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To Starr, Shilo and Shannon—  
the exotic dancers I once knew




 PROLOGUE

[image: 002]

AN INDEPENDENT NATION IN THE MEDITERRANEAN REGION LATE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

 

I always knew that Prince David Abir Rou Veli, the heir to the Neylan Empire, was going to be my husband. I, Princess Camille Renard, had been promised to him since I was a child. As a little girl, I used to imagine him as a kind-hearted boy who would grow into a romantically noble man.

But my dreams about him were nonsense.

Wildly handsome, Prince David was also spoiled and barbaric, and I dreaded the thought of becoming his bride.

Nonetheless, we were about to be wed.

At this very moment, I waited in the primary courtyard of the palace for my bridegroom to appear in a royal procession. Already I could see a throng of torches headed my way, held aloft in the night sky. Beside me were my female attendants.

Earlier, I had been groomed in an ancient method called smoothing, where my body hair had been removed with a syrupy paste and strips of muslin, leaving my pubis shamefully bare.

Afterward, they had bathed me in milk, a tradition of purification, followed by scented oils. They had also arranged my long dark hair in an elaborate style, covering their handiwork with a delicate veil that also shrouded my face.

My dress was a sparkling caftan made of the finest white silk and adorned with the most precious of jewels.

I glanced down at my hands. They had been decorated in a ritualistic blessing, where a renowned artist had painted an intricate design, using a paste made from a dried plant. This was meant to ward off evil spirits, bring luck, and increase fertility. But much to my dismay, my soon-to-be husband’s name was also hidden within the complex pattern.

Beneath my veil, I tempered my expression. Prince David’s parents, the sultan and his European-born queen, would be arriving in the royal procession, several paces behind their son.

Although the sultan took deep pride in his customs, the queen influenced the culture, as well. Some of her practices had been absorbed into society, creating mixed traditions.

Like the queen, I, too, hailed from a small European country, and my marriage had been arranged to protect alliances and retain royal bloodlines.

I understood this. I accepted it. As a child, I had been taught to speak the Neylanic language, preparing for this day.

But the one thing I could not fathom was the sultan’s harem. Although he was only permitted one wife, he kept a bevy of beautiful women at his disposal, and the queen accepted this without reservation.

Me? I did not want to be married to a man who openly called upon other women. But Prince David had a harem, too. I, of course, had been aware of this all along, but I had requested that once we were wed, he would respect my wishes and disband his harem. But he had told me, in no uncertain terms, that he intended to keep his women.

Heaven, how I hated him.

As the procession got closer, as the torches drew nearer, I detested the notion of our wedding night. I suspected that after he dutifully bedded me, he would send me back to my chambers and summon one of his other women.

A harem beauty who would curl up beside him while I soothed the ache from our coupling and battled the urge to cry myself to sleep.




 CHAPTER ONE
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Beverly Gilbert added a little more blush to her luminously bronzed skin, then sat back to evaluate her reflection in the mirror.

Her wedding garb consisted of skimpy lingerie and a short, flouncing white dress, where her surgically enhanced breasts spilled out over the top.

For the final touch, she clipped a rhinestone headpiece into her long, thickly waved blond hair, but she didn’t cover her face with the attached veil. She still had a bit of time to spare.

“Hey, Malibu!”

Beverly turned to the sound of her stage name. The high-pitched call had come from Delilah, another dancer at The Dusky Doll. Delilah, a chatty brunette, was dressed like a  Roman goddess, and beneath her micro-mini toga was a G-string decorated with gold grape leaves.

As always, Delilah was peering out from behind the dressing room curtain, checking out the clientele.

Beverly preferred not to think about the crowd, not until it was her turn to dance and the opening song she’d requested was played.

Delilah closed the curtain and made a face. “Don’t freak out, okay?”

“What are you talking about? Why would I?”

“I think I saw your husband at the tip rail.”

Beverly started. “You mean my ex-husband?” Jay Novak, she thought, the man she’d divorced more than two years ago. “It can’t be him. He would never come here.” They’d met at the club, but they’d split up over it, too.

“Maybe it’s just some guy who looks like him.”

