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      For the past ten minutes my eyes were glued to a black dress and a black blazer that laid across my blue bedsheets. Tonight was important, yet I didn’t have the attire to accompany the occasion. My index finger poked my chin as I bit my lip. I lifted the blazer off the bed and held it above my chest.

      “Taylor?”

      A voice distracted me from the hallway. My attention swayed from the clothing disaster. Marie, my roommate, entered my room and narrowed her eyes.

      “Your date is in thirty minutes, and you’re still not dressed?”

      “Hair’s done.” A smile laced my lips as my finger traced my trimmed oak locks that rested beside my ears. “So, progress, right?”

      “Pick the blazer, you look hot in it.”

      “Don’t let Darren hear,” I whispered. The blazer fell to the bed. “The dress doesn’t make me look hot?”

      “You trying to woo this mystery girl or have her woo you?”

      I picked up the blazer again and removed the white plastic hanger. The fabric slid over my arms and rested on my shoulder. I eyed Marie and a smirk raced across my lips.

      “So? How do I look?”

      “Might look better with pants. Don’t think your pink panties are doing you any favors. Besides that?” Marie wandered toward the bed and sat down. “Totally gorgeous, but you’re bringing the pepper spray, right?”

      “No.” I moved over toward my small closet and gathered my pants. One leg went in. “She exists, Marie.”

      “The only people who don’t put photos on their dating profiles are scammers or serial killers. And, Tay, I really don’t want to ID your body.”

      “Aren’t you having a true crime marathon with Darren tonight?”

      “Yes.” Marie collapsed onto the mattress. “But I’d prefer you not to be in it. Take the spray. I’ll feel better.”

      Once my ensemble was complete, I tugged at the blazer and gathered a set of my finest heels the ones that had the least wear in them. The three pairs I had endured too many interviews in this city to be seen as anything special. I walked toward Marie, not a catwalk, but my version.

      “Final thoughts?”

      “Aside from the heels, Darren might take a few pointers from you.”

      “So, it’s fine?” I bit my lip once more.

      “Tay, if this woman is real, you’ll score tonight.” Marie stood up. Her eyes scanned the room. “Where is your purse? You’re not leaving until I see the spray in the purse.”

      “It’s on my desk by the keyboard.” I walked over to my desk and snatched up my purse. “And she’s real, you saw the messages.”

      “You talked about pop music for a short time and then she asked to meet.” Marie shut her eyes. “Again, not a big fan. Where you going?”

      “Dixons.”

      “The steak house?” Marie widened her eyes. “That’s a nice place. Few people Darren works with go there. He took me before, but don’t get stuffed on the bread. You’re not going to say you love her, right?”

      “What do you mean?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “Hmm, Lexie, Samantha…who were the others?”

      “I didn’t say I loved them after the first date…”

      “You’re right, it was the second.” Marie shut her eyes and glanced up at the ceiling. “God, that girl who slammed into me freshman year, who’d have thought.”

      “I was distracted.”

      “With Lexie.”

      “You didn’t get hurt, and remember?” I flashed a smile. “You convinced me to ask her out.”

      “Yeah… I remember. You blurted out you loved her while she was going down on you.”

      A sigh escaped my lips. “A slip of the tongue.”

      “A slip of your tongue caused her tongue to retract back into her mouth.”

      I narrowed my eyes, my arms wrapped around my hips. “Seriously? Why are we talking about this?”

      “About how you ruined losing your virginity to Lexie because you’re a hopeless romantic? I’m trying to signal a message here Tay.” Marie stood up from the mattress. She moved closer and wrapped her hands around my shoulders. “If this person turns out to be real, don’t fall in love with them at first sight.”

      I walked toward the door to my bedroom and lingered by the frame. I leaned my shoulder against the wood and eyed Marie. She offered a smile and moved closer. Marie reached for my purse and slipped a small bottle of pepper spray inside.

      “You remember my phone number?”

      “Yes, Mother.” I glared at Marie. “I have twenty-five minutes now.”

      “Then go, but call me or text me when you get there.”

      My eyes narrowed as I abandoned the conversation. I walked through the barren hallway, and the sound of a television distracted me. I paused beside the entrance to the living room. Darren laid out on the couch with no shirt. He noticed my silent observations.

      “Going to get laid tonight?” Darren asked.

      “I’d settle for a nice night.”

      “Won’t hold her hands on the first date? Right?” Darren asked.

      “Of course not, that may lead to a kiss.”

      “Or worse.” A smirk wrapped around his lips. “Marie give you the pepper spray?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. I plucked the bottle from my purse. “Kind of want to toss it.”

      Darren’s attention shifted toward the television against the stand on the wall. Some flashing police lights were on the screen, and he grabbed at a bowl of popcorn on the coffee table in front of him.

      “She brought pepper spray on our first date. Which was batshit of her to be honest since it was homecoming.”

      “But you love me either way,” Marie said. She collapsed onto the couch next to Darren and cuddled against him. “Remember, Tay, text me.”

      “You call her mom yet?” Darren asked.

      “Too many times,” I said. I managed one step toward the door and disappeared from Marie and Darren’s view. “Later, gators.”

      “Don’t get murdered!” Marie shouted.

      “You’ll be my first call if I do.”

      Car horns sang harmonies of frustration. My hand shot up and within an instant, a taxi greeted me at the curb. Dixons wasn’t too far, yet with traffic I wasn’t sure.

      By the time the cab pulled up to Dixons three minutes were left. I scurried out and ran along the sidewalks edge. A small line stood firm in front of the entrance. People dressed in way fancier clothing than me, couples illuminated from the sign above the building.

      I pushed my way through the small crowd and endured a handful of glared. Once inside Dixons, a divine symphony of classical sounds came from behind the hostess’s counter.

      I slid into a small line that went toward the counter. On opposite sides of me, the decor of old paintings hung over occupied benches. One by one the people ahead of me were escorted to their tables. When I arrived at the small podium, the girl on the other side stared at me.

      Her hair was braided back, and her bangs rested on her eyebrows. She offered a smile after a few moments.

      “Hello, the name in the reservation?” the hostess asked.

      My lips opened yet no words emerged. Thoughts swirled about my brain, but the answer wasn’t there. Samira told me to meet her here and she’d take care of the reservation.

      “Samira?” I asked.

      The hostess retreated into her computer screen, and I became tempted to look behind the counter myself. I watched the hostess’s eyes move up and down. The sound of a computer mouse clicking distracted me. I bit my lip and retreated into my phone.

      “I apologize, not seeing a reservation for Samira.”

      “Sorry, perhaps she gave me another name.” I glanced down and opened the app. “Give me a minute please, I’m sure I have the name here.”

      “Try under the name Amine,” a voice said.

      I glanced behind me and spotted curled black hair that rested against the shoulders of a beautiful woman in a ruby red dress. Silver jewelry hung from her neck with stones whose price tags I couldn’t even imagine. Black heels carried her toward me. A designer purse hung from her fingertips, and she paused beside me.

      Green eyes tempted me more than I cared to admit. A bright smile fashioned on her lips pulled me in. She glanced away from me for a moment to look at the hostess. Part of me felt as if I was dreaming. Not that I cared, people lie about their photos, and well… I wasn't expecting this.

      “Ahh, yes, Ms. Amine, we do have your table. Please follow me.”

      “Taylor, I imagine.”

      Her eyes met mine and I struggled for any semblance of a sentence. “Yes, Samira, right?”

      “Yes.” Samira’s attention drifted. She managed one step behind the hostess counter and then glanced back. “Shall we go to our table?”

      A thick middle eastern accent coated her words. One thought of many that populated my brain for a few moments before Samira disappeared. I followed her as we set off through a sea of white clothed tables, laughing couples and a dark room scantly illuminated by candle glows from the tables. As we arrived at a small table for two, a pair of waiters pulled out our chairs and I sat down first.

      Samira eyed me from across the table. A sly smile crept onto her lips as she gathered up a menu as soon as it reached the table. She peeked at me from behind the paper. Once more I found myself ensnared.

      “You’re not looking at your menu,” Samira said.

      “Oh,” I whispered. “Right.”

      As I retreated into my menu, a small faint laugh escaped from across the table. Samira’s smile became exposed as she set the menu down. Her fingers rattled against the tablecloth as she tapped. Two glasses of water were poured, and Samira distracted herself with a few sips.

      “You’re much prettier than your pictures.” Samira leaned forward. “And a pantsuit, how daring.”

      “Daring?” I asked.

      “Quite a statement. Is that the type of girl you are, Taylor? Someone who makes statements?”

      “Maybe?” I settled my menu on the table. “You look nothing like your photos.”

      “I don’t?” Samira’s mouth scrunched up as she smirked. “I don’t remember putting photos up.”

      “You didn’t.”

      Samira rested her menu on the table and giggled for a mere moment. Then she caught herself and retreated into her water.

      “Funny, I’m quite new to this whole online dating thing. They don’t really have it much back where I am from.”

      I set my menu down on the table. “And where are you from?”

      “Saiccia, a small country in the middle of nowhere.” Samira sipped more of her water. “Perhaps you can help me with photos?”

      “Depending on how the night goes, I may refuse that offer.”

      “You might?” Samira’s eyes widened. “Ahh, you may wish to keep me to yourself, see I knew you’re a girl who makes statements.”

      Despite my willpower, I felt a surge of heat coat my cheeks. I tried to glance away from Samira. “So, what brings you to Chicago? Your profile didn’t really have much.”

      “Yet, you matched with me…because?” Samira shot me a quizzical look.

      “Samira’s a pretty name, so I was curious.” I sipped at my water. “So…”

      “Well—”

      “Excuse me, are we ready to order?”

      A waiter appeared beside us on the right side of the table. His hands were at his sides as his eyes jumped back and forth between Samira and me. Finally, he settled on Samira.

      “I’ll go with your house salad please.”

      “And to drink?” the waiter asked.

      “Water is fine,” Samira said.

      The waiter glanced at me. “And for you, miss?”

      “Want to share a bottle of wine?” I asked.

      Samira bit at her lower lip. “Sorry, I don’t drink. But you’re more than welcome to enjoy one yourself.”

      A smile sprung onto my lips. “An entire bottle may be a bit much for me. Think I’ll have the same that she’s having.”

      “Alright, two house salads coming up,” the waiter said.

      “Actually, she’s just being polite.” Samira eyed me. “Taylor, you sure you don’t want wine?”

      “Maybe a little,” I said.

      “Please bring us a glass of your best, thank you.”

      After the waiter departed our table, my eyes met Samira’s. Two of the dark portals that transported me into an inescapable hold. Only after she blinked, did I managed to escape Samira’s gaze. I retreated into my water and to my surprise, another waiter arrived with a glass of wine that was set on the table.

      “I’ll feel bad if I’m drinking alone, you sure?” I asked.

      “Taylor, I cannot drink for religious reasons. It’s fine, go ahead.”

      “Oh.” I bit at my lip. “Ok.”

      “I didn’t put that on my profile, did I?” Samira grabbed her glass of water. “Not that I put much on that profile.”

      “You didn’t, but it’s fine. Seriously, it’s not like I drink all the time.” I tried to rein in a smile, but that failed. “Actually, I’m nervous.”

      Samira leaned forward across the table. “Nervous? Why would a pretty girl like you be nervous?”

      “Your compliments aren’t helping.”

      “I figured.” Another addictive laugh escaped Samira’s lips. “I’m quite the flirt, you’ll have to excuse me. Even when I was back home.”

      “In the middle of nowhere?”

      “Exactly.” Samira rested her elbow on the table and leaned her cheek against her palm. “Even though back home wasn’t too happy about my flirting.”

      “They weren’t? Were you bad or something?”

      Samira leaned back in her chair. “At flirting? No, I was very good at it. Though, in the Kingdom of Saiccia, it’s forbidden to have those types of feelings. Which is a shame because I imagine many women would feel obliged to flirt with you.”

      Another smile found itself on Samira’s lips. One I found impossible not to mirror. Beside us a small trope of waiters arrived with a plate of assorted bread, butter, and our salads. When everything was settled on the table, I reached for a slice of bread and then the butter. Samira hadn’t moved, instead her eyes remained on me despite the assortment of edible distractions.

      “Not going to eat?” I asked. I stuffed a piece of butter-lathered bread into my mouth. “It’s tasty.” My eyes widened as I noted the food in my mouth. I shielded my lips with my palm. “Sorry.”

      “Taylor.” Samira reached for her water. “Are you purposefully trying to be this cute or is this your natural state?”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m doing anything extraordinary right now.”

      “You’re making it very difficult for me to even think about eating. If I look at my food, I may miss it.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Miss what?”

      “Something incredible.” A smile wrapped around Samira’s lips. “So many girls back home, the ones I could convince to go out with me, were so fake.” Samira sipped her water. “Yet you're so, genuine.”

      “Fake?” I asked.

      “Well, you know. They weren’t genuine in their feelings. Perhaps they felt they owed me something.”

      “Did they?”

      “No, it was a mixture of fear I imagine. If they didn’t go out with me, what would that mean? Would I out them to their family? The country? It’s a tricky thing, dating in my country.”

      “So, I should be afraid?” I retreated into my wine. “Everyone in my life already knows where I stand on who I date.” My eyes shut. “Though some are a bit more insistent that I hurry things up. When I told my parents I wanted a girlfriend, they didn't care as long as I brought someone home.”

      “Oh?” Samira leaned back in her chair. “My family wishes I’d slow things down. Too many discussions about phases. Right now, I believe they think I’m in my fourth and final phase.”

      “Do you transform at the end of your final phase?”

      “Grow wings or something?” Samira again filled the table with her laughter. “I wish.”

      “Samira?” a voice called out.

      I glanced behind me and spotted two large men in suits. Foreign words escaped their lips as they shouted. I turned back to Samira whose face lightened. She pushed back on her chair, and I looked toward the front of the restaurant. A pair of large waiters confronted the two men in suits. A shouting match ensued, and I pushed back on my chair.

      “We should leave,” Samira said.

      I met Samira’s eyes, and she moved around the table. Without warning, her fingers flew into mine and I felt a tug. I eyed her as she hesitated for a moment. More shouts emerged from behind me.

      “Do you want to come with me?” Samira asked.

      “Do you know those guys?”

      “No, and I don’t want to find out who they are.”

      I didn’t offer up any resistance as Samira guided me through a small maze of tables. Curious couples eyed Samira and I as we jogged through the room until we reached the back. I glanced back and noticed one of the men continuing to shout in a foreign language. He broke through one of the waiters and raced toward us.

      “Hurry,” Samira said.

      “Wait.”

      Samira guided me along the back wall toward the kitchen. We went through two salon styled doors into a chrome room. Steam fogged the air and waiters, and chefs gave us puzzling looks. Samira continued through the kitchen as we dodged trays of food and people preparing meals. As we approached the edge of the kitchen, Samira opened a door labeled exit.

      Outside, a lone streetlight provided some sort of illumination. Samira’s eyes darted back and forth, and she went to the right. We walked along a dimly lit road toward the front of the restaurant.

      We emerged on a busy street with car lights zipping by us. Samira waited for a break in the traffic, and we jolted across. My heart pounded, yet I couldn’t pinpoint the reason. Either the adrenaline from our escape from two unknown men or the contact I shared with Samira.

      Samira paused near a fancy purple sports car parked on the opposite side of the restaurant. The lights flashed and she pulled open the driver side door and hopped inside. I stared in disbelief, and she glanced up at me. Hesitation held me still.

      “Getting in?” Samira asked.

      “This is your car?”

      “If not, I’m going to be very upset at the person who delivered it to America for me.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You had a car delivered?”

      “Samira!”

      I glanced across the street and noticed the two guys in suits. Their attention was focused on Samira. I wrapped around the car and hopped inside.  As I drew the seatbelt, the engine screamed, and Samira shot us into traffic.

      My heart started to pump as I glanced to my left and noticed the speedometer. We were definitely going over the speed limit. In the rear-view mirror, I spotted a large black SUV flashing its lights and blaring on the horn. I turned toward Samira.

      “Are you a spy? Seriously, what the hell is going on?” I asked.

      “A spy?” A smile laced her lips. “No.”

      My eyes widened as I spotted a bright red spotlight in front of us. Cars on the opposite side of the road were starting to turn. I peeked back at Samira, but her hands still gripped the steering wheel tight, and we were accelerating.

      “Red,” I whispered.

      Samira stayed silent.

      “Red light,” I said.

      Samira again didn’t respond.

      “Red light!”

      I closed my eyes as our car raced through the intersection. A flurry of car horns sang all around us. I glanced at Samira. She wasn’t fazed, she didn’t mirror the sense of fear that existed within me.

      “You just ran a red light!” I screamed.

      Samira glanced at me and offered a smile. “It’s fine, I have diplomat plates.” She glanced up at her rearview mirror. “Seems that SUV is still behind us. Think I need to go faster.”

      “We’re going to die, aren’t we?” My eyes closed. “God, I meet a pretty woman and she’s going to kill me. My luck sucks.”

      “Are you talking to yourself, Taylor?” Samira asked.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “Don’t mind me.”

      The car slowed down to a moderate sixty miles per hour. I glanced at a street sign and noticed the forty-five mile per hour limit. It wasn’t as horrid as some of the speeds Samira had reached before. I glanced across the center council at her.

      “They’re still behind us,” Samira said. “Going to try and lose them again.”

      “Please be safe, I’d actually like to spend more time with you. It’d be hard to if we’re dead.”

      Samira burst into another episode of her addictive laughter. The car engine roared once more as we picked up speed. I latched onto the side of the door and held on. We weaved through spaces between cars. Then a flash of red and blue lights shined in the rearview.

      “You’re going to pull over, right?” I asked.

      Samira bit her lip. She glanced at me. “If I said no, would you be upset?”

      My eyes shut. “Samira, you need to pull over for the police… you know this right?”

      “Taylor, I told you. I have diplomat plates. We’re fine.”

      My hands shot up near my face. “What the hell does that even mean? You’re breaking the law!”

      “One of my cousins is the ambassador. I’m going to the consulate to get this cleared up.”

      I buried the back of my head into my seat and shut my eyes. The sound of sirens grew louder. I peeked at the rearview window and noticed several more police cars started to follow us.

      “Please pull over,” I whispered.

      “Taylor…” Samira said.

      “Pull over! I’d actually like to go out with you tomorrow, but we can’t do that if we’re in jail.”

      A sigh escaped Samira’s lips. The car started to slow down, and we pulled off to the side near the sidewalk. Behind us the lights grew stronger, brighter. My eyes shut as I tried to block out the world.

      “We’re a block away from the consulate.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Are you a diplomat? I don’t understand.”

      “Um, not exactly.”

      “How’d you get diplomat plates or whatever?”

      “They were given to me by my cousin for my trip.”

      “Driver!” a voice shouted. “Step out of the car now with your hands up!”

      “They mean you,” I whispered.

      “Should I get out?” Samira asked.

      “Yes.”

      Samira popped open the driver’s side door and stepped out. A large white light shined on her, and she shielded her forehead with her palm. I noticed movement in the rear-view mirror.

      “Place your hands behind your back.”

      “Passenger out of the vehicle.”

      I reached my hand to my right and popped open the door. I managed one foot outside before I heard Samira.

      “Stop this,” Samira said. “Unhand me!”

      Samira was pushed up against the side of the car and she glared at the man in the police uniform. Before I could observe anymore, I felt my hands go behind my back. I didn’t struggle and found myself being pulled away from the car. On the other side of the car, I spotted Samira being escorted toward the flashing lights. I was placed with Samira on the hood of a police vehicle.

      “Care to explain why you were doing one hundred and twenty miles an hour in forty-five?”

      “We, we’re running from someone,” Samira said.

      “Us?” the officer asked.

      “No, an SUV was chasing us,” I said.

      “Don’t remember asking you,” the officer said. He glanced behind him. “Search the vehicle, they’re hiding something.”

      “Don’t you dare go into my car, you’re not allowed—”

      “Before you tell me how to do my job, why don’t you tell me your name, hotshot? You’re looking at some serious charges.”

      Samira closed her eyes. She glanced at me and released a sigh.

      “My name is Princess Samira al Amine of the kingdom of Saiccia.” A smile laced Samira’s lips. “And I have diplomatic immunity.”
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      The only time I’ve ever experienced a jail cell was on a television screen. Yet the one in front of me felt different. For instance, I never expected the metal bars to be cold. The benches, if you’d call them such, were also impossible to sit on.

      Samira sought refuge on the bench. I glanced back at her and watched as she twisted her black hair around her finger. We hadn’t seen each other since we were taken here in separate cars. Too many questions spiraled around my mind.

      “You hate me now, right?” Samira asked.

      “Hate is a very strong word. Also, you’re a princess?”

      Samira presented a coy smile. “That wasn’t on the profile?”

      “No, it wasn’t. I didn’t bother to call anyone, did you call someone?” I asked.

      “The embassy, we should be out any minute.” Samira leaned back. “Aren’t you cold?”

      “Very.”

      Samira abandoned the metal couch and stepped toward me. She closed the distance between us, and my heart rate skyrocketed as mere inches deprecated us.

      “I’m cold too,” Samira whispered.

      “Does Saiccia not have laws?”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “Yes, why?”

      “Figured you weren’t used to laws, considering we’re in jail now.”

      “Sorry again.” Samira bit her lower lip. “Can I make it up to you?”

      “Not another dinner where we get into a car chase?”

      “Everything up to us being arrested was fun though, right?” Samira glanced over to the right and moved toward the cell door. After a few seconds, she glanced back. “Hear that?”

      There wasn’t much noise. I didn’t hear much of anything. Outside of our cell, a blank white hallway led to the other parts of the police department. We only experienced a small section of it when they booked Samira and me.

      “Where are they?” someone shouted.

      “Oh.” Samira glanced at me. A smirk swept across her lips. “Someone sounds upset.”

      “Ma’am.”

      “Don’t ma’am me, is anyone in this department capable of reading? The girl had a diplomatic passport and diplomatic plates, and you searched her car? The governor is going to be calling soon. You best think of an excuse, Captain.”

      A flurry of footsteps entered the hallway, and I peeked past Samira. At the end of the hall, a woman in a dark suit entered with a briefcase slung over her shoulder. Behind her, an entourage of other suits followed with a man in a bright white robe and head covering that draped down his shoulders. He sported a large black beard as well. Samira grabbed onto the bars of the cell.

      “Cousin Amir!” she shouted.

      “Samira?” the robed man asked. He moved by a few people in suits and raced toward the cell. A smile covered his lips. “Oh, little flower, you’re safe.” Amir glanced around. “Why is she still here?”

      “We’re working on it now, sir,” a woman said with oak colored hair and green eyes said. She glanced back. “Can someone open this door already?” she shouted.

      “You’re not hurt, are you, Samira?”

      “No, no, I’m fine. My evening was ruined.” Samira released the cell bars and retreated a few steps. “Some men were following us, people you sent?”

      “No, of course not. Though your father…”

      “Still wishes to oversee my trip despite the exile?” A sigh escaped Samira’s lips. “I’d talk to him, yet I doubt he’d listen. I don’t need bodyguards, Amir.”

      “Yes, you're perfectly capable of handling yourself without them I’ve noticed.”

      Samira glanced at me and smirked. She moved closer and paused behind me. Then her hands met my shoulders, and she pushed me.

      “I’ve made a friend.”

