was a limousine waiting with the doors open and Jurid helped her into the back seat.  
 
    Before the back door was closed, he already had her in his arms, lifting her onto his lap and she didn’t hesitate, kissing him as she wrapped her arms around his neck.   
 
    Tamara was no longer aware of anything except Jurid.  The way his hands slid down her back, cupping her bottom and then pulling her hips closer so that she was more completely cradling his erection, the way his hands moved down her legs, sliding up underneath her dress.  All the while, he kissed her.   
 
    She was unware of her hands sliding through his hair or the way her hips ground against his shaft, making him groan.  All she knew was that he was touching her and she never wanted him to stop!  
 
    So when he did, she whimpered helplessly.  
 
    “We’re here, honey,” he said.  “Go upstairs and pack a bag.  You’re staying with me tonight.” 
 
    Tamara pulled back, not wanting to stop touching him for even a moment.  “Come in with me,” she whispered into his ear.  And because she’d read it in a story once, she nibbled on his ear lobe gently, then pulled back, watching his reaction.  
 
    The heat in his eyes burned her skin, and her shy smile grew.   
 
    “Inside!  Now!” he ordered. Instead of waiting for her, he scooped her up and carried her into her building.  Thankfully, her apartment was on the ground floor so it was an easy walk from the limousine to her doorway.  
 
    Jurid plucked the keys out of her fingers, handing them off to a guard, then pressed her back against the wall just outside of her apartment.  
 
    “What’s going on?’ she asked, her breath catching in her throat as he pressed a knee between her legs.  
 
    “My guards need to check your apartment before we go inside.” 
 
    “Oh,” she whispered, but stared up at him.  She could literally feel the tension between them increase the longer they waited.  His hands didn’t move from her waist, but his fingers tightened and his eyes darkened.  She also felt a throbbing low in her belly and she wanted to shift her legs, try to ease the need that swamped her.   
 
    As she watched and waited, Jurid’s lips curled up.  “Stop it,” she whispered, wishing the guards would just go away.  Yes, they had a job to do.  But couldn’t they speed up the process?! 
 
    “Stop what?” he asked, amused and she felt his thigh shift again.  He was trying to press his leg higher, but Tamara clenched her legs, not letting him have his way with her while they stood outside in the hallway.  
 
    “You know exactly what you’re doing,” she whispered, and glanced over his shoulder.  The other two guards were staring out at the hallway and the outer door to her building.  She assumed that some of the guards were still outside.   
 
    “Look at me, Tamara,” he urged. 
 
    Tamara looked back up at Jurid and could almost feel his thoughts.  And none of them were innocent!   
 
    “Just relax,” he soothed.  “They will be done soon.” 
 
    The guards stepped out of her apartment and nodded.  Jurid took her hand and tugged her into her apartment, closing the door with a snick, locking it behind them.  
 
    “We’re not going to make it to your hotel, are we?” she asked, a smile forming as he backed her up step by step towards the only door in the apartment.  Tamara’s place wasn’t large since she wasn’t here very often.  It was simply a living room combined with a small, galley kitchen at one end, a white couch and small coffee table against a wall and a bookcase on the other side.  The space opened up to a small balcony.  Real estate was very expensive in London and Tamara hadn’t wanted to spend their company profits on a personal living space, preferring to funnel the profits back into the business so they could expand to additional rental properties.  
 
    So the one bedroom apartment had always suited her perfectly.  But as Jurid backed her into the bedroom with only a queen sized bed in it and a small wardrobe, she wondered what he thought of her space.   
 
    “Your father is stingy with his allowance if this is all you can afford,” he commented, barely glancing around at the room lit with only a small, bedside lamp that she’d turned on before leaving tonight.  
 
    “My father doesn’t give me money,” she told him as his fingers laced with hers.   
 
    That announcement seemed to stop him and he looked down at her with confusion.  “Why the hell doesn’t your father give you a monthly living allowance?” he demanded.  
 
    She shrugged, surprised by the anger in his voice.  “Because he doesn’t approve of me living here,” she explained.  “He said if I wanted to live at home like an obedient daughter, then he would pay for my living expenses.  But if I were going to be a disobedient child and run away from home, I had to make it on my own in this world.”  She lifted her chin.  “Which is what I’ve done, Jurid.  I don’t want his money.  I pay my own bills and everything leftover is put back into my business.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” his eyes moved around the room that was sparsely furnished.  “This is…” 
 
    “Mine,” she whispered, standing on her toes to kiss his chin.  That brought his attention back to her and she smiled up at him.  Releasing his hands, she let her fingers move up his hard chest, exploring the ridges underneath the warm skin as she pushed the sports jacket off his shoulders.  “Would you mind if we stayed here for a bit?” she asked.  She carefully folded his jacket, rightfully assuming that the one piece of his wardrobe probably cost more than the mortgage payment on her apartment each month.  “Because I really want to ravish you right here,” and she kissed his neck.  She could only reach the warm skin right above his collar if he bent down a bit more, but that touch was enough to return his attention from her living space to her.  “Would your guards be upset if we didn’t leave immediately?”  
 
    “I’m sure they already know what’s about to happen,” he told her, then lifted her up into his arms, carrying her the last few feet towards the bed.  
 
    “They don’t!” she gasped, horrified. 
 
    “They probably expect it, Tamara,” he whispered, his hands sliding up over her bottom and that was all it took to distract her from his guards’ potential ponderings of their activities.   
 
    She might not like a group of men standing outside of her apartment knowing what was happening inside, but that was an issue for later.  Because at this precise moment, Jurid wasn’t letting her think about anything other than his hands and his mouth.   
 
    With an expertise that should have startled her, his hands released the hooks and zipper on her dress.  A moment later, the whole thing fell to the floor, pooling at her feet.  She barely had time to gasp in surprise before he pulled her into his arms.  He placed her in the center of her bed, and stripped off the rest of his clothes as he watched her watching him.  Tamara pushed up on her elbows, amazed at the strength revealed with each piece of clothing that fell to the floor.   
 
    “You’re so handsome,” she whispered, bending her knees.  
 
    “Don’t do that, honey.” 
 
    She blinked up at him.  “Don’t do what?” she asked, shifting again.  
 
    “No, stay there on your back,” he ordered as he pushed his slacks and boxers off of his legs, tossing both over the chair in the corner of her room. 
 
    Feeling brave under his intense stare, Tamara smiled up at him seductively.  “Like this?”  
 
    “No,” he replied, shaking his head as he grabbed her ankles, slowly, mercilessly spreading her legs wide.  “Like this,” he told her, his eyes moving over each part of her.  “These have to go,” he said and, with a flick of his wrist, her satin panties were ripped away.  Then he reached up and…she pulled back.   
 
    “Jurid, this is my favorite bra.  Do not rip this off.” 
 
    He laughed and looked down at her legs again.  “Fine. You take off your bra while I concentrate.”  And with that as her only warning, he bent down and, with one of her legs over his shoulders, he kissed her inner thighs only moments before he kissed her there!  Right there!   
 
    Tamara gasped, immediately trying to wiggle away.  But he was merciless and, in the end, she sighed as he began to work his magic on her body.  In no time at all, she wasn’t sighing any longer.  Her gasps came faster and faster, his tongue and mouth moving over her in an expert pattern of licking, sucking and nibbling at the gentle folds.  Before she could get her bearings, he teased that nub one more time and her whole world splintered apart in a beautiful release that left her screaming his name.   
 
    Slowly, ever so gently, Jurid eased back.  Grabbing a condom from his pocket, he rolled the protection down his length as he watched her shift on the bed.  Previously, her hair had been a long, sleek cascade of dark color down her back and shoulders.  No longer!  Now it was a tangled mess spread out on her white comforter.  As he looked down at her, he couldn’t stop himself from bending down and taking one of her pert nipples into his mouth.  He loved watching her arch her back, pressing her breast deeper into his mouth, but that only increased his need to be one with her.   
 
    “I’m sorry, love, but I can’t wait any longer.” 
 
    In response, she lifted her legs, wrapping them around his waist, and he took that as permission, sliding into her wet heat.  Closing his eyes as her inner muscles tightened around him, he carefully pressed deeper into her tight sheath.  
 
    “Relax for me, love,” he told her, his voice harsh as he resisted the urge to slam all the way in her heat.  “Just relax.”  He felt her body tighten, then slowly, her muscles loosened and he was able to press into her more deeply.  With slow, shallow thrusts, he pressed into her again and again until he was fully inside of her.   Looking down at her, he knew that she was just as turned on as he was, but he still wanted to give her another climax. 
 
    Rolling over, he shifted so that she straddled his hips.  “Ride me,” he whispered, guiding her hips, showing her how. With her palms plastered against his chest, he watched as she figured out how to move against him, finding her own pleasure.  Rocking against him, her hair forming a curtain around their heads, which only increased the intimacy of the moment.  Over and over again, she moved against him, lifting her hips only to sink back down, absorbing all of him into her body.  He knew the exact moment when she was ready to climb that spiral again and reached down, rubbing that nub to help her over the edge.   
 
    When she cried out, her body arching as her release caught her up in its throes, he enjoyed the sensations of her body rippling with an explosion of pleasure.  But in the end, he couldn’t hold back.  He reversed their positions and, with her on her back, he thrust into her quickly, over and over again, bringing him to that glorious peak and…right over the edge with her!   
 
    For a long time afterwards, he held her in his arms.  He couldn’t seem to stop touching and kissing her.  Probably because she shivered every time he kissed her in a new place.  He smiled when she hissed after he found a place on her back that she liked.   
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he whispered in her ear and disappeared into the bathroom.  It took him only a few moments to clean up and dispose of the condom.  When he came back to the bedroom, he wanted to tell her to pack that bag so that they could return to his house, which was more comfortable and, even better, safer.  But when he looked down at her, her arms and legs tangled in the sheets with her hair a riotous mess around her…Jurid realized that she’d fallen into a deep sleep.   
 
    He didn’t want to wake her, he thought.  She was wiped out.  Instead, he texted his guards, letting them know that they’d be staying here for the night.  After that, he pulled the blankets over her and curled up next to her, pulling her tight against his chest.  He’d give her an hour to sleep, to build up her strength before he woke her up and made love to her again.   
 
    Before he knew what had happened, Jurid fell asleep, smiling slightly when he felt Tamara snuggle against his shoulder.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Harder, she thought, and turned up the sound on her headphones, pushing to keep up with the tempo of her music.   
 
    The world was cold and damp this morning, but Tamara didn’t care.  She needed to run.  She needed to get out into the world and feel her muscles relax as the tension was pounded out of her by the beat of her feet against the concrete.  With every step, she felt more of the tension from the previous night ease out of her muscles.  
 
    She’d slept in Jurid’s arms all last night in her small bed.  When she’d woken up this morning, she’d found him on his back with her head on his shoulder.  It was possibly the best night’s sleep she’d ever had.   
 
    But…why did she react to him like she had last night?  And what did it mean?  From the moment they’d locked eyes last night, she’d wanted to be alone with him.  Good grief, they hadn’t even made it out of her apartment last night.  His guards were probably around somewhere, but she hadn’t seen them this morning.  There’d been two big, black SUVs parked at the curb.  Had it been filled with his guards?  Her guilt at forcing them to stay out in the cold was intense, but she pushed it aside.   She couldn’t handle the guilt over having his men stand outside in the cold as well as her own guilt over how she’d completely abandoned herself in Jurid’s arms last night.   
 
    She’d been hedonistic!  Uninhibited in ways that she hadn’t even thought possible!  Every touch, every breath had sent her body clamoring for more. 
 
    Which was why she was out here this morning, trying to make sense of everything.   
 
    Tamara didn’t love him.  There was no way she could love a man she hadn’t known a week ago.   
 
    Perhaps she should get to know him, she mused as she turned the corner and headed over a bridge.  Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad to marry Jurid if she actually knew the man.  Okay, so she didn’t want to give in to her father’s pressure to marry the powerful ruler, but was the benefit of defying her father a good enough reason to ignore what Jurid made her feel every time he touched her? 
 
    And another question, this passion they felt for each other, would it last? Or was it white-hot now and would burn itself out eventually?  If that happened, what would be left?  Would they have friendship?  Or would their desire morph into something more?  Something better?   
 
    Tamara didn’t have the answers.  She needed to talk with Lana and Willow.  But would either of her friends know the answer?  Talking to Ms. Dunworthy, the teacher at The Burling School and their former confidant occurred to her.  But what would Ms. Dunworthy say?  Ms. Dunworthy didn’t have a whole lot of experience herself.   
 
    By the time Tamara rounded the final corner and headed back to her apartment, she still didn’t have answers.  Relationships were too confusing, she thought and slowed her pace.  Eventually, she came to a stop and walked the last block, her finger resting on her pulse to make sure that she was cooled down enough.   
 
    Although, her pulse probably wasn’t a good standard right at the moment.  Because as soon as she looked towards her building, she noticed that the SUVs were still there.  That meant that Jurid hadn’t left.  Her heart picked up speed again as excitement over seeing him again this morning hit her.   
 
    As soon as she stepped into her apartment, she saw him.  He was in a clean pair of slacks, but no shirt and he poured coffee for both of them.  “Good run?” he asked as he handed her a steaming mug.   
 
    “Yes,” she replied, feeling shy all of a sudden.  He looked, and smelled, wonderful!  He’d just come out of the shower and she wanted to step into his arms and breathe in the clean scent of him.  But she was still sweaty from her run, so she stayed back and took a much-needed sip of her coffee.   
 
    “I have to go into the office today, but would you have time for lunch today?” he asked.  
 
    Tamara beamed, feeling that bubble of happiness well up inside of her.  Stupid, she thought.  But instead of telling him no as she probably should, she nodded eagerly.  “Yes.  Lunch sounds lovely.  Thank you.” 
 
    He bent down and kissed her, unconcerned by the sweat.  “Good.  Noon okay with you?”  
 
    “I think so.  If not, I’ll text you, okay?”  
 
    “Good,” he took another sip of coffee. “Now, if you don’t hurry up and get into the shower, I’m going to strip those tight clothes off and make love to you again instead of getting to my meeting.”   
 
    Tamara laughed, feeling that bubbly sensation again.  “I wouldn’t want to be the cause of an international incident because you missed a meeting,” she teased and turned on her heel.  “I’ll see you at noon, then.” And she walked into her bathroom, hearing his deep, sexy laugh follow her.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The wolf whistle caused her eyes to narrow.   
 
    “I like the dress!” Mike teased as she headed to their desks at the back.   
 
    “Thank you,” she replied tartly, sliding her purse into the desk drawer, and kicking off her matching red heels.  “Ow!” she hissed.  
 
    Mike leaned back in his chair.  “What’s with the outfit?  Not that I don’t approve!  You look fabulous, honey.  But normally you’re a jeans and tee-shirt gal.”  His smile grew as he watched her.  “Does this new look have anything to do with the gorgeously terrifying man that you ditched us for last night?” 
 
    Tamara skimmed her hands down the front of her black sheath dress, adjusting the red necklace nervously.  The red shoes were a good touch, she thought, but they hurt her feet.  
 
    “Jurid is coming by to take me out to lunch today and I just…” her fingers moved to her hair.  “I wanted to look nice for him,” she finally explained.  “And professional.  I want him to take me seriously.” 
 
    Mike chuckled softly, his eyes moving down her figure again.  “Yeah.  In that dress?  He’s not going to take you seriously, honey.  He’s going to drag you off to bed.” 
 
    Tamara’s eyes lit up.  “You think so?” she whispered, excited by the possibility.  
 
    Mike rolled his eyes.  “What gives?  Just yesterday, you were asking me how to get out of marrying the man.  Last night, you almost broke a guy’s fingers that dared to touch you, even as you were trying to get your picture into the tabloids to prove to your handsome betrothed that you were unworthy of becoming his wife.  Then you leave the club with said ‘handsome betrothed’ and today you’re all dolled up and nervous, wanting to…” he stopped, as understanding flooded his face.  “Damn!” he whispered.  
 
    Tamara looked at her friend and business partner, blinking at his stunned expression.  “What?” she demanded.  “What’s wrong?  Did I spill something?” she asked quickly, looking down at the front of her dress.  
 
    “You look amazing, honey, but I just realized, you slept with him last night, didn’t you?”  When Tamara blushed, he leaned forward in his desk chair.  “You did!  You had sex with your betrothed!  Does that mean that he’s shifted to the fiancé role instead of just a distant and ambiguous ‘man to whom you are betrothed’?”  
 
    “We…uh…” she stammered, not sure what to say.  Confirming his suspicions felt tawdry.  And it hadn’t been that way at all.  It had been…blissful.  She might not understand exactly what she was feeling towards Jurid now, but she knew that she couldn’t demean their time together.  “He’s a nice man,” she finally said to Mike.  “He’s not what I expected.” 
 
    “Different in a good way?”  
 
    Tamara bit her lip thoughtfully.  In the end, she gave her friend the only thing that felt right: complete honesty.  “Yes,” she finally admitted.  “A wonderful way.” 
 
    Mike nodded.  “I’m glad, hon,” he said softly and with deep sincerity.  “But…” and he handed her several papers, changing the subject to business, “you need to focus because we have some serious decisions to make.”  For the next several hours, they were caught up in the normal whirlwind that was their world during business hours.  Tamara relaxed into the details, thriving on resolving issues efficiently and ensuring that their clients were satisfied.   
 
    She was so caught up in her work that she didn’t notice the time passing.  So it wasn’t the clock that warned her about her upcoming lunch with Jurid, it was the sudden silence in the office.  Tamara looked up when the normal hum of phone calls and conversations and the incessant clicking on the keyboards stopped.   
 
    “Jurid!” she whispered as he spoke softly with the receptionist at the front of their office.   
 
    Quickly, she stood up, then remembered she’d flipped her red heels under her desk and sat back down, scrambling to find the stupid shoes.  But she was so nervous, and that nervousness was increasing as he approached.  So her foot stumbled upon one shoe, but her toes weren’t nimble enough to get the shoe onto her foot.   
 
    When he was only a few feet away, she finally found the shoes and grabbed them, pushing them onto her feet.   
 
    “'Ahlaan 'ayatuha aljamila” Jurid greeted her.   
 
    Tamara stood up and slid her hands down over her hips and stomach.  “Hello,” she replied, her voice sounded breathy and nervous.   
 
    He didn’t stop at a polite distance.  His eyes warned her, but she was too nervous seeing him again after last night to translate his silent message.  So it was a shock when he walked right up to her and pulled her into his arms.  His kiss was brief and light, but it still singed her lips and sent shock waves of awareness throughout her body.   
 
    “You look beautiful,” he told her, his voice a low murmur.   
 
    “Thank you,” she replied, again with that delightful, breathy-sounding voice.  “You look pretty handsome yourself.”  And it was true.  His suit fit him perfectly, hiding all of his impressive muscles.  The white dress shirt looked perfect against the tanned skin of his neck and she wanted to slide her hands up against his chest, exploring all of those fascinating ridges.  
 