Yes, that had to be it. About a month ago, a man bearing a striking resemblance to Jay had sat at the tip rail with a gorgeous brunette by his side. They’d made Beverly so nervous she’d almost messed up her routine. But they’d left right after she’d danced, and she hadn’t seen them since.

“Do you want me to double check?” Delilah asked, offering to peer out from behind the curtain again. “Or you could take a quick peek yourself.”

“No. It’s fine.” What reason would Jay have for invading her turf? “I’m on soon anyway.”

“Then you’ll know for sure.”

“I already know it isn’t him.”

“He’s hot, whoever he is.”

“Delilah.”

“Sorry.” The Roman goddess adjusted a bobby pin in her loosely styled upswept hair. “I’m just making conversation.”

Beverly wanted to tell her to go make it somewhere else, but Delilah wasn’t the enemy.

So who was? Jay?

Between the whirlwind courtship and hasty vows, they hadn’t even made it past the first year. But that didn’t mean that she hadn’t loved him.

Clearing him from her mind, Beverly returned her attention to the mirror and covered her face with the veil.

Once she was ready, she waited by the curtain to make her appearance. The tall, tanned, green-eyed siren.

The naughty California bride.

As the intro to Billy Idol’s “White Wedding” began to play—the song she’d picked—the DJ introduced “Malibu.”

Whoosh.

Beverly dashed through the red velvet curtain and onto the stage, scanning the tip-rail patrons. The hard-edged music pounded through her soul, but that was nothing compared to what seeing him did to her heart.

There he was. Not someone who resembled Jay. The real thing.

Gorgeous as ever, he sat parallel to the pole, at the center of the horseshoe-curved stage, which had been his favorite spot when he’d courted her.

His short, light brown hair was stylishly messy, and although he surveyed her every move, he showed no emotion. His face was a blank canvas, shrouded in male mystery.

Torn between strutting straight up to him and getting the hell out of Dodge, she headed for the pole and swung her long, lethal body around it.

If Beverly was the ultimate California girl, then Jay was the supreme California guy. As a model/actor, he had grown up in the Valley, surfing, skateboarding and snowboarding. To support his craft and his sports, he moonlighted as a fusion-style cook.

A tasty man who made tasty food. A man who’d wanted her to quit dancing once she’d become his wife.

Well, screw him, she thought. Between Jay and her family, no one supported her choices.

She climbed the pole, knowing he was watching. The club was filled with people, but he was the only one on her radar. He looked like a mirage through her filmy veil. A long, tall, forbidden drink of water.

“White Wedding” was all of four minutes and ten seconds, but already it seemed like the longest song in history.

By the time her pole work was done and she was lifting her veil, a poignant line in the second verse blasted through the speakers.

I’ve been away for so long.

As Beverly got down on her hands and knees and crawled across the stage, collecting ones and fives in the process, she was inexplicably drawn to her ex.

When she came to him, she stood up and peeled off her dress, turning around to flash him her G-stringed rear.

Was that her way of telling him to kiss her ass? She honestly didn’t know because she spun back around and unhooked her bustier, baring her full Ds.

Taking it to the next level, she licked the tips of her fingers and wet her nipples, smiling like the naughty bride she was supposed to be. If she hadn’t been such a professional, her face would’ve cracked. Flirting with him, even in a theatrical way, was painful.

He didn’t return the smile. But she had him just the same. He leaned forward in his chair, and she knew she’d just given him the makings of a hard-on. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. He seemed afraid to blink, as if he would miss something, even though it was a routine he’d seen a zillion times.

Beverly stayed close enough to tease him, to make his cock stiff, but not close enough to let him breathe her in.

Then he held up a neatly folded bill, offering her a tip.

Damn. Now she had to get closer.

Oh, what the hell, she thought, and sat down on the edge of the stage. Perched directly in front of him, she opened her  legs while she moved to the music, giving him a deliberate peep show.

Not that he could see anything but the crotch of her G-string, but it was the illusion that counted. He, of all people, knew what she looked like beneath the white swatch of lace.

She leaned forward so he could put the bill in the top of her garter belt, and as he made the transfer, his fingers skimmed her leg.