      I glanced around and tried to disguise my confusion. After a few seconds I avoided all eye contact with the suits ahead of me and settled on Amir.

      “Hi.”

      “A friend, Samira?” Amir asked. “You were exiled because of your friends.”

      “She’s quite pretty, isn’t she? And if it wasn’t for father’s goons, we’d be enjoying dessert. Possibly discussing a second date.”

      “We have the key.”

      Behind Amir, the woman with oak colored hair rushed toward the cell door. She popped it open and then offered a smile.

      “Ambassador and Princess Samira, please let me apologize for your experience this evening.”

      Samira brushed beside me and exited the cell. I followed as she raced toward Amir and consumed him in a hug. Then she glanced at the woman in the suit.

      “Thank you for your assistance…”

      “Ah, yes. My name is Madeline, and I am the deputy Secretary of State.”

      My eyes widened as my feet felt like stone. Ahead of me, Samira glanced back and offered a smile. One that invited me forward. I managed two steps before she grabbed my hand.

      “This is fine?” she whispered.

      I relished in the contact. Not that I’d ever admit otherwise. I'd had countless first dates before this and for the first time, I felt a surge of emotions from mere touch. A smile crept onto my lips.

      “Think we have time for dessert?” I asked.

      “Good question.” Samira turned toward Amir. “Think me and my friend can have some peace for tonight?”

      “No one else will bother you tonight, little flower.” Amir glanced back toward some of the men in suits. “Take her where she wishes to go.”

      Samira followed a tall man toward the exit of the cells. I followed and lagged behind a few steps. Behind me, a sliver of a conversation emerged.

      “Mr. Ambassador, the Department of Defense reached out as some news agencies have picked up on the arrest of the princess. They wanted to ensure this incident won’t affect our country's relationship.”

      Before I heard anything else, I walked through a door into the main area of the police station. Ahead of me, Samira turned left through a small sea of desks with curious onlookers. Through the desk, a small opening showcased the lobby.

      Outside, the evening air danced across my cheeks. Samira dipped down a handful of stone steps, outstretched her arms and twirled around on the sidewalk. She glanced back at me and offered a smile.

      “It’s lovely out tonight.”

      “Certainly better than a cell.”

      “Indeed.” Samira glanced at a pair of men dressed in black suits besides an SUV. A few foreign words escaped her lips, and she eyed me. “Want to take a walk?”

      “To dessert?”

      “I was hoping forever, but sure dessert.”

      My eyes narrowed as I moved down the sidewalk. “Huh?”

      “Never mind, a joke.”

      Behind us, bright lights from the SUV followed as Samira and I journeyed down the sidewalk. A trail of streetlights guided us along with a host of signs hanging from windows. Small portals to different worlds inside the glass. My eyes weren’t immune to curiosity. I found myself staring at all manner of things from department stores to small barbershops.

      “So,” I whispered. My eyes locked with Samira’s. “Are you the only princess?”

      “No, far from it. I have quite a few sisters and half-sisters.” A smile raced across Samira’s lips. “Yet, I am the favorite. Well, despite my certain predicament.” Samira glanced up at the night sky. “My mother is my father’s favorite wife, yet I am her least favorite daughter.”

      I glanced ahead of Samira and became lost in the barrenness of the sidewalk.

      “Favorite wife?”

      “Yes, my father has four wives. Which is quite something, isn’t it?” Samira glanced at me. “Father is allowed four, yet I’m allowed none.” Her eyes widened. “You must think I’m crazy. I don’t even have a girlfriend, yet I’m here talking about my dreams of many wives.”

      “I’d settle for one.”

      Samira paused as I walked past her. I turned around and spotted an ice cream shop to my left. An open sign tempted me forward, yet Samira’s hand pushed the door open. As we entered, the SUV parked by the sidewalk, and I turned toward the front of the shop.

      “All the flavors look delicious.” Samira leaned against the glass of the counter. She eyed the multitude of open ice cream jars and glanced back at me. “So, this may be too soon, but want to split two flavors? I totally understand-“

      “Sure.”

      “Really?” Her eyes widened as a smile raced across her face. “Ok, I’ll pick one and you too.” Samira leaned up.  “Um, excuse me, can we get one cup of the mint chocolate chip and…”

      I stepped up to the counter. “Vanilla please.”

      “Vanilla?” Samira eyed me. “Not very daring.”

      “Calling me bland?”

      “Of course not.” Samira smirked. “Vanilla is fine.”

      Behind the counter, a man with an orange apron prepared two cups of ice cream along with two spoons. Once I received my cup, I moved toward the topping section to my left. A mountain of rainbow sprinkles littered my cup when I finished.

      Samira claimed a lone table in the middle of the shop. We were the only two customers, yet it felt more crowded. Perhaps because there was the SUV still visible outside. As I sat down, I glanced out the window.

      “Do people always follow you?”

      “In Saiccia, yes. They’re unavoidable. Here I figured I’d be free, but seems I’m not.” Samira scooped up some of the mint chocolate ice cream and managed a bite. “Mhm, so good.”

      I claimed a spoonful of the mint chocolate chip and savored the flavor. My eyes closed and I opened my lips.

      “Good choice.”

      “I tend to do all right with ice cream.”

      “And other stuff?” I asked.

      “Clearly not the best at managing an exile.”

      “So, if I wanted to flee the country, you’re not the girl to help me?”

      Samira smirked. She spooned out a scoop of vanilla ice cream. I watched as the spoon hovered by her lips. Temptation wrestled at my heartstrings.

      “Best to use someone else. Though, I’ve been told I’m an excellent at stealing dessert.” Samira glanced down and ate another spoonful of vanilla. “Careful Taylor, I’m going to eat all of the vanilla.”

      I settled my spoon against the cup and leaned my elbow on the metal table we shared. My cheek rested against my palm as I stared.

      “Something on your mind?” Samira asked.

      “I’m still trying to get over the fact that you’re a princess.”

      “Actually, most of the time I’m just Samira.”

      “Do you have servants?”

      “I wouldn’t call them that.”

      “So, you do?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      Samira managed another bite of mint chocolate ice cream. “I guess? We have people for many things, Taylor.”

      “Do you have a tiger?”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “A tiger?”

      “Sorry, god, random stuff keeps coming out of my mouth.” My eyes shut. “I’m ruining this, aren’t I?”

      “Oh no, you’re curious. Most people are. What about you?” Samira leaned both of her elbows on the table. “Not a princess I imagine.”

      “Afraid not.”

      “Your profile didn’t have much in the occupation section.”

      A smile raced across my lips. An instinctive reflex I imagine. One I did often. “Well, you see…”

      “Unemployed?” Samira asked.

      “For now.”

      “Well, I can’t really judge you on that now, I’m unemployed.”

      I retreated into a scoop of ice cream.

      “I don’t think our situations are similar in the slightest.”

      “Both eating ice cream with an amazing girl, so kind of similar.”

      “Calling yourself amazing?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Good catch.” Samira sported a smile. “No shame in knowing my worth. Though, some back in Saiccia disapproved of my confidence. It wasn’t befitting of my position.” Samira leaned back in her chair. “What are you doing after this?”

      “After we finish?” I glanced down at the table. Samira almost cleared more than half of her ice cream. “Did you want more?”

      Samira leaned forward and grinned. “I meant after we’re done with ice cream. I figured we’d be done, but I really don’t want to say goodbye.”

      “That’s what second dates are for.” I scooped up some of Samira’s chocolate mint ice cream and enjoyed the flavor.

      “We should schedule it, what time do you wake up?”

      I shook my head. “Maybe not right away.”

      “You’re right.” Samira offered an addictive smile. “I’m rushing things. I mean, we just got out of jail.”

      “Can’t be doing things too fast now.”

      “So a second date would be out of the question for now?” Samira stabbed her spoon into the remnants of her chocolate mint ice cream. “I’d really like to see you again.”

      “Tomorrow at ten? I have an interview at nine.”

      Samira leaned down and then placed a phone on the table. Nine thirty, our date had gone on almost three hours now. Not that I ever wished for it to end.

      “So tomorrow at ten. I’ll pick you up or do you want to meet somewhere? I’ll give you my hotel address if you wish.”

      “I don’t have a car…kind of pointless in this place.”

      “Really? I find them fun. My car is one of twelve, a custom order for a few of my family members.” Samira shut her eyes. “I’m getting distracted. How about I pick you up?”

      “Not in the sports car, I hope?”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “I’m not even sure where it is. I’ll have to ask my cousin. He can lend us a car, I imagine.” Samira leaned back in her chair. “No sports car, got it.”

      Samira chomped down her last bite of chocolate mint ice cream and then collected the empty cups. She jumped from the seat and made her way toward the trash. My eyes followed her with every step.

      “I could have done that,” I said.

      “Trust me, you’ll never know the joy I get from doing things myself.”

      Samira returned to the table and traced her index finger around in circles. Her teeth tugged at her lower lip. A sigh escaped her as she lifted her gaze from the table to me.

      “I should get you back.” Samira pushed back on her chair and stood. A handful of steps led her toward the door. “Going to get up?”

      “Savoring it for a bit longer.” A smile sprung onto my lips. “Beside the whole us getting arrested, this has been one of the best first dates I’ve had.”

      “One of the best?” Samira smirked. “I’ll have to try harder.”

      I pushed back on my chair and joined Samira by the door. Outside, an evening air brushed against my cheeks as Samira moved toward the SUV parked by the street. As we approached, the passenger door opened and a man in a suit stepped out. He opened the back door and Samira stepped in.

      I found myself next to Samira. The engine of the SUV purred for a moment before we moved forward. My fingers spread to the left curious and explored every inch of leather. I glanced to my left and became entranced by the woman beside me.

      Soft fragments of streetlights shined into the window and illuminated Samira’s skin. Dark hair draped down her shoulders and shifted as she peeked at me.

      “You going to tell us your address?”

      “Sorry.”

      “You don’t have to.” Samira’s fingers lurched toward mine, uncertain of their intention. Our skin brushed. “You’re more than welcome…oh that’s right, you have an interview.”

      “Going to invite me over?” I asked.

      “Just being polite.”

      “Maybe you can be polite again another time when I don’t have an interview.” I leaned forward and told the driver my address. “We’re not that far.”

      “Shame, I’d have enjoyed a long car ride.”

      A smile developed on my lips. I drifted from Samira and retreated toward my own window. Countless words lingered in my lips. I too didn’t wish for this experience to end, yet I needed a job and that interview tomorrow needed to go well.

      As we pulled up to my apartment. I gripped the handle to the door. I pushed open the door before the driver and other man managed it open it. Behind me, Samira captured my attention. Fragments of streetlights invaded the SUV and illuminated her.

      Without a second thought, I slid across the leather seat and planted a kiss on her cheek. I failed spectacularly at subduing my smile.

      “See you tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Or in my dreams,” Samira whispered. Her eyes widened. “Yes, tomorrow.” A smile wrapped on her lips. “Can’t wait.”

      Outside on the cool sidewalk, loneliness seeped into my being. I glanced back, tempted by the curiosity and I spotted Samira eye me. Perhaps I should have expected that result. A short smile raced across my face for a split second before I retreated into my building.

      My eyes shut as the metal door closed behind me. Despite the security camera fixated on the white ceiling, I didn’t care who saw. My palms rested on my face and a series of short breathes escaped my lips. I shut my eyes as the panic set up.

      I just kissed her. I wasn’t even thinking. Maybe I was? It felt right. Not that I’m an expert on first dates, yet the minefield that comes with kissing. I tried to vanquish the thoughts from my mind. If I didn’t think about it, they didn’t exist or so I hoped.

      My keys jiggled in my fingers as I approached my apartment. Inside, the living room was illuminated from the light above a fan we hardly used. Marie and Darren were glued to our sofa. Their eyes shifted from the Korean drama that occupied the television to me. Some dangerously beautiful woman on the screen paused mid-sentence.

      “Oh my god you’re alive!” Marie jumped off of the sofa and raced around toward me. “You didn’t pick up your phone.”

      I lifted an eyebrow and sunk my hand into my pocket. “Sorry, was on silent.”

      “Marie called the police,” Darren said.

      I glared at Marie. “You’re joking, right?”

      “They told me twenty-four hours, which is honestly bullshit, right?”

      A sigh escaped my lips. “Well, I’m alive and tired.”

      “How’d the date go?” Darren shifted around on the couch and leaned against the back. “Potential or do we have a date to take different photos for the profile?”

      “Well, I got arrested, but besides that it was…”

      “Wait, hold on.” Marie narrowed her eyes. “Arrested?”

      “Yeah, like thirty or so minutes I was with her in a cell.”

      “So, Samira exists?” Darren asked. “That’s positive.”

      “Why the hell did you get arrested?”

      “Reckless driving, I think the charge was?” I glanced up at the ceiling. “I don’t remember what they wanted to charge me with.” I locked eyed with Marie. “Anyways, I’m going out with her tomorrow.”

      I retreated into our kitchen and sifted through the top cabinets. I plucked a box of cereal and poured myself a bowl. As I moved toward the fridge, Marie blocked my path. Her arms crossed as she stared at me in her pajamas.

      “Taylor, you need to explain.”

      “I went to the restaurant. Met Samira, who is amazingly beautiful. Look her up, Samira Al Amine.” I forwent the spoon and milk and dug my fingers into the bowl. Crunches of cereal distracted me as I retreated toward the living room. I plopped down next to Darren and glanced at the screen. “What are you guys watching?”

      “Holy shit, Taylor.” Marie moved in from the kitchen. She held up her phone. “Princess Samira Al Amine?”

      “Yeah, she’s beautiful right? God, Marie, talking with her.” I closed my eyes. “I feel like I’m in high school again.”

      “Does she have a tiger?” Darren asked.

      My eyes narrowed as I glanced at him. “Don’t think so, I asked, not sure why.”

      “Taylor.” Marie maneuvered around the couch and claimed the armrest next to me. She shut her eyes and lifted her hands. A smile formed on her lips. “I’m happy for you. But seriously, don’t screw this up.”

      “Where is the second date?” Darren asked.

      “Not sure, she’s picking me up after my interview tomorrow.” My eyes widened. “Crap, I should go to sleep.” I handed Darren the bowl of cereal. “Finish this for me?”

      “Wait, Taylor,” Marie said. “At least tell us about this woman before you got to sleep.”

      My heart started to flutter. An odd occurrence after a first date. My eyes shut as I surrendered to the couch. Thoughts of Samira whirled about my mind as a smirk formed on my lips. The truth was, I didn’t know much about her. An aura of mystery surrounded her. The only thing I was certain about, was the way she drove my heart absolutely insane.
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      My eyes scoured the hordes of cars that made up Chicago’s mid-morning traffic. A chorus of horns made up the city’s heartbeat. At times I prayed for a flatline to allow for some peace of mind.

      I glanced back at my phone, glued to the message Samira sent me.

      I’ll be there in five.

      Five minutes was ten minutes ago, right after my interview ended. I glanced behind me. Large reflective windows that shielded the inside of Barkers Industry foretold of my zero chance of working there. My eyes shut as I gave into temptation and glanced up at the sky.

      For the entire duration of my interview, Samira’s smile seduced my thoughts. Whenever I was asked about any experience that'd relate to the marketing role, I failed. Hard. Half the time I was caught in a whirlwind of memories, not even listening to the questions. Ahead of me, a black SUV with small red and white flags fixated to the windows approached the curb.

      A man in a dark suit and sunglasses exited the passenger side and pulled open the rear door. Inside, a beautiful woman in a white designer hijab wrapped around her hair smiled at me. The color of the scarf clashed against her orange shirt and jeans. She patted the seat beside her, and I entered.

      Samira bit her lower lip. “I’m late, aren’t I?”

      “It’s fine.”

      I needed a few more eternities of mental prep anyway. I surrendered to the back of the SUV. Samira’s hand tapped against mine. Even eternity couldn’t prepare me for this.

      “In Saiccia, traffic isn’t this bad.” Samira leaned against the rear of her seat. “Well, people tend to get out of my way.”

      “Because you’re a princess?”

      “Um, maybe. It’s more the fact that they don’t want to get hit I imagine.”

      Samira’s laugh was unfair. Her left hand retreated toward her mouth and minute by minute, she unknowingly controlled me. I peeked over at Samira. Her fingers continued their infiltration of mine. I glanced down. Perhaps she was being friendly? Not that’d I’d offer any protest.

      “I like your scarf,” I said.

      Samira smirked at me. Her right cheek rested against the rear of the seat. “Thanks, I wear it sometimes. Depends on my mood. Here in the US, maybe not as much as I do in Saiccia.”

      “Oh?”

      “It tends to stick out and that’s what I’m trying to avoid.” Samira’s eyes shut. “Yet, I tend to fail at that.”

      “You do.” An uncontrolled smirk arose on my lips. “Sorry.” My eyes shut as I retreated toward the window. “So, where exactly are we going?”

      “Hoping to pick a few things up before our date.” Samira’s eyes widened as her lips opened and then shut. “Do you mind shopping?”

      Samira’s teeth tugged at her lower lips, and I found myself vulnerable. Her beauty was unmatched by anything I’d ever seen. I tried to remain sane, yet that option vanished ever since I’d entered her SUV.

      “Ehh, not really? I can’t even tell you the brands of my own clothes.”

      “Oh, maybe we should—”

      “I don’t mind going, where exactly did you have in mind?”

      Samira’s smile caused a surge of butterflies to race about my heart. She leaned over and her hand extended toward the window. Her seatbelt stretched and I found myself dangerously close to an overeager woman. “A small boutique, we’re almost there.”

      My breaths were slow. Samira was inches away, interested in the world outside of the window. Her hand remained inches from my left thigh and I yearned for a distraction. I stared at the bareness of her right cheek. Temptation led me forward.

      Samira turned toward me, and our noses touched. A soft tap with no real damage besides my emotion state. A surge of heat raced throughout my body as I stared into her eyes. The SUV pulled to the side, and we came to a halt. Soft breaths smashed against my lips and Samira’s citrus perfume smelled divine.

      “We’re here,” Samira whispered.

      Samira blinked first and retreated to her side of the SUV. Her seatbelt clicked and both of our doors opened at the same time. To my right, an unforgiving sun invaded the leather interior, and I hopped out onto the sidewalk. A soft late morning breeze pushed against my cheeks as Samira joined me. She paused a few inches beside me, and our fingers brushed.

      For a moment, I judged the interpretations of my actions. I stared at her fingers more than I cared to admit. I launched my hand toward her, yet Samira moved up the sidewalk. She sent a smile my way and I fumbled for a recovery. My hand reeled back into my pocket.

      “Something wrong?” Samira asked.

      She was spot on, something was wrong. I shelfed my desire for contact and joined Samira. Yet, the short distance between us didn’t do me many favors. Every step forward, something festered in my brain. Finally, I didn’t care.

      “Screw it,” I whispered to myself.

      I latched onto Samira’s hand, and she paused. An addictive laugh escaped her lips as she smirked at me.

      “Did you want to hold my hand, Taylor?” Samira moved in close. “Was that what was wrong?”

      “I mean, we’re on a date.”

      We were on a date, yet here I was acting as if it this was my first date ever. My fingers gripped onto Samira’s tighter. Samira stepped closer and our shoulders bumped.

      “In Saiccia, holding hands is normal with friends.” Samira’s breaths tapped my ears. I shivered with excitement. “It’s the kissing that got me in trouble.”

      Samira’s soft lips tapped against my left cheek. For a moment my mind went blank, and I felt like such a child. As Samira moved away, she tugged me forward down the sidewalk. The others who occupied this immense city started to vanish as I honed in on the woman who held my heart hostage.

      We paused on the sidewalk near a window filled with designer purses. I lifted an eyebrow as Samira abandoned my hand and wandered closer to the glass. She glanced back at me and sported a smile. Ahead of us, the two men who accompanied Samira pulled open the door. She entered first and I followed.

      Curious onlookers stared at our small group as we entered the store. Samira opened her lips and a foreign language escaped as she glared at the men behind her. After a short conversation, where Samira’s voice raised a few times, they departed the store. Samira glanced at me as she walked toward a massive wall filled with purses.

      “They’re a bit insistent on constantly being by me.” Samira rolled her eyes. “Father’s afraid if I’m outside the kingdom I’m going to become victim to corruption.” Samira diverted her attention to a Louis Vuitton purse stationed above our heads. “You won’t corrupt me, right, Taylor?”

      “No promises,” I whispered.

      Samira failed to subdue a laugh. A small snort escaped her, and she widened her eyes. We glanced at each other, and Samira’s lips expanded with air for a moment.

      “You didn’t hear that,” Samira whispered.

      “Hear what?”

      Samira lifted a dark black purse off of one of the shelves. A short inspection followed as she unzipped damn near every zipper. Her fingers explored every inch before she glanced at me.

      “Thoughts?”

      I bit my lips as I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m not the person to ask about this stuff.”

      “That’s right. Give me a minute, I’ll be right back.”

      Samira disappeared with the purse toward the middle of the store. I found it impossible to resist her. Yet my gaze wasn’t the only one she managed to attract. Other women in the store all eyed Samira in secret. Short glances and curious eyes were all they offered. My eyes narrowed as two older women whispered to each other as Samira approached the counter.

      Slow steps led me toward the counter. Within a few seconds, I heard rumblings of a small conversation.

      “It just makes me so nervous,” one of the older women whispered.

      “I wish they’d dress normally. Why do they always hide themselves?” the other asked. “If not for the hair, it’s their entire face.”

      I tried to ignore the conversation as I passed the ladies. Not that I had any retort, but I balled my fists. It didn't take a genius to understand who they spoke about. Samira stood away from the counter. Ahead of her, a woman dressed in a red coat finished up her purchase. A young teenager stood behind the counter and raced her fingers across a computer.

      After their transaction at the counter finished. Samira started to step forward. Before she managed two steps, one of the older ladies brushed by me and moved toward the counter.

      “Excuse us, we were next.”

      The second woman glared at Samira. “Rude.”

      Samira eyed me and retreated toward me. A smile settled on her lips. I glared at the women ahead of us.

      “It’s quite busy, huh?” Samira asked.

      “You’re not going to say something?”

      “It’s fine —”

      “Welcome back Mrs. Chamberlain and Mrs. Carter, did you find everything today?” the woman behind the counter handed back a silver card to one of the women.

      “We did,” one of the women said.

      “Actually, I remember calling ahead for a specific purse. You said you’d hold it for me.”

      “Oh?” the woman behind the counter asked. “I just started yesterday. You’ll have to excuse me. Which item was it?”

      “A small black bag, I was sure you’d hold it for us.”

      One of the older women turned around. She eyed Samira and then glanced down. “Was that the purse?”

      The other woman looked back at Samira. “Oh my, it is. It seems your team didn’t pull it from the display. But I assure you, we called to have that item reserved.”

      The young woman behind the counter migrated around toward Samira. A forced smile settled on her lips.

      “Excuse me, I believe there has been some mix-up.”

      “No mix up.” Samira’s lips scrunched up. She eyed me as she walked past the woman toward the counter. “I’m ready to pay.”

      One of the older women narrowed her eyes. “We reserved the purse.”

      “Seems to be in my hands, though.”

      “Ma’am, if they reserved the purse, we do apologize but it was a mix up.”

      “It’s good to see this store respecting their preferred customers,” one of the women said.