    But she was at work and it wouldn’t do to have such obvious displays of affection.  So she stepped back, out of his arms.   
 
    “Are you ready for lunch?” he asked, understanding what she was doing and he dropped his arms to his sides.  The heat didn’t leave his eyes though and she shivered in anticipation.   
 
    “Yes,” she replied as calmly as possible.  Tamara counted that as a victory because she hadn’t screamed the word, grabbed his hand and hauled him out of the office.  “I’m starving.”  Which was the truth, but not necessarily for food.  
 
    Did her eyes convey that feeling?  She certainly hoped not.   
 
    “Good.  My assistant reserved a table for us,” he said and took her hand.  “How long do you have for lunch?”  
 
    “Um…,” she stopped and looked at the calendar on her computer.   
 
    Mike stepped in.  “Why don’t you go make sure that the units are ready for tonight’s guests?” he suggested.  
 
    Tamara’s mouth fell open. They had a team of cleaning people that went through and got everything ready, plus Jenny, one of the staff members sitting three desks away, followed up and added small treats to each unit before a guest arrived, and also ensured that everything had been cleaned to the company’s high standards.  So why was Mike suggesting that she…? 
 
    “Excellent,” Jurid announced, placing his hand over hers.  “I would enjoy seeing some of the places you rent out.” 
 
    Tamara smiled, suddenly liking the idea and she also knew that Mike was basically telling her to take the rest of the day off.  They never did that, even working weekends pretty often when they were renovating a place or something happened and a problem was called in.   
 
    “I’ll do that,” she smiled at Mike.  “Jurid, this is my friend and business partner, Micah DeSrat, but he prefers to be called Mike.  We’ve been friends since university.”  She turned to Mike.  “This is Sheik Jurid bin Casees of Tular.”  She turned back to Jurid.  “Mike is actually from Tular.  He moved here to attend the University of London’s School of Business.” 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you, Your Highness,” Mike replied with a deep bow.   
 
    When Mike straightened, Tamara couldn’t resist lifting a sarcastic eyebrow at his deference.   
 
    Jurid ignored, or didn’t see, her expression, focusing on Mike.  “It’s is a pleasure to meet you, Micah.  Why did you establish your business here instead of coming home to Tular?”  
 
    Mike’s eyes shifted to Tamara who nodded slightly, silently telling him to speak the truth.  When Mike’s eyes moved back up to Jurid’s, Tamara placed a hand on his arm.   
 
    “I’m gay, Your Highness.  And being gay in Tular is life threatening.” 
 
    Jurid’s body stiffened with anger.  “We have laws to protect you,” he countered.  
 
    Mike nodded slightly.  “Yes, Your Highness.  There are laws.  But I stand by my statement.  Being gay in Tular is not good for one’s health.” 
 
    Jurid was silent for a moment, then nodded sharply.  “Thank you for your honesty,” he said.  Then turned to Tamara.  “Are you ready?”  
 
    “Yes,” she replied, leaning a bit closer to him now.   
 
    They headed towards the door but Jurid turned as if to say something to her and froze, looking over her shoulder.   
 
    “What?” she asked, startled by his expression.  But when she glanced over her shoulder at the wall where he was looking, she understood.   
 
    Lana’s painting!   
 
    Darn it, she should have remembered that the painting was there!  Lana was a brilliant artist who used objects set in particular ways on her canvas to express emotions or to tell a story. During their last year of university, Lana had done a large picture for Tamara and Willow and the objects were…revealing!   
 
    Willow’s painting demonstrated their friend’s anger over her father’s rejection.  Willow had been tossed out of the house by one of her stepmothers and shuffled off to boarding school.   
 
    Tamara’s painting revealed her confusion, anger, and resentment over her engagement to Jurid, a man she hadn’t known before a few weeks ago.  Jurid’s image and the colors of Tular were clear, although the objects surrounding Jurid’s face weren’t as obvious.   
 
    For a long moment, Jurid stared at the painting.  Then he looked down at Tamara, his eyes softening.  “Let’s go,” was all he said, taking her hand and leading her out of the office.   
 
    Tamara felt the other staff members watching, eager for her to leave so they could bombard Mike with questions.  But she didn't have time to worry about the inevitable invasion of her privacy.  Jurid was leading her out of the office and a guard was waiting with the back door to a limousine open.   
 
    When Jurid stepped into the limousine behind her, Tamara shifted over to make room for him.  As soon as he sat down, he pulled her into his arms.  “You look stunning today,” he said before he kissed her.   
 
    Tamara didn’t hesitate this time, wrapping her arms around his neck and returning his kiss with interest.  This was what she’d needed all day.  His touch and his kisses made her mind swirl with desire, pushing all of her questions and confusions away.  At least for the moment.   
 
    When he finally lifted his head, staring down at her as they worked to get their breathing under control, she stared up at him with a secret smile.   
 
    “Do you always dress like this for work?” he asked, his fingers sliding underneath the hem of her dress.  
 
    Slowly, she shook her head.  “No,” she whispered, her fingers playing with the strands of his hair at the nape of his neck.  “I wanted to impress you today.” 
 
    He laughed softly as his eyes moved down her figure.  “I am impressed,” he told her roughly.  “And we’re changing our plans.” 
 
    “We are?” she asked, emphasizing the “we”.  Because she hadn’t made any plans, which meant that she couldn’t change their plans.  That meant that “we” wasn’t the issue, but “he” was the issue. 
 
    His hand inched higher along her thigh, his fingers teasing the lace of her panties.  “We could head over to the restaurant,” he began, watching her eyes as her lips opened slightly with his teasing, tempting caresses.  
 
    Tamara bit her lip, closing her eyes when his fingers slid higher along her thigh.  “Do you have another option?” she asked, and blushed when she realized that she had basically told him that she wanted to have sex.   
 
    “Absolutely,” he told her, leaning forward to nibble her neck.  When he lifted his head, his hand moved away from her thigh and Tamara couldn’t stop the whimper at the loss.  But Jurid only took the time to lift his cell phone.  “Head to my house instead,” and he ended the call without waiting for the person’s response.  
 
    Tamara understood because there were very few people who would argue with Jurid, least of which would be his guards or the chauffeur.  But before she could change her mind, Jurid slipped his hand back under her dress and, at that point, she didn’t want to argue.  She just wanted the driver to hurry.   
 
    Only a few minutes later, the driver pulled up outside of a huge, elegant house in Mayfair. Tamara vaguely knew that she should wait for the guards to step out and survey the surrounding area, checking for threats before she stepped out of the vehicle, but she’d been gone from home for too long and she’d forgotten the protocols.  So instead of waiting, she jumped out and turned, waiting for Jurid.   
 
    Immediately, several guards rushed over, surrounding her, blocking her with their massive bodies.  Tamara looked around, confused for a long moment, then she understood.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered to the men, furious with herself twice over for forgetting protocol and for putting these men’s lives in danger.  If someone were waiting at Jurid’s residence for him, ready with a sniper weapon, these guards would take the bullet for him.  And for her, apparently! 
 
    The guards were on their radios, communicating with someone who obviously was on the roofs of various other buildings and finally, signaled the “all clear” message.   
 
    Jurid stepped out of the limousine and frowned at Tamera.  “Don’t–” 
 
    She lifted her hand.  “I know,” she told him, putting her hand to his chest.  “I know I shouldn’t have done that and I apologize.”  She turned to the guards, who were looking out towards the perimeters of the buildings.  “I’m sorry, gentlemen.  I won’t do that again.” 
 
    “Good,” Jurid snapped, taking her hand and tucking it into his arm.  “Let’s go,” and they all moved, en masse, to the building where yet another guard stood at the door, weapon at the ready.   
 
    Once inside, Jurid didn’t stop at the foyer.  Instead, he took her hand and led her straight through another set of doors.  Tamara looked around, realizing that it was a library or, more likely, his home office.  All four walls were lined with bookshelves from the floor to the ceiling, interspersed with windows every few feet.   
 
    “What was that?” he demanded as soon as the doors closed behind them.  
 
    She sighed.  “I was wrong, Jurid.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’ve already said that.” He crossed his arms over his chest and waited. 
 
    She took a deep breath, accepting that only total honesty would appease his temper at the moment.  “I was thinking about you,” she admitted.  “I didn’t think about the security issues.  I’ve been away from that life a long time now.” She folded her hands in front of her, ashamed that her urgency had put lives in danger.  “It’s going to take me a while to get used to that life again.   In my job, I have to work fast.  There are too many issues to resolve every day and I don’t have time to slow down.”  Stepping back, she wrapped her arms around her waist.  “It’s a different lifestyle, Jurid.  I haven’t had to think about personal safety for a long time.” 
 
    His eyes sharpened at her explanation.  “Why don’t you have a security detail?  Why would your father allow you to walk around without guards?”  
 
    She laughed.  “First of all, my father doesn’t ‘allow’ me to do anything.  My father barely speaks to me.  Since he shipped me off to boarding school at the age of thirteen, I’ve pretty much been on my own, Jurid.”  Her eyes narrowed up at him.  “And let’s get one thing straight right now.  You’re not going to ‘allow’ me to do anything either.  If that’s how you think a marriage should work, tell me now because I don’t answer to anyone.” 
 
    “You will answer to me!” he ordered.  
 
    His response infuriated her.  “No, I won’t!  I’m my own person.  I make my own decisions.  You are not in control of my life or what I do every day.”  He opened his mouth to respond.  “But…what I did out there was thoughtless.  I admit that.  I don’t ever want to put anyone in danger.  And I will be more careful going forward.” 
 
    He paced back and forth, frustrated.  “Tamara, there are constant threats to my life and, as my fiancée, that puts you in danger.” 
 
    “Yes.  I know that.  I agree, and have apologized for my thoughtlessness.  When I’m with you, I won’t hastily step out of the building or vehicle.  I promise.  But…” she paused, looking at him carefully.  “You really need to understand that I won’t ask you for permission.  Is that what you want from a wife?”  
 
    “No!  Of course not!” 
 
    “You said that you’d pushed back on meeting with me because of my father’s description of me as submissive and docile.  You said you didn’t want that.  But do you actually want the opposite?  Someone who is strong and opinionated?  Because that’s what you’ll get with me.” 
 
      
 
    Jurid stared at the furious beauty in front of him and couldn’t believe how angry he was.  But at the same time, his admiration increased tenfold at her daring to challenge him.  She was right and he knew it, but the fear he’d experienced when she’d stepped out of the limousine still resonated within him.  He’d panicked because he hadn’t been able to reach her to pull her back into the safety of the armored limousine.   
 
    The chatter recently had increased.  There were always threats, but over the past several weeks, his security team had picked up evidence that there was a serious plot to assassinate him.  There was also evidence that the increased threats were caused by the possibility of a wedding date.  It would be easier to kill him off as a single male than if he were married with an heir on the way.  Unfortunately, there were many factions, enemies of his government, that didn’t want his wedding to take place.   
 
    As much as his guards had tried to keep his presence in London a secret, his enemies had discovered his whereabouts.  And also knew that he was seeing Tamara.  Everyone was eagerly waiting a wedding date announcement.  Even the press were speculating that a date was imminent.   
 
    “I want you, Tamara,” he told her, stepping closer and resting his hands on her hips.  “But I want you safe.  I don’t want you putting yourself in danger.” 
 
    She gave him a tentative smile.  “I don’t want to be in danger either.  But I need time to readjust.  Because, believe me, I won’t immediately remember all of the rules, although I’ll try.” 
 
    “Good enough,” he replied roughly.  A  moment later, his features cleared.  “Now, where were we?” he asked, bending down and nuzzling her neck with his lips and teeth.   
 
    She smiled, tilting her head slightly.  “You were going to feed me.” 
 
    His mouth froze and he lifted his head.  “You are hungry?” 
 
    “For food,” she replied, then laughed at his grimace.  “Sorry, but you got me all fired up and now I’m hungry.  I skipped breakfast this morning.” 
 
    He stepped back and took her hand.  “Food it is, then,” and he led her out of his office to the dining room.  “But after lunch, we will satisfy the rest of our hungers,” he warned, his lips brushing her ear.   
 
    The kitchen staff hadn’t had much warning, but Jurid nodded with approval at the light lunch that was brought out as soon as they stepped into the dining room.  “Now, please explain why your father hasn’t assigned body guards to your protection, and why you didn’t eat breakfast this morning.  I know that you went out for a run and had coffee.  I would have thought you’d be famished after that.” 
 
    “How do you know that I didn’t just head out for a muffin this morning?  Why are you assuming I went for a run?” she teased.   
 
    “Because I am not as lax in protecting my fiancée as your father is at protecting his daughter,” he said, sipping the crisp, white wine.   
 
    That was news to her, and Tamara wasn’t sure how she felt about his announcement.  “You put a body guard on me?” 
 
    “Tamara, you are my future wife.  You have a whole team of guards to watch over you.  And if you would allow them closer, they would have an easier time doing their job.” 
 
    He watched her closely and saw the exact moment that she accepted the guards instead of becoming angry again.  But it was a toss-up for a long moment.  Amused, he waited for her to catch up and remember their conversation in his office several minutes ago.  The threats were real and he couldn’t ease up on her protection detail.  In fact, he’d like to increase the number of guards.  Ideally, she would even move into this house.  Her apartment was small, but that didn’t mean it was easy to guard.  The opposite, in fact.  Guarding her in that small apartment meant that there wasn’t a base of operations for his guards to use to evaluate threats, change shifts, and alert the team members to issues. 
 
    Perhaps he’d ease her into the idea of staying here.  He had several ideas on how to make that work, the most obvious was for him to stay here with her and make love to her every morning and night.  Yes, he could sacrifice and make that happen, he thought with relish.   
 
    Over lunch, Jurid rediscovered that Princess Tamara was a lively conversationalist.  He knew that she was lovely and uninhibited with a passion that rivaled his own.  But sitting across from her, debating the issues confronting his country and comparing those problems and solutions to those she’d encountered while living in Great Britain, he remembered the delight of talking with her. She was highly educated, well read, and creative in her problem solving.   
 
    By the end of the meal, all he wanted to do was spread her out over this damn table and hear those soft sighs of pleasure as he rediscovered all the places on her body that she liked to be touched.   
 
    “Thank you,” he said to the butler after a light sorbet was finished and the plates taken away.  Jurid was done waiting.  He stood up and took Tamara’s hand.  “This way, my dear,” he ordered, pulling her up from the chair, then led her out of the dining room.  
 
      
 
    Tamara glanced over her shoulder at the butler who was standing stiffly against the wall.  She tugged her fingers out of Jurid’s grip and turned to face the extremely formal butler.  “Please tell the chef that lunch was delicious.  And thank you to you and your staff for making everything so delightful on such short notice.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly.  With a formal bow, he closed his eyes.  “It was our pleasure, Your Highness,” he replied.   
 
    A moment later, Tamara felt Jurid tugging her wrist and, this time she followed.  Through the interminably long luncheon, she’d wanted to just clear the table with a sweep of her arm and demand Jurid make love to her.  Yes, she’d been hungry earlier.  But she’d only needed a sandwich or a cup of yogurt.  Instead, the staff had delivered a four-course meal, complete with accompanying wines.  She’d only finished about half of each serving, but found everything delicious.   
 
    But now, she wanted Jurid.   
 
    So when Jurid led her up the stairs to the master bedroom, she was in full agreement.  Her fingers itched to strip off her clothes and hurry the process along, but she wasn’t quite that brave yet.  Yes, she’d spent a wonderful night in his arms.  Did he still…? 
 
    “Now,” he growled, slamming his bedroom door and spinning her around so that her back was pressed against the wall, “as much as I love that dress, take it off!” he ordered, his eyes heated with the desire that never failed to set her body on fire. 
 
    Tamara shivered, shocked by how turned on she was by his command.  “I think…” 
 
    His hands spun her around.  “No thinking, my dear,” he growled, his hands sliding up her back, then down again to cup her bottom.  “No thinking allowed.”  He bit her earlobe gently, then soothed it by sucking it into his mouth and teasing her with his tongue.  Tamara’s eyes just about rolled back in her head as desire melted every particle of resistance in her body.   
 
    She felt the zipper of her dress slide down her back, then his hands were there, pushing the material down.  “Jurid!” she gasped, her head falling forward as her fingers curled against the wall.   
 
    “Say my name again,” he told her, and his hands slid around to cup her breasts.  “I love hearing you say my name when I touch you like this.”  
 
    She wanted to laugh, thinking he was teasing her, but the amusement vanished into a wave of need as his thumbs flicked against her already taut nipples.  Unconsciously, she pressed her bottom against him, silently sending him the message to hurry up.  But when he pinched her nipples, she whispered “Jurid!” again, overwhelmed by the sensations bombarding her.   “Please!” she hissed when his fingers moved away, but she wasn’t exactly sure if she was asking him to stop or to continue.   
 
    “Take off your dress,” he repeated, tracing a finger along the nape of her neck. 
 
    She pushed the material down to the floor and stepped out of it.  
 
    “Excellent!” he groaned in her ear.  “Now, take off your bra and panties, but leave the shoes on.” 
 
    Again, she wanted to laugh, feeling light-hearted and free and yet, his fingers and the way he touched her, his hands sliding down over her stomach, meant that she was completely constrained.  Every part of her was now trembling in anticipation of where his fingers might go next.  
 
    “You’re not moving fast enough,” he warned, nipping at her ear again.  
 
    Her head fell back, although his broad chest was there to cushion the back of her head.  But she reached behind her and fumbled with her bra.  It took her several moments and Jurid didn’t help.  His fingers kept tracing the lace along her panties, and teasing the skin on her stomach.  When his fingers dipped lower, sliding along the edge of the lace on her thighs, she almost collapsed, her knees no longer able to hold her up.  Thankfully, his strong arm came around her and caught her waist, pulling her against his chest.  But he didn’t relent.  
 
    “Get rid of the bra, my dear,” he repeated, his voice harsh.   
 
    “Trying,” she groaned in response.   
 
    “I don’t believe that your mind is fully engaged.  Is that the case?” he asked, and his finger slipped under the lace of her panties. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat as she waited for this magical fingers to…!  “No.  Not engaged.  Not at all.” 
 
    “I think I should do something about that then,” he warned as his fingers moved away from her panties and traveled back up her stomach.  Instead of waiting for her to push the material away, Jurid simply swished it so that it dropped onto her dress.   
 
    “That’s better,” he said, then his lips teased the skin on her shoulder, moving higher and higher along her neck.   
 
    Tamara wasn’t aware of her own hands, but they’d moved from the wall to his thighs.  Jurid was fully clothed, so she couldn’t feel skin, but she could feel his heat even through his clothes.  Unconsciously, she pressed her bottom against him, his erection against the small of her back.  But it wasn’t enough.  Her hands gripped his rock-hard thighs, her fingers moving along the ridges.  Before she could reach that hard part of him that she needed so desperately, he lifted her into his arms, carrying her over to the huge bed.   
 