Instantly chilled and immediately aroused, Beverly struggled with the urge to remove her G-string. But she couldn’t. The Dusky Doll was a topless club, not a full nude.

Jay looked into her eyes, and she fought another aroused chill. He still hadn’t smiled, but the energy between them was palpable. Some of the other club goers were tossing money at her, enjoying what she doing to Jay. She even shoved her foot against his chest, thrusting a six-inch heel at him.

Her message was clear: Fuck me if you dare. But it was just part of the game, she thought. The act.

Wasn’t it?

Her heart was pounding so hard she could’ve sworn that Billy Idol was kicking the inside of her chest.

Thud . . . thud . . . thud . . .

Still seated in front of Jay, she imbedded her heel a little deeper, and he stared at her with blatant lust.

Thank goodness the song was nearly over.

She stood up to complete her routine, turning away from  her ex and winking at a group of men on the other side of the rail. They were young and silly and rowdy, bachelor-party guys.

Finally, she was done. She gathered her belongings and collected her tips without glancing back at Jay.

Once she was safe and secure in the backstage dressing room, she lifted the bill he’d tucked into her garter belt.

In the background she could hear the next song, “Money for Nothing,” chosen by Starla, a dancer who masqueraded as an eighties rocker.

Money for nothing and chicks for free.

Beverly begged to differ with the lyrics, but the song wasn’t about her dance-for-dollars world.

It wasn’t about her painful marriage, either.

She glanced at her left hand where the diamond Jay had given her used to be. She still had it, tucked away in a jewelry drawer at home. They’d both paid a price for walking down the aisle. Nothing between them had come for free.

But she’d moved on. Not only did she work here, but she taught pole, lap and striptease lessons to regular women.

Women who wanted to get into shape. Women who wanted to learn how to entice their men. Women who simply needed to feel good about themselves.

A sensuous and empowering form of fitness. What could be more rewarding than that?

Regardless, Beverly needed to focus on the here and now.  She put her wedding attire back on and headed for the main floor.

Would Jay still be there, waiting to talk to her, to buy her a drink, to solicit her for a memory-lane lap dance?

Lord, she hoped not. But she knew enough about men to be prepared for anything.

Sure enough, he was there. He’d taken a table in the corner, but she noticed him right off.

From across the room, their gazes met and held.

Before anyone, including the bachelor- party boys, approached her, she wound her way around the club, striding over to Jay’s table.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, taking what she hoped was a position of power.

He didn’t seem impressed, but he was good at positions of power, too.

“Some friends thought I should revisit my old haunt,” he said.

“Your old haunt or your old wife?”

He finally flashed the smile he’d been withholding. “She still looks pretty young to me.”

“Smart aleck.”

He had one of those casual grins that made women melt. A dangerous side of his power. She imagined kissing him—an extremely stupid urge for a highly intelligent girl.

He gestured for her to sit. “Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.”

Later he would ask for a private dance. She could see the intention in his eyes.

Although she knew it would behoove her to walk away, she accepted the chair he offered.

When the cocktail waitress came by, Beverly ordered a cherry Coke. Jay was already nursing a beer.

“So, who are the friends you mentioned?” she asked.

“Amber and Luke. You haven’t met them, but they were here once.”

Her senses went on alert. The beautiful couple who’d watched her dance? “The girl who looks like a fashion model and the guy who looks like you?”

“Yes. That’s them. We were having a ménage at the time. But they’re together now. Just the two of them. They even got engaged.”

She considered snarling at him, but she clamped her jaw shut. The ménage part stuck in her craw.

Finally she asked, “Since when were you into threesomes?”

“I’m not. I mean, I was then, but I’m not now. It was Amber’s idea. She wanted both of us.”

Right, blame it on the girl. “But she’s marrying him?”

“She loves him, and he loves her. I could tell it was happening from the beginning. But they were in denial.” Jay pulled on his beer. “Before they admitted how they felt about each other, we had this phony honeymoon night.”

“The three of you?”

He nodded. “It was a masquerade. Luke and I were made up to look exactly alike. We wore tuxedos and black masks, and she was in a wedding gown.”