      Samira lifted an eyebrow. “I’ve been looking for this bag for a while. I’m not certain I can just give it up.”

      “Ma’am, please, we will try to accommodate—”

      “Is there an issue here?” a deeper voice asked.

      A bald man in a dark suit walked toward the counter. He paused near the attendant and glanced at the two women.

      “Mrs. Chamberlain and Mrs. Carter, it’s a pleasure to see you again. I do hope Ashley is taking good care of you.”

      “There is a mix-up with a purse we reserved.” One of the women looked at Samira. “Someone doesn’t want to give it up.”

      “Ahh, I see.” The man looked at Samira. “Ma’am, I do apologize but…” The man’s eyes widened. “Y-your highness, w-what brings you into our shop again?”

      “Hello again, Oliver.” Samira’s eyes diverted to the purse. “I’ve come back for a few things. Do you think you could help me?”

      “Of course. Please, let me get us some more privacy for your visit.” Oliver glanced back at Ashley. “Clear everyone out and tell them we’re closed.”

      “Right away sir,” Ashley said.

      Ashley glanced at the two women and gestured toward the door. “I apologize, but we are closed for the time being.”

      “Closed?” one of the women asked.

      “Oliver, what is the meaning of this? We're very close to taking our business elsewhere.”

      “Again, our apologies Mrs. Chamberlain and Mrs. Carter, while you are important guests here, I'm afraid the store has been reserved, for a very important guest. Please check back later to see if we've reopened.”

      A pair of scuffs filled the air as I followed Samira back toward the wall of purses. Oliver eyed me with curiosity.

      “Oh, this is Taylor, I’m keeping her from lunch.” Samira’s smiled at me. “I’m trying not to be too selfish with her time.”

      Samira walked next to the wall and paused periodically. Her fingers traced along the edges, over pockets, down to the corners of various designer purses. Oliver eyed her like a hawk. After a few inspections, Samira glanced back at him.

      “My sister Fatima adores some of these styles.” Samira plucked a thin white tote from the wall. “How many do you have?”

      “Ten across our selection.”

      “If I may have one of each.”

      “Very good, your highness. And what else?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “What else? You’re getting ten purses?”

      “A few for me and my sisters. A tradition of sorts between us. Whoever is overseas brings back gifts.” Samira stepped away from the wall. Her index for traced along her lips and I found myself weakened. “Then whatever you have in this style.”

      “We’ll get that for you.”

      Samira glanced back at me. She slung a pink purse over her shoulder and flashed a smile. It became unfair how easily she controlled my heart with such a simple action. I tried to contain myself.

      “You like?” Samira asked.

      “Beautiful.”

      I wasn’t speaking of the purse. But she didn’t know that. Maybe she did? Maybe she saw past my facade of courage and knew that deep down, I was vulnerable.

      “Thank you so much, Oliver.” Samira walked forward and stirred my heart with every step. She latched onto my fingers. “I have the perfect restaurant for lunch.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s one of the few Saiccian restaurants in the city. I found it online.”

      “Don’t think I’ve eaten any Saiccian food before.”

      “It’s not too different than other dishes in the region. My family loves to boast about how insightful we were.” A grin flourished across Samira’s lips. “It’s the same dishes, but don’t tell anyone I said so.”

      “Your highness?” Oliver asked.

      Samira turned back toward Oliver. He offered a smile and behind him two women stood with multiple bags in their hands.

      “Your payment will be the same?” Oliver asked.

      “Yes, and can you deliver the bags to my hotel?” Samira asked.

      “Of course, your highness, thank you again for your patronage.”

      Samira turned back toward the entrance, and I followed. As we approached, one of Samira’s bodyguards opened the door. A whirl of fresh air brushed against my face as I stared at an ever-expanding crowd curious as it why the shop was closed.

      Samira tugged at my hand as we moved down the sidewalk. Behind us, one of the men moved past and opened the back door of the SUV. I entered after Samira and settled against the dark leather. Before I managed to click my seatbelt, Samira leaned in my direction. Her fingers sailed across the seat and tapped against mine. It didn’t take long to become entranced with her smile.

      “I hope that wasn’t too boring, thanks for coming with.”

      “I enjoyed it.” I hid behind a smile. My eyes narrowed. “Do you ever get tired of being your highness?” My head dipped back and rested against the seat. “I’m not sure I could handle being called that all day.”

      “It’s not too bad. Perhaps some days it’s tiring.” Samira shifted over and claimed the middle seat. She fastened herself in and I felt our shoulders bump. “You don’t call me your highness.”

      “Should I start?”

      “I’d rather be just Samira.”

      “Ok just Samira.”

      Samira sported a grin as she shook her head. “Your humor is amusing.” She leaned against her right cheek, and I became victim to her eyes. “Bad, but amusing.”

      “Bad? Ouch.”

      “Yes, good thing you’re cute. You didn’t put bad jokes on your profile.”

      “Not cute.” I shut my eyes.

      “Oh.” Samira’s voice grew closer. I felt her breath tap against my ear. “You’re right not cute. Very cute.”

      I pried open my eyes and glanced at Samira. She sported a smile, pearl white teeth and refashioned her hijab as a bang tried to escape. I’m not positive I could count the beats my heart produced. It became worse and worse as I continued to stare at her fiddle with the fabric. She brushed up her hair and I found my fingers move forward.

      Samira’s hair was soft, softer than I envisioned as I held it for a moment. Samira’s fingers pushed past mine and subdued her stray hair into place. I settled back into my seat. I eyed the fabric one more, intrigued by the way it accentuated her eyes. The softness of her skin I experienced from a brief touch.

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered.

      “Sorry, I should have asked.”

      “It’s fine.” Samira’s eyes widened. “I hope you’re hungry.” She squeezed her lips together. “I am.” Her fists tightened as she sported a smile. “Real food.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Not that American food isn’t real food.” Samira bit her lower lip. “Well, it’s not as good as the food from back home.”

      “You’re hyping this up quite a bit.”

      “It’s so good. The spices, mhm, I can already taste the lamb.” Samira’s eyes closed. “You seriously have no idea how excited I am.”

      “No…I think I have a pretty good idea.”

      “I’m embarrassing myself.” Samira smirked. “But, I’m going to order everything on the menu.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “You need to sample everything.”

      I shook my head. “No, no. Not everything, please.”

      “Half of the menu?”

      My eyes narrowed.

      “We’ll ease into it. A few dishes to start.”

      A sigh escaped my lips as I leaned against the rear seat. I glanced at the ceiling for a brief moment before I surrendered to darkness. My eyes shut and I became distracted by the hum of the engine.

      “First date you get me arrested, and now you’re going to put me in a food coma.”

      “Ahh but it’ll be worth it.” Samira glanced at me. “Many days were spent lounging around in my room after dinner back home.” She turned toward me. “Despite the stomach aches it was worth it.”

      Samira distracted me more than I cared to admit. After a few moments I retreated to the window. The vast city landscape tempted me, for a short while. Samira’s fingers tapped skin.

      Temptation led me to glance to the left, entranced by the woman beside me. Second after second, her fingers rubbed against mine. I tugged my hands to my thigh.

      “Too much?” Samira asked.

      “Sorry, second dates make me a bit hesitant.”

      Samira’s smirked and abandoned my fingers.

      “In Saiccia, I’d be blessed to get a second date. First dates were hard enough.” Samira narrowed her eyes. “Before you ask, no, we didn’t get arrested.”

      “You’re making me feel special.”

      Again, Samira exploded with laughter. Our shoulders bumped once more, and she leaned against me. Second dates were truly terrible. That’s when I started to fall. When I became to invested for someone to tell me they’re not feeling it, or they’re done with their experiment.

      I glanced to my left and eyed the white fabric that shielded Samira’s hair. She leaned to her right and the fabric rubbed against my nose. Ahead of us, one of the men spoke Arabic and Samira sat up straight.

      “What?” I asked.

      “We’re here.”

      Samira retreated toward the window on her left. I glanced past her and became entranced by a small yellow building tucked between brick apartments. White bolded letters were plastered to a large window. I skimmed over the words ‘Saiccian Palace’.

      “Saiccian palace?” I asked.

      Samira peeked back and I tugged the lower parts of her hijab into place near her shirt. “Excited?”

      Before I managed a reply, the door was opened, and Samira jumped out. I scooted across the leather seats and collided with the seatbelts. On the street, one of Samira’s men raised his hand and blocked traffic as we raced to the sidewalk. Samira hopped up and twisted around. An addictive smile captured my attention as she folded her hands behind her back. Slow steps backward without regard to her surrounding led her closer to the restaurant door. I lifted my index finger, but Samira backed into some woman in a windbreaker.

      She flashed a smile, and the woman rolled her eyes. I joined Samira by the restaurant door, and we entered.

      A low flute sound ricocheted off the white walls and set a sense of serenity. Samira stood straight near the entrance and scanned over the small sea of occupied tables. A man with a large black beard and mustache locked eyes with Samira and spoke in a foreign language. Samira turned toward me.

      “He said sit where we like,” Samira said.

      One step after another, Samira drifted forward until I caught up. She selected one of the small square tables and pulled out a chair furthest from me. I sat down opposite her, and she glanced to her left. Off to the right, above a white counter and cash register was a massive wall with numbers and food items. Some I recognized, most I didn’t.

      Samira bit her lower lip as my eyes met hers. She abandoned the massive menu and didn’t sneak peeks like me. My lips opened, yet before any words emerged, two glasses of iced water were placed on the table and a young teenaged girl with braided black hair offered a smile.

      “Welcome to Saiccian Palace, have you been here before?” the girl asked.

      Samira spoke in Arabic, and I became mystified by the beauty of her words. After she finished, she smiled at me, and the girl walked away from the table. I lifted an eyebrow as Samira leaned her elbows on the table and rested her cheeks on her palms. An unbreakable gravitational pull tugged me toward her, one I couldn’t hope to resist.

      “Did you order?” I asked.

      “One of everything.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You’re joking, right?”

      “Yes, obviously we need two of everything.” Samira smirked. “You can’t expect me to share, right?”

      A smile exploded on my lips. One I attempted to restrain but failed. I mimicked Samira and leaned onto the table. She tugged out her phone and typed something onto the screen. After a few seconds, the phone in my pocket vibrated. I pulled it from my pocket and glanced at the new message.

      Don’t look up, but there’s a pretty girl looking at you right now.

      I glanced up and Samira rolled her eyes.

      “I said don’t look.”

      “I’m a bad reader.”

      Samira bit her lip and controlled every beat of my heart with ease. I became victim to her eyes as she leaned back against her chair. Samira reached for her water and downed a sip.

      “How was your interview?” She set down her glass. “Any luck?”

      “Terrible, it was for an entry position at an economic website. Content manager of sorts.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Part of me feels like you’re lying.”

      “Very perceptive.” Samira rested her fingers on the table. “Do you have other interviews then?”

      “A few tomorrow.”

      “So, you’re booked for tomorrow?”

      I leaned back in my chair. Before I managed a word, a host of different plates found themselves on the table. To my right, the waitress was joined by a man with styled hair and a large beard. He offered a smile as he deposited more food. I widened my eyes as I stared at the multitude of flat breads, various oils and sauces and small pieces of meat.

      “Hello, my name is Abdul and I’m the co-owner here. Is this is your first time trying Saiccian food?” Abdul asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Ahh, please tell me your thoughts. My husband is the chef.”

      After Abdul and the girl wandered away, Samira tore off a piece of the flat bread and dipped it into a dark red sauce. Her eyes closed as she chomped on the bread.

      “Good?” I asked.

      Slivers of Arabic escaped Samira’s lips. “Just like home.”

      “Where exactly is Saiccia?” I bit my lip. “I probably should know this.”

      Samira offered a smile after she finished another bite of bread. “Its fine, we’re a small island country in the Arabian Sea. Our largest trading partners are India and Pakistan due to how close they are.” Samira nodded at the bread on the table. “Try some.”

      I grabbed the bread and tore off a small section. Droplets of red sauce dripped down into the bowl as I stuffed the piece into my mouth. An explosion of spices caused my tongue to burn. I opened my lips and fanned air onto my tongue as water swelled in my eyes. Samira pushed a glass of water toward me. As I retreated into my glass, Samira giggled.

      “I’m sorry.” Samira shook her hands. “I really shouldn’t laugh. You’re not supposed to use that much sauce.”

      My eyes narrowed. “A warning next time?”

      Samira’s lips pinched together. “Your cheeks are so red now.”

      “I feel like I’ve eaten a volcano.”

      “No.” Samira hung onto the last syllable. “We have much hotter stuff than this.”

      “Like the girl across from me?”

      Samira grabbed a piece of bread and leaned back. “Taylor, you’re flirting right now, aren’t you?”

      “Trying to.”

      “It’s so hard to tell for me.” Samira shut her eyes. “Back in Saiccia, I could never tell.” She latched onto another piece of bread and slipped it between her lips. “We’re they’re flirting because they liked me? Did they know who I was?” Samira leaned her elbows on the table. “So many mysteries.”

      “I’m trying to flirt because you’re hot.”

      Samira bit her lower lip. “Girls back home always said pretty or beautiful.”

      “Perhaps, all the above?”

      “Does your face get red when you flirt?” Samira lifted an eyebrow.

      I retreated into the bowl of thin bread. A sanctuary of sorts from the turmoil Samira caused within my stomach. I dipped a small amount of bread into some sauce and placed two pieces of lamb on top.

      “Your silence is telling.”

      I stuffed the bread into my mouth and tried to ignore Samira’s question. A futile task as it seemed with each passing second, she grew more curious. Samira’s fingers traced along the bottom of her hijab.

      “Want me to stop?”

      “I’m trying to eat.”

      “And doing a great job not dying from the heat.” Samira placed a few pieces of lamb on her plate. “It’s a shame you’re so busy tomorrow.”

      “You had plans? Other than my interview?”

      “No.” Samira slipped another piece of lamb into her mouth. “I’m more of the spontaneous type. Which isn’t exactly the best or maybe it is? The same spontaneity that got me kicked out led me here.”

      “You spontaneously kissed too many girls, right?”

      Samira shut her eyes. “It’s a curse, I’ve tried to explain it to my family so many times.”

      “You told me before, something about phases.”

      “You’re a good listener.” Samira leaned in once more. “Ready for the next course?”

      My eyes widened.

      “No?” Samira asked.

      “There’s more?”

      “I told you, two of everything.”

      “This was pretty filling already…”

      Samira smirked. “I’ll ask for the bill then.”

      “Should we split it?” I leaned down and tried to nab my wallet.

      “Better than running away and having the consulate pay.” Samira bit at her lower lip. “I can pay, it’s fine.”

      “You sure?”

      Samira leaned down and snagged her purse from the floor. She plucked out a leather wallet and flipped through a multitude of cards. A black card found its way onto the table, and she eyed me.

      “Yeah, how about you pay for our next date?”

      “Next date?” I retreated into my glass of water. “Smooth.”

      “I try.”

      Samira mimicked me and distracted herself in the glass of water by her left hand. Beside us, the teenager from before offered a smile and noticed the credit card on the table. She glanced at Samira and a conversation in Arabic ensued for a short while. After a few seconds, the waitress disappeared behind the counter. Abdul appeared from behind the back door and stared at the credit card. He glanced at us for a moment and then disappeared into the back.

      “So, where do you plan on taking me?”

      “Huh?” I glanced back at Samira. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you just said you’ll cover the next date.” Samira again leaned her elbows on the table and stared into my eyes. “And now you’ve got me very curious.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      To our right, the waitress, Abdul and a large round shaped man with an apron, black beard and orange t-shirt approached the table. Their eyes all trained on Samira. I lifted my eyebrow as she placed the credit card on the table.

      “Samira Al-Amine?”

      “Yes?” Samira asked.

      Abdul dropped to his knees and grabbed at Samira’s left hand. Tears formed in his eyes as a smile raced across his face. Behind him, the other man wrapped his hands around Abdul’s shoulders. Slivers of Arabic escaped Abdul’s lips.

      “Your royal highness.” Abdul’s voice faltered. Fragments of tears traced his cheeks. “We had no idea it was you.”

      “Your royal highness, my name is Talib. Please excuse my husband.” Talib pulled back on Abdul who stood. “We cannot accept your money, I’m afraid. The honor to serve you is more than enough.”

      “Are…are you sure?” Samira asked.

      “Truthfully, your highness—”

      “Samira is fine,” Samira said.

      “We’ve followed all of the news out of Saiccia, especially with your exile.”

      Samira leaned back and offered a smirk. “Shame really, but I imagine I’ll be back. I’m sure my father will grow restless with my absence.” Samira glanced at me. “I’m his favorite, by a lot.”

      “Then why the exile?” I asked.

      “My mother isn’t so fond of my attraction toward certain people.” Samira bit her lower lip. “Which isn’t necessarily my fault.”

      “Your highness, would you mind if we take a photo?” Talib asked. “Having anyone here from the royal family is an honor, but you, it’s a treat.”

      “Certainly.”

      Abdul shifted around behind Samira and Talib joined him. The waitress pulled out her phone and Talib wrapped his arm around Abdul’s hip. They all offered a smile as the waitress’s phone flashed. Three more flashes happened before Abdul and Talib moved back toward the center of the table. Talib glanced at me.

      “Would you mind if we took a few more photos to post? If others see that Princess Samira has come, surely they’ll come.”

      “Pictures of Taylor and I?” Samira glanced at me. “You mind?”

      “No.”

      “If you could pretend you’re eating, we’ll do the rest.”

      Samira eyed me and then focused on a piece of flatbread still on the plate in the middle. She grabbed and the piece and I mimicked her. A smile flashed across her face, and I couldn’t subdue the one that crept on my lips. Flashes from the phone to my right blinded me for a moment. The waitress rotated around the table as Samira posed in different positions as she enjoyed a few more bites. Beneath the table, something bumped against my foot. Samira grinned and I placed the food back on the plate.

      “Thank you so much your highness, that should be good enough.”

      Samira eyes gravitated toward me. She pushed back on her chair and stood. I followed her lead as I turned toward the door, I spotted Samira retreated into her purse. Two hundred-dollar bills found their way onto our table as Samira flashed me a smile. I made my way toward the door, yet halfway Samira’s fingers intertwined in mine. She bumped shoulders and sported a smirk.

      “Still paid?” I asked.

      “Of course.” Samira moved ahead of me and pushed opened the door. “It was a lovely meal, thanks for joining me.”

      “I’m glad I came.”

      “And what are you doing the rest of the day?”

      “Research and prepping for my interviews.”

      Samira’s touch vanished from my fingers. She dipped behind me, and I felt her breath sail across my neck. Small temptations tickled my ears and seized my sanity.

      “We could spend more time together.”

      “I’d love to, but…”

      “But you’re a busy girl.” Samira’s breaths disappeared as she drifted toward the front of me. Several steps separated as she backtracked toward the edge of the road. Behind her, two men in suits stood beside her. “Maybe some other time then. When you take me out for our next date.”

      “Which I need to think about…”

      “Busy busy, well guess it’s time to take you home, unless…”

      “I wish.” I walked toward Samira and joined her as we crossed the street. The backseat of the SUV was opened, and I hopped in after her. “I need to focus now. After the interviews, I promise.”

      “A promise?” Samira eyed me from the opposite side of the SUV. She pulled out her phone from her purse and danced her fingers across the screen. Then she positioned the phone in front of me. “There, deleted my profile.”

      “Did that already.”

      “Really?” Samira pushed her back into the seat. “After one date? Was it jail? You found yourself locked in a cell and you thought to yourself ‘wow, I can do this for the rest of my life’”.

      “So, being with you will be like jail?” I lifted an eyebrow. “Did I get that right?”

      Samira clenched her lips. “You’re twisting my words.”

      “The words you just said?”

      “Anyway, I deleted the profile. So.” Samira leaned over until she was inches from me. “I'll try not to screw this up.”

      “I’m certain my family wishes the same for me.”

      “How lucky.” Samira sighed as she rested against the back seat. “You get encouraged to go out on dates, and I get sent to America for a year.”

      “A year?”

      “Yes, my family announced that I would be taking classes, which was odd because I’ve already graduated.” Samira eyed me. “I never asked you about your interview.”

      “Please don’t, I failed that miserably.”

      “Now I have to know.” Samira smiled.

      “I froze during the questions.”

      Not that Samira would ever know the reason behind my failure. I wasn’t positive I possessed the courage to admit that she was the one who distracted me so much I couldn’t answer anything.

      “We should practice, what’s the next interview for?”

      “A marketing position, I need to pitch stuff and deal well under pressure, that’s what the ad said.”

      Samira scooted across the seat and leaned her forehead against mine. My eyes widened. Only a whisper escaped.

      “Wha, what are you doing?”

      “Pressure.” Samira smirked.
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      I stood in front of the stoop to my apartment complex. Behind me, a running car engine provided a distraction. Yet, it didn’t compare to the woman who bathed in the golden rays of the sun above.

      Samira continued her silent smile. Even after my eyes narrowed as she exited the car, an unexpected move.

      “Going to walk me to my door?” I asked.

      Samira moved toward and latched onto my hand. “I’m not positive if I’m ready to say goodbye just yet.”

      Together we managed one step before a car door opened behind us. Samira glanced back and barked something in Arabic. She eyed me as we conquered the first step of the stoop.

      “I told them I’d be down in a bit.”

      I tugged Samira up a step. Ahead of us, the front door to the complex was above a tiny amount of stone steps, sometimes in the winter these things were a death trap.

      Inside, I opted for the old rickety elevator by the postal boxes. I wasn’t certain if Samira would enjoy the stairs. Princesses didn’t enjoy old stairs I imagine. I summoned the elevator with the push of a button, as the doors opened, I ventured in first and Samira followed.

      “You normally take people to their rooms after lunch?” I asked.

      Samira retreated toward the rear of the elevator and leaned against the wall. I settled beside her. It took every ounce of control to cease the wild thoughts that polluted my mind. I dreamed of scandalous things. Her lips were so delicious looking. Every moment that slipped by I craved to know what they tasted like.

      Samira fiddled with the top of her hijab, ensuring a runaway strand of hair stayed put. She pulled a phone from her pocket and glanced at the screen.

      “Not normally. Why?” Samira eyed me. “You want me to tell you're the first?”

      “Kind of.” My eyes widened. “Pretend you didn’t hear that.”

      Samira scooted closer. Her fingers brushed over my hand, and I felt her soft grip. A sly smile became inescapable. She leaned in closer. I knew she was flirting, now it was beyond obvious. I needed to remain calm. Slow breaths, controlled heartbeat, everything was under control.

      Samira backed away and again leaned against the back wall of the elevator. An addictive laugh escaped her.

      “I’ll stop,” Samira said. “You know, so many girls in Saiccia were like that.” Samira’s eyes shut. “But we had to be cautious, unwilling to admit the truth about how we felt.” Her eyes glanced toward me. “You sure I can’t convince you for that date? Sometime tonight?”

      “Positive.”

      The doors to the elevator opened. Samira escaped first. I smirked as she wandered a few feet and then eyed me. An enchanted smile wrestled away any thoughts in my mind.

      “I haven’t a clue where I’m going,” Samira said.

      “Very confident though.”

      “A redeeming quality I’ve been told, well sometimes.”

      Samira’s smile was hard to resist. Even now I suppressed urges to walk over there and kiss her. She paused at a door and bit her lip.