    “Now, we really get to explore,” he announced, standing beside the bed as he stripped off his clothes.  “Take off your panties, Tamara.”  
 
    Her fingers fumbled with the scrap of lace as she watched him unbutton his shirt.  The material parted, giving way to tanned skin over hard muscles.  Her mouth went dry and she licked her lips, which meant that she wasn’t as nimble at discarding her panties.   
 
    “You’re going to hurt yourself,” he chuckled, tossing his slacks and boxer briefs onto a chair.  When he turned back to her, he soothed her hands out of the way and extricated the piece of lace from the heel of her shoe.  “That’s almost exactly how I want you.” 
 
    She blinked at him, feeling as if she might explode if he didn’t touch her again.  “What else do you want?” she asked, licking her lips again as her eyes moved down his body, lingering at that impressive erection.  Had it only been last night that she’d felt him moving inside of her?  It seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    “Like this,” he replied, grabbing her ankles, pulling her closer and draping her legs over his shoulders.  “Perfect,” he said, teasing her pink, wet folds.   
 
    Tamara arched her back, opening for him even more.  She closed her eyes as his finger trailed along her core, so she didn’t see, therefore, couldn’t anticipate, his mouth covering her completely.  His mouth was relentless, shocking her with his ministrations.  Before she could catch up, her body climaxed into a powerful wave of pleasure that rocked her world.  Tamara clung to him, her fingers diving into his thick, dark hair as she held his mouth close while her body throbbed out her climax.   
 
    When it was all over, her legs and arms fell to the bed, boneless as she tried to regain her breath.  But Jurid wasn’t done.  His dark, husky laugh warned her that more was coming.  She heard his laughter only moments before his mouth moved higher along her stomach, kissing a path to her breasts.  There, he did the same to each of her nipples, teasing and tormenting until she cried out, her body no longer lethargic.  She wanted to curl up into a ball, but when his hot mouth teased her like that, she wanted to curl up on him.   
 
    Vaguely, she heard the condom rip open but didn’t connect the sound to what was going to happen next.  Looking over at him, she saw the condom in his hands.  “Please, may I?” she asked softly, sitting up and wanting to touch him.   
 
    “Be my guest,” he replied, handing the condom to her.   
 
    She looked at the small prophylactic, then at his erection, but she was much more interested in that part of him and pushed up onto her knees.   
 
    “You’re not concentrating,” he warned her.  But she ignored him, pushing his hands away as she set the condom to the side.   
 
    “It isn’t that I’m not concentrating,” she replied.  “Maybe I just want a bit of vengeance.”  Unaware of the mischievous smile on her face, Tamara wrapped her fingers around his shaft, exploring tentatively at first, but as he moaned, her confidence increased.  And her curiosity. The sight of her fingers holding his throbbing erection mesmerized Tamara.  That male part of him was fascinating and she explored it thoroughly.  She’d wanted to do this last night, but he hadn’t given her the opportunity.  Now that she had his attention, she was going to explore to her heart’s delight.   
 
    Looking up and seeing the heat in his eyes, she smiled, unaware that her own eyes reflected the same burning desire.  Up and down, her fingers moved over his shaft, feeling and exploring, delighting in the texture.  It was both soft and rigid, smooth and…textured.   
 
    Pulling her eyes away, she looked down, wanting…did she dare?   
 
    Before Tamara lost her nerve, she bent down and took him into her mouth.  Thinking that everything he’d done to her moments ago would also feel good to him, she let her mouth and tongue explore as much of him as she could.  With her mouth closed over him, her tongue flicked against his tip, feeling and tasting, surprised at how much she liked this.  What’s more, she loved hearing his groans, the feeling of his hands in her hair, tangling in the locks.   
 
    All too soon, he lifted her up and pushed her back against the mattress.  He loomed over her, his eyes a bit wild.  “I can’t…!” he growled, his hips pressing her legs wider.  “Now!” and he pressed into her heat, his eyes closing as she shifted against him, absorbing all of him into her body, closing her eyes as he went deeper and deeper.  Her fingers curled on his shoulders and she wasn’t aware of her nails digging into the skin there.  All she knew was that he wasn’t moving fast enough for her.  Jurid kept up with the slow, steady strokes as he filled her again and again.   
 
    “Faster, please!” she whispered.   
 
    She heard his laugh, but couldn’t concentrate enough to figure out what was so amusing.  Then he started thrusting faster, giving her exactly what she needed and she gasped with each shift deep into her body.   
 
      
 
    Jurid watched with fascination and exultation as Tamara’s body writhed in a perfect rhythm with his.  She wasn’t shy.  At least, not when she was in bed.  There were moments he suspected that she was embarrassed, but those moments were when she was dressed and outside of the bedroom.  He loved those blushes and the lowering of her lashes, but he loved this woman more.  The way she moved, shifting against him, told him that she was very close.  He couldn’t wait until she started to tell him more, with words, explicitly what she wanted.  He’d get her there, he vowed.  Probably sooner than he thought. He didn’t want any inhibitions between them.  He wanted her proud of her sexuality, demanding that he meet every one of her needs.  Because she damn sure was fulfilling every one of his needs!   
 
    She felt so damn good!  As he looked down at her, Jurid realized that she was struggling.  So close, but not quite there and her frantic eyes were looking up at him, silently begging him to help her.  He’d been so caught up in his own pleasure that he hadn’t stopped to help her!  Damn it!  That wasn’t good. 
 
    Lowering his body, he shifted again and again.  “Relax into it,” he coaxed, remembering the previous night when he’d helped her with his fingers.  “Don’t fight it, but roll with each shift of my hips against yours.” 
 
    He could see her struggling still, not understanding.  “Here,” he said and moved his hand to that nub.  Soon, she’d do this herself, but right now, he wasn’t sure that he could handle that.  Patience, he told himself.  With patience, he would get used to her erotic nature and she’d accept it as well.  Then they could explore more easily.  In the meantime, the sex was mind-blowing.  More powerful than anything he’d ever experienced.   
 
    With only a few more thrusts, and with the help of his thumb against that sensitive nub, he felt her body tighten.  It was slower this time because she’d already climaxed once, but he could feel her body climbing, her eyes growing frantic.  Gently, not wanting to hurt her, he rubbed with each thrust, showing her how to bring her body higher and higher.   
 
    And then it happened!  Damn, he watched as her fingers wrapped around his wrist, holding his hand there as she cried out, her eyes closing as he thrust harder and harder while her body throbbed with her release.  Only when she was almost finished did Jurid release his own control and let go.  And even then, it was incredible how intense it felt to be with her like this!   
 
    When it was all over, he curled up next to her, pulling her against his side.  He could feel her breath against his skin and pulled her even closer, enjoying those soft sighs and the way she shivered with the aftershocks of pleasure.  It was almost as if she were having mini-orgasms and he smiled into the dim light of the bedroom.  
 
    Dim?  Looking over, he realized that they’d been in bed for hours!  Damn, how had that happened?   
 
    Tamara snuggled against him more completely and he relaxed.  This was why, he told himself.  Tamara.  His fiancée.  His future wife.  The mother of his…! 
 
    He lifted his head, startled by his next thought.  Then he looked at the side of the bed.  The condom!  It was laying there on the comforter.  Unused.  He’d just…he’d…!  
 
    Lying back, he smiled up at the ceiling.  He might have gotten her pregnant!  The thought of forgetting protection while enjoying one of his lovers in the past might have sent him into a fury.  But then again, he’d never, ever, forgotten to protect against the possibility of pregnancy.  
 
    With Tamara, things were different.  The way she touched him was different.  Or maybe, the way he felt when she touched him was different.  Either way, the possibility of her becoming pregnant, of that happening right at this particular moment, made his body grow hard all over again.  Tamara pregnant!  It sounded nice.  Wonderful even!   
 
    The thought of her being pregnant, of their child starting to form in her womb, caused him to want to start the process over again, just in case she wasn’t currently pregnant at this moment.  He supposed that she couldn’t really be pregnant right now, since they’d only just had sex.  Did it count if the sperm and egg were mating?  Was that considered a pregnancy?  Or did the fertilized egg have to embed itself in the walls of the uterus for it to be considered a pregnancy?  Either way, he liked the idea.  Loved it, actually.   
 
    “What are you thinking about?” she asked, lifting her head and Jurid felt the soft swell of her breast press against his chest.  Almost instantly, his body hardened.  
 
    “I didn’t wear protection,” he told her honestly, his hands moving through her hair, watching her eyes for any sort of reaction.  
 
    There was panic for a moment.  She looked over his bare chest to where the condom remained.  When she looked back at him, the panic was still there, but banked.  Almost as if she didn’t want him to see it.  What Tamara didn’t realize was that she was an open and honest person.  So, he could read her emotions in her eyes.  Or in the way she bit her lip.  
 
    His thumb reached up, soothing the bite away.  “Would that be so horrible if you were to become pregnant quickly?” he asked gently.   
 
    She thought about it, her eyes darting from side to side.  “No.  I suppose not.  But…” she sighed, resting her chin against her stacked hands that were flat on his chest.  “I’ll be honest, Jurid.  I don’t want to be pregnant quickly.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, his thumb rubbing against her lower lip.   
 
    “Because we don’t really know each other.  We’re…” 
 
    “We’re already intimate, Tamara.  Perhaps a pregnancy is inevitable.” 
 
    “No.”  She sighed and rolled over.  But because he wanted to see her eyes, he shifted with her.  She stretched on her back, staring up at the ceiling.  “Jurid, we might be intimate, but we’re barely friends.  A pregnancy would be a bad thing right now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we don’t know if we should even be married,” she blurted, seeming to be exasperated with his obtuseness.   
 
    “That’s not going to change, love,” he told her, tamping down on the sudden rage at the idea that she wasn’t fully on board with their engagement.  Although, truth be told, he hadn’t been on board with it only a couple of weeks ago.  Remembering her father’s description of her, he shuddered.  The idea of that bride for a wife, versus the beautiful reality, was horrifying.   
 
    “What if we…?” she started to ask, but he put a finger to her lips.  
 
    “How about if we get to know each other?” he suggested.   
 
    She blinked, staring up at him.  “How would that work?” 
 
    “I have business here over the next week.  Will you stay with me?  Accompany me to dinners?  I won’t interfere with your work, but I’d also enjoy learning about what you do.” 
 
     “What do you mean?”  
 
    He moved, sliding over her and making a place for himself between her legs.  “I mean, that I know you like it when I do this,” he said and lowered his head to nip at her earlobe.  “But I want more, Tamara.  I want to know your favorite foods, do you like the zoo or the aquarium better?  Are you a cat person or a dog person?”  His mouth moved lower.  “I want to know you, Tamara.  Not the woman your father told me about, because obviously, he has no idea who you really are.”  Looking into her dark eyes, he shifted again.  “I want to know you.  The real woman.”  He reached out and took the condom, rolling it down his shaft.  A moment later, he was back and pressed into her heat.  “Will you let me know the real you?”  
 
    She inhaled sharply as he pressed fully into her heat, her hands gripping his shoulders as her legs lifted, allowing him to press deeper into her.   
 
    “Yes!” she gasped, arching her back to take him deeper into her body.  This wasn’t the frantic pleasure of before.  This was slow and sweet, a steady building of the intensity.  “Yes!”  
 
    “Will you spend the week with me?”  He bent lower to nibble on her neck as he continued to thrust into her.  “I won’t interfere with your work.  But I would enjoy your company during some evening events.” 
 
    She smiled, shifting slightly so that his thrusts were more perfectly aligned with her body, increasing her pleasure.  “Yes,” she replied, smiling up at him.  “I’d be honored.” She bit her lip, then shifted again.  “And will you let me get to know you?  Will you show me who you are behind the political mask?”  
 
    He laughed, a deep, husky sound that just about took her over the edge.  “I don’t wear a political mask.” 
 
    She shifted again, her hands sliding down his back and she smiled when his hissed.  “You do.  When you’re out in public, you’re different from when you’re alone with me.” 
 
    He shrugged and rolled over so that she was on top.  “That’s the same with everyone,” he explained, showing her how to take control, his hands guiding her hips so that she could control the depth and speed of their lovemaking.   
 
    “That might be the case,” she agreed, taking over the rhythm.  Lifting herself up, she closed her eyes, then pressed back down, shivering when she took all of him into her body.  In this position, she felt powerful!  Arching against him, she felt the friction of his body against that nub and smiled.  For a long time, conversation stopped as they moved together, finding the perfect rhythm.  “Jurid!” she gasped, feeling him fill her up.  But she was too slow and Jurid needed more.  Flipping her over, he took control of their lovemaking, thrusting into her faster, harder.  His hand reached down, teasing that nub and he held back until he felt the first quivers of her climax.  Only then did he release his own control and enjoy his release, groaning her name as she trembled with pleasure.  It was a slower burn this time, but somehow even more intense.   
 
    He wrapped his arms around her as they worked to bring their breathing back under control.  It occurred to him that he enjoyed holding her like this almost as much as he enjoyed the thrill of sexual encounters with her.  And that was such a strange thought, he had to contemplate it later, mull it over and figure out what it actually meant.   
 
    Then he realized that they’d stopped their conversation in the middle, not finalizing anything.  He especially wanted to know about her feelings regarding children.   
 
    While his fingers moved up and down her spine, he stared up at the ceiling, trying to figure out where he’d lost control.   
 
    He smiled when he felt her lips brush against his chest.  It was such a small gesture, almost as if she didn’t want him to know she was kissing him.  But with Tamara, he felt every one of her touches.   
 
    “You were telling me something about my private vs public persona?” he prompted, thinking it was different that he enjoyed conversing with her.  He had never gone out of his way to talk to his previous lovers. She was different.  Everything about Tamara was different, he realized.   
 
    She twisted her head slightly, her dark eyes looking up at him from her perch on his chest.  “I was saying how, with a man like you, your personal versus public persona could be dangerous to someone like me.”   
 
    His eyes turned curious.  “How so?”  
 
    She sighed and sat up, pulling the sheet up to cover her nakedness.  “Well, my father is…” 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” he asked, his hand tugging at the sheet that was hiding her now.  
 
    Tamara looked down, startled by his question.  “Well…I just…” she blinked as she looked at him.  “I guess I just feel a bit too vulnerable.” 
 
    He shifted so that he was sitting up straighter, pillows propped behind his back.  Then he reached out and lifted her up onto his lap, pulling the sheet away.  “Don’t do that, Tamara.  Don’t hide yourself from me.  When we’re naked, I suspect that you’re more honest with me because of your vulnerable mindset.” 
 
    She still covered her arms over her breasts, wishing that she had that sheet.  “Jurid, this is…” 
 
    “You were going to tell me what your father does that you don’t want me to do,” he interrupted.   
 
    She stopped, sighing because she suspected that he wasn’t going to relent on this issue.  Naked or not, she would be honest with him.  “Fine.  Naked it is,” she sighed, but shifted against his warmth, pressing her breasts against his chest.  He was all muscle, so he was a bit warmer than was comfortable.  But she figured if she was going to feel awkward, then so was he.   
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t seem as disturbed by the skin on skin conversation as she did.  In fact, his heavy hands settled low on her hips, dipping even lower as she looked at him with a challenging tilt to her chin.   
 
    “You were saying?” he prompted, but his hand slid around to the curve of her bottom.  
 
    Tamara shivered, but instead of allowing herself to get caught up in the whirlwind that was his lovemaking yet again, she grabbed his wrist and moved his hand up so that it was on her waist instead of her bottom.  
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    He laughed. “Better for who?”  
 
    “Better for me.  I can’t think when you’re touching me like that.” 
 
    He grinned and settled back against the pillows.  “I’ll remember that for the future.” 
 
    She didn’t comment on his assumption that they would actually have a future together, choosing to focus on her biggest concern.   
 
    “Back to the issue you asked about,” she said.  “My father’s different personas are my biggest hesitation now.” 
 
    “Now?”  
 
    She shrugged one shoulder.  “Yes.  You’ve cleared up several of my concerns.” 
 
    He grinned.  “What were your other concerns?” 
 
    The corners of her lips curled up.  “Well, I assumed you were a jerk,” she admitted then felt the sting of his hand against her bottom and laughed.  She gasped and wiggled.  “What was that for?” 
 
    “For thinking negatively about me when you didn’t even know me.” 
 
    Tamara rolled her eyes.  “Right.  Like my father wasn’t singing my praises to you, lying through his teeth?” 
 
    Another shrug.  “Right,” he laughed, shaking his head.  “I remember his assertions about you being docile and submissive.” 
 
    She tilted her head.  “Isn’t that what you want in a wife?” 
 
    “Hell no! That’s one of the reasons why it took me so long to find you and get to know you.  Your father told me repeatedly over the years that you were sweet and innocent, that you would agree with me on every issue, that you’d been trained not to have an opinion about anything that crosses my policies.”  He shuddered.  “You sounded pathetic when he described you like that.” 
 
    She laughed.  “He was lying through his teeth.  I have lots of opinions and I speak them too loudly.  Which is one of the reasons I haven’t been home in so many years.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    She lowered her lashes, trying to hide the truth from him.  “My father prefers his women to be quiet and submissive.  We aren’t to utter anything other than kind pleasantries.”  She looked out the window where the moon was rising over the city.  “For years, I stifled my personality.  But if he wanted a docile personality from his daughter, he shouldn’t have sent me away to boarding school.  I met Lana and Willow there.  They are strong women with strong political and social beliefs.  Plus, the boarding school my father sent me to is renowned for educating women, they teach us to be strong, ambitious, and unapologetic.  Hence my university education and starting my own business instead of heading home to papa and preparing myself for marriage to you.” 
 
    He laughed, shaking his head.  “I’m delighted by your ambitions, Tamara.  The idea of a submissive woman makes me gag.  I want you to have your own opinions.  I want you to help me lead my country to be a powerhouse in the world.  And I can’t do that with only half the population.  I want a strong wife, someone who will challenge me, but in a diplomatic way.  And I will return the favor.  I might not always agree with your opinions, but I will always respect you.” 
 
    Her heart swelled with an odd sensation.  “Growing up, my father always told me that I’d marry you and be a good wife.”  She leaned in and kissed his lips softly.  “I thought of our betrothal as a marriage of inconvenience and vowed to avoid you for as long as possible.” 
 
    He slid his hands along her back.  “And now?” 
 
    She kissed him again.  “And now, I suspect that our relationship might be more a marriage of something else.” 
 
    “Oh, it will still be convenient,” he teased, rolling over so that she was once again underneath him.  “Perhaps we can leave off the inconvenient part though.” 
 