Beverly didn’t want to hear about his kinky adventures, but sat there and listened anyway.

“We even took mock vows. I guess we all had our reasons for doing it.”

She was tempted to ask him what his reason had been, but there was a part of her, the wife she’d once been, who couldn’t bear to know.

Her Coke arrived, and he put it on his tab.

“I live with them,” he said. “I’m their roommate. But eventually I plan to move out.”

She sipped her drink, wishing she’d gotten something harder. The sweet cherry flavor seemed too innocent, too sock hop for the atmosphere.

Before things turned quiet, he asked, “So, what have you been doing?” He gestured to her outfit. “Besides flashing your panties and making your ex-husband hard?”

She played coy. “You got hard?”

“You know damn well I did.”

“Then you shouldn’t have come here.”

“They convinced me I should.”

They, she thought. Amber and Luke. “Well, they were wrong. You shouldn’t have.”

“Yeah, but it’s too late. I’m already here.”

And he’d already gotten hard, which meant that he wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon, and certainly not without the lap dance he craved.

“If you really want to know what I’ve been doing,” she said, putting off the dance for a little longer, “I’ve been getting regressed.”

He gave her a blank stare.

She explained. “Hypnosis that takes you into your past lives.”

“You’re kidding?” He flashed his girl-melting smile. “Who did you used to be?”

“A European princess who married a Middle Eastern prince.”

His eyebrows shot up. “That sounds like a hypnosis-induced fantasy to me.”

“I should’ve known better than to tell you.”

“Come on, Bev. You have to admit, it’s a little weird, like a fairy tale or something.”

“If I was going to concoct a past life for myself, I wouldn’t have created a husband who has a harem.”

“Oh, wow. He had other women. That sucks.”

Beverly wanted to fling her syrupy drink at him. He was grinning like a sexy loon. “Screw you, Jay.”

“Sorry.” His grin faded. “I just don’t know if I believe in that stuff.”

“Believe in what? Harems?” She went deliberately prim. “That seems right up your alley. You and your three-somes.”

“I was talking about past lives.”

She knew exactly what he was talking about. “Princess Camille hated him.”

“Hated who? Her husband?” Jay shook his head. “So much for my timing.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

“Maybe you divorced me as payback for him.”

“I didn’t even know about him when I divorced you.”

“Not in your conscious mind. But maybe in your heart, it affected how you felt about me.”

For a guy who wasn’t sure if he believed in past life regression, he was quick to shift the blame.

“I divorced you because of you,” she said, making her point clear and wishing her heart hadn’t been mentioned.

He defended himself. “What kind of husband can stand his wife dancing for other men?”

She went smug. “Oh, I don’t know. The kind who knew that she was a dancer when he married her?”

“Fine. Dance for me now.” He pointed to the second story. “Up there. On a private couch.”

The couches weren’t as secluded as they seemed. Shadow-shrouded bouncers kept the activity in check. But it was as close to private as it got.

Beverly had no business dancing for someone she’d once loved, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

They stood up, and she reached for Jay’s hand.

It was customary for the dancer to take the client’s hand and lead the way to the couches. Nonetheless, the connection of their clasped fingers sent shock waves up her arm.

Along with the recurring urge to kiss him.




 CHAPTER TWO
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Would he kiss me? Would that arouse his lust and make his duty more bearable?

And what about my clothes? Would he take the liberty of removing my wedding dress or would he expect me to discard the sparkling caftan myself?

The lavish ceremony and grand celebration was over. He was my husband now, and I was being escorted to his bedchamber. My apartment was in the women’s quarters, near his harem. But unlike the harem, there was no courtyard that separated us. This was the privilege of a wife, I had been told, to be able to visit her husband in such a convenient manner.

Of course, that did not matter to me. I would lie with him,  as often as necessary, but only for the sake of an heir. Once my womb swelled from his seed, I would keep my distance.

During our vows, he had played his royal part, seemingly respectful of his bride, but I had caught the aloofness in his eyes. Later, at the celebration, he had continued to look right through me.

So here I was—the invisible wife, nervous beyond compare.