      “This one?” Samira asked.

      I shook my head as Samira paraded down the hall and managed to make a pit stop by damn near every door. At the end of the hall, she gestured toward the door.

      “This has to be it,” Samira said.

      “After five guesses you managed to get the correct one.”

      “A superpower of mine.”

      When I opened the door, I didn’t know what to expect. So many surprises came with life in this apartment. Darren and Marie surprised me more times than I wished with sex they claimed was spontaneous. It scared me, mentally, yet I never told them the full extent.

      Samira moved into the apartment after me. I glanced back as her eyes widened. She inspected the bare walls and migrated toward the small kitchen area. She opened the fridge and then paused. Samira eyed me and offered a smile.

      “Hungry?” I asked.

      “No, just being dumb.” Samira abandoned the kitchen and entered the hall. Her eyes continued to scan almost every inch of the apartment. “Sorry, I’m intruding. And you’re busy.”

      “I can spare a few minutes.”

      Samira’s eyes widened. “A few minutes? Wow, I’m so lucky.”

      I rolled my eyes to deter from Samira’s beautiful smile. She wandered toward the left of our living room. Behind the couch, Samira found herself at a closed bedroom door. She eyed me.

      “Yours?” Samira asked.

      “Roommate’s, she sleeps there with her boyfriend some nights.”

      “Ahh, must be eventful.” Samira’s face became red for a moment. “And your room is over there?”

      Samira trained her sights across the room and moved shifted by the couch and television. She opened the door and glanced back at me.

      “Are you wanting a tour?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “I’m intruding, sorry. Whenever I go places, people tend to show me around. A habit I’ve developed.”

      I slipped past Samira and moved inside. The drapes were closed but I remedied that. Light seeped in through the windows and illuminated the carpet, mattress, bookshelves, and computer desk. The layout was basic, with mediocre furniture that was half off, some scavenged from people throwing stuff away.

      “You have a lovely room.” Samira moved toward the bed and settled near the foot. She shut her eyes and collapsed onto the mattress. “A bit stiff.”

      I moved toward my bed and eyed the woman on my bed. The tips of her hair had escaped the top portion of her hijab. I brushed my fingers over Samira’s forehead and wiped away any evidence of escapees.

      “Taylor?”

      “Sorry.”

      “It's fine.” Samira smiled. “Think you’re prepared for the interview? “

      “Don’t think so.“

      “More practice?” A smile grew on Samira's lips. Gravity tugged us both toward the mattress as I leaned on an outstretched arm and eyed the woman beside me. “We can try it.”

      “I won't survive more practice,” I said.

      “We can try more questions.”

      “I hope they don’t ask if I’ve ever been arrested,” I whispered.

      Samira sprung up and sat on the edge of the mattress. She glanced back at me.

      “I’ve turned you into a criminal.”

      I stared at Samira and became enchanted with ease. She didn’t know it, but in this moment, that woman lassoed my attention. I felt my heart pound as I lifted up. Words weren’t needed. I leaned forward, inches separated us.

      “May I kiss you?” I whispered.

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “You’re asking?” Samira leaned forward and our lips touched for a brief moment. “In Saiccia I just did it.”

      I scooted closer and our thighs tapped. I rested my fingers on Samira chin and held her still.

      “It’s polite to ask.”

      What wasn’t polite were the thoughts that swirled about my mind. I wanted Samira, wanted her as the seconds continued to pass. My thumb brushed across her lips. Samira latched onto my wrist, and I toppled back onto the mattress.

      For the first time in a while, I felt vulnerable. Not that I had much experience being in control, yet it wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling. Samira hovered above me, her eyes continued to gaze into mine. For a moment, we remained still, only accompanied by silence.

      “You’re a good kisser,” I whispered.

      “Didn’t expect me to be?” Samira narrowed her eyes. “I have a reputation to uphold in Saiccia, Taylor.” Samira’s hands gripped onto my shoulder as she lowered herself. “Why do you think my family arranged this little trip to America? Kissed way too many girls.”

      “I can tell.”

      Samira’s lips tapped against mine. She wasn’t rough, but I wouldn’t describe our silent exploration as gentle either. Her fingers glided along my cheeks, and I felt slight shivers shake me.

      This wasn’t me. Here, on my own mattress, with a woman on top of me. I gripped onto Samira’s wrists and twisted her onto her back. A series of short breaths escaped her lips. I became obsessed with her enchanted eyes.

      I lowered myself as I seized control. The top of her lips tasted sweet. My fingers flirted with the fabric of her shirt, and I tugged it from her waist. Samira widened her eyes as I met skin. Smooth to the touch, I danced my fingers across Samira’s stomach and became pleased by the shivers she produced.

      “Ticklish?” I whispered.

      Samira didn’t speak. In this moment she was vulnerable, that much was clear. I dipped lower and slipped underneath her underwear. Too my surprise, Samira latched onto my wrist.

      Frightened eyes stared at me. Heavy breaths exited between her lips. I felt my hand go numb; my heart became weak. I wasn’t sure what it was I did. I pulled away.

      “What?” I glanced at Samira. “Sorry, was I going to fast?”

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered. She exhaled and sat on the side of the bed. “I can’t do that.”

      “Do what? Sex? Shit, I was going too fast, wasn’t I?” I shut my eyes. “Sorry, it’s just it’s been a while since I’ve been with someone, and I thought I was reading the right cues.”

      “No.” Samira leaned up. She kissed my left cheek and tried for a smile. “You’re fine. It’s just, I need to wait, for marriage.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Wait what?”

      Samira smiled and her eyes shut. “Maybe I should have told you sooner. Not going to refuse my date offers now?”

      “You think I only wanted sex?”

      Samira bit at her lip. She abandoned the bed and maneuvered across my room toward the door. I became awestruck with her beauty. Her head against the doorframe and the fabric of her hijab slightly undone due to our activities.

      “No, I didn’t think that. But it’s important to some. I need to get going.”

      I leaned up. “I’ll show you out.”

      “I know where the door is, I’ll text you later, Taylor.”

      I collapsed back onto the mattress. A hodgepodge of despair and emptiness swirled within my stomach. My fingers tightened into a fist, and I slammed my hand against the bedsheets.

      How the hell could I be so stupid?

      My eyes shut and I replayed the events over again in my head. My fingers against her skin, the sinful thoughts that warped my actions. I shifted to the side and gazed at the closet doors. Slivers of hair broke ranks and draped across my face. My index finger traced along the bedsheets; I crossed a line.

      A buzz distracted me. I pulled my phone from my pocket and Samira’s name was on the screen. I bit my lip.

      Good luck with your interviews!

      My fingers were paralyzed, trapped with a hint of uncertainty of what exactly I wished to portray.

      Thanks.

      An opened door distracted me. Fragments of a conversation existed outside of my bedroom, and I heard it drift inside. Curiosity forced me up. I moved into the living room and spotted Marie on the couch.

      A blue dress coated her figure. Darren leaned over her and rested his chin on her hair. Their happiness, the smiles they shared as they finally noticed me, it sent gloom down my spine.

      “Think we saw that girl you’ve been with on the elevator,” Darren said.

      “Is she really a princess?” Marie asked.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Uh oh, what happened?” Marie widened her eyes.

      “I messed up.” I drifted toward the couch. In one swift motion gravity pulled me down next to Marie. “Probably not going to see her again.”

      “What?” Darren asked.

      “Oh god, she wasn’t playing the field was she?” Marie wrapped her arm around me. “God ever since that bitch Ashley said you were an experiment I told you not to get invested too fast.”

      “Marie…”

      “I’m serious, Tay.”

      My eyes narrowed. “She wasn’t a bitch, don’t blame her. Besides it’s not that. I fucked up this time.”

      “Oh?” Marie asked.

      “You say something?” Darren asked. He untied his black tie and unbuttoned his suit. “You have a tendency to move too fast.”

      “Seriously, Darren?” Marie glanced up at him. “Move to fast from the guy told me about his life plans on our second date?”

      “I have a dream.” Darren smirked. “You don’t seem to mind it now though.”

      Marie shook her head and met my eyes. “What did you do?”

      “Tried to sleep with her. I don’t know, Marie, it felt right. She was there in my bed, we were making out and I became a bit too exploratory.”

      “Darren does that a lot.”

      “Huh?” Darren lifted an eyebrow. “You’re the one who forces my hand down you—”

      “What’s wrong with sleeping with her? You’ve slept with girls within like five hours of meeting them?” Marie asked.

      “No.” A sigh escaped me. “I know, but.” I paused. “Wait, now you’re making me seem like I’m a slut.”

      “You’re not a slut, Tay.” Marie smirked. “You just love to get to know women in bed.”

      “This isn’t helping.” I shot up from the couch. “Anyway, she said she’s waiting for marriage.”

      “Delete her number,” Marie said. “You’d never be able to wait that long.”

      “Taylor, I’d have to agree with Marie on this. Even she manages to be right a few times.”

      Marie glared up at Darren. Both exchanged a set of smiles and envy ripped through me. I glared at the pair.

      “You two aren’t helping.” Another sigh escaped my lips. “I can do it, well try it at least.”

      “Bad idea, Tay,” Darren said.

      “Taylor, try it. If not, we’re going to be eating pizza during movie night and you’ll be gushing about that cute woman who got away.”

      I settled back against the couch. My eyes met Marie’s. She offered a smirk. A silent symbol meant to entice me, showcase to the world that she was right. I knew she was right. Two weeks from now, I’d be on the couch, trying to feign interest from Marie and Darren’s obvious flirting. It’d sting and I would try and deny the regret.

      I knew the experience and I didn’t wish to envision myself in that self-made prison once more. Another sigh escaped my lips. I retreated toward my room, yet halfway through my short-lived journey, a knock at the door distracted me. Before Marie or Darren managed to move, I set off toward the front door.

      On the other side, with an oddly addictive smile, I spotted a familiar face. A slight fragment of dark hair escaped the fabric of her hijab. Samira eclipsed any thoughts that were in my head. I stood there, with a blank expression on my face, unable to process what I wished to say.

      “Taylor?” Samira asked.

      “You’re back.”

      Her lips scrunched on the sides. My nails dug into my palms; I needed a distraction from this woman. Something to exercise the sinful thoughts that ran rampant. Samira glanced over my shoulder. I crossed my arms behind my back and leaned against the side of my doorframe.

      “Yes, I’m back.” She shut her eyes. “I didn’t feel right leaving the way I did. It wasn’t fair.”

      “Wasn’t fair?” I lifted an eyebrow. “Samira, it’s fine, you…”

      “No, I mean.” Samira paused. “Can we talk inside?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      I abandoned the doorframe and managed several steps inside.  Marie and Darren both offered smiles. Darren leaned off of the rear of our couch and walked over. Marie followed close behind. I glared at the pair and Marie brushed in front of Darren.

      “Hi.” Marie presented a smile and offered a hand. “I’m Marie, Taylor’s roommate.”

      “Samira.” Samira offered a hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”

      “Darren, Marie’s better half.”

      Marie glared at Darren. “That makes it sound like we’re married. Don’t say shit like that.”

      “What? Fine, I won’t say anything.”

      “Perhaps we can talk in my room?” I asked.

      I stepped back two steps and Samira followed. As we crossed the planes of the living room and past the bedroom door, behind me I heard slivers of a conversation.

      “I was trying to be friendly,” Darren said.

      “Well don’t next time. Tay needs this one.” Marie punched Darren on the side of his shoulder. He released a smirk and constrained Marie in a hug. “Let go.”

      “Want to continue this in your bedroom?” Darren smirked.

      I rolled my eyes and shut the door after Samira entered. She retreated and settled herself against the mattress. Our eyes met, yet words didn’t appear to be present. I lingered on a sentence, a casual apology, one I’m not sure Samira would enjoy.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Would you like to go to dinner with me tomorrow night?”

      “Huh?”

      “Dinner.” Samira smirked. “Well, more of a banquet of sorts. Food will be served, people will dress up, it’ll be fun.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “So no?”

      “No, I’d love to go, but.” I stepped toward the bed. “I messed up, bad.”

      “Not that bad.” Samira smiled. “First time someone has done that though. Goodness.” A smirk raced across her lips as she collapsed onto the mattress. “Girls in Saiccia would be way too scared to put their hand down my pants.”

      My eyes shut. “Again I’m—”

      “You said you were sorry. Taylor, it’s fine.” Samira latched onto my wrist and tugged me down. “You’re fun.” We were separated by a few inches. Samira scooted closer. Our noses tapped and I felt a surge of excitement. “And cute.”

      I leaned up into my elbows and crawled over Samira. My fingers flirted with her forehead and trekked across her soft skin.

      “Cute?” I smirked.

      “Very cute.”

      “Not hot?” I narrowed my eyes. “Most say hot.”

      “Oh? They do? You still haven’t given me an answer.”

      “Sounds like you’re asking me on a third date.”

      Samira rolled her eyes. “Do American girls always count how many dates they’ve been on or am I special?”

      “I don’t normally count.” I collapsed onto Samira’s chest and felt the curves she offered. “Didn’t I tell you I had interviews?”

      “It’ll be at night, I’ll come pick you up around four?”

      “Bit early for dinner, isn’t it?” I felt Samira wrap her hands around my back. A smirk escaped my lips as I latched onto her wrist and lifted her hands up. “For a girl who doesn’t want sex, you’re making this very hard.”

      “Oh Taylor,” Samira whispered. She leaned up and our noses bumped. “I’d very much like to have sex with you. But I can’t, there’s a difference. So, you are ok for dinner?”

      I bit my lip and tried to force myself to not think about the wicked thoughts in my head. “Can I still kiss you?”

      “Maybe the room was a bad idea?” Samira pulled back and rested her head against the mattress. “So, dinner?”

      “Sure.”

      Samira produced a half smirk. Her eyes went back and then shut. I leaned down lower and pressed my chin against the top of her chest.

      “What?” I whispered.

      “I ask you out to dinner and I get a sure.” Samira glanced down at me. “How can I be positive you don’t just want sex?”

      I inched closer and sailed my lips over Samira’s. She felt smooth, inviting, too heavenly to describe as I invaded her mouth with my tongue. A constant struggle emerged. Her fingers wrapped around my back and went underneath my shirt. I shivered at the excitement that came from the contact.

      As I pulled back, Samira gently bit my lower lip. She bumped out noses together and then lowered her head against the mattress.

      “Can you give me an honest answer? Something better than sure? How about, of course Samira I’d love to go to the banquet with you?”

      I smirked. “Of course, Princess Samira,” I whispered. I leaned down at met her lips once more. “I’d love to go to the ball with you.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “You’re teasing me, it’s not a ball. It’s a dinner with my cousin in Washington.”

      My eyes widened. “Washington? The state?”

      Samira shut her eyes. “No, sorry. The city. He’s meeting with the Secretary of State.”

      “That sounds important.”

      “Not really, my presence has been requested since I’m in the US. So, if you’d like to come, I’ll be glad to bring you. As a friend of course.”

      “Oh, no? Just a friend?” I traced my fingers across her right cheek. “Can’t be a date?”

      “Can’t be a date,” Samira whispered. “Do you have a dress prepared?”

      “Pshh, do I have a dress?” I pushed against the mattress and sat up. I moved over to my closet and sifted through the magnitudes of shirts and pants. “I have plenty of dresses, how about this one?”

      I pulled a little black dress from the rack. It was perfect in every way. Every inch of fabric accentuated my features. It hid the stubborn stomach of mine and did wonders to my sides. I presented the dress and a cheerful smile.

      Samira didn’t reflect my smile.

      “Thoughts? Sexy, right?” I asked.

      “Taylor… you cannot wear that.”

      “Too sexy?” I asked.

      Samira shut her eyes. A flash of red ran across her cheeks as she covered her eyes. “I’m trying not to picture you in that. Please put it back.”

      “So, too sexy, that’s fine. But most of my dresses are like that.”

      “Nothing long?” Samira asked.

      “Like a wedding dress? No, I don’t have anything like that.”

      Samira stood up from the mattress. She closed the distance between us and wrapped her hand into mine.   She tugged me toward the bedroom door.

      “Let’s go shopping.”

      “Now?” I lifted an eyebrow. “But my interviews are tomorrow.”

      “Surely you can practice later?” Samira pulled me in close. I detested the sinfully sweet smile on her lips. An invitation to a road I wished to travel but was off limits. “I want to take you shopping.”

      “And buy me a dress for your ball?”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “Not a ball.”

      “Don’t princesses go to balls?”

      “I think you watch too many movies.” Samira stepped closer and I felt her breaths surge newfound excitement all over my body. “How about after you practice for a few hours? Then shopping?”

      “This isn’t going to be weird right? Nothing expensive?”

      Samira smirked. She latched onto the door handle and tugged it open. One foot into the living room and she summoned me with a mere glance.

      Inside the living room, I expected to see Marie and Darren. Opposite of my room, Marie’s door was closed. I knew the reasons, yet Samira paid their absence no mind. She ventured across the room and beyond the kitchen. At the front door she paused and glanced back then left.

      I pulled out my cellphone and sent a quick text to Marie. I doubt she’d look at her phone, if I had to guess, her mouth was being covered by Darren’s mouth as the two of them tried not to utter a single sound. Something they failed at multiple times while I was home.

      After a few hours, I was still a bit nervous about the interviews. I stationed myself on the couch and waited for Samira to arrive. When I heard a knock, I opened the door. Outside the apartment, Samira greeted me with a smile and moved toward an elevator. One I rarely used only on occasion. As the rickety door opened Samira stepped inside. She paused as an unearthly noise distracted us. Her eyebrow lifted and her eyes met mine.

      “This is safe, right?” Samira asked.

      “Well, I haven’t died yet.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “Very reassuring.”

      “Want to take the stairs?”

      Samira shook her head. “No, it’s fine. At least I’ll have someone pretty to look at while we fall to our deaths.”

      “Gotta look at the positives.”

      Samira leaned toward me and met my lips. “The positives,” she whispered. “Exactly.”

      Outside the apartment a familiar black SUV stood guard near the sidewalks edge. As Samira approached, a man in a dark suit opened the rear passenger door and we stepped inside. Before I managed to click my seatbelt secure, Samira’s fingers tapped against mine.

      “I think you’ll like the dress I pick out for you.”

      “The dress you pick out for me?” I lifted an eyebrow. “Afraid I’ll pick something bad?”

      I unbuckled my seatbelt as the SUV pulled forward. The inches that separated us disappeared. Our thighs tapped together, and I moved my hand against her waist. Samira stared and showcased her vulnerability to the word through those beautiful green eyes of hers.

      Her lips were open and ever so inviting. I danced around commitment. If not for the eyes of the two men in the front seat, I’d be pushing the boundaries. My fingers exploring her stomach. My lips against her neck. I’d be delighting myself in her very existence.

      “This wasn’t a mistake inviting you right?” Samira whispered. She didn’t try to stop my hand as I traced along the top of her right thigh. “You’re supposed to be a friend.”

      “We’re friends, right?”

      “No one is going to believe us.” Samira smirked and leaned into me. Our noses touched and I stopped. A series of breaths crashed against each other. “Three dates, right?”

      “All in such a short span of time too,” I whispered.

      “Addicted to me?” Samira whispered.

      “No.” I removed my hand from Samira and journeyed back to my side of the SUV. I occupied myself with the bustling world outside, drawn by the hordes of pedestrians who walked the city streets. “I’ll stop.”

      I needed to stop. If I didn't, something like last time may happen. I wasn't ready for another true crime marathon with Marie, Darren and ice cream. I didn't want more sleepless nights. So I needed to slow down, but… with Samira, that seemed impossible.

      On the reflection of the window, Samira unbuckled herself and scooted toward me. She leaned in closer and pressed her lips against my ear. Every breath of hers felt like nicotine, clawing at my sanity to endure more and more.

      “You know, my parents told me to leave Saiccia to avoid girls like you,” Samira whispered.

      “Did they now?”

      “You’re going to lead me astray to places I shouldn’t go.” I tried to look at Samira, but she stabbed her index finger into my cheek, so I’d remain still. “Destroy everything my parents worked for. Tempt me more than I’ll be able to endure. Sound like something you’d do?”

      I wasn’t sure, but I sure as hell wanted to find out. “You’ve figured me out, princess.”

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered. Her lips met my cheek. “When I’m with you, just call me Samira.”

      Before I managed a reaction, Samira retreated to her side of the SUV. One thing was certain, whatever interviews I’d hope to entertain myself with tomorrow were a lost cause.

      Samira was all I could think about. Even after this short shopping exhibition, she’d remain in my mind. Branded to my thoughts and torturing me for the night to come.

      A smile fell onto my lips.

      I couldn’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Samira’s smile lured me deeper into the depths of uncertainty. We stood in the sidewalks edge, outside of a flashy boutique on Michigan Ave. Hell, even the air on this street was expensive. In front of us, mannequins stood tall with expressionless faces and donned outfits worth more than a few months rent.

      The door was opened by an employee who wielded a smile and a bright blue uniform. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail. Samira entered first and I found myself tethered to her. Inside the illusion of glamour exploded as my eyes settled on a plethora of dresses that draped the displays. They lined the walls as if they were art.

      Samira didn’t appear fazed. She meandered over toward the wall and tapped her fingers against of a beautiful sleeveless black dress.

      My eyes locked onto Samira as she paused. She glanced at me and then back at the dress. I already knew what transpired inside that mind of hers. Thoughts of me consumed in that fabric sprung up. Samira stepped back and stood by me. A conversation lingered on her lips.

      “Thoughts?” Samira asked.

      “Looks expensive.”

      “I can pay for it.” Samira walked one step away from me and then glanced back. “Give me a second.”

      That wasn’t the issue. I managed a few steps forward and found my fingers flirting with the fabric. I traced along the bottom ends of the dress and then near a price tag off to the side. Five figures, way too many zeros for a piece of clothing. I didn’t even recognize the name of the designer.

      Beside me Samira returned with a store employee. A beautifully tall redhead who offered a smile. She approached and glanced at the dress on the wall.

      “Of course miss, we’ll get that arranged right away. Please follow me to one of the back rooms.”

      The redhead turned around and led Samira and I toward the rear of the store. We passed other dresses, displayed on the walls. My eyes caught glimpses of prices, and as we continued, I felt shivers at the ever-increasing numbers.

      As we passed through a door into a back, I lifted an eyebrow at various red doors. The employee led us to one on the left and popped it open. Samira joined me inside and we found ourselves in a small changing room. A white leather couch, a giant mirror and a small rectangular red box was in the middle of the room.

      Near the couch, a stand with small treats and a tea set drew my attention. Samira claimed a seat on the couch and eyed me.

      “They have tea?” I asked.

      Samira lifted a wrapped cookie and tore open the plastic. “Delicious cookies, I came here a few days ago. They fit you here and do quick altercations. You’ll love it.”

      “Do you go this quickly with all the women you meet?”

      “In Saiccia we have to act quick. By the time I’ve met a girl twice, she’s run away. Can’t be too careful.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “A crash and burn situation?”

      “I don’t understand what you mean?”

      “Never mind.” A sigh escaped my lips as I collapsed onto the couch beside Samira. I leaned against the back and glanced at her. She fitted her hijab more down her forehead. “You really don’t need to buy me a dress.”

      “If I don’t, you can’t accompany me to this dinner, so I kind of need to.”