    She grinned as he pressed his hips between her legs.  “That’s still up for debate,” she teased.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Over the next week, Tamara felt as if her life had turned upside down.  She spent as much time as possible with Jurid, exploring the city, sharing meals with him, spending the night in his bed and in his arms, and getting to know the man instead of the public persona.   
 
    He went running with her every morning and she loved how he could keep up with her, even pushing her harder!  His workouts normally consisted of self-defense and weights, but he was no slacker in the cardio world and took every hill with zest.  They had dinner together every night, although three of their nights together were more formal.  One night, he was scheduled to dine with the prime minister and she hated the way that the press photographed her on his arm.  But she lifted her chin and walked alongside him with as much dignity as she could muster.   
 
    Another night, they dined with some business people who wanted to set up a resort in the southern city of his country.  As soon as the meal started, Tamara disagreed with the price the men offered for the land.  When they started in on the “amazing” jobs that they would bring to the southern city, she couldn’t hold her tongue. 
 
    “Do you seriously think that the people in that region will appreciate jobs that will demean everything that they stand for?” she blurted.  She didn’t dare look at Jurid.  
 
    “Your highness, you don’t understand these things,” one of the businessmen oozed. 
 
    She shook her head.  “Do not patronize me,” she snapped.  “The people in that region have a long history of fishing.  The waters are pristine, and the fish the small villages are able to catch are shipped all over the world and are of the highest quality.” 
 
    “Yes, but only a few people are able to fish.  Our project will bring thousands of jobs.” 
 
    “First of all, there are only small villages in that area.  They earn a living wage and they are happy.  The ‘thousands of jobs’ your resorts propose to bring into that area are low paying, demeaning jobs.  Not to mention, the pollution your resorts will bring to the waters, the devastation when you bulldoze the land, which will disturb the estuaries and ecosystems.  You call that progress?” 
 
    Tamara turned to Jurid.  “I won’t stay here and listen to this man talk down to me,” she told him.  Standing, she placed her napkin on the chair.  “Excuse me,” she snapped, not bothering to use the term “gentlemen” because she didn’t believe that they were.  They were swindlers and she despised them.   
 
    With her head held high, she stalked out of the restaurant and stepped onto the sidewalk.  But before she could lift her hand to hail a cab, Jurid’s strong arm wrapped around her waist.  “Have I mentioned how beautiful you are lately?” he murmured, and lowered his head to kiss her neck.  
 
    She blinked up at him, stunned and a bit overwhelmed by her outburst.  She might have just ruined a lucrative deal for him and the people of his country.  She didn’t know the villagers who lived in that area.  They might have been excited about the prospect of a resort coming to the town.  It might have been a bunch of jobs that could have saved the area.  What had she just done?! But she couldn’t sit idly by while someone tried to take advantage of people who didn’t have the power to fight big conglomerates.   
 
    “I’m sorry Jurid.  I was out of line.”  She started to raise her hand to hail a cab.  But before she could, one of Jurid’s guards stepped in front of her.  
 
    “Your Highness, we have your car ready.” 
 
    She turned and looked at Jurid, expecting to find him angry with her.  Instead, he seemed…proud.  Of her?  
 
    “Why aren’t you inside?” she asked.   
 
    “Because you told off those investors much more eloquently than I could.  Thank you,” he explained and kissed the top of her head.  “Now, let’s get out of danger, and into the car.” 
 
    He put a hand to the small of her back, hurrying her over to the purring limousine where he waited until she was safely inside before he ducked in as well.  “I need you to do something for me,” he said as soon as the vehicle was moving again.  
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    He pulled her onto his lap and kissed her thoroughly.  “Don’t ever change.”  
 
    When he lifted his head, she could barely catch her breath.  “What you said back in the restaurant was exactly right.  It was right for my country and right for the people in that region.  They need someone with your passion to speak up for them.  And they need me to protect them against people like those investors who want to rape their village and natural resources in order to make a hefty profit, leaving the villagers in a circle of poverty and dependent on the resort for their income.”  He kissed her again.  “Thank you.” 
 
    She sighed, the tension leaving her at his words.  “Happy to help,” she replied, wrapping her arms around his neck.  
 
    That night, he made love to her with soft, silken caresses, pulling out every gasp as he ramped their passion higher and higher.  When it was all over, he pulled her into his arms, holding her close.   
 
    It was at that moment that Tamara realized something horrible.  She was in love with Jurid.  The week with him had revealed so much about him.  So many things that she’d assumed about him based off of her father’s way of ruling were wrong.  She’d made wrong assumptions and, now that she knew the truth about him, about his generous heart, and the equitable way he used his immense power, always thinking of what was best for his people, not to mention the generous way he gave his time to her, making love with her, dining with her and talking with her, making her laugh, debating with her about the various issues close to her heart and just…being a good, wonderful man!   
 
    How was she supposed to protect herself from that?   
 
    She couldn’t.  Tamara loved him.  Passionately.  Completely.  She loved him and loved making love with him.  She stared up at the ceiling that night, watching the shadows from the moon dance along the walls, wondering what she should do next.  She’d been so adamant that she wouldn’t marry the man, even going to extreme lengths to get her picture in the tabloids dancing with other men!  Nothing had worked and now she was in a very awkward position.  
 
    Sighing, she rolled over, snuggling against his heat.  She smiled slightly when his strong arm pulled her closer.  He might be asleep already, but he was still conscious of her, still wanted her close.  
 
    Tomorrow she’d talk to him, tell him how she felt and that she wanted to marry him as soon as possible.   
 
    With that plan in place, she closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep.   


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The ringing of her phone the following morning woke her with a start.  Jerking upright, she looked around, trying to orient herself.  This wasn’t her bed.  Jurid’s bed.  Yes, that made sense.  She’d been with him all week and… 
 
    Phone ringing.  She leaned over, then grabbed the sheet.  “Naked,” she whispered to herself.  “Always naked in this bed.”  She said it out loud, but there was a smile on her face and her body felt…glorious.  She always felt amazing after a night with Jurid although… 
 
    “Where is the man?” she muttered as she answered the phone. 
 
    “Your man is here,” Mike teased.  “Remember me?  Your fabulous business partner?”  
 
    She laughed and leaned back against the pillows.  “I have vague recollections of an annoying business partner.” 
 
    “Ah, you break my heart, missy.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, still laughing at their banter.  It was nice to have a business partner who was also a friend.  She and Mike had a good relationship.  It was easy and respectful, but also fun.   
 
    “We have multiple issues,” he told her and she could hear papers shuffling in the background.  Then he read off several problems and Tamara’s smile disappeared.  “Right.  Okay, well…” she looked around and confirmed that Jurid wasn’t in the bedroom.  Was he already down at breakfast?  Usually, he woke her up with kisses…or more…before he left for the day.   
 
    “Don’t tell me that you’re still in bed at this hour,” he teased.  “You didn’t head out for a fifty mile run this morning?”  
 
    “That was yesterday,” she laughed.  “And it wasn’t fifty.  Just nine.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” he groaned.  “No one should be that active that early.  I know of many better ways to wake up in the morning than torturing one’s body with exercise.” 
 
    “Yes, well…” 
 
    “Don’t tell me!” he laughed.  “Your hunk of a lover is…” he didn’t finish that statement and Tamara could hear Joe in the background.  Mike laughed and there was a slight pause before Mike came back on the line.  “Right.  Well, we need to divide and conquer this morning.  Lots of issues.  How soon can you meet me at the office?” 
 
    She looked at the clock and mentally calculated.  “I can be there in about thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Good.  See you then.” 
 
    Tamara ended the call, then threw the sheets back, padding quickly to the bathroom.  After a shower and changing into her usual jeans and a tee shirt, she slipped into sneakers and pulled her bag over her shoulder.   
 
    “Breakfast, Your Highness?” Mildred, Jurid’s housekeeper, asked from the hallway.  
 
    Tamara shook her head.  “I’m not hungry,” she told the kind housekeeper.   
 
     “Here’s a thermos of coffee,” Mildred handed over a colorful fabric bag.  “And I made lunch for you.  Just heat it in the microwave.” 
 
    Tamara was touched by the thoughtful gesture.  “Thank you so much,” she replied, taking the bag and tucking it into her bigger messenger bag.  “I appreciate that.”  She lifted the thermos up in a salute and left the penthouse.   
 
    Over the past week, she’d gotten used to having two body guards following her around and, sure enough, two men stepped into position, one in front and one behind, as she exited the beautiful house.  “We’ll be driving all over the city today, gentlemen,” she warned the men.  “Lots of problems and people checking out of rental units.” 
 
    The men nodded and she grinned.  They weren’t the most talkative of guards, but they were good at their jobs and she appreciated their efforts, knowing that they would step in front of a bullet to protect her.   
 
    She smiled when she stepped out of the SUV, thanking the men for the ride to her office.  As soon as she stepped in though, her smile disappeared.  Mike was there, along with several other staff members who usually didn’t come in until later.  “What’s going on?” she asked.  
 
    Mike glanced up at her, looking unusually frazzled.  “Just a lot of issues,” he replied.  “Here,” he handed her some papers.   
 
    For the next several hours, the entire staff worked hard to resolve clogged toilets, broken down heating systems, messy apartments because several members of the cleaning crew had come down with the flu, meeting with vendors, and basically just trying to keep their heads above water.  It wasn’t a normal day, but it wasn’t unheard of for craziness to happen all at the same time.  Such was the nature of the business.   
 
    It was late afternoon before they got a handle on everything.  Mike grabbed another ticket called in by a renter and waved as he hurried off, leaving Tamara alone in the office to answer phone calls and rental inquiries.  Normally, this was something another staff member would do, but Tamara filled in because everyone else was out working on site.   
 
    So, it was a surprise when the doors opened and she turned with a smile of greeting, hoping that her exhaustion didn’t show.   
 
    “Father!” she gasped, wide eyed at the sight of him entering the office.  She stood up quickly, almost tripping over her chair.  She hadn’t been home in years because of her father’s intimidating persona.  Before then, every time she’d gone home, he’d applied pressure for her to marry Jurid.   
 
    Even now, knowing that he was here to do exactly that, and despite the fact that she knew she was madly in love with her fiancé, her temper fired up.  
 
    “This is where you work?” he asked…well, demanded…as he gazed at the messy desks.  
 
    But she wasn’t going to feel bad about the way everyone’s desk looked.  This was a business, not a staged show.  Real people worked at these desks.  And those real people were out helping her run her business.  They didn’t have time to immediately file away the maintenance tickets and rental contracts.  They’d get to that when there weren’t ten other crises waiting to be resolved.     
 
    Tamara looked around, refusing to apologize.  “Yes.  This is my company.  The company that I own with my business partner,” she replied, folding her arms over her chest.  “What can I do for you, father?  Do you need to rent an apartment?” 
 
    His sneer told her what he thought about her pride and joy.  Her hackles rose and she straightened her shoulders defiantly.   
 
    “No.  I definitely do not need an apartment,” he sneered, looking down his nose at her.  “Explain this,” he snapped, tossing something onto her desk.  
 
    Tamara sighed but looked down at the paper.  It was a tabloid and on the front page was a picture of her dancing with some guy.  She didn’t remember the man’s name, but this picture was taken a few weeks ago.  It was one of many. It looked like those pictures had finally caught someone’s attention. 
 
     “I can explain,” she whispered through tight lips.   
 
    “I don’t think there can be any explanation for this kind of impertinence!” he roared.   
 
    Tamara cringed.  She’d always been frightened of her father when he roared like this.  He was a big man and his voice was loud and terrifying.   
 
     “Father, I know that it looks bad but…” 
 
    “Bad?” he snapped, glaring down at her.  “You look like a whore!  Look at the picture!  You are dancing with a man who is not your husband!  You seem about to fornicate!  It is obvious what you are about to do!  And now the whole world knows about your shameful life!”  
 
    “Fornicate?” she whispered, shocked by his assumptions even though that was exactly the impression she’d tried to achieve.  That was before.  She knew Jurid now and…and he knew that she wasn’t that woman.  Tamara’s anger grew.  “I did not have sex with that man.  I’ve…” 
 
    “You lie!” he yelled.  As soon as he lifted his hand, Tamara knew what to expect and cringed, thinking that she should never have allowed herself to be trapped in the back corner of her office like this.  She knew better!  Her farther liked to smack her and her mother around and she knew that trapping herself into a corner was a bad thing!  But she’d been away from home for too long, living with people who weren’t cowards, who didn’t hurt people that were smaller in order to prove something to the world.   
 
    But the smack never came.  She opened her eyes and looked around, straightening when she saw Jurid.  His face was thunderous and he had her father’s wrist in his hand, tightening his grip until her father’s face whitened with pain.   
 
    “I know that you aren’t about to hit my fiancée,” Jurid said in a low, threatening voice.  “Because hitting my fiancée would be considered an act of war.” That stopped Tamara’s father.  The man cringed away, bowing towards Jurid even though, technically, they were equal in rank.   
 
    But in no way was Tamara’s father an equal to Jurid.  First of all, Jurid’s country was bigger, more powerful, and had a military force that could eliminate Nadir from the face of the earth.  But also, Jurid was several inches taller and probably ten times more muscular than Tamara’s father.  Idran el Hamid had let himself go soft.  He only hit people smaller than himself.  He was a bully!   
 
    “I meant only to discipline my daughter,” Tamara’s father explained nervously.  “She has shamed your family and your country with her promiscuous ways.” 
 
    Jurid dropped Idran’s wrist, as if it disgusted him to even touch the man.  “Only a coward hits a woman,” Jurid sneered.  “And I know Princess Tamara very well.  She is not promiscuous.  She is proud and brave.  She is intelligent and a brilliant businesswoman.  She danced with that man and left with her friends.”  
 
    Tamara had no idea how Jurid knew that, but it was true.  She had danced that night with Mike and Joe and then gone home alone.  It hadn’t even been very late because the three of them weren’t night owls.  Besides, Tamara had planned a run the following morning, so she hadn’t even had alcohol.   
 
    Jurid wasn’t finished.  “You will leave this place.  And if I ever hear that you’ve hit a woman, then be warned, all ties to our country will be severed.” 
 
    Idran sputtered for a moment, but he knew that Jurid was the more powerful ruler.  Slowly, he backed out, trying desperately to save his dignity.  “I will leave you to discuss…things…with my daughter.  I look forward to a fruitful relationship with Tular.”  With that, he was gone. 
 
      
 
    Jurid turned to look at Tamara and she threw herself into his arms.  For a moment, he was surprised by her vehemence, then his arms closed around her and he buried his nose in her hair, holding her close.   
 
    “Has he ever hit you?” he asked, tightening his arms around her.  He needed to hold her close, to know that she was unharmed.  He felt her trembling and tried to absorb her fears and to share some of his strength.   
 
    “It’s over now,” she whispered, clinging to him.  “Thank you.” 
 
    He closed his eyes at the horror of that fat slob slapping her.  His woman!  Damn it, Tamara was his woman!  She was so damn beautiful and when she’d stood there, proud and defiant, he’d wanted to kill that man!   
 
    He pulled back slightly, but didn’t release her.  “If he ever touches you again, I will destroy him!”  
 
    She touched his cheek as she smiled.  “It’s okay.  He’s gone now.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” he started to say, but she leaned into him, resting her cheek against his chest.   
 
    “I understand.  And I’m sorry.  I used to know how to protect myself.  But I’m out of practice.” 
 
    He shuddered again, tightening his arms around her.  “You shouldn’t have to!” he hissed.  “He’s your father!  He should be protecting you from harm, not you trying to protect yourself from him.” 
 
    “Yes, in an ideal world, that’s the way things should go.”  She snuggled closer.  “But I was away at school for most of my youth, so he didn’t really hit me all that much.  My mother knows to keep her voice low and to stay out of his way.  She has a system with the servants to protect her.”  
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” he snapped, horrified.   
 
    “That’s the way he is.  And because he’s in power, it’s not going to change.”  Tamara snuggled against his chest and his fingers wove into her hair.  He wanted to pick her up and carry her off to the car where he could fly her to his country and protect her forever.  But that wasn’t Tamara.  She was independent and strong.   
 
    Besides, he wanted her to choose him.  He wanted her heart and soul.  But she wasn’t willing to give him that.  And after what he’d seen with her father, he understood why.  She didn’t trust him yet.   
 
    But she’d given him her body.  Was that enough?  
 
    It would have to be, he told himself.  Because the idea of a future without Tamara in it was unacceptable.   
 
    He turned and nodded to his guards,  two stood sentry at the front door and he knew that another two would be standing at the back entryway.  
 
    “I came here to talk to you, love.”  She looked up at him and his gut clenched.  “I have to leave.  I wanted to stay and be with you for a bit longer, but I have responsibilities back home.”  He saw those eyes shutter and knew that he was losing her.  She was closing down, shutting him out.  “I want you to think about something while I’m gone.” 
 
    She pulled out of his arms and leaned back against the desk, folding her arms over her stomach.  His gaze dropped to her breasts but he quickly lifted it back up to her face.   
 
    “I want you to think about setting a date for our wedding,” he said, watching her carefully.  Before she could completely shut down, he took her hands, trying to open up her body language in the hopes of opening up her mind.  “We’ve had a great week together.  I know that you don’t love me.  But I think we could forge a marriage based off of mutual respect.”  She looked down and he stroked the backs of her hands with his thumbs.  “We don’t need love, Tamara.  We have desire, which is strong.  And I respect you.  I think that you respect me as well.  That should be enough for a strong marriage.” 
 
    She looked out the window, but he couldn’t read her eyes.  She looked lost, as if she was in pain, and he didn’t know why.  If he could figure that out, he’d take her pain away in an instant, make her smile again.   
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t have time.  Already, he’d put off his meetings for several hours just so he’d have time to talk with her, to settle this between them.  He hadn’t come to London to force this issue, but after spending a week in her arms, in her company, he knew what he wanted.  He wanted Tamara.  Forever.  
 
    But he wanted her to come to him willingly.   
 
    Yes, he could force the issue.  Her parents had signed a treaty with his country.  The betrothal was legally binding.  If he and Tamara both agreed to set the betrothal aside, that would be one thing.  But he wanted her.  He wanted all of her, damn it!   
 
    “Will you think about it?” he asked.   
 
    She looked back up at him, her eyes shuttered.  “Yes,” she finally replied.  “Yes, I’ll definitely think about it.” 
 
    “Good,” he told her.  Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed his guard signal to him, indicating that they needed to hurry.  “I’m leaving some guards to watch out for you.  I know that you don’t like having someone follow you around, but you are still my fiancée.  Unfortunately, that puts you in danger.  So, I need to protect you.  They will stay out of your way as much as possible, okay?”  
 
    “That’s fine.”  She bit her lip and he ached to kiss her again.  So instead of waiting, he lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers.  “I hope that you will miss me,” he murmured, then pulled away.   
 