Baki, the slave who led me to my husband’s apartment, was the chief custodian of the prince’s harem. Baki was a big man with a robust face and a heavy beard. He was also a eunuch.

But knowing that he had been castrated did little to ease my discomfort. It only made me more aware that my husband’s genitals were fully intact.

Baki paused at an ornately carved door affixed with copper bolts. He handed me a dressing gown that had been designed as lounging attire, should I choose to wear it after the deflowering.

With his head bowed, he said, “His Royal Highness requested that you enter on your own.”

I wanted to beg the slave to stay, to not abandon me this way. But I dismissed Baki instead, and he took his leave.

As he walked away, I watched him. He headed toward the courtyard of the harem, then disappeared from view.

I had yet to see the prince’s harem, and this was not a good time to envision it, much less the women who resided there. But my mind kept straying in that direction.

How many women did he have? Did they kneel naked at his feet and wait for his instruction? Did he bestow gifts upon them for their services? Did he punish them if they displeased him?

One thing I knew for certain was that they were not permitted to bear his offspring and measures were taken to inhibit conception. From what I understood, this was not common among other harems. Most were filled with women and children. But in Neylan, only a wife could provide a royal heir—hence my purpose.

I gazed at the gilded door in front of me. I could not remain on this side of it forever. Sooner or later, I would have to summon the courage to open it.

Maybe I could feign a sudden illness. Maybe I could buy myself time. For what? Prolonging the inevitable?

No, I thought. I was a new bride, and this was the night my marriage was meant to be consummated.

I turned the door handle and entered my husband’s bedchamber. Like everything at the palace, it was saturated with luxurious silks and woven damasks. Amid the opulence were cool marble floors, colorful rugs and painted archways.

Brass lanterns burned softly, and a long elegant runway led to a platform-raised, canopy-draped bed.

I noticed him instantly, as he was there, waiting for me. He looked arrogantly relaxed, leaning against an array of vibrant cushions.

He, too, still wore his wedding attire, a jeweled tunic and loose-fitting pants. He had, however, removed his coiled headdress, just as I had removed my veil. Although our hair was nearly the same shade, his complexion was much darker.

I moved forward, slowly, taking the runway. Finally, I stopped and placed my dressing gown on a bench at the foot of his bed.

David, I thought, analyzing his name in my mind. The translation was Daoud, pronounced Da-ood. But his mother had insisted upon David. Either way, it meant beloved.

In the silence, he tilted his head, and I studied his features.

His catlike eyes were flecked with gold and deeply set below naturally winged brows. His nose carried fine, straight lines, and his nostrils flared, albeit slightly. His beard was trimmed close to his jaw, enhancing the handsome angles of his face. From what I had heard, he did not use a barber; the women from his harem groomed him.

I frowned, and he gestured to a platter of candied fruits beside the bed.

To sweeten me up?

“No, thank you,” I said in his native tongue.

“You barely ate at the celebration,” he responded in the same language.

I had been too nervous to fill my stomach then, just as I was too anxiety-ridden to pummel it with treats now.

“In my homeland, women eat sparingly,” I said. And wear petticoats and corsets, I thought.

“We are not in your homeland” was his cool remark.

“I am aware of where we are,” I retorted. How could I not be aware? I was naked beneath my straight-lined dress, my body smoothed of its hair.

He lifted those winged brows at me, letting me know that he found my outburst unbecoming.

But I did not care what he thought.

He patted the space next to him. “Join me, Camille.”

In spite of the impatience in his voice, my name on his lips gave me a shiver. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, my childhood dreams threatened to surface.

Willing those romantic notions away—for what good would they do?—I approached him, then removed my sandals and climbed into his canopied bed.

His feet were already bare. He had rings on his toes, peculiar adornments for a man, yet common to this region.

He moved closer to me, so close I could smell the sandalwood on his skin.

“Are you afraid?” he asked.

I was more than afraid. I was terrified. But I said, “Should I be?”

He gave no response. Instead, his gaze swept the length of me, the gold in his eyes rivaling the amber light that bathed the room.

Struggling to keep my wits, I noticed a pot of tea on the bedside table closest to him. The candied fruit was on the table nearest to me.