      I leaned in closer. “It was twelve thousand dollars.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Samira.” My tone was low. “That’s like my half of rent for almost an entire year. It’s not fine.”

      Samira smirked. She gripped my chin, and I loved the thrills that shook my heart. “This is going to be our third date together, surely I can buy you something nice by now.”

      My eyes shut. “Do you do this back home? Scare the person away with gifts?”

      I felt something on my lips. My eyes popped open, and Samira controlled me with a kiss. I became addicted to the way her tongue teased me. Almost as if she was experimenting with commitment. I pushed my tongue forward and forced hers back.

      Samira pulled back.

      “Most girls don’t get scared away if I want to buy them stuff.”

      “We’ve known each other for less than a few days,” I whispered.

      “So, we should slow down? Didn’t you want to race to the bedroom?”

      My eyes shut. A sigh escaped my lips. “I didn’t want to race, shit now I really feel like a slut.” I retreated from Samira. “I like to get to know people, sexually, and see if we’re compatible. Sorry, it’s who I am.”

      Samira scooted back toward me. She lifted her finger and cupped my cheek. “And I like to give gifts. It’s how I express affection, among other ways.” Samira leaned forward and met my lips. “It’s who I am.”

      Samira led me toward a standstill. I hadn’t the willpower the argue. Before I settled on another thought, the door opened, and a handful of employees entered.

      “If you’d please stand on the stand in front of the mirror, miss, and change into the dress,” one employee said.

      I did as I was instructed and took my place on the stand. My clothes were abandoned on the floor, and I found myself consumed in fine black fabric. A stampede of hands raced across my body. Pokes, tugs and rearrangement became commonplace as the women placed small needles in various areas. Small chatter between them occurred sporadically.

      “We should shorter this section,” one said.

      “The chest could be tightened,” another said.

      After a few minutes my eyes focused on the mirror as I became a puppet. My entire body was out of my control. In the background, Samira holstered her index finger along her lower lip. She enjoyed this. The smirk on her lips told me as much.

      “You look amazing by the way,” Samira said.

      “Miss, if you’ll be so kind as to step off and remove the dress? We’ll go make the alterations and get it packed for you momentarily.”

      As the women exited the room, I changed back into my clothes and became occupied once more with the mirror. Samira stood up and wandered toward me. I felt her arms around my stomach as the fabric of her hijab kissed my cheek.

      “I’m so excited to see you in that dress tomorrow night.”

      “You seemed to enjoy this more than me.”

      “Shopping is a hobby of mine. I’m quite good at it.”

      “I prefer thrift stores and then getting stuff altered.” A smirk raced across my lips. “My roommate and I go thrifting every so often.”

      Samira grip around my stomach tightened. “Now that I have you here, want to join me for dinner?”

      “Samira…interviews tomorrow. I seriously need to find a job. I need to practice.”

      Samira broke away from me and returned to the couch. She opened another cookie wrapper and managed to devour the entire thing in one bite. She opened her lips and showcased the true nature of royalty.

      “You practiced this afternoon though, didn’t you?”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to, I’d love to do dinner.”

      “Then it’s settled. After we get your dress, we can return to my hotel and eat.”

      “Your hotel?” I glanced back at her. “That’s where you want to eat?”

      “The food is amazing at the Peninsula.”

      “The Peninsula? That’s like the most expensive place in the city. Heck, I interviewed for a manager job at the front desk there and got a big fat no.”

      “Shame.” Samira again cracked a smile. She bit at her index finger that went into her mouth. “You’d certainly make living there more bearable. I’d find an excuse to go to the front desk every day.”

      “You sound like you’d be a horrible customer.”

      “Oh, the worst customer. No doubt. I’d flirt endlessly with you.”

      “I bet.” I slipped into my pants and moved back to join Samira on the couch. I leaned over her and grabbed hold of a cookie. “I’d tell my coworkers about this desperate woman, who came to visit every day.”

      “Complaining about the same issue with my suite. One I’d love for you to inspect personally.”

      Before I was allowed another remark, the door opened. A woman poked her head inside.

      “Excuse me, your item is available at the counter. We’ve made the altercations.”

      Samira sprung up from the couch and I joined her by the door. I managed one step out of the door and then Samira’s voice tickled my ear.

      “You seriously looked amazing is that dress, Taylor.”

      Her accent did unspeakable things to my heart. I quivered in defeat whenever she spoke my name. Slow steps and I drifted behind Samira, now completely devoid of my confidence I gained from our small chat in the changing room.

      Samira approached the counter and pulled a black card out from her purse. She handed me a matte black bag with a luxurious golden ribbon for a handle. Shit, this bag probably cost more than my entire outfit right now.

      I followed Samira out into the evening air. We didn’t even manage to make it halfway across the sidewalk before the SUV door was opened for us. Samira climbed inside first.

      I settled the bag between us. A barrier of sorts, something to keep the temptations at bay. Yet I’m not positive what good it’d do.

      Even now, when my eyes crept over to snatch a glance, I pictured her on that bed of mine. Underneath me, with fragmented breaths. Hell, I imagine her heart was going crazy, mine was. I pushed too far though. Way too caught up in the spell she unknowingly cast upon me.

      “Where are you interviewing?” Samira asked.

      “Um.” I stumbled for words, still prisoner to the lustful thoughts that tempted me. “A few places here in the city, I got my degree in advertising. However, the chances of scoring a job with my lack of experience is low. Honestly, I can take all I can get.”

      “Maybe I should take you back home then.” Samira eyed me from across the seats. “It sounds important.”

      “It’s fine.”

      It wasn’t fine. What the heck was I saying? None of this was fine. I needed to get back home and figure out this job situation. The money I earned through college, the money supposed to keep me afloat for a few months past graduation was almost dried up. I needed a job.

      As the SUV pulled up to a massive grey building, a glass canopy covered us from darkening skies above. Samira moved out first and turned to ensure I followed. It felt odd, lugging around a dress that cost so much money.

      We passed a bellhop pushing a luggage cart and made our way through a revolving glass door and were bombarded with smiles from employees. A handful of women in dark attire raced toward Samira.

      “Ms. Al Amine, it’s a pleasure to see you again. Would you like us to get you a reservation anywhere in the city?”

      “Actually, can you have something sent up to my room? I’ll be entertaining a guest tonight.”

      “Of course, your highness.”

      As the women retreated toward the front door. Samira released a sigh. She turned around and latched onto my hand and tugged me through the luxurious landscape. Reflective tile floors created a sea around the lobby. They were so clean; I’d be tempted to ask how often they were cleaned. As we approached silver plated elevator doors, Samira glanced back at me.

      “So, dinner at your place?” I asked.

      The elevator doors opened, and Samira entered. Too my surprise we were the only ones inside as the doors closed. Samira reached forward and tapped on the 18th floor button. As the elevator started its ascension, a thought lingered in my mind. One about dinner.

      “They have amazing food and will cook you up anything you’d want to have.”

      “You know.” I sidestepped closer toward Samira. My hands sailed across the metal railing behind us. “When a girl invites me over for dinner at her place, she wants more than just dinner.”

      “Oh?” Samira faced me. A sinfully sweet smile laced her lips. One that tugged me closer and bloomed indescribable thoughts inside my mind. “Well, I’d like more than just dinner,” Samira whispered. She leaned in closer and brushed her lips against mine for a moment. “Dessert too, the hotel has divine creme brulee.”

      I wanted Samira for dessert. I shut my eyes as I reeled back into place and faced the elevator doors. The doors opened and I lingered, stuck as I was awestruck by this woman who I accompanied. After a few moments I came to my senses and moved out of the elevator.

      Down a narrow white hallway, Samira lingered by large double doors. Her fingers flirted with a keycard and then she unlocked one of the doors. As we entered lights automatically flickered on in a lobby. Inside the main living room, I became mesmerized as curtains pushed opened by themselves to reveal the sprawling city outside. A massive wrap around white couch occupied the middle of the room. A dark baby grand piano was in the corner.

      A pair of open sliding white doors revealed a massive dining table in a separate room, enough for eight. Samira moved toward the couch and settled her purse against a stand behind the couch.

      “Did you want me to order dinner?”

      “You live here?” My eyes continued to inspect. I drifted away from the main room and peeked inside another opened door. A lush bedroom with a flat screen TV opposite the mattress caught my attention. “Holy shit, I’m afraid I might break something.”

      “Really? It’s fine if you do.” Samira settled herself on the couch. “Honestly, it’s a bit too big for me. But I didn’t arrange this.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “My older sister, Fatima. When she heard I’d be leaving for America, she insisted I stay here.”

      “Insisted?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yes, insisted.” Samira unwrapped her hijab and allowed the cloth to sail to the couch below. She raced her fingers through her dark locks and created some volume. Her emerald eyes met mine. “You going to stand?”

      Yes, I was.

      If I sat down, I wasn’t sure what affliction would come over me. Samira now, more than anything, tempted my heart. Slow steps led me closer toward her. I wrestled my sanity as I sat on the couch opposite of her.

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “You’re going to sit on the other side?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Do I smell?” Samira sniffed the air around her. “I don’t think I smell too bad.”

      I stomached a fit of laughter. My fingers crashed against the surface of the sofa. I crawled across the barren cushions and then paused as I was near Samira. For a few moments, I became hypnotized by her eyes. Captured in a trance where I wasn’t sure if I should inch forward.

      Samira broke the distance.

      “Something on your mind?“ Samira whispered. Her breaths pushed against my lips. “Normally when girls are this quiet, they’re thinking about something.”

      I pushed forward and met Samira. Her lips were soft. Well maintained, not rough like mine. I had tears from when nervous habits caused me to dig my teeth into them. As my right hand reached for Samira, a noise erupted from my stomach.

      “Someone’s hungry,” Samira said.

      An explosion of heat stampeded across my cheeks. I retreated back and Samira stood from the couch. She migrated across the room and every step led me further astray.

      I wasn’t certain how long I’d be able to last. Maybe Marie was right? Maybe I should have deleted Samira’s number. Sure, it’d be a horrible few weeks trying to flush her out of my system. Yet now, the way she offered me a smile as a corded phone rested against her ear, I think I would bear it.

      “Yes, I’ll be dining in this evening. Oh? You do have them? Fantastic. Of course, please send those up along with two creme brûlée.”

      Samira hung up the phone and her smile persisted. She moved back and leaned against the back of the couch. I lifted an eyebrow.

      “What?” I asked.

      “They have some lamb I can eat.”

      “You eat meat? I thought you were vegan.”

      Samira unleashed an explosion of spit as she tilted her head back. The cutest laugh echoed in the room. My heart faltered. Shit, I couldn’t take much more of this. A few tears balled in Samira’s eyes as she smirked at me. Her top teeth rested on her lower lip.

      “Yes, I eat meat as long as it’s prepared properly.” Samira’s smile was unfair. Way too unfair to be as perfect as it was. “You thought I was a vegan? Oh Taylor, what am I going to do with you?”

      Skip dinner and join me in that bedroom of yours. So many thoughts whirled around my brain. I wanted Samira beneath me as I eyed her bare body. My fingers would trace along, exploring every curve she offered. I’d dare to push further. March my tongue and lips across her stomach until I reached lower and lower until…

      “Taylor?”

      “Sorry, I’m a bit distracted.”

      “That’s not good.” Samira moved from the rear of the couch and walked toward her bedroom door. “Give me a minute, I want to show you something.”

      Samira disappeared and I stayed put. Minutes slipped by as I occupied myself with my own thoughts. Trapped in a labyrinth of sorts. By the time I closed my eyes and sought an escaped I heard Samira’s door open.

      I’m not positive the length of time that passed, yet Samira transformed into something angelic. A robe of sorts, multilayered with bright blues and dark purples caught my attention. She walked into the room and smirked at me. Perhaps she knew the power she wielded over me at this moment?

      “Wow…” I said.

      “Good, bad, what do you think?”

      I hadn’t the words to describe how beautiful she was. So instead, like an idiot, my mouth hung open. Samira narrowed her eyes and fashioned a half smile on her lips.

      “Taylor?”

      “You’re wearing that? I’m going to feel underdressed in what you bought me.”

      “Nonsense, this is traditional Saiccia attire. Honestly, I’m glad you’re wearing the dress I bought.” Samira moved closer to the couch. I gazed up as she rested her index finger on her lower lip. “You’ll be quite the spectacle.”

      Before Samira uttered another word, a bell chimed. Her eyes widened as she raced away from me and toward the front door.

      “Dinner is here,” Samira said.

      “That was quick.”

      “Go sit down, I’ll have them bring it to the dining area.”

      I did as instructed and set off toward the massive dining table in another room. I settled on the right side in a chair next to the southern foot of the table. Samira led a group of staff with various trays inside and they brought with them silverware and teacups. A cup was set next to and in front of me. A breadbasket was placed in the center, a napkin found itself in my lap. The entire ordeal became like magic as my eyes became confused in the organized chaos.

      When it was all done, two large plates along with smaller dishes were set on the table. Samira claimed the southern head of the table. Her fingers wrapped around a piping hot cup of tea. A wicked unfair smile tempted me more so than the food.

      “They left the dessert on the cart.” Samira grabbed a fork and plated some lamb onto each of our plates. “Enjoy.”

      My fork danced around the various plates with vegetables and other assortments. I plated some rice and more lamb. Samira’s eyes gravitated onto me.

      “So, what are these dinners like?” I asked.

      “The dinner with the Secretary? Boring I imagine. Almost all official ones are. The ones in Saiccia last hours. Thankfully I invited a friend or two to keep me company.”

      “Keep you company?”

      I felt something tap against my leg. Samira’s foot became exploratory as I felt her toes glide against me. No matter how much effort I put forth to try and ignore her, Samira enthralled my mind. I stared at her as she sported a cute smirk. She appeared immune to it all. Her focus was on her lamb, cutting the meat into small bits and slipping them in between her lips.

      “Something on your mind, Taylor?”

      “You sure you didn’t invite me over for something else?”

      Samira set her fork onto the table. She sailed her napkin across her lips, and I became envious of the fabric.

      “Taylor.” Samira’s toes continued their campaign of wreaking havoc in my mind. “I only invited you over for dinner. Are you having naughty thoughts?”

      I shivered. Her accent was unfair without a doubt. I tried to contain myself, but that proved hard. I was having horribly sinful thoughts. I wanted Samira, I wanted her on this table. My lips would explore the mysteries that dress of hers hid.

      “ I am,” I whispered.

      Samira smirked and retreated into her food. She knew the hold she had on me. The precarious position I’m in because what I wanted was forbidden. She said as much. I stabbed my fork into my lamb.

      Samira pushed her plate forward and stood. I eyed her move toward the food cart. She pulled away a silver cover that shielded a plate. I eyed crisp sugar coated atop the creme brûlée. The plate sat in front of Samira, and she punctured the top layer. A glob of pudding disappeared into her mouth with a small droplet glued to the corner of her lip.

      She devoured another bite. Despite my attempts I became fixated on the puddling near her lips. The feet that separated us started to decrease.

      “You should try some, it’s sweet,” Samira said.

      I pushed back on my chair and moved behind Samira. I leaned down and pressed my lips against the corner of hers. My tongue scooped up the pudding and I stationed myself behind Samira.

      “I think I’m going to get going.”

      If I stay, I’d lose my mind. I knew that much. I managed one step away from Samira’s chair and turned around.

      “So soon?” Samira pushed back on her chair. “Taylor wait.”

      “I need to go, Samira.” I dragged her name on my tongue. “The interviews are tomorrow.”

      “Stay with me, for the night at least.”

      “Stay for the night?” A smirk laced my lips. “You do know what you’re implying, yes?”

      “No, that’s not what I mean.” A shade of red coated Samira’s cheeks. “Just, spend time with me. Not whatever you’re thinking.”

      “Whatever I’m thinking?” I moved toward Samira. I paused a few inches from her lips. “You know what I’m thinking?” I asked.

      “I have an idea,” Samira whispered.

      I leaned forward and met Samira’s lips. My fingers rested on the blue fabric that kissed her hips. Samira leaned against the table as I moved forward. Lower and lower she dipped until we met resistance against the wood. Samira eyed me, soft pants tapped my lips.

      I wonder if she was going as insane as I was?

      My lips strayed from hers. An exploratory mission led me south as I trailed along her chin and dipped to her neck. My teeth nipped at her skin. Samira shivered and I pulled back.

      “We’re going to ruin my dress,” Samira whispered.

      I gripped Samira’s chin. The confidence I encountered from her had vanished. Now, unlike the first few times, I held the reins. I lowered myself as I became trapped in her emerald eyes.

      “We wouldn’t want that.”

      I removed myself from Samira. She lingered on the table and gripped the edges with her hands. Her eyes shut and deep breaths escaped her lips. She managed one step and then eyed me.

      “You truly are the type of girl my parents were worried about.”

      “That a compliment?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “I’m going to go get out of this dress.”

      “You keep saying these things and I’m not sure you’re aware of the implications.”

      Samira didn’t reply. She wandered through the double doors and into the living room space. Then she disappeared behind a bedroom door. I wasn’t sure what to think. I stood by the door, uncertain if I had crossed a line.

      The longer Samira and I played this game of chicken. The easier it was to see where we’d end up. Before I managed another thought, the bedroom door opened. Samira wore a white t-shirt and black lace underwear.

      I tried my best not to stare. An impossible task.

      Samira looked down. “My sister bought them for me if that’s what you’re wondering. But more importantly, where would you like to sleep?”

      “Sleep? Here?” I again glanced below Samira’s stomach. I bit my lip as I wrestled with control of my own thoughts. She knew what she was doing. She had to, right? “I’m not sure I should.”

      “It’s getting dark out,” Samira whispered. “Better if you stay here for the night. There are some extra rooms or, you could sleep in my bed. It’s big enough for both of us.”

      “Samira, I thought you said no sex?”

      Samira gripped my wrist and tugged me into the room.

      “We can sleep in the same bed and not have sex you pervert.” A smile laced her lips.

      Ahead of us, a large white bed with a nightstand on opposite sides in the center of the room. A television was attached to the wall near the foot of the bed. She sat against the mattress. One look from her and I knew I had the permission I sought. I drifted closer as Samira fell onto the mattress.

      I lifted her t-shirt and found my lips against her stomach. Soft kisses were all I allowed myself. I peeked up at Samira who struggled with the sensations. She gripped onto the mattress as I lowered myself.

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered. “Wait…”

      I paused and hovered near her waist. My eyes glanced up as I met hers.

      “I won’t do anything you wouldn’t want,” I whispered. “Promise.”

      I moved down to Samira’s thigh and started my campaign of affection. There wasn’t a pattern to my kisses. They were sporadic and without thought. On occasion I’d meet eyes with Samira who grew more comfortable by the second. In her eyes I knew she trusted me not to push any boundaries.

      Yet even if I didn’t reach the area still masked by her black panties, Samira still shook. Not that I had much confirmation, but I knew my kisses had some affect. I sailed up again to her stomach and pushed against the mattress. I hovered above her and stared at the woman who started to suffer.

      She reminded me so much of myself back in high school. First time in a room with a girl who knew what she wanted while I had mild expectations. Every single encounter after I wanted to push myself, strive for more pleasure.

      Yet on this bed I contained myself. I grabbed onto Samira’s wrists and pushed her hands up. She didn’t offer any objections to her hands pinned against the mattress. I stared into those eyes once more, fascinated by the beauty she possessed.

      I met her lips once more, addicted to the sugary remnants of our dessert.

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered. She pressed her wrists into the air and removed herself from my bind. “I need to get ready for bed.”

      I cupped my fingers around Samira’s right cheek. Part of me wished to remain, chained here despite knowing I’d never get what I wanted. Yet even if our clothes remained on, I was fine with that. Wherever Samira wished to go on this mattress, I was fine with joining her on the journey.

      I settled myself to the right of Samira and watched as she departed from the bed toward the bathroom. She eyed me as she leaned against the doorframe.

      “Thanks for respecting my wishes,” Samira said. “You figure out if you’re sleeping in my bed?”

      “Sure.”

      I wasn’t sure. Shit, I knew the consequences that followed if I slept here. I’d become compelled and find myself against her. My arm wrapped around and perhaps invade underneath the hem of her t-shirt. I’d hold her tight, keep her there as I drifted off into the wickedest of dreams.

      There, in a dream state, I’d find the pleasure I sought. The soft pants that followed as I gently kissed between her legs. The complete unraveling of her sanity as I arrived to push this angel deeper and deeper with a cautious finger. I yearned to be absorbed by the warmth inside of her. To share all of the pent-up excitement that ruined me.

      As Samira exited the bathroom, my dreams shattered. She eyed me with damp hair. Remnants of white cream covered her face and drew narrowed eyes from me.

      “You have something on your face.”

      “Part of my skincare routine. Don’t laugh, but there are like ten or so steps.”

      “Ten?” I widened my eyes.

      “Ten, don’t you do something?” Samira closed in closer and leaned down to eye level. “Don’t tell me you stay this pretty with just water.”

      “Just water.”

      “I hate you.” Samira smirked and met my lips. “Bathroom is all set.”

      “Oh.” I stepped up from the mattress and moved toward the restroom. “I’ll be sure to help myself to your ten step program.”

      My tone was sarcastic and drew laughter from Samira. Inside the restroom I prepped myself for the night ahead. A massive shower with water that came from the ceiling as if it were rain provided me with a distraction. As the steam started to overtake the room, I found myself, naked and wet, with eager fingers exploring the possibility of a release.

      I sunk my fingers deeper inside and imagined that I was inside her. My back rested against the tile siding of the shower. My lips opened and I struggled to contain the pleasure that raced through my veins.

      Samira.

      Her name lingered on my lips.

      After I was cleaned up, I found myself in her room once more. The lights were off, and I spotted fragments of her skin the covers didn’t mask. When the bathroom lights were off, I snuck into her bed with slow movements as not to disturb the princess who slept.

      I scooted closer, shifting across the soft heavenly mattress until I felt her back against my stomach. I rested my fingers against her chest.

      Despite my wishes, I couldn’t keep my desires in check. My nose buried itself into her long locks of dark hair. I stumbled upon the back of her neck and pressed my lips against parts of skin her hair didn’t cover. Samira shook.

      “Goodnight, Taylor,” Samira whispered.

      I didn’t reply. Not verbally anyway. Instead, I kissed her once more. One more reminder that despite our short time together, I was falling, hard. No reservations, or expectations, I didn’t know where our hearts would end up.

      But that didn’t matter.

      I gripped her tighter as I felt the warmth from her skin. Samira, her name danced around the edges of my lip. Samira, shit I couldn’t contain my excitement.

      “Samira,” I whispered. I moved closer to her right ear. “Goodnight.”
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      Slivers of sunlight danced across Samira’s face. We were still barricaded by mounds of bedsheets. Her more so than me. I leaned against the headboard of the bed and gazed in amazement. Samira faced my direction; a small damp spot occupied the mattress near her face. She drooled when she slept, a small discovery that amused me to no end.

      My smile occupied my lips for far longer than expected. Temptations led my fingers to stray from my side. I brushed Samira’s hair from her face to glimpse at the beauty beneath. I leaned down and kissed her forehead, glued my lips to her angelic skin and felt her shiver. As I pulled back, Samira greeted me with a glimpse of her emerald eyes.

      As she leaned up, a sliver of drool continued to slide down her face. I tried to contain my laughter, but that failed.