    Before he could do more, he released her hands and left, forcing himself to step into the waiting limousine that would take him away. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Sire,” his head of security stopped just outside of his office doorway.  Jurid turned and looked at the man, noting the grim expression.   
 
    “Come in,” he called out, and moved away from the windows.  It had been three days since he’d left Tamara in London and he still ached for her.  He was going to call her tonight and talk to her, get her to talk about her feelings regarding setting a date for their wedding.  
 
    “We’ve had more chatter,” his guard announced.   
 
    That got his attention and his head snapped up.  “More than usual?”  
 
     “This is very specific, Sire, and we’re not sure what it means.  There are threats coming from every direction and the data we’ve pulled up indicates that there is an imminent threat to the palace.” 
 
    Jurid’s eyes narrowed as he thought about Tamara.  “Tell me more.” 
 
    The guard laid out several documents on Jurid’s desk, explaining the issues the security team had discovered.  There was a direct threat, and it all seemed to be aimed at Tamara.  A particular group seemed to be waiting for her arrival in the country, thinking that their wedding was imminent.   
 
    “Damn, I’m glad that she didn’t come back here then,” he said, rubbing the bridge of his nose.  “Okay, so how long will it take you to find these people?  I don’t want Tamara in danger.” 
 
    “She’s safe in London, Your Highness.  The conversations we’ve uncovered seem specific.  She is only in danger if she comes to the palace.  Whoever is doing this considers her only to be a threat if she comes to Tular.  At least, that’s our interpretation of the chatter.” 
 
    He looked at the documents spread out in front of him. “I concur.  My enemies either don’t want me married or they don’t want the connection to Nadir.  Either way, Princess Tamara is in danger.”  He stood up and the guard straightened as well.  “How long will it take you to discover the source of this threat and neutralize it?”  
 
    “My team is working on it now.  I can give you daily updates, but these people are deep.  I suspect that we can resolve this in a week, but I hesitate to guarantee that timing.” 
 
    He nodded, still frustrated.  “I understand.  Let me know what you find out.” 
 
    The man left and Jurid walked over to look out the window.  He’d asked Tamara to think about setting a wedding date.  He’d considered bringing her here to discuss it further.  Would it make a difference if he told her that he loved her?  That his world wasn’t right unless she was with him?  Would she care that he felt like only half a man when she wasn’t by his side, or that he struggled to sleep when she wasn’t pressed up against him?   
 
    All good questions and he wanted answers.  But he also wanted her safe.  If he told her that there was a danger in the palace, what would she do?   
 
    With a sigh, Jurid accepted that he didn’t know.  She might come here, or she might follow orders and stay away.   
 
    So for now, he wouldn’t call her.  Perhaps he would double her guard though.  He might not be able to have her close by to him, but he could ensure her safety.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Hey there!” 
 
    The friendly voice nearly made Tamera burst into tears.  “Willow?” she whispered, fighting back the emotions clogging her throat.   
 
    “Tam?  What’s wrong?” Willow demanded.   
 
    “Nothing,” she replied.  “Nothing at all!”  At least, that’s what she wished was the truth.  Reality…sucked! 
 
    “You’re lying.  What’s wrong?”  
 
    Tamara laughed, already feeling a little better.  “I promise I’m…” 
 
    “You’re doing it again.  I can hear it in your voice.  You don’t want me to worry, but that’s not gonna happen.  So, spit it out or I’m calling Lana and we’ll do the martini thing to try and cheer you up.” 
 
    Tamara smiled, leaning back in her chair.  “You’re threatening me with martinis?”  
 
    Willow chuckled, realizing the stupidity of the threat. “Okay, well then how about if I phrase it like this, if you don’t tell me what’s going on, we’re going to get you so drunk, you won’t be able to run the next morning.” 
 
    Tamara made a face.  “Okay, you got me there.” 
 
    “So spill it.” 
 
    Tamara smiled again, but the smile quickly faded.  “Oh, you know.  Man problems.” 
 
    “You fell for your fiancé?” she whispered delightedly.  “Oh, Tam!  That’s wonderful! Your betrothal has been a concern for as long as I’ve known you.  Now that you…” 
 
    “He left two weeks ago and I haven’t heard from him since,” she interrupted, fighting back the sadness that colored her voice.  “I thought things were going well,” she explained.  “He asked me to consider setting a wedding date, but he was sweet, not pressuring me at all.”  She sniffed and blinked back more tears.  “Then he left and…didn’t call me.” 
 
    “Have you called him?” 
 
    “I tried. I left a message but his assistant said that he wasn’t available and would get back with me as soon as there was time in ‘his highness’ schedule’” she mimicked sarcastically.  “So far, crickets.  Silence.  Nada.” 
 
    “I get it,” Willow laughed, then turned serious.  “Um…were you going to set a wedding date?”  
 
    Willow was silent for a long moment.  “I was going to talk to him about it,” she hedged. 
 
    “Well, that’s progress!” she gushed.  
 
    “Not really.  Since he hasn’t called me back, I can’t tell him how furious I am about his lack of communication.”  She stood up and started pacing.  “Seriously, how dare he come here and make me…well, say things and…do things and…just make me care for him.  Then not speak to me!” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Willow sighed and Tamara could see her friend’s expression from thousands of miles away.  Willow’s pretty, blue eyes would turn worried and she’d be biting her lip, trying to formulate a plan.   
 
    “Don’t do anything,” Tamara warned.   
 
    “I wasn’t!” she argued.  Too quickly.   
 
    “I know you, Willow,” she came right back.  “You’re thinking.  And thinking means that you’re coming up with a plan.  You’re scheming and planning and that’s never a good thing.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” she argued.  “That time that you said not to do anything to the other room,” she sneered, referring to the girls who had roomed across the hall from them during boarding school, “I had an epic plan and you knew it!”  
 
    Tamara threw back her head, laughing.  “Please tell me that you’re not referring to the time that we stole their school jackets and sewed the hems of their sleeves up so the three of them were walking around campus looking ridiculous.” 
 
    Willow’s smile came through the phone line loud and clear. “Oh, that was classic, wasn’t it?” She sighed.  “And then…” 
 
    Tamara laughed.  “I know!  It was better the next day when we shortened all of their skirts!  They kept tugging them down throughout the day until Ms. Dunworthy marched them all into the administration office to get new skirts!” 
 
    They laughed together, delighted with the memory.  “Good times,” Tamara sighed as she leaned back in her chair once again.   
 
    “Okay, just so ya know, I’m on a flight...” 
 
    “You are not!” Tamar countered.  
 
    Willow laughed.  “I am too!  Even if I didn’t have some odd news, I’d still be flying over to London to be with you.  It sounds like you need some girlfriend time and Mike just isn’t cutting it right now.” 
 
    “What odd news?” she asked, determined to think about someone else’s problems for a moment.  
 
    “Well, you know how my dad sort of…” Willow trailed off.   
 
    “Kicked you out of the house at thirteen and sent you off to boarding school because he has a weird obsession with his wives that is both distasteful and psychologically abusive to his one and only daughter?” Tamera filled in. 
 
    Willow chuckled. “Well, yes.  You put it much more eloquently than I ever could,” she teased.  “But yes, my father’s obsession with his numerous wives and mistresses was very weird, but that’s not what I meant.  Just that…well, don’t you think it is weird that he never mentioned any other family?”  
 
    Tamara was silent for a long moment.  “Are you telling me that you found your mother?”  
 
    “No!” Willow grunted.  “Good grief, no.  I have no idea where she wandered off to, but when it came to the parent awards, my idiotic father won the prize where I’m concerned.” 
 
    “That’s not saying much,” Tamara pointed out. 
 
    “Agreed,” Willow replied. “But more than that, I’d always been so angry over my father’s actions that it never occurred to me to ask about other family members.” 
 
    There was silence while Tamara thought about that too.  “Now that you mention it, you’re right.  We never wondered why your aunts or uncles never offered to take care of you, visited, or…well, anything.” 
 
    “Not much of a stretch, since that didn’t happen in your case either.” 
 
    “Yes, but in my case,” Tamara pointed out, “it’s because they all consider me beneath their notice.  You know, being a female and all.” 
 
    “Right.  You’re such a weak, impertinent miss,” she teased back.  “But lo and behold, I just got a letter from a solicitor, or whatever you guys call the legal people in Britain, informing me that I’ve inherited a house from my grandmother.” 
 
    “A grandmother? You have a grandmother?” Tamara gasped, sitting up straighter in her chair.   
 
    “Had a grandmother,” she replied.  “She passed away several months ago.  She’d been looking for me all over the United States, but my father never answered her calls so she wasn’t ever able to contact me.  She’d been sending me letters over the years, trying to contact me.”  She was silent for a moment.  “Tamara, during high school, I was only about fifty miles away from my grandmother and my father never even mentioned her to me.  I never knew that she existed.” 
 
    “Oh, honey!” Tamara soothed.  “The crimes continue to stack up against that man, don’t they?”  
 
    “Yes,” she sighed.  “I can’t believe that I had someone so close by, someone I could have gotten to know and maybe…” she stopped, not finishing that statement.   
 
    “Someone who could explain why your father was such an ass?” Tamara filled in.  
 
    “Yeah.  Something like that.  I mean, what kind of a man kicks his daughter out of the house at thirteen?” 
 
    Tamara chuckled. “Well, I can give you several hundred examples,” she replied, referring to the girls who had attended The Burling School with them.  Every year, about a hundred and twenty-five new girls arrived, wide-eyed and terrified as they entered the stone walls of the boarding school.  Some of them were genuinely loved by their parents.  Some of the girls were terrors and their parents had dumped the responsibility on strangers to finish raising them during the teen years.  And others, like Tamara and Willow, had been tossed out of their houses for reasons that didn’t quite make sense.  Of course, in Tamara’s case, her father had sent her off to school “to train to become a wife”.   
 
    “We’re all a bit messed up,” Willow laughed, but the sound was stilted.   
 
    “Okay, so you have…had a grandmother.  What does that mean?”  
 
    Willow’s smile came through in her next words.  “It means that I’m on a flight into London’s Heathrow airport at three forty-five tomorrow afternoon.  And it also means that I’m taking you out for martinis as soon as I check into my hotel room.” 
 
    “Hotel?  You’ll stay with me!” 
 
    Willow laughed.  “No way!  Your place is tiny.  There’s no way…” 
 
    “Right,” Tamara agreed with amusement.  She turned to her computer.  “I’ll have a place ready for you.  There’s an apartment on the water that has been vacant for three weeks.  It needs someone to stay there for a while.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on staying in London for long.  I want to find this house and see it for myself.  I want to poke around and maybe find out what this long, lost relative was like, what she thought about and…well, just get to know her.  I didn’t get to meet her in real life because of my father.  So I have to get to know her through her house and maybe, just maybe, she’ll have left some letters or documents, maybe even a diary that will tell me more about who she was.” 
 
    “That sounds great!  But I’ll pick you up at the airport tomorrow.  Text me your flight information.” 
 
    “I can just…” 
 
    “Text me!” Tamera insisted. Willow’s issues included a fear of being a burden.  During the dark hours of the night when they were supposed to be sleeping, Tamara, Willow and Lana would talk about their families.  It had always been easier to talk about issues in the darkness.  It wasn’t as real without the bright light of day glaring at them, revealing their secrets.  But at night, they could talk, speculate, and just…wonder.  Fantasize about what other families were like.  What were normal families might be doing at that point in time?  Willow had always wondered what she’d done wrong with her step mothers, why they couldn’t stand living with her. And why her father never loved her enough to protect her from their machinations.   
 
     “I can just catch a cab, Tam.” 
 
    Tamara sighed.  “Willow, if you don’t text me, I’m going to arrive at the airport tomorrow at three o’clock and just sit outside of the international arrivals gate to wait for you. And I’ll have a huge, embarrassingly glittery sign with your name on it! So, it would be better if you just texted me the flight information.  Then I can track it online and be there.”  She sniffed, a catch to her voice as she said, “I need to do this, Willow.  I need to be there for you.  It will give me something to do beside worry about…well, wondering what that jerk of a fiancé is doing now.” 
 
    “Fine,” Willow sigh.  “I’ll text you the information.  And thanks.” 
 
    They chatted for a few more minutes and then Willow had to get back to work.  Tamara ended the call, then looked around, wishing that she had work to do.  But the insanity of the morning was finished, her team of hard, dedicated staff members had done a great job of resolving the issues that had dropped on them today.  Now they were probably all home, soothing their frazzled nerves with their significant others while she… 
 
    “Stop it!” Tamara snapped, standing up and coming around to her desk.  Sitting down at her computer, she pressed some keys, reserving the apartment for Willow.  She kept it unavailable for the next week, not sure how long Willow would need it.   
 
      
 
    Twenty-four hours later, Tamara still hadn’t heard from Jurid and she felt even more…unnerved.  She might be feeling something more than just “unnerved” but that was all she was willing to admit to at the moment.   
 
    Okay, maybe she was peeved at the man’s silence.  And irritated that he’d been so…forceful while he’d been here with her and then…nothing!  Nothing at all!  Why hadn’t he called?  Or if he couldn’t call, just have one of his staff members call her!  She wasn’t picky.  Tamara just wanted to know what was going on!  Was that so much to ask?  Was that unreasonable?  She didn’t think so.  It seemed very reasonable to her.  
 
    “Willow!” she called, almost bursting into tears when she saw her friend’s fiery red hair in the crowd.   
 
      A moment later, her friend hurried forward and…threw her arms around Tamara’s shoulders.  “I know!” she whispered soothingly as Tamara burst into tears.  Willow eased the two of them out of the stream of other passengers and onto a nearby bench.   
 
    Tamara hadn’t realized that her feelings were so close to the surface but feeling Willow’s arms wrap around her, she couldn’t hold back the tears.   
 
    “I’m so glad to see you!” Tamara whispered.  
 
    Willow’s arms tightened around her neck.  “Me too!” she whispered back.   
 
    They stood there like that for several minutes before Tamara pulled herself together, wiping her tears and laughing self-consciously.  She didn’t notice the four men trying to look inconspicuous as they scanned the crowds.  Nor did she see another man taking pictures of Tamara’s tear-stained features.  The two women linked arms and walked out of the airport.   
 
    “So, tell me what you know about this grandmother,” Tamara demanded, needing a change of subject.   
 
    “I think that you need to talk a bit more than I do,” Willow countered.   
 
    Tamara’s chin went up and she blinked back a fresh wave of tears.  “Nope.  I’m the strong, grumbly one,” Tamara countered.  “I showed weakness, therefore I must regroup before I can talk things out.  You know me,” she shrugged.  “I need to pretend that I’m all tough and unaffected by life.” 
 
    Willow sighed.  “I know,” she leaned her head against Tamara’s shoulder.  “And I’m the bouncy, flighty one.” 
 
    Tamara stopped, glaring down at Willow from her additional two inches of height. “You are not flighty!” she snapped.  “You are creative and amazing!  Don’t ever put yourself down like that, Willow!”  
 
    Willow smiled and hugged her again.  “I know.  I just forgot.” 
 
    Tamara sighed, shaking her head.  “You’re slipping back to your old habits, my friend.” 
 
    They laughed and chatted as they made their way through the parking lot.  Tamara’s utilitarian SUV was in the hourly parking lot and she pressed a button, releasing the trunk. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you drive this old clunker,” Willow teased.  “You make a good salary, Tam.  Why not get something that doesn’t look as if it might break apart from rust disintegration?”  
 
    Tamara laughed. “Because this thing can take any abuse I dish out,” she replied, slamming the trunk door closed.  “I routinely toss tools and whatever I need for apartment repairs into this baby and it can take it all.” 
 
    Willow shrugged. “Right.  It’s just…it’s odd to see a princess driving a rust bucket.” 
 
    Tamara laughed as she got into the driver’s seat.  “I’ll admit, it’s a bit of a snub at my father. But it also suits me.” 
 
    They drove to the apartment Tamara had reserved for her and Tamara already had the ingredients for their martinis on the counter. But before they could start drinking, a knock sounded on the door.  
 
    “Who is that?” Tamara speculated.  
 
    Willow looked away, hiding her eyes and Tamara suspected that something was going on.  But…? 
 
    Willow shrugged and pushed her suitcase through the door into the bedroom.  “I don’t know.  You answer it and I’ll finish up this batch of drinks.” 
 
    Tamara shrugged, but walked over to the door.  As soon as she pulled it open, Lana stepped in and they all screamed with excitement.  “What are you doing here?” Tamara yelped, pulling the third of their trio into her arms.  “Oh, you look fabulous!  Married life obviously agrees with you!” 
 
    “Yes, it does!” Lana replied, pulling off her coat and taking the martini glass that Willow handed to her.  “So what’s this I hear about you falling in love with your fiancé?” she asked.  Tamara glared at Willow, who grinned, lifting her eyebrows as they waited for Tamara to answer the question.   
 
    “Don’t even give me that glare!” Willow laughed, handing Tamara a martini filled with pink liquid.  “You are completely head over heels with that man, which is why you’re so lost now that he’s not around.  And not returning your calls.” 
 
    Lana stopped her drink halfway to her mouth.  “Wait, Willow only mentioned that you were in love with the guy.  I thought…” she looked from one to the other.  “I thought we were celebrating.” 
 
    Tamara blinked, shaking her head.  “Nope.  No celebration. This is all to work him out of my heart and mind.” 
 
    Willow cringed.  “He left here asking her to set a wedding date.  But when she called him, he wasn’t available.  Nor has he called back.” 
 
    “So…why hasn’t she called him again?  Or texted him?” Lana asked. She frowned at Tamara.  “I thought you were the tough one of our group.  You’re not fighting for what you want?  For your man?”  
 
    She shrugged and took a long sip of the cocktail.  “I can’t fight for a man I can’t reach.  Sort of a one sided battle, don’t you think?”  
 
    The other two stared at her.  Willow was the first to nod her head.  “She has a point.” 
 
    For the next several hours, they talked about men and brainstormed ways to get back at Jurid for abandoning Tamara.  They speculated as to why he would come all the way to Athens to celebrate with Christoph, then fly to London to court Tamara – both Willow and Lana declared that there was no other way to describe what Jurid had done other than courting her – and once they were on their third round of the delicious, potent cocktails, they started brainstorming various ways to torture him.  Of course, all of those ideas revolved around him coming back to London, prostrating him at Tamara’s feet and…well, they didn’t get much further than that because they burst into alcohol induced laughter at the image of the strong, powerful leader prostrating himself.  
 
    In the end, they curled up on the sofa that night, binge watching cheesy movies and eating too much pizza.  Just like they used to do in high school and college.  Memories, they laughed!  As much as their lives changed, some things still remained the same.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Call him!”  
 
    Tamara looked over the span of the small table in the cute, warm coffee shop at Mike, blinking at his exclamation.  “I’m sorry?” she asked, assuming she hadn’t heard him correctly.   
 
    “Call him!” he reiterated firmly.   
 