“I will take some tea,” I said, hoping the hot beverage would help settle my nerves.

“Shall I summon a kitchen servant to pour it for you?” he asked. All he had to do was pull one of the color-coded cords beside the bed to provide whatever type of service he required. I, too, had similar cords in my apartment.

I chose to help myself. At this point, I thought, the presence of a servant, however brief that might be, would only increase the tension.

Unfortunately I had to lean past him to reach the pot and china cups. While I was in this prone position, I could feel him watching me.

Finally, I managed to pour a solitary cup and settle back down.

He frowned, then reached across my body to grab a handful of dates.

As I sipped my tea, he popped the dried fruit into his mouth. One by one, he chewed, spitting the seeds into a container.

Once the dates were gone, he removed his tunic and tossed the garment aside.

He looked incredibly virile without his shirt. A dusting of hair whirled coarsely around his flat brown nipples. The tightness of his stomach drew my nervous attention, too. Below  his navel was a line of hair that quite obviously led to his pubis.

“Why are we playing this game?” he asked suddenly.

“What game?”

He took my teacup and placed it on the table. “You pretending that you are not afraid this first time and me pretending that I do not desire you.”

My heart fluttered. Childhood dreams. Sweet and buoyant. “You desire me?”

He grasped a lock of my hair, threading it through his fingers. “From the moment I first saw you.”

I clung to a ray of hope. “Do you desire me enough to disband your harem?” Had he finally come to see the error of his ways?

“No,” he said flatly, crushing my fluttering heart. “One wife could never replace an entire harem.” He lowered his hands, preparing to disrobe me. “No matter how beautiful she is.”
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Damn, but she was beautiful, Jay thought. His wife.

Ex-wife, he corrected. Beverly didn’t belong to him anymore. But then, she never really had. He’d been forced to share her with other men. Not literally, of course. But metaphorically, that was what being married to an exotic dancer had felt like.

They ascended the stairs, and he squinted into the dimly lit atmosphere. The second floor was where the magic happened.

Private dances. Wild fantasies.

Honestly, what the hell was he doing here? He knew better than put himself through this.

Still, he sat on a crushed-velvet couch and said, “Make it dirty,” challenging her to a client-dancer duel.

She hesitated, but only for a moment.

Then, as if to say, “You’re on,” she placed her hands on his thighs and thrust his legs open. His pulse went straight to his cock, and he cursed Luke and Amber for talking him into reevaluating his feelings for his ex.

She stood between his legs and loosened the front of her dress, allowing a bit more of her bountiful cleavage to show. The only area of the club she was permitted to be topless was on stage, so she was giving him the next best thing.

Also, according to house rules, Jay was restricted from touching her, and she was supposed to remain within six inches from him. It was called air dancing, a form of a lap dance that didn’t actually involve climbing into the customer’s lap.

Yet there was something about the way she was sizing him up, something about the way she seemed to be considering her options.

Would she break the rules? She never had before. Beverly was a good little stripper who played by the local jurisdiction  book. But he figured she was due. What could be sweeter than dry humping your ex, then telling him to hit the road?

She glanced at the big, burly bouncer in the corner. Was she signaling for him to turn a blind eye? Jay didn’t recognize the guy. In fact, none of the bouncers looked familiar. But two years had passed since Jay had graced The Dusky Doll, and strip clubs had notoriously high turnover rates. Not only did security change, dancers often came and went, too.

But not Beverly. Not the woman he’d foolishly married. She was still doing her white-lace and hot-promises routine.

She quit making nice with the bouncer and shifted her attention back to Jay.

“Almost ready,” she said.

Yeah, almost, he thought.

She nudged his legs open a little wider. She was killing time, waiting for the song that played to end and for the next one to begin. The timing had to be just right. When you paid for a dance, you got a full song.

She leaned closer, and Jay felt like a man who was about to drown in his own blood.

He wished he’d never met her, let alone put himself in the position of being her ex. Luke and Amber thought he was still in love with her. But Jay couldn’t say one way or the other. All he knew was that he wanted her back in his bed.

Pow!

The next song started—George Michael’s “I Want Your Sex.” Christ, he thought, could it get any worse?