      “What?” Samira wiped at her eyes. “You know—”

      Before I allowed Samira to finish her thought, I slipped my finger near her lip and swept away the drool. She glanced at my finger as a flash of red covered her cheeks.

      “You drool when you sleep,” I whispered.

      Samira bit her lip. “I guess I do.”

      “It’s cute.” I pushed off the covers and swung my legs over the side of the mattress. “What were you going to say?”

      “Waking up next to you was much better than I thought.”

      “Oh no.” I migrated toward the bathroom. “You had low expectations?”

      “Didn’t have any expectations, you’re the first person I’ve woken up next to.”

      I hovered by the frame for the bathroom door. Inviting her to join me for a morning shower was out of the question. Yet, the thought festered in my mind. By the time I was finished in the bathroom, Samira eyed me from across the room. The bed was made. I lifted an eyebrow.

      “You made the bed?” I asked.

      “I do it every morning before I pray, why?” Samira smirked. “I’m a girl of many talents.”

      I rolled my eyes and drew Samira’s laugh. She punished me with how sweet the sound was. I moved across the room and found myself in yesterday’s clothes.

      “I should get going.”

      “No breakfast?” Samira moved toward the closet. “Once I’m finished, I figured we’d head down to get some food.”

      “I told you I had interviews.”

      “I can’t convince you to stay?”

      I glanced at the clock on the nightstand. It was almost eight. My first interview was at nine, at a large construction firm. Not that I wanted the job, but it was a numbers game now. I needed all of the chances I was afforded.

      “Samira, I can’t.”

      “That’s fine.” Samira sighed as she sat against the mattress. “You’re probably tired of me, right?”

      Tired of her? I’m not certain that was possible. Despite all night together, the blessings of being entangled with her underneath the bedsheets. I wanted more.

      It felt as if my feet were superglued to the floor. My steps toward the bedroom door became staggered. I hesitated before I cross the doorframe.

      “Breakfast, but then I seriously need to go.”

      Samira pushed off the mattress and raced toward me. I became absorbed by her figure. Her fingers dug into me as I struggled with gravity. Samira guided me back and toppled to the mattress. An addictive smile eclipsed anything else as Samira hovered above.

      “This isn’t helping.”

      “I know,” Samira whispered.

      “I really do have an interview to get to.”

      “You told me.” Samira managed one kiss. Remnants of minty breath from her toothpaste tempted me. “We should get going. Don’t want you to miss your interviews. Give me a minute, ok?”

      “Sure.”

      Samira moved off me and I retreated toward the door. I managed one last look as she wandered into her closet and pulled out a beautifully simple purple rug.

      I shut the door behind me and lingered, drawn to the couch where I settled myself for a few moments. Behind me, the door clicked open. While I donned yesterday’s clothing, Samira looked spectacular in a black t-shirt, and faded blue jeans. A pair of white sneakers caught my eye.

      Her strides exuded confidence. As she approached the front door she turned back and summoned me with a mere smile. It was pathetic how I found myself victim to her. Outside of her suite, Samira led me toward the elevator. Halfway through out journey, curiosity dragged her head back. She reached out and latched onto my hand.

      “You know in Saiccia, it is common for friends to hold hands.”

      “You told me that before, are we just friends?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Of course.” Samira planted her feet outside the elevator doors. She pressed the down button. “Fourth date coming up.”

      “Do friends in your country kiss and sleep in the same bed together?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “Friends don’t kiss like we’ve kissed,” Samira whispered.

      “I think you’re just using an excuse to hold my hand.” A smirk whipped onto my lips. “It’s fine, I don’t have any objections.”

      As the elevator doors opened Samira led me inside. The contact between us broke as she aimed her fingers toward the button panel. She tapped the lobby and then disappeared behind me. I felt her hands around my waist and interlock against my stomach. Her chin rested on my left shoulder.

      “You hungry?” Samira whispered.

      I shivered. I was hungry, but downstairs, wherever she wished to take me, didn’t have what I craved. No, right now, I desired her. Something she’d never allow but continued to poke at the back of my brain. Samira’s breaths against my ear didn’t do me any favors. Instead, they continued to wrestle me down toward insanity.

      “A little,” I said.

      “They have amazing breakfast. Eggs, toast, oatmeal, anything you can think of.”

      When the elevator doors opened, Samira released me. I detested the absence her fingers left. Odd seconds slipped by as I eyed her exit. I remained inside for a few more moments, engaged in a series of mental gymnastics trying to explain my feelings away.

      I followed Samira through the hotel lobby. Aside from a small line near the check in counter, the place was fairly barren. On occasion a rare set of footsteps distracted from the hum of classical music overhead. Samira led me down a separate hallway, to the left of the elevators, and we passed various large displays of artwork.

      At the end of the hallway, two wood doors were open and a hostess podium greeted us. A cute girl, dressed in a dark blue dress and a few years younger perhaps, greeted us. She eyed Samira and nested stray red hair behind her right ear.

      “Hello, two for breakfast?” the hostess asked.

      “Yes,” Samira said.

      “Room number?”

      “Um.” Samira bit her lip. “It’s the Peninsula Suite, not sure of the number.”

      The hostess’s eyes widened. She danced her fingers around a computer in front of her and then glanced back at Samira. A smile shined from her lips.

      “Your highness, yes, I have your information here. I’m Hailey by the way. May I just say you look fantastic today.”

      “Thank you,” Samira said. She glanced back at me. Without warning, Samira stepped back, and her fingers wrapped around my waist. She tugged me in and a flash of unexpected heat splattered across my cheeks. “I try every day to impress this one.”

      Hailey didn’t reply. I knew the smile she showcased was fake. Anyone with two brain cells would have noticed. She dipped down and grabbed two menus. Then she set off into the restaurant.

      Despite my predictions, Samira continued to hold me close. Our steps were slow, to be honest I wasn’t sure how to feel. Part of me was delighted, yet, it was unfair. Perhaps Samira was eager to test my limits. A test I wished to conduct myself.

      Hailey gestured toward a large booth in the back. Beside us, an open window revealed a busy Michigan Ave with a host of designer stores across the street. Samira claimed the furthest seat and I took the opposite. As we settled in, Hailey continued her smile at Samira. She handed placed Samira’s menu into her hands and left mine on the table.

      “Your waiter will be right with you, however if you need anything, your highness, just ask, here is my number if you need anything,” Hailey said. She placed a ripped off blank receipt onto the table.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “And remember, the name’s Hailey.”

      Hailey continued her smile for a few moments before she stepped back and disappeared into the sea of tables. Samira set her menu on the table and flipped it open.

      “You should look at the menu,” Samira said. Her eyes never met mine. “They have so many choices.”

      “Do girls always flirt with you like that?” I asked.

      “Huh?” Samira glanced up at me. “What do you mean?”

      “The hostess just now clearly wanted to get into your pants.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. A sly smirk raced across her lips. “You were quite eager to do that yesterday.”

      I rolled my eyes and retreated into the menu. “Whatever, does it happen often?”

      “In Saiccia? No, as I’ve said, it’s hard because of my title. But in America, I’ve had some compliments. I’m not sure they were flirting.”

      My eyes shut.  “They were flirting.”

      Samira rested her elbows on the table. She nested her chin in her palms. “What makes you so sure?”

      “You’re too pretty not to flirt with.”

      “The same could be said about you.”

      I retreated into my menu. Neither of us were going to win whatever argument would come from this. Hell, I didn’t even know if it was an argument. I focused my eyes on the sandwich selection. Various combinations with eggs and different meats filled the page. I glanced up at Samira and she latched onto my right hand. She tugged me hand closer toward her and pressed her lips against my skin.

      “Want me to flirt with you more, Taylor? Getting jealous?” Samira asked.

      “Jealous? Hardly jealous.”

      I was jealous. No matter what lies I preached to myself, I knew the truth. Hailey wasn’t a threat. None of these women were. Heck, Samira and I weren’t even together. Why? I stopped my thoughts. Instead, I aimed my attention ahead of me. Soon it became impossible to escape Samira’s emerald eyes.

      “Figure out what you want?” Samira asked.

      “I’ll get the egg and turkey sandwich. You?”

      Samira settled her menu onto the table. Another smile etched onto the right half of her lips. “Goodness, you were really jealous”

      My eyes narrowed. “Not jealous.”

      “I’ll take it as a compliment.” Samira rested her left cheek against her palm. “I’m getting some of the toast and jam. Something light. The flight is at five by the way.”

      “Flight?” I asked.

      “To Washington, for our date.”

      “Still nervous about that. I’ve never been to a fancy dinner.”

      “My entire life has been fancy dinners.” Samira leaned back against the booth. The desire to kiss her became immense. “It’s not as exciting as you’d imagine. They’re very dull.”

      “Nothing’s going to touch my legs, right?”

      “Didn’t like the game we played?” Samira asked.

      “You seemed to be the only one playing.”

      “A shame too.” Samira smirked. “You want to play?”

      I wiggled out of my shoe and pressed my toes against the fabric of Samira’s jeans. Her smile exploded. I managed for a few moments before I backed off.

      “Thanks for agreeing to come.”

      “Why are you thanking me?”

      “Sometimes these dinners are so dull. If my parents were there, my mother would be informing me of her new prospects.”

      “Prospects?”

      “Men she’s wishes me to marry. Some days she has a binder delivered to my room. I’ve read it a few times. It’s profiles of men, their rank in the government or if they’re from another country and why it’d be beneficial to Saiccia to marry.”

      I lifted my left eyebrow and bit my lower lip. Not that I tried to wear my emotions on my face, but it was difficult. I wasn't in that binder, but I tried to ignore the realities.

      “Sounds like the app we met on, but more real.” I leaned back. “Do this binder have photos?”

      “Yes?” Samira asked.

      “So, do you have to get married to them?”

      “My family keeps insisting I stop trying to deny reality.” Samira sighed and leaned back on her chair. “Ever since I was born, there were plans, so many plans. Be a good Saiccian girl, get married to someone my family chooses, and then have children.” Samira shivered. “I don’t want that.”

      “Children or marriage?” I asked. A smirk evolved on my face. “My family wants me to think about kids, I mean I was totally a bundle of joy.”

      “I wouldn’t mind children.”

      “I’d be the cool mom, well…” I shut my eyes. “I’m not sure. Maybe I would.”

      “Sorry to interrupt.” A man stood beside the table and offered a smile. He wore a white dress shirt and black pants. “May I get you a drink or something off our menu?”

      “Just some of your toast and jam for me, please, also some green tea.” Samira said.

      “The egg and turkey sandwich, also green tea, please.”

      “Right away, thank you.”

      Before the waiter disappeared, he grabbed our menus and then walked off. Samira offered a smile.

      “You know, I was reading, and your sandwich comes with potatoes. We should share.”

      “Already thinking of stealing food?”

      Her smile slayed any brain cells I had. “Of course. Why? Are you greedy? I bet you are, so greedy you don’t even like it when I talk to other women.”

      I rolled my eyes once more and abandoned any thought of a conversation. I was greedy and I detested every moment of it. Samira read me so easily, I needed some way to ignore the jealousy. I pulled out my phone from my pants pocket and started to browse the web.

      “Oh? You are ignoring me?” Samira asked.

      “You’re being annoying.”

      “I know, one of my many talents.” Samira leaned across the table and latched onto my fingers. “You know, you’re quite honest with me.”

      “Should I not be?”

      “Most aren’t. Not many people will tell a Princess of Saiccia she’s being annoying.” Samira smiled. “Takes a lot of courage.”

      My eyes narrowed. “I told this girl named Samira, she’s annoying.” I squeezed Samira’s fingers. “And yes, I was jealous,” I whispered.

      “I know.”

      Before Samira uttered another word, a gang of waiters arrived at the table. A small basket of bread was set between us. Two cups of tea were station in front of our plates of food. Each waiter offered a smile before they disappeared.

      Samira created a crunch as she dug into her toast. Raspberry jelly clung to her lips. She licked it off and I found myself mesmerized.

      My egg sandwich wasn’t what I expected. The eggs were cooked to perfection. Small ounces of yolk ran down the bread whenever I took a bite. Yet, opposite of me, Samira latched onto a fork and dived into my potatoes.

      “Tasty,” Samira said.

      “Why not order your own?”

      Samira stole another potato. “Where is the fun in that?”

      Without thought, I leaned over and snatched one of her two remaining slices of toast. A crunch erupted from my mouth. Samira stared in disbelief.

      “What a thief,” Samira whispered.

      “Oh? And you’re not.”

      “Of course not, I told you’d I’d do it.”

      A sly smirk crept onto my lips. I retreated into my sandwich and managed another bite. Crisp ground turkey complimented the eggs. Samira glanced down at her phone to the left of her plate. Her eyes narrowed as she glanced at me.

      “What time is your interview?”

      “Nine, why?” I asked.

      “It’s eight thirty, where is it?”

      “Shit.” I flung my napkin onto the table. “I need to leave.”

      “What?” Samira asked.

      I scooted to my right and pushed out of the booth. Samira continued to follow me with her eyes. I paused near the edge of the table.

      “My interview.”

      “Do you need me to get you a car?”

      I tugged at me phone. “I’ll get one or just run.” A soft smile escaped my lips. “Later.”

      Perhaps I was too literal with my suggestion. I raced across the near empty restaurant and popped out into the hallway. Through the lobby I went until I was outside. I fumbled with my phone in an attempt the locate the email with more details about the interview. I had the address, but which one was this again?

      Twenty minutes had passed by, and I found myself outside the headquarters of a massive accounting firm. A junior position opened up; one I was vastly under qualified for. That didn’t stop me, but I knew the rejection was coming. I just wished they did it prior to me leaving. Yet now I’d stew, let the thoughts fester in my mind before the dreaded email telling me they’re going in another direction.

      I figured double majoring would be a salvation, guess not. Before I managed to sulk successfully, my pocket buzzed. Samira’s name appeared on my phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Taylor, how was your interview?” Samira asked.

      “Horrible, I showed up looking like trash after I ran halfway the city, why? I have another one in an hour or so.”

      “Can I convince you to skip?” Samira asked.

      “Skip?” I shut my eyes and plopped down onto the stone steps of the building. “Samira, I can’t just skip an interview. I need to find a job.”

      “But our flight.”

      “Isn’t that later?” I asked.

      “No, it’s now. Where are you?”

      “I’ll text you the address.”

      Before Samira had a chance to say anything, I ended the call. My eyes shut and I lifted my head. Rays of sunshine bounced against my skin. Moments slipped by as the sounds of the city flirted with my ears. Car horns shouted to the sky as sirens wailed. Birds chirped from the pockets of trees on the sidewalk.

      Hell, I was nervous. It may not have been apparent, and the signs weren’t visible. Between the interviews, thoughts of this dinner ruined me. Samira was morphing into an addiction. Now a dinner, with people associated with the government?

      It was becoming unfair. Not that I didn’t expect, well, perhaps I didn’t even think. My fingers rested on the stone steps. A familiar black SUV pulled alongside the sidewalk. As the doors opened, despite the heat, two men in suits stepped out. The rear passenger door opened, and Samira tapped on the leather beside her.

      I took my cue and entered. Floral perfume distracted me, and I shut my eyes as I settled against the leather. The SUV transformed into a lush field filled with flowers. The grass absorbed my back as I laid down with the sun against me. A beautiful girl leaned above me, her black hair fell down and tickled my cheeks an addictive, unfair smile tormented me.

      “Taylor?”

      My eyes opened and Samira stared at me. The enchanted smile from my daydream remained on her lips. Every moment I felt myself slip. I wanted to slide closer, touch our thighs, lean against her and rest my ear on her shoulder. I’d yearn to experience that heartbeat of hers. Our fingers interlocked and…I blinked.

      “Yeah?”

      I was slipping. Not that it was uncommon, I tended to move fast. I suffered through this and glanced out the window. The engine of the SUV provided a mild distraction as it hummed.

      “I have that dress all packed,” Samira said.

      “Straight to the airport?”

      “Straight to the airport, we’re actually running late.”

      “Huh?” I turned toward Samira. “Late?”

      “Late, seems there was a mix-up with the flight. I had the wrong time. It leaves in an hour.”

      “How do you have the wrong time?” My eyes narrowed. “One hour doesn’t leave us much wiggle room.”

      A smile slipped onto Samira’s lips. I retreated toward the window. Her reflection inched closer.

      “Wiggle room? What a funny phrase.”

      “Never heard it?” I asked.

      “My language tutors never said it.” Samira rested her head against the back of the seats. “You’re quite something, aren’t you?”

      “Quite something?”

      “Perhaps it’s because you’re a foreigner.” Samira eyed me. “So many mysteries I’m hoping to find out. Also, at this dinner, if people ask, you’re my language tutor.”

      “Language tutor?”

      “Local language of course, I’ve had tutors before. Yet, they were from Oxford. Bit different.” Samira glanced toward. After a few seconds she returned her gaze to me. The inches between us vanished as she brushed her lips against my left cheek. “You’re far more interesting.”

      “This is still a date, right?”

      “Officially?” Samira whispered. “I’m not allowed to date, unofficially it’s our fourth date.”

      “You’re keeping track?” I retreated once more. “This feels like high school. So afraid to tell the world I was going out with Rebecca Winters.”

      “Oh? Your first love?”

      “Hardly, I fell in love so many times. Needed to be adaptive, when I found out the girls I was chasing didn’t feel the same.”

      “That is life.” Samira rested her fingers on mine. “You upset about the secrecy?”

      “A little?” I eyed our fingers. Samira certainly had moved past flirting. “A tutor though, really?”

      “What?” Samira released her grip on me. “I’m not going to tell everyone you’re some woman I found online. Then too many questions will arise.”

      “That’s your description of me?”

      “We met on a street corner.” Samira’s accent slayed me. “Bumped into each other. I was so drawn in by those brown eyes of yours, like chocolate really. That’s a better lie?”

      “Lie? Don’t lie about yourself. Just say we’re friends.”

      “So, no tutor?”

      “No, then I’d have to lie. I have never lied about who I was Samira.”

      “Not everyone has that pleasure. Lying is so natural sometimes.” Samira smiled at me. A sentence in Arabic escaped her lip. “You make it so hard to lie to myself though. Have I told you how pretty you are?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You don’t seem too concerned about missing this flight.”

      Off in secret I hide a slight smile that seemed intent on forming. Samira’s flirting was tame. Yet, whenever she did it I found it impossible to resist. Outside I became obsessed with the traffic. The vigorous speeds at which our SUV flew past others with zero regard for the law.

      As we arrived at the airport. Samira’s nonchalant attitude didn’t leave me with much confidence. Once the SUV stopped at arrivals, I pushed opened the door. Samira lagged behind as one of the men from the front seats stepped out. He grabbed three suitcases and Samira said something in Arabic. The bodyguard handed us the suitcases and followed as we entered O’hare.

      Hectic was an understatement. Perhaps Samira picked the worst time to fly by mistake? I couldn’t wrap my head around the insufferable amount of people. As we made our way through security, Samira’s passport led us to a shorter line and we skipped most of the fanfare.

      My pace with quick, short bursts that didn’t do much as Samira walked leisurely. I glared back at her as we stood near gate B1. Our gate, in the C concourse, was through an underground tunnel and some ways away.

      “Aren’t you in a hurry?” I asked.

      “Why don’t you run ahead?” Samira smiled. “I’m not much of a runner.”

      I rolled my eyes and raced through a blob of people. Swift dodges and several close calls happened before I was at the escalator down. Soft humming music from hidden speakers distracted me somewhat. Underground in the tunnel, streaks of multicolored lights on the dark ceiling created an odd effect, almost as if we were in space watching a show.

      An escalator led me up to the C gates. A McDonalds tempted me with alluring smells of French fries. I pulled away from staring at the line and raced down until I arrived at gate C 19. To my surprise, the gate was completely empty.

      My mouth opened as I stared at an open door behind the gate counter. Slow steps led me forward as curiosity tugged me. Two large signs were in the jet bridge both in foreign letters. A handful of people who wore golden uniforms were talking amongst themselves.

      As I drew closer, a shorter man with dark eyed spotted me. He straightened the tie beneath his white vest and approached.

      “Excuse me, miss, but do you need help finding your flight? I believe you may be at wrong gate.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Wrong gate? Isn’t this flight 22301 on Saiccian Airlines?”

      The man’s eyes widened. He parted from me and the others, about seven, all walked past me as well. I glanced behind me and noticed Samira wander through the airport. I followed the group in golden uniforms out of the jet bridge and leaned against the gate door.

      “Um, excuse me?” I asked.

      “Princess,” one of the men spoke in a louder tone. “Your gate is over here.”

      Samira paused. As did most of the airport. Curious eyes all stared at the man in gold who used the word princess. Samira flashed a smile and approached. Despite the fanfare, the smiles, the extended hands from the people in uniform, Samira had her eyes set on me. She spent a few minutes, with conversations in a foreign language. Yet the entire time, I became her sole point of concentration.

      “We can board now?” Samira asked.

      “Of course, your highness,” one of the men asked.

      Samira nodded at me. “This is my very good friend, Taylor, whom I met while I was here.”

      “Of course, we shall serve her well, your highness.”

      Samira walked past the man who denied me earlier. She latched onto my hand and dragged me into the jet bridge. Wide open windows showcased the size of O’hare. Hundreds of planes all around us. Small little carts towed luggage all about. It became too much to focus on, so I retreated my gaze to the woman beside me.

      Samira tugged me inside the airplane. We walked toward the front, and I spotted obnoxiously large white chairs. Each was paired with another, two near the windows and one pair in the middle. The pairs possessed a divider of sorts between the seats, if you wished to manage a minuscule amount of privacy. Samira claimed a random window seat and eyed me. She patted the seat beside her.

      “Um, I thought when you showed me the ticket, we were supposed to be near the back?” I asked.

      “No one else is on the plane, Taylor. Sit where you want.”

      I squinted. “Why is no one else on the plane?” I glanced around. “This is kind of creepy.”

      “My family owns the airlines, so they arranged for a private flight.”

      “Owns the…” I paused. “Sometimes I forget who you are.”

      “Oh?” Samira smirked. “Others do their best not to let me forget.” Again, Samira patted the seat beside her. “You going to sit?”

      I fumbled into the seat and the softest cushion absorbed me. My eyes shut and I found myself lean back. The chair descended. Small mechanical parts hummed as I went lower and lower until I stopped. Something sweet pressed against my lips. I opened my eyes and Samira hovered above me.

      “If you’re going to fall asleep, I couldn’t resist a goodnight kiss.”

      I smirked at Samira. Her divine emerald eyes led my mind astray from any rational thoughts. I leaned up from my seat and pecked her on the left cheek. Sparks of red raced across Samira’s cheeks as she retreated against the window.

      “The flight shouldn’t be too long,” Samira said.

      “Then it’s off to dinner?” I asked.

      “Off to dinner.” Samira leaned against the armrest between us. She massaged my fingers and then interlocked hers into mine. “Then to the hotel.”

      “Plan on falling asleep together?”

      “I’m more excited about that than dinner, to be honest.” Samira leaned in closer. Her nose pushed against my right cheek. “Waking up next to you again.” Samira whispered something in Arabic, and I felt shivers race up my back. “What a blessing.”

      A crackle in the air distracted me. A deep voice spoke in Arabic, and I glanced at Samira.