    Willow popped around the corner, out of breath and smiling happily.  “Goodness, this place was hard to find!” she gasped as she dropped into the other seat.  “What’s going on?” she asked, looking at Mike, then at Tamara.  Turning back to Mike, she asked, “She hasn’t called him yet?”  
 
    “No!  And she’s been moping around, driving me nuts!” 
 
    Willow laughed, shaking her head.  “She’s a bit stubborn, isn’t she?”  
 
    Tamara watched her friends.  “I’m right here, you know. I can hear you,” she snapped.   
 
    Willow chuckled as the waiter walked over to their table.  “Black coffee please,” she said with an encouraging smile, then turned back to Mike and Tamara, unaware of the waiter tripping over a chair as he stared at her.  “Yes, we’re talking about you, pretending as if you aren’t around because your mind is obviously elsewhere.” 
 
    “We both know where her mind is,” Mike commented, lifting his espresso to his lips and taking a sip.   
 
    Lana breezed into the café and dumped her purse onto a chair.  “Whew!  What a day!”  She said, pushing her dark curls off her forehead.  A moment later, Lana froze, looking at the others surrounding the table, then frowned at Tamara.  “Darn it, when is she going to call him?”  
 
    Mike laughed, shaking his head.  “She’s being stubborn.” 
 
    Willow and Lana rolled their eyes.  “Imagine that,” Lana muttered. 
 
    “Hey!” Tamara argued.  “Stop talking about me like I’m not here!” 
 
    Willow patted her arm gently.  “You’re not here, honey.  Your body is here, but your mind is in Tular.  And as much as we’ll miss you when you finally stop being so stubborn, you’ll fly off to Tular and be happy, married to your big, sweet, hunky sheik.” 
 
    “I’m happy,” Tamara snapped as she picked up her cup of coffee.  But the smell of the coffee made her slightly ill so she set the cup back down and glared at her friends.  “I’m deliriously happy.” 
 
    “Right,” Willow replied, shaking her head.   
 
    Lana tilted her head to the side.  “Has she always been this stubborn?” 
 
    Mike groaned.  “Remember when she got it into her head to make our Halloween costumes?”  
 
    Both Lana and Willow groaned, Willow slapping her hand on her forehead.  “Why?  Why did she even try?”  
 
    Tamara bristled in her chair.  “Hey!  Those were some great costumes!” 
 
    Mike chuckled.  “Eventually, yeah.  They were pretty amazing…after Willow fixed them.”  They all smiled at the horrific memory.  “You had to teach yourself how to learn to sew, then it took you about six tries for the first costume.  You just kept doing it over and over again because it wasn’t ‘right’ or perfect or didn’t match whatever image you had in your mind.” 
 
    “They were great costumes!” she repeated, glaring at Mike.  Still, she looked over at Willow who truly had come to save the day with her creative genius at crafts and…well, fixing crazy-looking Halloween costumes. 
 
    Mike leaned over to Lana.  “She’s a bit grouchy too!” he said in a stage whisper.  
 
    Tamara leaned back in her chair, ignoring them as she flipped through her messages on her phone.  Still nothing from Jurid.  Why hadn’t he contacted her?  He’d asked her to think about being with him, about setting a date.  Then nothing for two whole weeks!  What was he waiting for?  Did he want her to beg?  Well, she wasn’t going to beg!  Princess Tamara didn’t beg!  Ever!   
 
    Okay, so there were several times, in bed, that she’d begged.  Tamara felt her cheeks heat up at the memory of those moments and she glanced up, praying that her friends didn’t notice.   
 
    Sighing, she closed her eyes as pain slashed through her chest.  Goodness, she missed him!  One week!  She’d been with him for one, lousy week!   
 
    No, it hadn’t been a lousy week.  It had been a glorious week.  A week in which she understood what it could be like between them.  Conversations, laughter, passion all mixed in with everyday life.  That’s what she wanted.  And yes, she wanted it with Jurid so badly, she wasn’t sure how to function without him lately.  Mike was grumbling because she was missing things at work…so things were crazy and Jurid wasn’t here.   
 
    Tamara hated being in a funk.  She’d seen others in funks and had thought it was pathetic.  She’d always wondered why those people hadn’t just moved on with their lives.  
 
    Now she knew.  
 
    Maybe she should just call him.  But if she called him, what would she say?  She’d spent so much time over the past several years telling herself and the world that she wouldn’t marry Jurid, and now she was just supposed to change her mind?  She’d look like a fool! 
 
    But she’d be a fool with Jurid instead of a fool without him.   
 
    She’d call him, she told herself.  Tomorrow.   Or maybe tonight.  Maybe… 
 
    Darn it!  She needed to help Willow work through the issues she was dealing with now that she’d discovered a relative she hadn’t known existed.  And Lana!  Lana was literally glowing with happiness after coming back from her honeymoon.  
 
    Unfortunately, Willow’s natural exuberance for life in general and her excitement over trying to discover more about her heretofore unknown, deceased grandmother…plus Lana’s beaming happiness, was really bringing Tamara down.  What kind of a friend was she?  Not a good one, she thought with a deep sigh.   
 
    But seriously, shouldn’t Willow be angry that she hadn’t known this grandmother person?  And Lana…?  Shouldn’t she be sick of being around her husband?  Rubbing her forehead, she tried to make sense out of a world that had become too confusing.   
 
    “We have a meeting,” Mike announced.  “You ready?”  
 
    Tamara blinked, trying to catch up.  “A meeting?”  
 
    He stared at her.  “The meeting with the realtor?  About the condo down on the waterfront?  Remember?” 
 
    “Right!” she gasped and stood up, grabbing her big bag.  She had no idea what he was talking about, but she didn’t want Mike to realize it.   
 
    “You guys take care,” Willow called as they walked down the sidewalk.  
 
    Tamara waved back, tried to smile, but the effort failed miserably.   
 
    She and Mike walked towards their office, but Tamara was in her own world, so she didn’t realize what was going on until Mike stopped and she suddenly realized that she was alone.  When she did, she stopped and looked back, staring at him as if he’d just lost his mind. 
 
    “What’s wrong?  I thought we had a meeting with the realtor.” 
 
    Mike sighed, shaking his head.  “Tam, that was last week.  And you weren’t mentally there for that meeting either.” 
 
    She blinked, trying to think back to last week.  But it was difficult because the days seemed to blur into one grey mass of confusing loneliness. 
 
    “Um…well…did we…?” 
 
    “Tam, call him!” he urged, throwing his hands up in the air.  “You’re obviously miserable without him.  Just call him and talk to him.  Work this out!” 
 
    She blinked back the tears, so tired of crying.  Tamara could get through the days, but it was the nights that were a problem.   
 
    “I’m in love with him,” she whispered, her voice cracking because it hurt so much to admit that out loud.   
 
    “I know, honey,” he said softly, guiding her out of the way as others hurried along the sidewalk.  “You’ve been in love with him from the moment he arrived, Tam.  Just call him!  Stop moping around.” 
 
    She stared up at the sky, trying to stop the new bout of tears.  “I’m in love with him, Mike.  But he said we don’t need love in our marriage.  Just respect.  He said that would be enough.  So here I am, in love with the man and he,” she stopped, pausing to blink back tears again, “…he will respect me.”  The words almost choked her.   
 
    Mike looked at her sadly and she shook her head, stepping back.  “No!” she groaned.  “Do not pity me!  I don’t want your pity.” 
 
    “I’m not pitying, you, honey.  I’ve been there.  I know that loving someone when they don’t love you back is painful.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, regaining control of her feelings.  “Yes, well, that’s why I haven’t called him.  I told myself that, if he had any feelings for me other than ‘respect’, then he’d call, just to start a conversation.  But he hasn’t called.” 
 
    Mike pulled her into his arms and pressed a kiss to her forehead.  Tamara absorbed his gentle affection for a long moment, but then pulled back, ignoring the hurt look in his eyes.  “Sorry, Mike.  But I just…I can’t take any more of this.  I need to…” she stopped and turned, hurrying toward their office. At that point, she dove into the work, not letting any other thoughts enter her mind.  Just work.  Ensure that every client was happy.  That’s what she would do!  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    A week later, Mike ordered a cup of coffee and thought about getting one for Tamara.  She’d been pushing herself harder and harder, trying to blot out the memories of that week with Jurid.  Mike suspected that her efforts were failing miserably.   
 
    But right after the person asked if he wanted anything else, something else occurred to him.  Tamara hadn’t been drinking coffee lately, although he had no idea why.  She used to love her morning java but lately, she’d been avoiding it and drinking tea.  
 
    The barista handed him his order and he took it, heading to his first meeting.  This would be the third riverside condo that he and Tamara had considered, the first two not being quite “right”.  He still had a few minutes before his meeting, so he sat down on a bench and watched the Thames as it meandered by.  It was a fast moving river and always different, the currents a bit mesmerizing and Mike loved sitting here, the sunshine warming him as he contemplated the river and life.   
 
    “She’s not worth it, is she?” a voice asked.  
 
    A frisson of fear struck him and Mike turned around, surprised to find a stranger speaking to him, not in English but in the native dialect spoken in his Tular village.  He was so surprised to hear his native language that it took him several moments to translate.  “Excuse me?” he asked, slipping into the dialect in response.   
 
    The man looked out at the river, but he didn’t seem contemplative.  The man seemed…dangerous.  His next words confirmed Mike’s impression.  “The princess.  She’s not worth it.” 
 
    Mike stared at the man, not sure what was he meant by that.  The words were mostly benign, but the tone seemed…threatening.  Although, Mike couldn’t quite put his finger on exactly why.  It was the look in the man’s eyes when he turned his head, looking directly at Mike for the first time.   
 
    There was also the issue of this stranger knowing Tamara’s royal status.  That couldn’t be good, Mike thought with increasing dread.   
 
    “How do you now that she’s a princess?” he asked, thinking back to the conversation he’d had only two weeks ago, when Tamara had admitted that she was a royal princess of Nadir.  It was a small country, so it hadn’t surprised him that he’d been unaware of the identities of the royal family.  It had definitely surprised him to learn that his best friend and business partner was betrothed to the leader of Tular though!  
 
    He definitely didn’t like the way this man was talking about Tam, although a gut instinct warned Mike to play it cool.   
 
    The stranger shrugged as if dismissing the question.  “We know a lot of things.  Such as how good it would be for the world if Sheik Bin Casees were no longer around.”  
 
    As casually as possible, Mike shifted on the bench, turning slightly so that he was once again looking out at the river while his hands slipped into his coat pocket.  He fumbled with the buttons on his phone, trying to be casual as he pressed the record button.  “I’m from Tular and I don’t think I really care what happens with…” 
 
    “You should care!” the stranger hissed, a spray of spittle bursting from his mouth as he stiffened with outrage.  “The bin Casees family has ruled Tular for too long!” he stopped, visibly forcing himself to calm down.  “We don’t want to hurt anyone,” he told Mike, but the man’s cold eyes warned him that the man only appeared calm. “We just want a new leader for Tular.”  His eyes moved over Mike, and there was a sneer on the man’s tight features.  “We’re going to win.  Do you want to be part of the solution or part of the problem?”  
 
    “What are you intending?” he asked, not feigning interest, but not dismissing the man either.   
 
    The man stood up, adjusting his coat.  “We’ll be in touch with ways in which you can help.  You seem like the loyal type of guy, but you’ll still have to prove yourself.”  There was a dark, intense look and Mike wanted to back away.   
 
    A moment later, the man turned away and walked along the sidewalk, appearing to blend in with the other people making their way towards their destination as if he were just another Londoner.   
 
    Mike shivered as the fear hit him hard.  He stopped the recording, but wasn’t sure what to do about it.   
 
    Mike had left his native country to attend college and had discovered his true self.  He couldn’t go back, not wanting to hide in fear because of his sexual preferences.  But he didn’t want anything to happen to his country either.  Besides, Tular had thrived under the rule of Sheik Bin Casees.   
 
    Mike knew that he had to get the message to Sheik bin Casees, but how?  Mike couldn’t travel to Tular, it was too dangerous for him, not just because of his sexual preferences, but also because he suspected that the stranger who had just walked away would be watching.   
 
    So no, he couldn’t travel to Tular.  Not only could he not go back, but he doubted he could get close enough to deliver the recording to someone who might be able to do something about the threat to Sheik bin Casees.   
 
    But Tamara!  She could do it!  She could not only get into Tular, but she could get a message to Sheik Bin Casees!  She could get this recording to him and…maybe stop whatever was going to happen!   
 
    How was he going to get the recording to her though?  Looking out at the river, he replayed the conversation in his mind.  The man had said something about…about an argument?  This afternoon?  Damn, was he being watched?   
 
    The possibility sent a shiver of fear down his spine.  If someone was watching him, he couldn’t go directly to Tam with the recording.  He had to get it to her…some other way.  Not through their office computers either.  If these people were watching him and Tamara, they’d most likely be monitoring his online activities.   
 
    “Willow!” he whispered.  Now that she was in London to speak with that lawyer, perhaps he could talk to her, then Willow could pass along the recording to Tamara.  It seemed like the obvious solution.  Why would anyone think that Willow was a threat?  She was a redheaded beauty with a vivacious love of life.  “She can do it!” 
 
    Standing up, he kept his eyes on the river, pretending to be thinking.  Perhaps that wasn’t a pretend issue, he thought.  He was thinking.  Frantically!  He had to figure out how to get the recording to Tam!  But how could he do it?  Willow first.  Back to his office, he’d call her and ask her if she wanted to hang out with him and Joe tonight.  Willow did that all the time, so doing it again wouldn’t be an issue.  Although, normally, Tam would be there with them as well.  
 
    Sighing, he thought about another plan.  Coffee tomorrow morning.  He couldn’t deviate from his normal routine, but if he sent a text message to Willow, letting her know that he was grabbing coffee, she’d show up and they’d have breakfast together.   
 
    Yes, that made sense.   
 
    He walked back to the office and pretended to work, but in his mind, he was frantically going through his plan over and over again.  He couldn’t e-mail the recording to Willow either.  They might be monitoring his e-mail.   
 
    By the following morning, he and Joe had a plan in place.  Joe hugged Mike tightly as they left the apartment together at the same time they did every morning.  They walked to the coffee shop and, sure enough, Willow was there already, putting in an order of coffee before she headed off to continue exploring her new house which, it turns out, was a crazy old Victorian that needed a lot of work.  It was exactly what Willow needed, he thought.  She smiled at them as they stepped into the café and, when they all had their coffee, the three of them sat down at a small table.  They chatted for several minutes, then Mike stood up.  “I gotta go,” he said and waved to both of them.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Joe told Willow abruptly.  “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    Willow smiled uncertainly, looking a bit confused since she wasn’t ready to leave quite yet.  “Okay, but…that’s not really necessary.”  
 
    Joe threw an arm over her shoulder and, carefully, slipped the phone into her pocket.  When they were outside, he whispered in her ear.  “Get the phone to Tamara.  Tell her there is a recording on the phone that Jurid needs to hear.”  He chuckled and hugged her again.  “Pretend this is a normal conversation.” 
 
    When he pulled back this time, Willow smiled up at him, then punched his shoulder.  “Right.  You’re just a big lug, Joe.  See ya!” and she turned, waving as she waited at the corner to cross the street.   
 
    Joe watched her, worried that she hadn’t understood.  But there wasn’t anything else he could do.  He turned around and walked towards his gym, intending to work out in an effort to burn off some of this tension.  He’d do anything to keep Mike safe, but was this right?  He wasn’t sure, but for the next few days, Joe was going to watch Mike’s back.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Willow stuffed her hands into the pockets of her coat, pretending to shiver as her fingers wrapped around the cell phone.  She didn’t react in any way as she walked towards her rental car, determined to head out of the city and do some more exploring around her grandmother’s beautiful house.  There was a big desk in the small room that looked to be an office or library, maybe she would find some information about her grandmother among the shelves of books.   
 
    But her mind raced with worry about the cell phone in her pocket.  What in the world was going on?  The fact that Mike had given his phone to Joe, who had mysteriously slipped it into her pocket with that hug…Joe wasn’t known to be a gregarious person, so affectionate gestures were extremely rare for him…which that told her that something bad was going on.  But what?   
 
    And how in the world was she going to get this phone to Tamara?  Not to mention, Tamara was being stubborn about contacting Jurid.  They all knew that she was in love with Jurid.  So, why was she holding back?  Why not just get on a plane and….! 
 
    “That’s it!” she whispered, as an idea came to mind.  Mike needed Tamara to get the phone to Jurid.  “I understand,” she whispered to Mike, even if he couldn’t hear her at the moment.  
 
    She stepped into her rental car, slipping her sunglasses on even though the sunshine wasn’t particularly bright today.  The sunglasses were simply a way for her to scan the area, to figure out if someone might be following her.  She had an idea!   
 
      
 
    Tamara answered the phone, not bothering to look at the caller ID.  “Roxbury Rentals,” she answered.  
 
    “Hey Tam.  I need your help.  Can you spare me an hour of your time?” Willow asked. 
 
    Tamara looked at the phone with a strange expression.  “Um…sure.  What’s up?’  
 
    “Meet me for lunch at that restaurant on Victoria.  I know that it isn’t convenient to your office, but I have an idea for a video series and I need your expertise.  When can you be here?”  
 
    Mike must have heard the conversation because he nodded.  “Go ahead.  I have things covered here.  Nothing urgent is going on today.” 
 
    Tamara shrugged.  “Okay, yeah, sure.  I can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Excellent!  I’ll see you then.”   
 
    Tamara turned to Mike. “That was strange.  Willow needs advice from me on a new segment.” 
 
    “She mentioned something about few videos on minimalism this morning over coffee.  Maybe that’s it.  We don’t allow clutter in our spaces.  We’re pretty good at getting rid of junk.” 
 
    Tamara laughed and it felt good.  She hadn’t laughed since Jurid left to go back to Tular.  “Fine,” she said, noticing a strange preoccupation with whatever he was working on.  “You’re acting weird,” she muttered.   
 
    Tamara grabbed her bag and coat.  “I’ll head on over to the Hampshire property after talking with Willow.  I know that the unit had some issues with the last renter.  I’ll let you know what I find,” she said and headed out of the office.   
 
    Ten minutes later, she pulled into a parking space on Victoria and walked through the doors of the restaurant.  Inside, there was controlled chaos with patrons ordering from the counter as well as table service.  But she easily spotted Willow sitting at a window seat and waved, letting her friend know that she’d seen her.  Weaving through the tables, Tamara thought that there was an odd sparkle to Willow’s eyes today.  Tamara had been worried about Willow and this odd inheritance, but from the look on Willow’s beautiful face, her friend was taking life in stride, as usual.  To a casual observer, one might think that nothing got under the gorgeous woman’s skin.  But Tamara knew her friend well.  Willow projected happiness and light to the rest of the world, but deep down inside, she was hurting.  She didn’t let many people inside of her heart, too fearful of others finding her lacking and walking out of her life.  So she didn’t let people into her life.  Not her real life.  Not into her heart.   
 