Beverly mastered the raunchy rhythm and rolled her perfect body toward his.

He gripped the couch to keep from grabbing her. He remembered how it felt to be inside her, to push hard and deep.

He wanted her sex, all right. He wanted her big fake tits and warm wet pussy. He wanted to ride her like an oil-slicked seesaw. But he wanted to hold her afterward, too. The way a man held his wife.

Shit.

She got close enough to make him suffer, to tempt him with the concept of breaking the rules.

Would she or wouldn’t she?

Just do it, he thought. Please, do it.

She did. She climbed in his lap. Jay held his breath. Waiting, waiting . . .

Yes, there. Right there. She rubbed against his fly, back and forth, giving him the erection of a lifetime.

He tipped his head back against the cushion and looked up at her. Her long blond hair fell forward, cloaking the sides of her face: stunning green eyes, a bit of sparkle on her cheek-bones. And her lips, those luscious lips. He imagined stealing a kiss.

Would she taste the same?

Mint and sugar with a dash of cream. The first time  they’d kissed had been on their first date, and he couldn’t get enough.

And now here he was, getting a post-divorce dance.

As she ground against his lap, her phony little wedding dress flared, hiding the naughtiness of the act.

Secret seduction. Broken rules.

She even reached under her dress and touched herself. Or he assumed that was what she was doing. He couldn’t see exactly where her hand was, but he got the gist of it.

She was probably faking it, making it appear as if she was rubbing her clit while she humped him. But damn, it was effective.

He prayed that he didn’t lose control. That he didn’t come in his pants.

“Feels good,” she said.

“Yeah” was about all he could manage.

Good, good, good. Bad, bad, bad. She knew how to drive him to sexual distraction. She knew how his mind worked. She knew what turned him on. His former bride. The hot blonde who climbed poles.

Jay’s pole ached like a mother.

Beverly removed her hand from under her dress and ran a quick finger across his lips.

He nearly salivated. Had she been touching herself? He didn’t know. He couldn’t tell.

“Do that again,” he said.

She shook her head. “One time is all you get.”

Not fair, he thought. But he’d brought this upon himself.

She continued to dance; she continued to grind. Then she went primal and got down on her knees.

Lord Almighty.

She made an erotic motion with her hands, right against his fly, as if she were stroking his cock and putting it in her mouth.

Every cell in Jay’s body burned from the desperate want of her. What she was doing was hot and trashy and much too public. The dimness of the club was a façade, and he was her willing pawn.

God, he hated himself for that.

Torn between fighting for his dumb-ass dignity and praying for relief, he waited for her next move.

When she climbed back onto his lap, they both went a little mad. She humped him so hard and fast, he groaned and grabbed her waist. He lifted his hips, too, pushing back against the pressure.

Fucking without really fucking.

The song ended, and they stared at each other. He couldn’t fathom a more awkward moment. He forced out his breath, and she sucked in hers.

Stripper’s remorse?

Now that it was over, she seemed uncomfortable about how far she’d gone. Regardless, she was still straddling his lap.

Refusing to let it end on a graceless note, he leaned forward and kissed her. Softly, slowly. The kind of kiss that said he missed her.

He felt her tremble beneath his touch, but she kissed him back.

Almost as if she were still his wife.

[image: 006]

I wished I was not his wife. But wishing would not change the course of reality.

As David removed my caftan, I thought, once again, about how he refused to give up his harem.

Hurt and anger swirled like poison in my veins, and I stared at him with defiance.

He reacted by raising those annoying brows. Then, as if to challenge me, he cupped my breasts.

“Pretty,” he said. “Very pretty.”

I assumed that he meant my nipples. They had been rouged by my bridal attendants and were as pink as wild geraniums.

He rubbed them, and they grew into hard little buds. A smile snaked across his lips, heightening my indignation. The sensation he incited was soft and butterfly sweet, but I withheld the feeling, refusing to give him the satisfaction of reacting favorably to his touch. He would get nothing from the princess he married.

While I remained stiff and passionless, he continued to explore me. He lowered his hands, skimming my waist and hip bones.