      “It’s the pilot, he’s welcoming us aboard. Then he said midway through the flight, they’ve set up a spot in the rear of the plane, in case I wish for some privacy to pray.” Samira smiled. “But I’ll let you know when it’s time for my prayer.” Samira leaned back into her seat. “You going to sleep?”

      “No, you?”

      “Of course,” Samira whispered. She shut her eyes and then peaked at me with her left. “We have a dinner tonight. You should try to get some rest, sometimes these dinners go late.”

      Samira shut her eye and then nested herself against the seat. She folded up both arms and laid there, like an angel. It took every fiber of my being to not disturb her. I became addicted to the thought of pushing aside her hair, kissing her on the forehead and stealing one of those hands of hers to hold. Yet, I didn’t do anything.

      Instead, I mimicked her and leaned against my own chair. I settled my eyes after one last hard look at the woman beside me. Then it all went dark.
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      I found myself captivated as Samira stood outside of the bathroom door. Long blue fabrics raced down her body and didn’t do much to reveal her figure. Perhaps I’d need to map out the particulars myself? I stepped forward and caught a smile from her.

      “Ready?” Samira asked.

      I gripped onto her waist. She shook in excitement. Her fingers latched onto my waist.

      “Not at the dinner,” Samira whispered.

      “You look way too pretty.”

      “Well, you helped with the hair.”

      I broke from Samira and wrapped around her. I pushed into her back and again found myself constricted around her. My fingers teased her stomach. I contemplated an expedition, lower, yet I held back. My breaths tapped her neck as I dipped lower and marked my territory.

      “You’re not wearing lipstick, right?” Samira asked.

      “Why? It’d be bad if you show up with lipstick on you?”

      “Oh no, I’ve already done that. One night back home came with a spot near my lips.” A slight laugh escaped her. “My mother hated me for a week. I was forced to meet with several important people who could cure me.”

      “Guess that didn’t work.”

      “It never does.” Samira leaned back into me. “This is going to be a bad dinner, isn’t it?”

      “Not going to play with my feet again?”

      “Oh.” Samira broke away and smirked at me. She intertwined our fingers and pulled me close. “Of course, I will. What other excitement will be there besides you?”

      I tried to deny myself a smile. The touch between Samira and I vanished as I stepped toward the bedroom door. I drifted and turned back. Samira retreated toward a closet and disappeared for a minute and then reappeared.

      Beautiful blue jewels draped her hair, and I became breathless. A series of blinks didn’t do much. Samira narrowed her eyes as she walked toward me.

      “Too much?” Samira asked.

      “You’re way too pretty.”

      Samira’s eyes narrowed. “That didn’t answer my question.”

      “Too much? God yeah, it’s too much.” I bit my lower lip. “It’s going to be impossible not to stare at you the whole time.”

      Samira cocked a smirk onto the left side of her lips. She brushed by me and disappeared through the bedroom door. Outside in the hallway of our vast hotel room, I eyed Samira make her way toward the front door.

      I followed into the hallway and paused. A familiar pair of bodyguards eyed me before they followed Samira. We walked down the creme colored hallway and moved to our right as we reached the elevators.

      “Thanks again for coming.”

      “I’m not sure I’d ever say no to you.”

      Samira glanced back at me. “Don’t say that.”

      “Oh?”

      “Say no. Not now obviously, but sometimes, if you’re ever uncomfortable. Too many people never tell me no, Taylor.”

      The elevator doors opened, and Samira’s bodyguards stepped in first. They moved to the back alongside a golden railing. Samira moved in and I followed. Sometime tapped my right index finger. I glanced down and noticed Samira flirting with my skin. I peeked at her.

      “Want to?” Samira asked.

      “No.”

      Samira’s eyes widened. “I shouldn’t have said that earlier…”

      I intertwined our fingers and became ecstatic with the feeling. The elevator ride down became uneventful. On odd occasion in our descent, I found myself obsessing over such a simple gesture. Holding hands, something so…elementary.

      As the elevator doors opened, Samira broke contact. She pushed forward and I followed. We went through a vast hotel lobby, with a handful of couches and seats positioned near the front desk. A giant challenger overlooked the ceiling. Diamonds glistened whenever I found myself looking up. The hotel in Washington DC was something I’d never experienced before.

      A black sedan awaited us, one equipped with two red and white Saiccian flags on the front. The back door opened, and Samira entered first. As I settled inside next to her, she bumped against me. I glanced at her, tempted more than I wished to admit.

      “Taylor?” Samira asked.

      The door shut behind me, but I barely noticed. Instead, I locked my eyes on Samira’s lips. So tempted by the taste I’d experienced before. I wanted more. More small fireworks that explored within my stomach whenever I tapped her tongue. The explosions of excitement whenever she turned the tables. The rare occasions I found myself submitting to her.

      Time floated by in odd unknown intervals. I become lost in the streetlights and the stories they shared. Nameless faces outside, populating the sidewalk as I avoided the woman beside me.

      “You nervous?” I asked.

      “You clearly are, not looking at me.” Samira’s fingers tapped against mine. “And you look so pretty, what’s there to be nervous about?”

      “I don’t know, I’ve never been to an important dinner before.”

      “Sure you have. I’m sure every dinner you’ve been to, someone thought it was important.” Samira smirked. “You know, our first dinner was very important. Meeting the girl from the computer the first time.”

      “I was still sort of hoping you weren’t a murderer at that one.” I leaned against the back of the seat. “Turns out you were something much worse.”

      “What?” Samira smirked.

      “Kidding.” I leaned my cheek against the seat and eyed Samira. The jewels atop her head captured my attention as the streetlights reflected off them. “But serious, I don’t want to embarrass myself. Do I need to bow or something?”

      “Bow?” Samira’s smile flirted with my sanity. “No, no bowing is required. Who would you bow to? I’m the only one with a title there.”

      “Do people bow to you?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “I rather they didn’t.”

      “So they do?”

      “You won’t be bowing.” Samira scooted closer. Her fingers raced across the leather seats and gripped onto mine. I became hexed with her beauty. “Do you always worry this much?”

      “Only during important stuff.”

      “You’re going to be fine. Follow me, smile, you don’t have to say anything if you don’t want. I’ll introduce you to my cousin, you know him. He may or may not have forgotten you.”

      “Does he forget easily?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Before he came to America, he knew of my adventures back home. Not that there were many girls, but…I may have shown him a few of my friends.”

      “I see.”

      I glanced toward the other side of the car. Horrible images infiltrated my mind. Flashes of Samira, others like her, off kissing and flirting as she's done with me. I bit my lip and tried to suppress the jealousy, but it was hard.

      “Did that upset you?” Samira asked.

      “Huh?” I looked back at Samira. “No, why?”

      “Why do I have a feeling you are a terrible liar?” Samira smiled. “Taylor…”

      “What?”

      “Don’t be jealous,” Samira whispered. “Those girls, they knew a younger me. A more…fragile Samira. One lost in the world uncertain of what she wanted. You’re lucky, because right now, you’re the only one whose knows the best version of me.” Samira narrowed her eyes. “I hope it’s the best version of myself.”

      I exploded with laughter and Samira mimicked me.

      Samira gripped my hand. “Anyway, besides him and the Secretary of State, I’m not sure who else you’d need to be afraid of. I mean, back home I’m a higher rank than my cousin.” Samira smirked at me. “You’re not nervous around me.”

      “I’m not going to say anything.”

      “Oh? Why? Because you’re only nervous around important people and I’m not on that list?”

      “Exactly.”

      Samira leaned in and kissed my cheek. “We’re here.”

      I glanced to my right and noted a giant lit up building to my right. It appeared to be a massive hotel, with tens of cars parked alongside the sidewalk. A pair of double doors were opened and a podium, staffed by a handful of people sat off to the side.

      As the car pulled up, the door by me opened. Cameras flashed and I shut my eyes. I peeked at a hand and grabbed on. A man in a dark suit and a black shaved beard lifted me out of the car and did the same for Samira. She nodded at him as they conversed in a foreign language.

      Samira’s eyes looked behind me. I glanced back and felt someone grab me once more. Samira latched onto my left hand and tugged me through the crowd. More camera flashes blinded.

      “Princess, any reaction to the condemnation from your parents on your latest photograph/ released?”

      “Princess, will you return home after the photographs?”

      Before Samira opened her lips, Amir, her cousin and the Saiccian ambassador eyed us from the door of the hotels. He wore a bright blue robe, similar to Samira’s and a white head covering. He waved at us, and security battled against the constant bombardment of camera flashed and questions.

      By the time it all stopped, we were inside, shielded by bright lobby lights and a hum of classical music. Amir walked with us for a few steps.

      “Have you heard from your parents yet?” Amir asked.

      “No, what’s this about a photograph?”

      “The one of you and your date.” Amir locked eyes with me. “You two took a photograph at a cafe or restaurant?” Amir whispered something in Arabic. He pinched his nose. “Little flower, how could you be so careless?”

      Samira bit her lip as she glanced at me. Her eyes spoke truth to her confusion. She retreated several steps from me as we entered the lobby. Samira sought refuse on a wooden couch. I joined her and became addicted to the softest white cushions I’ve ever felt.

      “Who knows about this?” Samira asked.

      “About the photo, a few newspapers were asking about it. Not that you’re a top news story. But when a Saiccian princess is with an American woman, it’ll draw some attention.”

      “You can’t even tell it was a date. We could have been just friends,” Samira said.

      “And how many friends do you have back home, Samira?” Amir shook his head. “The entire country knows the stories. It’s why you were asked to leave in the first place.”

      “Asked to leave? I thought it was more serious than that?” I asked.

      “Temporarily asked to leave,” Samira said.

      “You were exiled for a year.” Amir dug his hand into his robe and pulled out a phone. “If your parents call, I cannot protect you.”

      “Why would they call? I’ve done nothing wrong.” Samira’s voice raised. “This is nothing like back in Saiccia. Amir.”

      “That’s when you were caught kissing women?” I asked.

      “Rumors I was kissing.” Samira smirked.

      “There was a photo in all of the newspapers, Samira. The entire country saw your wickedness.”

      “Wickedness.” Samira smirked. She glanced at me. “Do you hear this? Sounds exactly like my mother.”

      “I just want you safe, little flower. We all do.”

      “Who is we?” Samira crossed her arms. “Don’t say Fatima and Zayn.”

      “Your siblings only want what is best.” A sigh escaped Amir’s lips. “We should go to the dinner. You two shouldn’t be seen together.”

      Samira stood. “You’re sounding exactly like my mother.” Samira’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not her spy, are you?

      “Spy? For your mother?” Amir chuckled. “Oh, little flower, I am not.”

      I followed Samira and Amir as they ventured through the hotel lobby. On occasion a small outstrip was made, short words with people I didn’t and had no intention of knowing.

      As we entered a restaurant, a large swath of tables adorned with white table clothes were spread out across the room. A handful of waiters, with carts filled with various beverages journeyed around the tables.

      Despite the hesitation, Samira latched onto my hand and dragged me toward a table.

      “Samira, do you think it is wise?” Amir asked. “You’re asking for another photo?”

      “I’d love another photo with Taylor.” Samira gripped onto my waist and tugged me close. “Go on, get one of the photographers and send this to my mother.” Samira kissed my cheek. “Maybe this pose will be better?” Samira whispered.

      Amir rolled his eyes.

      “Don’t tempt fate, little flower.”

      “I shall do what I wish, cousin.” Samira tugged me forward. “Now, we should eat, I’m starving.” Samira guided me toward a chair and released my fingers. She settled me into the chair, with her fingers around my shoulders, stirring up a frenzy of unwelcome thoughts.

      As I found myself pushed in, Samira claimed the seat to my left. A waiter pushed her chair forward and her eyes remained glued to me. Despite the caution from her cousin, Samira’s fingers traversed across the small distance between mine. Her middle finger sailed across my wrist and life itself became a struggle.

      I kept my eyes on her, even though I wanted to shut them. I wanted to relish in the fantasies that raced about inside my head. The entire room would become devoid of life apart from us. I’d succumb to the feelings, push our chairs together and ruin those perfect cheeks of hers. Lipstick stains smeared across her skin as I explored lower until I made it to her neck. I’d delight myself, mimicking a vampire and claim one small nibble. I wanted to see her reaction. How much Samira could bear.

      “Taylor?”

      Samira ripped me from my fantasies. I bit at my lip, not sure how much longer I could endure. This no sex thing, it was a killer. Not that I was fully opposed, it was just…hard. I’m not sure how much I could handle. Too many thoughts raced about my brain. Hell, I sounded like an addict or something.

      “Taylor.”

      “Yeah?” I blinked. Samira slayed me with a smile. Once more her fingers rubbed against mine. “Sorry,” I whispered.

      “That’s ok. There is a menu on the table. Vegetarian or chicken?”

      “Chicken?” I asked.

      “It’s been properly prepared, it’s what I’ll be getting.”

      “I’ll get it as well.”

      Samira removed her hand from mine and covered her lips. She glanced behind me, and I looked back.

      “Tell the waiter, not me, Taylor.”

      A shade of red blossomed on my cheeks. I retreated toward my menu, perhaps out of habit? After a few moments, I gathered myself.

      “Chicken, please.”

      Behind me, the waiter didn’t even speak. He disappeared without so much as a word and then went around the small table. With Samira so close, I hadn’t time to realize there were others. Across from me, Amir sat with a woman in a beautiful dress similar to Samira’s. Next to him, another taller man not from Saiccia, with fading grey hair, sat with a blonde woman and next to the woman was the Deputy Secretary of State.

      “Now that we’ve all ordered, glad you could make it out here tonight, Princess.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it, Amir spoke so highly of you, Mr. Secretary,” Samira said.

      “And you brought a friend it seems.”

      “Someone Samira met here,” Amir said. “She has been enjoying her trip so far.”

      “Taylor has a name, cousin,” Samira said.

      Amir and the Secretary shifted their conversation to one of a more private matter. The voices in the opposite side of the table faded. I eyed Samira, despite her narrowed eyes and slightly puffed cheeks, she glanced at me, and the annoyance faded. A sly smile found itself on her lips as her fingers crept underneath the table and rested on my thigh.

      “Enjoying yourself?” Samira asked.

      “We haven’t done much.”

      “I know, but, this is what these events are like. I sit here, claim I attended, and then when it’s over I’m back to my life.” Behind Samira, a pair of waiters pour glasses of water and set them in front of those at the table. Samira retreated into her glass; a droplet of water slipped down her lips. I stared more than I should have and observed her catch the droplet with her tongue. “Got it.”

      I froze, uncertain of why certain thoughts raced through my head. I bit my lip, embarrassed by how much I imagined her lips. Slowly and surely, it had developed into an addiction of sorts, these thoughts of mine. Something almost impossible to discard. Perhaps the only way for them to stop was to do something about it. And that’s what I needed to do. Something.

      “Do you know where the restroom is?” I asked Samira.

      “Need to go?” Samira asked.

      I smirked. “No, I want to go sightseeing.”

      A huff of air escaped Samira’s lips. “Amir, Mr. Secretary, if you’ll excuse Taylor and I. We’ll be off to the restroom.”

      Samira pushed back on her chair and my heartbeat raced. I stood up and joined her behind our table. She led, and I watched as her dark coal shaded hair bounced about the back of her blue dress. On occasion, sections of her neck was exposed. Not that I believed myself a vampire, but right now, I wish I was. Her skin looked irresistible… and I just wanted to….

      My eyes shut.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      We journeyed through the maze of table, curious eyes found themselves on Samira. Her beauty was irresistible to almost all. Not that I was prone to jealousy, but it happened, especially when some men let their eyes land on her for far too long.

      “What are you looking at?” Samira glance back. “Bathrooms are this way.”

      “People are looking at you.”

      “They tend to do that.” Samira’s accent caused shivers down my body. Her body brushed against mine as she leaned back against me. I felt her hair against my cheek. “And I tend to look at you.”

      “I’m not jealous.”

      “Saying that makes me think you are.” Samira’s smile didn’t disappear from her lips. “Why be jealous? Of who?”

      “I don’t know, everyone.” I shut my eyes. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Don’t you need to go to the bathroom?”

      Samira broke from me and stepped toward the door of the restroom. I followed her inside. Brilliant marble countertops and golden sinks caught my eyes. A wide mirror tracked our movements as Samira moved toward the marble. She leaned against the countertop and eyed me.

      My steps were slow as I moved toward a silver stall door. I paused as my fingers tapped the cool surface. Behind me, Samira kept her eyes on me.

      “Taylor?” Samira asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t need to go?”

      “No…”

      “A bathroom?” Samira tapped her fingers against the counter. “I cannot say I’ve snuck off to one before with someone.”

      “Not with one of these amazing Saiccian women you bragged about?”

      “Bragged?” Samira smirked. “You look so cute when you’re jealous.”

      “Not jealous,” I whispered.

      Behind me Samira became impossible to look at. The jewels in her hair, almost woven in, were so tempting. Her blue shaded dress, while modest, accentuated her face. A small smile, one enough to drive me crazy as I moved closer.

      I leaned against Samira, pressed her back against the counter. After a few seconds, I paused. My fingers moved between the spaces of her hand. Her skin felt heavenly and so many sinful thoughts whirled about in my mind. I leaned down, nudged my nose against her neck as the scent of her floral perfume did terrible things to my self-control.

      One kiss.

      One kiss was all I tried to allow myself. Something innocent, something light, a peck on her neck. As I pulled back, devilish green eyes seduced me without any effort. A wordless conversation existed between us. Small squeezes of my fingers as Samira leaned forward.

      Hesitation held her hostage as our lips brushed. Soft air escaped her nose and brushed my upper lips. We were two deviants, slowly etching closer to the edge, yet I wasn’t sure who was going to force the other over.

      Samira’s lips touched mine. Her eyes were so addictive and kept me still. I gripped her fingers, a slight constriction, one to try and exorcise what was within me. I moved closer, kissed her cheek and migrated my fingers to her waist.

      My eyes shut and I exhaled.

      “Everything alright?” Samira whispered.

      It wasn’t. Nothing was ever going to be alright as my hand sailed slow across the fabric. Every few inches I paused. My teeth dug into my lower lip.

      “I want you, Samira,” I whispered.

      “You can kiss me,” Samira said.

      “That’s not what…”

      Samira moved closer. Her lips pressed against my right cheek, and I froze. She moved in front and tapped our noses.

      “Taylor, I told you…”

      “I know, and I should respect your boundaries but…” My eyes shut. “It’s hard, Samira.”

      “I’m waiting, Taylor,” Samira said. “You don’t need to wait for me. If you have needs…”

      “I need you.” God that sounded better in my head. “I’m pressuring you, sorry…”

      “You’re not pressuring me.” Samira bumped our noses together. “You’re communicating. This is what we’re supposed to do, isn’t it?”

      “What we’re supposed to do?” I asked.

      “If we’re in a relationship?” Samira whispered.

      Hesitation laced her words, that much I knew. I pulled back and became enthralled to her dazzling emerald eyes. A sly smirk emerged on my lips.

      “I don’t think my roommate would forgive me if I got into a relationship with a woman who landed me in jail.”

      “Well, perhaps she’s right. Maybe you’re not for me.”

      “Though.” I moved forward and brushed our lips. Faint breaths clashed against my skin. “I’ve never been one to listen to her.”

      I met her lips once more. To my surprise, her hands abandoned mine and gently held onto my chin. Perhaps Samira was becoming more daring or was she always like this? Again, her lips met mine and fireworks exploded in my stomach. I tried to rein in the excitement, the leaps my heart took as traces of her tongue tapped mine.

      Aggression seized me. Despite Samira’s desire for control, I pushed forward. Her touch faded as she leaned back against the counter. Eventually, she sat up on the marble, our hands meshed, and I migrated down.

      My lips sailed across her neck. Fingers that once flirted with hers retreated toward her back and gripped her waist. Then I went lower, discovering her curves. Samira rested a palm on my shoulder. I peeked up at her as she kissed my nose.

      “American girls are so…”

      I pressed my finger against her lip. I slid my index finger along the top, daring myself to push inside against her tongue, but refrained.

      “We’re going to be missed, aren’t we?” I asked.

      “Maybe?” Samira shrugged. “Perhaps the rumors will start? Saiccian Princess runs off to the bathroom with her date.”

      “Didn’t we come as friends?”

      “Friends don’t kiss like you do, at least not back in Saiccia.” Samira’s eyes were unfair. She leaned back on the counter, rested on her palms, and leaned her head to the side. “Your kisses.” A sliver of Arabic escaped her lips. My body quaked. “Are something else.”

      A knock on the door suffocated any thoughts in my head. I pulled away from Samira. I moved toward the main entrance of the restroom and pulled open the door. Amir stood by the door and offered a smile. He held a phone in his left hand.

      “Samira?” Amir asked.

      I glanced back and spotted Samira near a sink. A rush of water raced down and soaked her hands. She glanced in our direction.

      “Yes, cousin?” Samira asked.

      “Your parents, little flower.”

      Samira lifted an eyebrow. “On the phone?”

      “Yes.”

      Samira rolled her eyes and marched across the bathroom. She brushed by me, fabric from her dress collided with mine and I became depleted of thoughts as her eyes settled on me for a mere moment.

      I left the restroom after Samira. She latched onto a phone and spoke in Arabic. After a few moments, she switched to English.

      “What photo?” Samira narrowed her eyes. “The woman? Her name is Taylor…yes, she’s American.” A sigh escaped her lips. “Why would I return? You exiled me, didn’t you?”

      Samira handed the phone to a curious Amir. As he rested the phone against his ear, Arabic left his lips. Samira grabbed my hand and tugged me through the sea of dinner tables. Several onlookers from various tables eyed us as we made our journey. I kept my attention glued to Samira, unable to break the trance she had me in.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “My parents called, they saw the photo of us together.” Samira glanced back at me. The contact between us shattered as she left my hand to fall to my side. “Rumors are racing through the kingdom, the same ones from before whenever I’m photographed with other women.”

      “Other women?”

      Samira smirked. “There’s the jealousy of yours. Most of those other photos were speculation. I mean, clearly, I’m lustful for all women just because I’m...” A sigh rushed by Samira’s lips. “They think I’m some sort of monster, I’m going to corrupt any good girl I encounter.”

      “Oh, you can corrupt me…”

      “I’m trying to be serious,” Samira whispered.

      “Quite a dramatic way to go about it.”

      “Anyway, my mother needs me to return. She’s set things in motion and I’m to head back to Saiccia tomorrow.”

      “Wait what, because of a photo?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Because of the implication.” Samira bit her lip. “While my parents or the kingdom for that matter don’t care too much about me, it’s my sisters who get the spotlight, they’re older… they do care if I do things I’m not supposed to.” Samira turned around and continued toward the table. “So, I’ll be leaving.”

      “So, that’s it? I’m still having a hard time processing this…”

      Samira bit her lip as she paused near her chair. A pair of waiters pulled out the chairs and awaited our next actions. I kept my eyes on Samira as she hesitated. A sly grin formed and she stepped away from the table.

      “Sorry, Mr. Secretary. I’m not feeling too well, I’ll be returning to my hotel with Taylor.”

      The Secretary of State pushed back on his chair and stood. He offered a smile to both of us.

      “It was a pleasure meeting you, Princess.” His eyes met mine. “You as well, Taylor.”