    Yeah, that stupid father of hers could sing a love story and sell millions of albums, but he didn’t truly understand what love meant.  Love meant not abandoning one’s only daughter.  It meant not pushing her out of the house because some bimbo was too insecure to share…! 
 
    Tamara stopped that mental rant.  It didn’t help and she had to focus on the present.   Obviously, Willow needed something and she was going to give it to her friend.  No matter what she asked of her!   
 
    “What’s going on?” Tamara asked, walking up to the table where Willow was sitting, tapping her foot impatiently on the wood floors.  “Oh, you ordered food al…!” 
 
    “Here,” Willow said as Tamara slid into the seat on the other side of the table.  “Put it into your pocket fast,” she said, smiling and pretending as if Tamara was fully participating in the conversation.  “Get this phone to Jurid.  I have no idea what’s on it, but tell him that he needs this phone.” 
 
    Tamara’s heart stopped for a moment, then pounded rapidly in her chest.  “What’s going on?” 
 
    Willow picked up her sandwich, then looked at Tamara with an overly bright smile.  “I have absolutely no idea what’s going on.  I met Mike and Joe for coffee this morning.  Nothing unusual in that.  And then Joe walked me out.  As he hugged me,” Willow paused, letting that sink in for a moment before she continued, “he slipped this into my pocket and whispered in my ear, urging me to tell you that the phone needs to find its way to Tular.  Place it in only Jurid’s hands.  Other than that, I have no idea.”  She smiled, and took a small bite of her sandwich.  Looking back up at Tamara, she said, “It’s all very spy-book-like and a bit scary.  But smile and pretend as if this is just a normal lunch with a friend.  Then get your skinny butt to Tular!  I think it’s urgent.” 
 
    “Right,” Tamara whispered, plastering a smile on her face until her cheeks hurt.  Taking a bite of her own sandwich, she went over Willow’s words in her mind even as she surreptitiously slipped the phone in her pocket.  For the next forty minutes, Tamara nibbled on her sandwich and chatted with Willow.  After lunch, as she walked back to her car, she spotted her guards tailing her and wondered if they knew anything about the situation.   
 
    But should she even ask?  Dare she?  What if they were part of whatever was going on?  Was Jurid’s life in danger?   
 
    The thought of someone hurting him made her stomach muscles tighten so badly that she couldn’t even think.  “I need to get to him,” she whispered.  “Now!”  
 
    After driving over to the rental property in Hampshire, Tamara stepped out of her car and looked around, spotting the guards parked by the curb two cars away.  Still, she walked into the house and looked around, not really seeing anything.  There might have been a bonfire in the middle of the living room and Tamara wouldn’t have noticed, her mind was working on a plan to get this cell phone to Jurid.  Whatever was on it, everyone was freaked about it.   
 
    Including herself.   
 
    Pulling her own phone out, she started to dial the number he’d given her.  But before she’ put in the last digit, she stopped and looked around.  What if someone was listening at his end of the phone?  Did he really have any privacy?   
 
    “Not really,” she whispered, looking out the window at the grey skies.  “I need to get to him.  I need to get to him now!”  
 
    Leaving the property, she scanned the street.  The guards were still there.  Still watching.  In fact, something in her face must have warned them because they stepped out of the vehicle and moved towards her, both of them wary and on watch.  “Your Highness?” one of them inquired.  
 
    “I need to see Jurid,” she announced, then worried that she sounded a bit frantic, she shook her head.  “He told me to contact him when I was ready to talk.  I’m ready.  Can you guys take me to him?”  
 
    Both men seemed to relax and she thought that was an odd reaction, but she didn’t have time to analyze it just yet.   
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.  We have a plane standing ready for you.”  
 
    She blinked, then smiled, feeling a thrill go through her.  “Excellent.  Then let’s go,” she told them.   
 
    One of them took her arm, leading her towards their vehicle.  “We’ll have someone come and retrieve your car, Your Highness.  This way.” 
 
    When she was tucked safely into the back of their vehicle, she looked out the window. She was worried.  She was going to see Jurid again.  Tamara had no idea what his reaction might be.  There’d been silence between them for so long.  But underneath the worry, Tamara knew she was also excited.  And terrified.   
 
    What if he didn’t want her anymore?  Was that why she hadn’t heard from him in over two weeks?  Was he done with her?  Maybe she’d pushed him away too many times.  What if…? 
 
    Tamara stopped her mind from spinning out of control.  She couldn’t let herself think like that.  She had to remain positive.   
 
    Besides, if he didn’t want her there, then she still had the excuse of delivering the cell phone to him.  Yes, that was a good reason.  In fact, perhaps she should just wait about declaring her feelings for him until after he reacted to her being there.  That sounded like a better plan, she decided. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Sixteen hours later, Tamara had gone back and forth so many times about how to approach Jurid, she wasn’t sure what to think anymore.  To announce her feelings and desire to go ahead with the wedding…or to wait and see how he reacted to her arrival?  She wasn’t sure anymore.  What had sounded like a good plan hours ago, the plan to just wait and evaluate his reaction, seemed cowardly now.  And she’d never thought of herself as a coward.   
 
    But there was a huge difference between breaking away from one’s parents and country and starting a new business without their support or approval…and declaring her love for a man like Jurid.  He was…handsome and amazing and…terrifying!  What if he didn’t feel the same way? 
 
    She descended the steps of the plane and nodded her gratitude to the waiting limousine driver.  There were several police cars as an escort as well and she wasn’t sure why.  It seemed like overkill, but she fingered the cell phone in her pocket, which felt both benign and…somehow evil.  Maybe it wasn’t overkill.  Maybe there was something going on, something dangerous and she was here putting him in more danger.   
 
    She looked at the guards, all of whom had very serious expressions.  As soon as they drove up to the underground entrance to the palace, the trembling started in earnest.  What would he do?  Would he be angry that she’d arrived, literally, on his doorstep without notice?   
 
    For the past two weeks, she’d been upset that he hadn’t called her.  But it suddenly occurred to her that she hadn’t called him except for that one time when he’d been in a meeting.  After that, she hadn’t bothered with even a text message.  So he might be just as frustrated with her.  
 
    Or even worse, he might have given up on her.  He’d come all the way to London just to talk with her.  He’d pushed aside most of his meetings that week in order to get to know her better, to see if they were compatible.  Then he’d put himself out there by asking her to think about setting a wedding date and…she’d ignored him.  Complete radio silence.  
 
    What must he be thinking?  And now she just showed up?   
 
    Good grief! 
 
    “Tamara!” a deep, furious voice echoed across the courtyard.  She hadn’t even stepped through the security doors but there he was, storming towards her!   
 
    “I just…” she didn’t have time to explain because he swept her up into his arms and kissed her.   
 
    When he finally lifted his head, he frowned down at her, still angry but with a different kind of heat now.  “Why are you here?” he demanded.  “Wait!”  He stepped back and took her hand.  “This way,” and he led her into the palace and through a maze of hallways.  Her confusion lasted until he closed the massive double doors to what must be his personal apartment, then turned around and took her into his arms again, kissing her with her back pressed against the wall.  When he lifted his head this time, they were both panting and, when she looked down, Tamara realized that her legs were wrapped around his waist.   
 
    “Tell me,” he ordered, his hands sliding along her back as he cupped her bottom, carrying her into his bedroom.   
 
    “I needed to see you,” she whispered.  “I missed you.”  Well, that wasn’t what she’d planned to say! 
 
    “And?” he prompted, standing her beside the bed as he pushed her coat off her shoulders, then began to strip off her clothing.   
 
    “And I…” she gasped when his mouth found that spot on her neck.  She loved it when he teased that spot!   
 
    “And what, love?” he asked, pushing her jeans down over her hips.  “I hope you got a lot of sleep on that plane, because I’m not letting you sleep for a while.” 
 
    She smiled as he took off the last of her clothes.  Then laughed when he gently pushed her backward so that she tumbled onto the bed.   
 
    “I think I might just tie you to this bed for a few days.”  His gaze burned across her bare skin.  “I’ve missed you, Tamara,” he said as he moved onto the bed with her.   
 
    The laughter died as she lifted her hands, cupping his face so that he had to look her in the eye. “Did you miss the sex?” she asked, holding her breath, waiting for his answer.  “Or did you miss me?”  As she looked up at him, she knew that she had to be honest with him.  If not for him and their future, but for herself.  “Because I missed you, Jurid.  I missed talking with you, laughing with you, and being with you.” 
 
    Jurid froze at her words, looking down at her.  He was fully aware of her soft breasts just inches from his chest, but he couldn’t seem to pull his gaze way from her eyes.  She’d been so honest, he could do nothing less.  “I missed you, love.  I missed that stubborn chin of yours and the way you dare me to agree with you so that we’ll start another argument.”  He lowered his body so that his hips were cradled against hers.  “I missed your laughter and the way your eyes light up when you hear something funny.”  He kissed her lips gently, just a soft, brief caress.  “I missed the way you snuggle up to me every morning, making me hard and aching to roll over and make love to you, but I don’t, because you feel so good snuggled against me.”   
 
    With each admission, she’d released a button on his dress shirt, pushing it out of the way so that she could feel him, pressing her hand against his heart.  It pounded solid and steady, but when she released the catch on his belt buckle, that heart rate picked up dramatically.  Several minutes later, when he entered her, his heart raced as fast as her own.   
 
    He made love to her slowly, inching up their passion by increments.  But this moment was different.  It felt different and Jurid knew that she was different.  There was a softness about her that hadn’t been there before.   
 
    The week he’d spent with her in London, she’d held something back.  He hadn’t known it then, but as he thrust into her today, amazed once again by her tight, hot sheath, that restraint was gone and he felt it with every thrust.   
 
    When she cried out with her pleasure, he could feel it in her cries and released his own control.  His climax this time was more mind-blowing than he’d thought possible! 
 
    Afterwards, he held her in his arms, her head cradled against his shoulder and he realized how much he’d needed her to come to him like this.  To know that she gave herself to him fully and not because of some ridiculous betrothal contract that neither of them had known about when it was signed.  
 
    This was the Tamara he wanted.  This was the Tamara that he loved.  
 
    “I love you,” she whispered, her fingers threading through the hair on his chest.  
 
    At her words, he shifted so that he was over her again.  “Say it again,” he ordered, his voice urgent and forceful.   
 
    She smiled sadly up at him, her hand moving along his shoulder to his neck.  “I love you.”   
 
    He lowered his head to kiss her swollen lips, stunned by how her words made him feel.  “I love you too, Tamara.  I can’t believe that it happened, but I love you.” 
 
    There was surprise in her eyes for a long moment after that declaration, but then that surprise slowly morphed into happiness.  She smiled up at him, rubbing her inner thigh against his hip.  “So I guess we should…” she stopped, her eyes widening.  “I have something for you!” She pushed against his shoulders so he’d let her up.  “Where is my coat?”  
 
    He stood up and grabbed his slacks as he walked out of his bedroom, coming back moments later with her coat.  “Is this what you need?” he asked, shooting her an odd look.   
 
    “Yes!” she gasped, then rifled through the pockets and pulled out Mike’s phone.  “Here.  Give this to your guards and have them analyze it.  My friend, Mike, recorded something. I didn’t listen to it.  I don’t have his password either, so they’re going to have to break into it.” 
 
    “A recording?”  
 
    “Yes.  That’s all I know.  Except that he took a very roundabout way of getting the phone to me, so I know that it’s important.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he stood painfully still, looking down at her.  “Is this why you came back to me?”  
 
    She looked up at him, noticed the tension in his shoulders and understood instantly.  Getting up on her knees, she placed her hands on his chest and locked eyes with him.   “It’s the excuse I used to come back to you.  Not the reason.”  She willed him to understand what she was saying.  “When I told you that I love you, I meant it, Jurid.” 
 
    He nodded, then grabbed a shirt.  “Hold that thought,” and he walked out of the room, coming back a few minutes later.  “Now, where were we?” he asked and pulled her into his arms.   
 
    Tamara laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck.  “You were going to tell me that you love me again.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Jurid walked into his office, feeling like whistling.  So he did.  Tamara was here.  She was safe and they were discussing a wedding date.  Life was pretty damn good!   
 
    “Hamid?” he asked, noticing that his cousin was standing on the other side of his desk.  The side of his desk where no one, absolutely no one, was ever allowed to be.  Even worse, he was holding a piece of paper, and jumped when he noticed Jurid.  “What’s going on?”  
 
    Hamid had been with him for over ten years, and he’d never rifled through his desk before.  At least, not that Jurid knew.  Now seeing the guilty look on his cousin’s face, Jurid was wondering if his trust all these years had been misplaced.  
 
    “You…” He looked around and stepped back.  “If you’d just listened to me!” he hissed, and pulled a small pistol from underneath his shirt.  “Damn you!  You wouldn’t listen to me!  You only listened to that bitch!” 
 
    Jurid glanced at the gun, but focused on Hamid.  The eyes were a better indicator of menace, even though the gun would do more damage.  “What didn’t I hear?” he asked, moving so that his back was to the windows, pulling the potential for danger away from the doorway.  If Hamid didn’t have good aim, he might hurt someone else.  At least this way, a stray bullet would only break the glass.  
 
    “The resorts!  You wouldn’t listen to me about the resorts!  They could bring in billions in taxes!” 
 
    Jurid shrugged.  “That small fishing village?  The people in that region already have jobs.  A resort would only destroy those jobs, pollute the waters, and rape the land.” 
 
    “What about the others?   What about the people who still need jobs and security?” 
 
    Jurid eyed his cousin carefully and something about the conversation struck him as odd.  He remembered a report about a land sale in that area recently.  It had been out in the middle of nowhere, which is why it had struck him as odd.  The land hadn’t been inside of the village, but outside of the city limits where there was only fields of weeds and rocks.  “Hamid, did you invest in the land around that area?  Are you losing your money because I didn’t approve the resorts?” 
 
    “Yes!” he snapped.  “I bought up all that damn land!  Every piece I could get my hands on!” he waved the gun carelessly.  “I even had plans drawn up to show investors what could be done with the land!  I went out and solicited their capital!  I was the one who put all of this together!  But you!  You had to go and ruin it by being noble!  By listening to that stupid woman who doesn’t know anything about how to run a country!  She just wanted to protect a few people instead of raising revenue for the treasury!” 
 
    The door opened and he heard Tamera’s footsteps.  “Jurid, I think we should…” 
 
    “Go away, Tamara!” he yelled.  “Get the hell out of here!”  
 
    Of course, she didn’t run.  In fact, she paused, evaluating the situation quickly, dropped the papers she was carrying, and hurried over to him, taking a stand right in front of him as if she could shield him somehow.   
 
    “Who are you?” she demanded.   
 
    “It doesn’t matter who I am!” Hamid barked, spittle flying from his lips.  “And I heard from my investors that you were the one who finally convinced him not to go through with the resort project during some dinner event in London,” he waved the gun in Jurid’s direction, “to not move forward on the resort plans.  So you get to die as well!” 
 
    Jurid took her arms in his hands, trying to push her behind him, to protect her.  But the woman stepped forward, out of his reach and still standing in front of him.  The damn woman was trying to protect him!   
 
    “So, you’re the reason he’s had four meetings about the same issue?  You’re the reason he keeps telling people no?”  
 
    “Shut up, Tamara,” he ordered.   
 
    “Yes!  Shut up, you stupid woman!  You don’t know anything and your bleeding-heart stupidity ruined everything!”  
 
    Tamara stiffened with outrage.  “According to what I heard at that dinner, the plan wasn’t going to move forward anyway.  The investors you brought to the table the last time weren’t really interested in building. They just wanted to have dinner with Jurid.” 
 
    That stopped the mad-man, who blinked.  “You lie!” Hamid bellowed.  “They were all on board.” 
 
    Of course she was lying, Jurid thought.  Those investors had pushed hard to get his agreement.  It wasn’t until Tamara had gone off on her tirade about how bad the idea was for the villagers and stormed out of the restaurant that they’d fully grasped the extent of his lack of interest.   
 
    But Hamid didn’t need to know that.   
 
    “No, it wasn’t because of her, Hamid,” Jurid repeated, bringing Hamid’s gaze back to him.  “I’m the one who wouldn’t let the plan go forward.  I’d heard it all before and I didn’t think it was a good plan.  So if you are angry with anyone, then you need to be angry with me.” 
 
    Tamara turned and glared at him over her shoulder before turning back to Hamid.  “No, he had nothing to do with it.”  The door to Jurid’s office opened silently behind Hamid, who was too confused and furious to pay attention as one of Jurid’s guards inched into the room.  As soon as one guard was in place, several more stepped inside, stealthily moving closer.   
 
    Tamara watched their movements carefully but kept talking, trying to keep Hamid’s attention on her.  “Jurid was the one who was listening.  But I got angry and left the table.  He tried to stop me, but I didn’t let him.” 
 
    Since that was the story Hamid wanted to hear, he latched onto her admission.  “You!  You’re the reason I’m ruined?  You!  You’re nothing but a stupid girl!”  
 
    Tamara took a breath to retort, but the guard behind Hamid attacked.  He didn’t have a weapon, but he was very capable with his hands and, in moments, had Hamid on the ground, gasping for breath.  The gun fell out of his hands and he went limp.  
 
    Tamara spun around, staring up at Jurid.  Before she could even run to him and throw herself into his arms, he jerked her there himself.   
 
    “Don’t you ever do anything like that again!” he ordered, and then he kissed her.  Hard!  Tamara tried to be cool and composed, but the sobs were forcing their way out and she could barely kiss him back because she was crying so hard.  She didn’t realize it, but she was also punching his arms, furious with him. 
 
    When he lifted his head and glared down at her, she fisted his shirt in her hands.  “Don’t you do that!  Don’t you dare ever do that again!  I love you, damn it!  I’ve spent years avoiding you! You can’t make me fall in love with you and then get yourself killed!  I won’t allow it!” 
 
    She cried and he pulled her into his arms, holding her gently as he rubbed his cheek against her dark hair.  “Oh Tamara,” he groaned.   
 
    Meanwhile, the guards were busy pulling a handcuffed Hamid out of Jurid’s office.  The guards didn’t protect the man’s head very well.  It seemed to hit every piece of furniture along the way.  She would have snickered if she weren’t so furious with Jurid for putting himself in danger like that.   
 
    “I love you,” she whispered again.   
 
    “I love you too, Tamara.  But don’t you ever try to protect me again.”  He soothed the words with his hands.   
 
    She laughed and hiccupped as her arms tightened around his waist, her head pressed against his chest.  “I will, you know.”  
 
    He laughed, then sighed.  “Yeah.  I know.” 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered again.  
 
    Jurid buried his face against her neck, breathing in the sweet, feminine scent of her.  “I love you so damn much!” 