He had an artistic way about him, like a sculptor or a painter. But still, I refused to let him affect me. When he circled my navel, I turned my head away.

I had been told that some of his harem girls wore jewels in their navels and danced seductively for him.

They were his slaves, yet I envied the carnal power they possessed.

He cupped my mound, and I held my breath. As he slid a finger halfway inside, I winced from the invasion. Or was it humiliation? The knowledge that I, his wife, the girl who had dreamed of him, was second best?

“Look at me,” he said.

With distain, I turned back to face him.

“You are insolent,” he said.

“Would you prefer that I were meek?”

“I would prefer that you try to enjoy this.” He pushed his finger deeper, then moved it in and out, creating a copulating rhythm.

But once again, I refused to yield to him, to show even the slightest stirring.

With a frustrated breath, he removed his finger and said, “I could use my mouth on you.”

The thought of him lapping between my legs made me  strangely weak, but I remained combative, narrowing my eyes. “I do not see how that will make a difference.”

“I have a skilled tongue.”

“According to whom? Your other women?” I paused for effect. “Is that what they have been trained to say?”

He hastened a retort. “If you were not the sacred vessel for my child, I would toss you into the sea.”

I did not snap back at him. I simply lay there, intent on making his effort to impregnate me as unpleasant as possible.

He shoved down his pants and freed his penis. Much to my surprise, he was fully erect. Was that my power? Making him hard, even in the name of anger?

As a woman, my triumph was clear, but as a wife, it felt hollow.

I stared at the ceiling as he mounted me. His body was strong and solid against mine, his skin warm to the touch, but I did my best to ignore the masculine weight of him.

He did not attempt to kiss me, for which I was grateful. I feared that the sugared dates he had eaten would have made him taste lustfully sweet, worsening my lonely plight.

As he nudged my legs apart, I prayed that his seed spilled swiftly.

He pushed into me, and I clawed the bed cover with henna-painted hands. Pain seized my loins, fueling a caustic ache. He thrust deeper, and my discomfort heightened. He was all the way inside.

I sensed that he was looking at me, frowning as he shattered my maidenhead. But I could not be certain. I was studying the mosaic pattern on the ceiling.

From there, he moved at a median pace, neither harsh nor gentle. Without my participation, he was simply doing what had to be done. I suppose I should have appreciated his restraint. He could have given me a deliberate pounding and intensified my pain.

Then again, maybe that would have been easier—all the more reason to hate him.

I was not his first virgin, nor, I suspected, would I be his last. In the slave trade, untouched women were sought after. In the wife trade, too. I had saved myself for this heart-wrenching moment.

Finally the discomfort in my loins began to subside. But I was still encumbered. The sting in my chest remained.

As he increased the tempo and worked toward his release, I wondered what I would see if I looked at him.

Would his face be an indiscernible mask? Or would there be animalistic pleasure in his catlike eyes—a natural reaction he could not control?

In spite of my curiosity, I continued to avert my gaze from his.

Still, I was burdened with the feel of him, the scent of him, the sound of him. I was even burdened with his name.

I thought about how it was hidden in the pattern on my  hands. Eventually, the stain would disappear. But that would not release me from him.

He groaned deep in his throat and arched his quaking body. His seed spilled into me, bathing my inner walls with milky warmth.

My heart skipped a pulsating beat, and he pulled away from me, leaving a musky scent dangling between us.

He got out of bed, and I finally looked his way, catching a disturbing glimpse of his nakedness. His penis remained slightly erect, the color ruddier than before. From my maiden’s blood, I thought.

He tossed my dressing gown at me. “Put this on, and I will summon Baki to take you back to your apartment.”

I quickly covered myself. Already the wetness between my thighs was leaking.

David pulled the green cord beside the bed, and in the silence that followed, he headed toward his private bath.

But before he reached the sunken tub, he turned back around.

“Oh, and tell Baki to send in a housekeeper to change the sheets.” After a slight pause, he added, “Also tell him to send in one of my girls to bathe me.”

My eyes burned with the threat of tears, but I frostily asked, “Any preference of who she is?”

“No,” he responded, his voice just as chilly. “Any of them will be a welcome change over you.”
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