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Tamara waddled into Jurid’s office, one hand resting on her round, pregnant stomach. “You’re the ruler here, right?” she grumbled as she settled in the leather chair next to his desk.  
 
    “Last I heard, yes,” he replied, chuckling at her question even though he knew where this conversation was going.  She was huge.  And sexy, he thought, but he also knew that his nearly full term wife didn’t think so.  But as he looked at her, he didn’t notice the weight gain that she worried about.  He saw the long, silky hair that graced her shoulders and the round, full breasts that were more than a handful now.  He saw the color in her cheeks and the glow about her that made her look even more beautiful.   
 
    “So…if you’re in charge of everything, how about if you order this obstetrician to just…get on with this baby being born?  Why not just induce this little guy so that we can meet him and I can get a good night’s sleep?”  
 
    He laughed softly, standing up and coming around to the other side of his desk.  They hadn’t had sex in over a month because Tamara was too uncomfortable, but he didn’t care.  He loved her and loved just holding her.  So instead of picking up the phone and ordering her doctor to induce his beautiful wife, he took her hands and pulled her into his arms, turning so that he sat down in the chair and tugging her down onto his lap. 
 
    “I’m too big,” she grumbled, trying to stand up.  
 
    He only laid a hand over her thighs, keeping her still.  “You know that I’m not going to do that,” he said, then nuzzled her neck to ease her discomfort.  “Our son will come when he’s ready.  And you wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    In fact, his Tamara refused to eat anything that wasn’t healthy, even though his lovely wife was craving chocolate and peanut butter.  She wouldn’t eat the chocolate truffles he’d brought back from Paris for her because she didn’t want their son to have too much sugar in utero.  
 
    “I want a peanut butter sandwich,” she sighed, leaning her head against his shoulder.   
 
    Jurid tightened his arms around her, caressing her belly.  “I don’t think that peanut butter would be bad for our baby,” he pointed out.   
 
    She shifted, burying her nose against his neck.  “The amount of peanut butter I want might be.”  
 
    He laughed, but then stood.  “Come, it’s time for dinner and I want you to eat something tonight.”  She’d skipped dinner the previous night, feeling too uncomfortable to do more than nibble.   
 
    “I’m really not very hungry,” she told him, but followed him out of his office.  They walked slowly towards the dining room.  Well, Jurid walked.  Tamara waddled as she made her way towards dinner, sighing every few minutes.  “Jurid, I’m really not…” 
 
    “You’re eating,” he countered.  Then he saw the exhaustion in her eyes and relented.  “Just come and sit with me.  Maybe the smells will tempt you.” 
 
    “Fine,” she muttered, and leaned more heavily against him as they entered the dining room.  The chairs were too small for her to be comfortable, and she shifted as the pains in her belly increased.  “This really sucks,” she grumbled, rubbing her belly.  She pushed the rice and vegetables around on her plate, wishing that it was a pile of chocolate-peanut-butter cups.   
 
    “I know love, but it’s almost over.” 
 
    She groaned and pushed her plate away.  “I know that I should,” she told him when he gave her a look.  “I just can’t do it, Jurid.  There simply isn’t any more room inside of me for food.” 
 
    He would have laughed if he weren’t so concerned.  “Let’s go talk to the doctor,” he suggested.   
 
    Tamara agreed, because even she was worried about her inability to eat anything.  She was just…too uncomfortable.   
 
    Ten minutes later, the doctor smiled as he listened.  “How about if we just…listen to the baby’s heartbeat?” he offered.  “Let’s attach a heartbeat monitor for the rest of the evening.  If the baby seems to be in any sort of distress, then I’ll have one of the nurses attach an IV.  That way, you won’t become dehydrated, which would be the more worrying issue.” 
 
    Tamara nodded, but since it was after seven o’clock at night, she was fading quickly.  “That’s fine.  Can I just…” she groaned as another pain spread over her belly.  She didn’t say anything since one of the nurses walked in at that moment with a large, belt-like contraption.  They attached it to her belly around her back, then the nurse suggested that Tamara simply lay back and relax. 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent plan,” she said, wrapping her fingers around Jurid’s hand.  “I could use…” she stopped as another wave of pain hit her belly.  “I just…I don’t like this pregnancy thing.” 
 
    The nurse laughed softly.  “At this stage in a pregnancy, there are very few women who are comfort….” She stopped as she peered at the monitor.  “Um…I think…” she stopped and looked closely at Tamara.  “Your Highness, did you know that you’re in labor?”  
 
    Jurid jumped up.  “What?” he demanded.   
 
    The nurse called out to the doctor who walked casually back into the delivery room.  The nurse muttered something to the doctor who nodded, checking the data on the heart-rate monitor.  When he nodded again, he turned to smile at Tamara.  “Well, it looks like we’ve discovered the source of your discomfort, Your Highness,” he replied, patting her arm gently.  “You’re going to have a baby.” 
 
    Tamara stared at the man for a long moment, unaware of her mouth hanging open.  “Um…no!  Nope!  This isn’t right!” 
 
    Several more nurses came in at that moment, beaming as they efficiently set up the delivery room.  Tamara looked over at Jurid, but he didn’t look as if he was going to help her out either.  In fact, he looked just as stunned as she felt!   
 
    “No. I’m not...” 
 
    The doctor put a hand on her arm.  “Your Highness, this is all going extremely well.  You’re a fit woman and your muscles are helping you out here.  Long distance running has obviously given you strong muscles and an ability to endure pain.  So yes, you’re in labor, Your Highness.  This baby is ready to come into the world.” 
 
    Over the next ten hours, Tamara called Jurid every possible name she could think of, furious with him for putting her into this position.  But by the time their little girl came into the world, Tamara couldn’t stop crying.  “Thank you,” she whispered to him, leaning against him.   
 
    “So, I’m no longer the Son of Satan now?” he teased.   
 
    Tamara kissed the downy head of her beautiful, red-faced baby girl.  “I never called you the Son of Satan,” she argued, ignoring the soft chuckles of the nurses who had all heard her call him that.  “You are the man of my dreams.”  A few snorts came after that announcement but Jurid ignored them.   
 
    “I love you, too, my dear,” he said as they both gazed down at their precious daughter.  “Ready to do it all over again?”  
 
    Tamara’s elbow was sharp as it connected with his ribcage and she smiled happily at his grunt of pain.  “I love you, Jurid, but seriously, don’t even tease about something like like that.” 
 
    He stared down at her, wondering how long it would take before she changed her mind.  But at this moment, he didn’t care.  He was in heaven just being here with his small family.  “I love you, my dear.”  And he kissed her forehead, and kissed his daughter’s forehead as well.  
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    Why hadn’t she known about her grandmother’s existence? 
 
    Willow didn’t notice the heat of the bright sunshine on her head and bare shoulders, unaware of how the sun sparkled off her bright, red hair or the slight blush of her pale skin.  The crickets in the knee high grass chirped, but they couldn’t break through the odd, confused buzzing in her head.  Nothing seemed to make sense.  
 
    A grandmother, she thought for about the thousandth time.  A relative that she hadn’t even known existed.  A human being that her father had never mentioned.  Although, that shouldn’t be surprising.  Her father, Jimmy Mills, the darling of the country music world, was entirely focused on himself one hundred percent of the time.  Anything that didn’t have to do with his personal pleasures, selling his music, or making him look good, Jimmy Mills pretty much disregarded.  Not even Willow, his only child, could break through his obsessive need to promote and indulge himself.   
 
    A grandmother!  And now, Willow owned the house in which her grandmother had lived for most of her life.   
 
    The house was in disrepair, but it wasn’t falling down.  At some point, the gardens had been filled with beautiful flowers and lush bushes, but now the yard and trees were overgrown, weeds choking out what was planted underneath.   
 
    Was this house and yard a sad commentary on her life?  Were the weeds of bitterness in her life choking out the happy rays of sunshine as well?  
 
    No!  Willow refused to wallow in that kind of negativity.  Her father hadn’t mentioned his mother, ever, so that meant that Willow needed to do what she always did when it came to dealing with her father and his obliviousness to parenting norms.  She’d figure things out.  She’d survive and thrive!  Wife number five had shipped Willow off to boarding school all those years ago.  At first, Willow had been devastated at being kicked out of her home by a shallow, vain woman and a narcissist father.  But being sent to The Burling School, a boarding school on the outskirts of London, had turned out to be the best thing to happen to her.  It was there that Willow had met Lana and Tamara.  Those two had become the sisters that she’d never had.  They were more like family than her father ever had been.   
 
    Still, why hadn’t her father ever mentioned that Willow had a grandmother?  Why had she learned about the woman through her death?   
 
    It seemed unfair, but Willow knew that life was rarely fair.  Being sad about it only made life sad, and she loved her life.  She loved her business and she loved the people who worked with her to make that business a success.   
 
    So…here she was.  Her grandmother had passed away, but had left this house to her.  Looking up at the second and third floors, she noticed intricate details, the scrollwork in the corners of the house and the torn curtains inside.   
 
    “I’ll get more information by diving right in,” she whispered aloud.   
 
    She carefully put her weight on the first step of the wooden stairs.  It was more solid than it looked.  The wood was good, although the peeling, crumbling paint needed to be sanded off and the whole structure repainted.  That would cost a pretty penny, but the end result would be lovely.   
 
    The next few steps gave her a bit more confidence, but she still walked carefully.  With each step, her heart pounded louder and harder.  This was where her grandmother had lived.  This was her history.  This was a connection to her life that she’d never known existed.   
 
    Willow stood at the front door, key in hand, but she paused, taking a deep breath.  When she exhaled, she pushed the key into the lock and…twisted.   
 
    The squeaking noise was loud and, for some reason, terrifying!  Was this house…haunted?   
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” Willow admonished herself, but instead of stepping through the door, she remained on the porch, peering through the doorway.  Late afternoon sunshine filtered in through the yellowed, sheer curtains, highlighting the dust motes that filled the air.  The dust sparkled and danced in the rays of the sun before settling down on the surfaces of the old furniture.   
 
    “Wow!” Willow whispered as she took in the dark wood floors and old furniture.  She could see the quality of the antiques even from here.  “Oh my!”  
 
    Stepping inside, lured by the promise of new and wonderful projects, she looked around, awestruck.  “Oh, Jake is going to love this place!”  
 
    “Who the hell are you?” a deep voice snapped.  
 
    Willow screamed, twisting around as her imagination took off at the sound of the deep, male voice behind her.  But even as her eyes adjusted, she screamed again, stepping backwards, her shoulder hitting something as she stared at the huge figure in the doorway.  Willow couldn’t see his face since the sun was behind him, but she could see that he was a giant!  Broad shoulders, long legs and…well, that was all she could see.  
 
    The man stepped into the hallway, pulling at the shadows.  “What the hell is wrong with you?” he demanded.  
 
    Willow gasped as the man scowled down at her.  “You…” she pointed weakly at the door behind him.  Now that she could see his face, Willow saw that he didn’t have horns or red, glowing eyes.  Relief surged through her and she took a breath, unaware of her hand pressed to her chest.  
 
    “I’m sorry!” she said, laughing self-consciously.  “I just…you startled me and with the sun at your back, it was…” she gave up as his eyes narrowed even more.  Dark eyes, she thought.  They might be very nice eyes if they’d stop scowling at her like that.   
 
    Well, maybe not “nice”, but she suspected they wouldn’t be as intimidating! 
 
    “Who are you and what are you doing in this house?  This is private property.” 
 
    She smiled up at the man, extending her hand.  “I’m Willow Mills.  Apparently, I’m the new owner.  Camilla Mills was my grandmother.” 
 
    The giant ignored her hand, continuing to glare at her.  “Prove it,” he snapped.  
 
    Willow pulled her hand back, feeling awkward and…well, irritated.  Who was this guy and what right did he have to question her?   
 
    But she reined her temper in and increased the brightness of her smile.  “I can’t really prove it, other than the fact that I have the keys,” she showcased the key chain with the fancy charms up in the air.  The charms shimmered and danced in the late afternoon sunlight.   
 
    He barely glanced at the keys in the air, returning to her face.  “How do I know that you didn’t steal the keys?”  
 
    Willow’s smile dimmed.  “Well, um…” she thought frantically, because he had a point.  Besides, this was an exclusive neighborhood filled with beautiful old houses.  Not all were Victorian in style.  Some were craftsman and others were brick colonials.  But they were all large and perfectly maintained.  Although none were as lovely as the one right next door.  That house had a massive garden and the house was painted a dark purple with lime green trim.  It was amazing!   
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed further and Willow knew that she’d have to come up with a legitimate reason for claiming ownership.  Then something occurred to her.  “How about a letter from my grandmother’s lawyer informing me of her passing and my new ownership of the house?” she offered.   
 
    He looked at her suspiciously.  “Show me.”  
 
    Willow wanted to tell the man to take a hike, but if he lived in the neighborhood, she didn’t want to make enemies when she’d barely taken two steps into her grandmother’s house.  Besides, if this man knew her grandmother, maybe he could tell her stories.  After years of being abandoned by her father, Willow was quite desperate to learn more about the woman who had gifted this amazing house to her.   
 
    “It’s out in the car,” she explained pointing to the doorway.  She wanted to lead him out, but he was just too big.  Even though he’d stepped into the house, his shoulders were so broad that they were still blocking her exit.   
 
    Thankfully, he stepped to the side and she was able to pull her eyes away from his face.  Raw and masculine were the two words that sprang to mind.  Hard and powerful were what she thought when she noticed the immaculate, charcoal suit with the red, silk tie and startlingly white shirt.  The man even had cufflinks.  Who wore cufflinks these days?   
 
    Rich people, she thought dismissively and moved out the door.  Back out in the sunshine, she slipped her sunglasses back on, feeling safer somehow outside rather than trapped in the strange house.   
 
    “It’s nice that you watch out for the neighbors,” she started off, needing to say something.  His silence was a bit unnerving.   
 
    Or maybe it was his size.  She didn’t like him. Not one little bit.  In fact, if he lived nearby, Willow wondered how long it would take for her to plant some tall shrubs so that she never had to see the man again.   
 
    But he didn’t offer any additional information.  The man simply followed behind her silently.  Ominously.   
 
    She opened the passenger door of her car and grabbed the file of documents from the lawyer’s office.  Sifting through the papers, she came up with the letter that explained her grandmother’s death and the transfer of the house to Willow.   
 
    The giant man took the paper, skimming over the words quickly before returning it to her.  “Fine.  Just…” he paused, looking down at her.  “Do you need sunscreen?” he demanded in a harsh, irritated voice.  
 
    Willow blinked at the unexpected question as well as the harsh tone.  Yes, she had red hair and, along with that came extremely pale skin.  But for him to ask that seemed…odd.  Almost intimate, she thought.  “Um…well, I hadn’t planned on staying out in the sunshine for long,” she replied.   
 
    “Ms. Mills,” he started, but stopped, shook his head slightly, then handed the legal document back to her.  “Good evening.”  A moment later, he turned on his thousand dollar shoes and walked away.   
 
    Irritated by his rude questions, she turned to watch him walk for a few paces.  Unfortunately, that annoying impetuousness that had been both a benefit and a bane to her existence, roared up and she couldn’t stop the question.  “Who are you and should I be concerned about you?” she called out, wanting to rile him a bit.   
 
    He paused and looked back at her, his gaze moving up and down her figure.  With that quick but strangely disturbing sweep of his eyes, every particle in her body sparked to life, tingling with an odd awareness.  Unfortunately, that was nothing compared to what his one word reply did to her.  “Yes.”  
 
    And then he walked across the street.  He stepped into a dark SUV and drove away, not even glancing in her direction.   
 
    “I think I hate him,” Willow whispered, glaring ineffectively at the expensive car as it disappeared down the street.  “Yes, I really do hate that man!” 
 
      
 
    Cooper’s fingers tapped on the steering wheel impatiently, his thoughts lingering on the redheaded woman he’d just left.  Damn, she was beautiful!   
 
    Cooper wasn’t attracted to redheads.  He preferred blondes.  Tall, leggy blondes.  Not short, voluptuous, soft-looking, full-lipped, blue eyed redheads.  Yeah, her legs were good, but she was too short.  He was six feet, four inches tall.  He doubted the woman was much over five feet, five inches.  Probably shorter.  And she was too soft.  Everywhere!  He flashed back to the moment she’d bent to retrieve the folder from her car, those full, amazing breasts shifting under the V-neck of her wrap dress.  His mind might be trying to remind him that he preferred blondes, but his body told him that there was a definite allure to a cute, siren-like redhead.   
 
    Had she gone back inside?  That pale skin of hers would burn quickly in this afternoon heat.  He didn’t like thinking of that beautiful skin…yes, he preferred blondes, but he could still admire her pale, delicate skin…burning in the heat.   
 
    Then he thought about the house.  It wasn’t in good repair.  The steps up to the front door were solid, but were there other issues inside the house?  It was the one house on the street that had been going downhill for the past few years.  He’d thought about contacting the owner, but his grandmother had been close friends with Camilla Mills.  As neighbors, the two had bonded over gardening.   
 
    But Camilla had passed away several months ago, leaving the house and yard in disrepair.  Most likely, there were other issues inside the house that could be dangerous, he thought as he headed back to his office.  Glancing at his watch, he noted that he just had time to get to the office, but he had an important meeting soon.  And his general council needed to discuss the factory in Wales with him.  There was the issue with the factory in China and the Malaysian office had called earlier this morning needing guidance.  In other words, he didn’t have time to worry about a certain sexy redhead with pale skin.   
 
    He got onto the highway, forcing himself to concentrate on his next meeting, drumming his thumbs impatiently against the steering wheel as he drove around a slow moving vehicle.   
 
    He’d call someone and get that landscaping fixed, he decided.  Not that he was worried about the red-head’s pale skin burning while trying to tackle all of those weeds and overgrown bushes.  No, he was more concerned about the look of the house, not wanting that particular house to bring down the property values for the other homes.  Calling a landscaping company to fix the yard was a good investment and had nothing to do with any ridiculous protective instinct that might or might not be acting up.   
 
    Other than for his grandmother, Cooper didn’t have protective instincts.  He let people do whatever they wanted to do.  He was extremely good at anticipating those actions and using them to his benefit financially.  His company, Andover Investments, monitored markets all over the world, anticipating shifts and investing whenever there was the possibility of profit.  And he was damn good at anticipating those shifts.  He’d made billions over the years anticipating shifts in the market.   
 
    He merged onto the highway and Cooper wondered what the woman would look like in an evening gown with all of that red hair pulled up on top of her head so her neck was exposed.  Black, he thought.  With diamonds around her throat.  Or maybe blue?  Blue to match her eyes, he nodded.  And a sapphire necklace.  Diamonds would be nice, but sapphires would match her eyes.   
 
      
 
    Click HERE to get Willow’s Story! 
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