      I nodded and eyed Samira quizzically. She smirked and dipped away from the table. I followed as we moved through the outskirts of the sea of tables. When we exited the seating area, two men in suits, positioned themselves by Samira’s sides. One moved forward and held open the door, Samira and I passed through, and became greeted by the evening air.

      A cocktail of cigarette smoke and car fumes coated the air. I tried to plug my lips, but Samira bumped her back into me. She glanced behind her, enticing me with such a simple look I doubt she intended to be seductive.

      The car we arrived in came up and rested by the sidewalk. Samira stepped in first and I followed. Inside, before I had any thoughts of my seatbelt, Samira leaned against my shoulder. Her fingers rested against my thigh.

      “You didn’t have much of a reaction.”

      “To what?” I asked.

      “I said I was leaving, Taylor, going back home.”

      “Shit.” My eyes widened. “No, wait.”

      Samira lifted off my shoulder and sported a smile.

      “Maybe think of your words first before speaking.”

      “I’ll come with.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “You won’t.”

      “I will.” I shut my eyes. “I’m not going to download that app again. I met my person, I don’t want another one.”

      “Your person?” Samira released a faint laugh. “I’m your person? What does that even mean?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Let me come with, please, maybe just a visit.”

      “My parents would kill me, well my mother.” Samira leaned against the rear seat. “You coming to Saiccia.” She bit her lip. “It’s not a good idea, Taylor.”

      “You landing me in jail wasn’t a good idea, but here we are.”

      Samira shut her eyes. “How many more times are you going to keep saying that?”

      “Oh, a few more times. But I’m going to Saiccia.”

      “You’re not…”

      “Samira.”

      “Taylor, my mother will throw you in prison if you show up in Saiccia. She will find a way to use you against me. You are not going.”

      “Will you be there too? We have experience with prison, well, jail.” I paused. “Behind bars, you get my point.”

      “It’s dangerous, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “You’re taking me.” I grabbed Samira’s hand. “I’m not a texter or someone who’ll talk over video calls. I’d want to see you, touch you.” I leaned in and kissed her lips briefly. “Kiss you. And a video doesn’t do that for me.”

      “If you come, you’d need to follow some rules. Very basic rules, most important being, don’t kiss me, ever.”

      I planted my lips against Samira’s left cheek. I felt the shake that she had. A sly smile formed on her lips as I pulled back.

      “You’re not going to do that, are you?” Samira asked.

      “Afraid not, princess.”

      Samira groaned. Her beautiful emerald eyes stared at me for a moment before they shut, and she collapsed on my shoulder. I hesitated as my heartbeats surged. Odd whispers of insanity tempted me to hold her, tug her closer and never let go. Yet, I resisted those urges, and I remained in place.

      “Taylor, I’m going to ask you a question, and I want the truth.”

      “Sounds serious…”

      “When you said.” Samira paused. “Never mind, it’s a dumb question.”

      “What?”

      “When you said I was your person, you’re not in love with me, right?”

      A blaze of heat raced across my cheeks. I tried to contain the beat of my heart which went into overload. My teeth sunk into my lower lip as I tried to concoct a lie in my head. In love with Samira? It wasn’t my fault. I was cursed, forever stuck in some cycle where whenever I found… I needed to stop thinking.

      “No.” I held my tongue.  “We’ve only known each other a short while.”

      “Good, because I’m serious, Taylor, in Saiccia, things must be different.”

      I’m not even sure what I was thinking. I knew nothing about Saccia, yet, I wanted to follow Samira. If only for a short while, even if the worst things happened. I was ready to accept that…maybe? I shut my eyes. Perhaps Marie was right? Perhaps I was hopeless.

      Before I managed another word, we pulled up the Samira’s hotel. Golden lights, shined through various windows and allowed onlookers to stare into the majesty inside. As I fumbled with my seatbelt, the door beside me opened. I moved out and waited for Samira.

      Even now I found myself weak as I eyed her. A stray strand of light from the inside the hotel struck Samira’s jewels. They glistened with such an aura; it became impossible not to stare. Samira stepped by me and made a point to create contact between our fingers. A sly flirt, one I intended to return sometime in the future.

      As we reached a rotating glass door, Samira paused and faced the man in a suit who accompanied her. Arabic slipped off of her tongue and I bit my lip, so entranced with the beauty. Samira backed away from her bodyguard and pushed through rotating door. I tagged along, one space behind her and remained one step behind as we moved through the lobby.

      A sea of checkered tile floors greeted us. Despite the lack of audience, a few employees who manned a massive front desk eyed Samira. Not that I blamed them. Each and every step of Samira’s was impeccable. When she paused by the elevator, I found a lump of air trapped in my throat. Moments like this were the worst. I wasn’t positive why my nerves were struggling and why I was strangulated of thoughts.

      The elevator doors opened, and I followed Samira inside. I sat upon a golden railing in the rear and Samira mimicked me. Her left hand explored, cautiously discovering every inch of the metal that separated us.

      A devilish urge teared at my sanity as I glanced at the woman beside me. I wanted her, right here, damn whoever saw us. I wanted Samira pinned to the back of this elevator, my lips exploring the soft familiar skin. Yet, I doubt she’d reciprocate. That talk of ours, the one about Saiccia, how I improperly invited myself…

      “Am I seriously not going to be able to kiss you when I’m there?” I asked.

      “Taylor...in Saiccia, things are different.” Samira looked to her left and met my eyes. “You can kiss me now.”

      Without second thought I pushed off the railing. I meshed my body against Samira and dragged my fingers across her left cheek. As my lips met hers, a ding exploded within the elevator. I moved away and turned around. The doors behind us opened and Samira managed one step and then brushed her fingers against mine.

      We journeyed through a low-lit hallway. One where the lights above were focused on various vases hidden behind clear glass windows.  Our footsteps echoed off of the tile floor as we approached Samira’s door with the title Executive Suite.

      Samira pulled out her phone and the door opened automatically. Inside, I moved to the couch in the middle of the suite as Samira retreated into her room on the left of the couch. Mine was on the right, yet the distance between the two was unbearable. After a few moments I moved from the couch and into Samira’s room.

      Her closet door was open and as I stepped closer, Samira emerged with a link white silk robe. The jewels from before were absent, now straight black hair fashioned itself along her back. She bit her lip as she eyed me.

      “We should get to bed; I imagine our plane will leave early tomorrow.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Someone will update me. Taylor, please think about this…”

      “I did think about it. Maybe it was more spur of the moment, than it should have been, but Samira…” A sigh escaped me. “I need a break. I’m sick of practicing for interviews with horrible results. And if I go on a vacation…”

      “Taylor, this is not a vacation. My parents have summoned me.” Samira bit her lower lip. “For them to do this, they’re upset with my behavior.”

      “But Samira, you’re…”

      “What? I can pretend all I want Taylor, but I am still a Saiccian Princess. That will never change. You’re so fortunate, but not everyone has the same blessings as you. You can kiss me all you want in America, but in my country, in my home…its different.”

      “Which is why I should come.” I smiled. “Moral support.”

      “Taylor… if you come, you need to listen to me. There are those in my family, who are supportive, and some who aren’t.” Samira shut her eyes. “I need to get ready for bed.”

      Samira disappeared behind a bathroom door, and I invaded without any concern for her privacy. Samira stood near the sink, water raging down before she lessened the flow, and she eyed me from the mirror. I lingered for a moment, hovered near the door as I contemplated my next actions.

      “There are two toothbrushes here, or you going to use the set in your room?”

      I stepped forward, strangulated by the effortlessness of her beauty. I ripped off the wrapper off a spare toothbrush and stuck it underneath the water.

      A minty explosion filled my mouth to the brim as I viciously brushed. Samira beside me was tamer in her attempt. As I leaned down and spit out my excess and gulped up water from the sink, she eyed me. She grabbed a glass beside the sink and filled it with water. A droplet slowly ran down my lower left lip as I felt a surge of heat on my face.

      Samira’s refined movements now felt like clockwork. Something embedded into her brain. She leaned down near the sink and tried to wrestle back her hair. A few loose strains fell down into the sink and I sprang into action. I stood behind Samira and held onto the escapees. Samira’s smile reflected on the mirror.

      It took every ounce of my power not to hug her. Despite my best efforts, I failed. As she leaned up, my fingers wrapped around her waist. I rested my chin against her left shoulder and stared at the sly smile on her lips in the mirror.

      “You should get going to bed, Taylor. Early morning for us tomorrow.”

      “We should have a late night,” I whispered.

      “I can’t.” Shades of red raced across Samira’s face. “I can’t do that stuff, Taylor.”

      “I’m not talking sex,” I whispered. I held Samira closer and pressed my lips into a jungle of hair and kissed her ear.

      I broke from Samira and retreated into her bedroom. By the time I shed my dress, Samira walked in. She paused as I stood in nothing but my underwear. Not that I was shy about my figure, but she appeared more flustered than expected.

      “I’m sorry.” Samira shut her eyes. “I’ll go back.” Samira managed one step backward and bumped into a wall. She whispered something in Arabic.

      I couldn’t hold back the explosion of laughter in my brain. Samira opened her eyes and tried to look away. She covered her face with her palms.

      “Samira, it’s fine. I’m just in my underwear.”

      “I know, but, still. I wasn’t sure if you were naked.”

      A smirk laced my lips. “You going to bed?”

      Samira opened her eyes. She removed her robe and revealed white laced underwear. Her fingers tugged at the white bedsheets, and she settled herself on the left side of the bed.

      “Mind if I join?”

      “Like last night?” Samira collapsed onto her pile of pillows. “We won’t be able to sleep in the same bed in Saiccia.”

      “More reason to do it now.”

      I set off to the opposite side of Samira’s bed. When I was under the covers, I slid across the bedsheets and bumped my body against hers.

      “This is going to be hard,” Samira whispered.

      “What’s that?” I wrapped my hand around Samira’s stomach. My thighs bumped against the back of her legs as I snuggled against her. “Too close?”

      “This is much worse than last night. I’m not going to be able to sleep like this.”

      “So, you want me to let go?”

      I released my hand from Samira’s stomach and within an instant she latched onto my hand and forced it back. Her fingers rubbed against mine.

      “I didn’t say that,” Samira whispered. I felt her fingers abandon mine. Samira reached toward a lamp that sat on a nightstand. She flicked the light off and darkness covered the room. Her fingers wrapped against mine once more. “Goodnight,” Samira whispered.

      I moved back and dug my nose against the mane of hair behind Samira. I moved closer until my skin pressed against her neck. I kissed her neck and felt the shiver she experienced. I moved lower, teasing various spots on her back and tapped her bra strap.

      As I moved further from Samira, she shifted onto her back. From the randomly strains of light that invaded from the outside windows on my side of the bed, I spotted her look my way.

      Before Samira managed a word, I escaped underneath the covers. I shifted on top of her. I peeked up at her as I rested my chin against her stomach. Her lips opened as mine pressed against skin.

      “Tay,” she whispered. Her eyes shut. “Please.”

      “I won’t do anything remotely sexual.” I glanced up at Samira. “I promise.”

      Samira’s lips opened, but again I kissed her stomach. I relished at the feeling, the softness of her skin, something I imagined was taken care of immaculately.

      I couldn’t even begin to imagine our journey tomorrow. The foreign country I’d visit. The unknowns we’d experience and perhaps I’d see in full view what exactly Samira’s title entailed.

      Yet here, in this bed, away from the entirety of the world, she was mine. Just a girl I shared a bed with. An amazing person who managed to snatch my heart with ease.

      Not yet a princess, we’ll leave that for tomorrow.

      Tonight, she’s just Samira.
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      An early morning wasn’t what I expected. Despite my wishes for sleep, Samira poked my cheek. Every time I opened my eyes, her radiant smile tortured me. What felt like a dream morphed into real life as I tasted Samira on my lips.

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered. Her fingers glided across my forehead. “We need to get up.”

      “Why?” I grumbled.

      “The plane leaves soon, my cousin texted me. If you’re coming to Saiccia, you need to get up.”

      “Another wake up kiss,” I whispered.

      Samira rolled her eyes and threw the covers off me. My eyes narrowed. Samira leapt off the mattress and distracted me as she walked around the bed. and into the closet. I shifted my legs off the mattress and wandered across the room. As I approached the open closet door, Samira emerged, wrapped in a beautiful pink dress. A large pink hat with a white feather sat atop her head and she eyed me.

      “Thoughts?” Samira asked.

      “You look like a princess,” I whispered.

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “Funny.”

      Before I managed another word, Samira set her hat on the mattress and moved to the restroom. She lingered by the doorframe and glanced back at me.

      “You should shower, you won’t have an opportunity on the plane.”

      “You normally shower on planes?” I asked.

      “Depends if it’s our jet.” Samira locked eyes with me. “Well? As much as I adore your smell, it’d be nice if you shower.”

      “You smell me?” My eyes narrowed. I stepped closer to Samira. I lifted my nose near her face. “Like this? Just randomly smelling me?”

      “Not random, you’re making it sound worse.” Samira moved opposite of me and further from the bathroom door. “Just, please go get ready.”

      “Not going to shower with me?” I smirked.

      “That’d be a bit too tempting. Even lying in bed with you now is driving me almost insane.” Samira shut her eyes. “Please, we need to leave soon.”

      “All right, I’ll go take a shower.” I moved toward Samira and kissed her right cheek. “God, you’re so cute in that outfit.”

      Samira retreated one step. Her eyes lingered on me, narrowed and laced with disappointment. “I think you may have lied to me yesterday.” A sigh escaped her lips. “Can we, take this slower? Kissing so much, it’s going to be impossible to hide in Saiccia.”

      “All right, princess, I’ll behave.”

      “Don’t call me princess,” Samira said.

      “But you are a princess, aren’t you?”

      Samira shook her head. She turned around before I spotted her reaction to my laughter. I slipped into the bathroom, flicked on the lights and twisted the knob inside the shower. After a minute or so, steam started to cloak the room. I stripped down and dosed myself in scorching hot liquid. No matter how much I tried to distract myself, desire demanded I think of her. Wishes soon populated my thoughts, hopes of Samira walking through the bathroom door and joining me.

      I wanted her against me, like we were last night, joined together in such a way that made it impossible to sleep. Her butt against me, the unique rose smell that lingered in her hair. Shampoo, perhaps? I didn’t wish to think about why I sniffed her. It was weird, but I couldn’t help it.

      I retreated, pushed my back against a white wall as water pushed against my thighs. The temptation to fulfill my desires became almost unpalatable. My fingers slid down my stomach, trapped against damp skin. It’d been a while since I’ve had a release and last night didn’t do me many favors. I bit my lower lip and threw myself back underneath the shower.

      After I finished, I found myself alone in Samira’s bedroom. A white bath towel covered me, and I ventured into the closet. Samira had an entire collection of clothes, meanwhile, I had my warm clothes and a dress from last night. Not that I was given any forewarning we’d be going to Saiccia.

      “Taylor?”

      I jumped forward and resisted the urge to scream. My eyes shut and fingers formed a fist. I glanced back at Samira.

      “Don’t do that! I almost peed myself.”

      Samira smirked. She moved beyond me, into a thick jungle of clothes. I watched as her fingers flirted with different colored fabrics, all beautiful lengthy dresses. She pulled out a purple sleeved dress of sorts. It was long, almost went to the floor. The appearance was something of a robe, yet slimmer with more fashion in mind. She tugged it off a hanger.

      “Try this one,” she said.

      “Why this one?”

      “Very popular in Saiccia,” Samira said. “I wore it a few times and the fabric breathes well. Try it on.”

      Samira walked out of the closet and shut the door behind her. A light illuminated above me and lifted the robe over me. Gravity tugged the fabric down to my ankles; the chest area was tighter than expected. I bit at my lip, uncertain of the result.

      After I opened the door, Samira’s eyes widened. She latched onto my hand and tugged me forward. I stumbled for a few steps and caught myself and stood near the bed.

      “First thing we’ll do is go shopping.” Samira’s smile ignited a fire in my heart. “I cannot wait to dress you up.”

      “I’m not a doll.”

      “I know.” Samira grabbed at my hands. “You do look amazing, truly.”

      A knock distracted me. I glanced outside the bedroom door. Samira abandoned me and moved into the living area, I followed. She paused at the door. Another knock surfaced. Samira smirked and leaned into me, her fingers wrapped around my waist. Her chin nested on my left shoulder.

      Once more her lips met my left cheek. I shivered in excitement.

      “Last kiss for a while I imagine,” Samira said.

      She turned away toward the door, but I didn’t allow that. I grabbed Samira’s wrist and held her stationary. She glanced back at me, and I grabbed onto her chin. Her lips were soft, way more inviting after a few seconds of contact. I felt them shift into a smile. She tried to pull back, but I kept her prisoner.

      To my surprise, Samira’s tongue invaded my mouth. It tickled my own and I became numb to the world. My eyes widened and I pulled back. Samira winked.

      “So that was the last kiss it seems,” Samira said.

      “You,” I whispered. “Your tongue, where did you learn that? Let’s do it again.”

      Samira ignored me and opened the door. A man with dark eyes and a black beard nodded at Samira. Arabic came from his lips and then he disappeared into the hallway. Samira glanced at me.

      “The plane is ready for us, and they’ve arranged a car.”

      Samira stepped out of the apartment. I grabbed onto her right hand. I adored the softness of her skin, something so foreign to my own. Samira glanced down at our fingers. My index finger rubbed along the top side of her hand. A sly smile snuck onto my lips.

      “What? No hand holding either?”

      “Holding my hand is fine,” Samira said. “It’s a sign of friendship in Saiccia.”

      Samira led me toward the elevator. Her bodyguard awaited us with an opened door. Samira ushered me inside and we stood near the rear. After her bodyguard entered, he pressed the lobby key on the keypad and the doors closed.

      “So seriously, nothing past holding hands?”

      “I believe even holding hands is a bit much. In Saiccia, the royal family isn’t supposed to be touched so…casually. In fact, I had to tell the men father hired to allow you to touch me.”

      “Allow?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yes, only very close friends of mine have the honor. But we’ve evolved beyond close friends I imagine.” Samira bumped into me and rested her cheek against my shoulder. “I’m nervous right now.”

      “Because I might end up in prison?” A laugh escaped my lips.

      “That, and I’m not sure how my family will react if I bring an American home. Fatima brought home someone from Britain.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “He was… not our people you could say. He was someone she met while she attended Oxford. Yet, Fatima isn’t the best example of piety in our family.”

      “Oh?”

      “While I restrain from vices, she embraces them.  Drugs, alcohol, too many partners to count.” Samira leaned back against the elevator. “Her mother had given up on her. Father didn’t care too much for her, but she wasn’t me.” Samira sighed. “So, they didn’t care.”

      “But they care if you’re into wom—”

      Samira covered my lips. She narrowed her eyes. “People can assume the truth in public, but we cannot confirm their suspicions. My family knows, the public suspects, and that’s how it’s to be kept.”

      “Sounds pretty stupid if you ask me.”

      Samira smiled. “They care because I am the favorite. I was supposed to be a spitting image of my mother. A respectable Saiccian women to showcase to the world our culture.”

      “And you can’t do that while I kiss you.”

      Samira closed her eyes and leaned forward. “I cannot.”

      As the elevator doors opened, Samira’s bodyguard walked out first. His presence was intimidating; he was tall, way past six feet for sure. Not that I could measure him, but I wasn’t too bad with guesses. Samira led me through the lobby and out the front doors. Another black SUV awaited us outside. Two police motorcycles sat in front of the SUV with their lights flashing.

      “Police?” I asked.

      A bodyguard opened the rear door and Samira stepped inside. She glanced up at me.

      “An escort, something to make getting to the airport easier.” Samira patted the leather seat next to her. “Coming?”

      I settled myself beside her and buckled in. As my eyes drifted to the right, I felt Samira grip my fingers. A surge of excitement coursed through me, yet I tried to seal away any expression. I continued to eye the world outside change. We exchanged the backdrop of the hotel for the sprawling city.

      Horns sang like an orchestra; shouts polluted the airwaves. The city hardly slept. And despite all of these distractions, Samira’s touch still occupied my mind. I glanced at her. She shot me a smirk. Something that said she knew I was trying to ignore her. Well, not ignore. I didn’t know.

      I loosened my seatbelt and gave into desire. The inches that separated us became less. Samira leaned her head against my shoulder. A feeling I’d become accustomed to.

      “The flight will be long,” Samira whispered.

      “Mile high club to pass the time?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Never mind,” I said.

      “Seriously, what is it?”

      “Sex.” I paused. “On the plane, I’ve never done it. Always wanted to try it though.”

      “You talk about sex so much.”

      A faint laugh escaped me. “What? I hardly bring it up.”

      “You tempt me.” Samira narrowed her eyes.

      “Don’t you allow yourself to get tempted?”

      “Kissing me on my stomach last night didn’t help.” Samira shifted and stared up at me. “That was unfair.”

      I leaned down and our noses touched.

      “Did I tempt you, princess?” I asked.

      “You knew what you were doing,” Samira whispered.

      “Kissing you?” My eyebrows narrowed.

      “No girl has ever kissed me on the stomach.”

      “New tradition?”

      “One time thing, I suspect.”

      “Couldn’t handle it?” I smirked and leaned my neck against the rear seat. “Most can’t.”

      “Most?” Samira asked.

      “Kidding.” I glanced at Samira. Her curious eyes were glued to me. “You look jealous?”

      “Of course I’m jealous,” Samira whispered.

      “Huh?”

      “What?” Samira narrowed her eyes. Her tone became softer. “You think I didn’t want to sleep with you? I really, really do. It’s tough, Taylor.” Samira shut her eyes. “You’re ruining me most days. I can’t think of anything else. I cannot have you, and it’s killing me inside.”

      “Want me to stop?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.” Samira shut her eyes. “I don’t know anymore. I wanted to sleep with you so badly last night. But…”

      “You can’t?”

      “I need to sleep with my wife. But I cannot have a wife.”

      Not that I had anything against Samira’s philosophy. While noble, I’m wasn’t sure I could match her grit. I’d make that declaration and fall head over heels for the next woman I saw in a coffee shop window. Though, Samira, for me she was that woman in the coffee shop window. The one you see, spend the next day thinking about, wishing you’d say something. Well, I said something. Now I was here.

      “I don’t always think of sex.” A sigh escaped my lips. “It’s just, important for a relationship.”

      “We aren’t in a relationship, are we?” Samira asked.

      “Been in a few dates and I kissed you underneath the covers. I don’t tend to do that with strangers.”

      Samira smirked. “We are past strangers.”

      “You did say I’ll get arrested for touching you.”

      Samira sighed. Her eyes rolled and a knot formed in my stomach. I adored how animated her face was.

      “That’s not what I said… I said if you don’t have permission. You have permission.”

      I moved my hand closer and set my palm against Samira’s stomach. She rested her hand in mine. My heartbeat started to race. I settled on the bliss and shut my eyes. Gravity tugged me lower until I collapsed onto Samira. Though I doubt she minded.

      As we paraded through the city streets, whenever I glanced outside, I noted the onlookers. Curious eyes became fascinated with our small motorcade.

      “Do you normally get a police escort?” I asked.

      Samira looked past me through the window at the people outside.

      “Sometimes? In Saiccia, not really. I’m the youngest daughter of the king, not like my half-brother Ali. He’s the crown prince. He gets the police escorts, the women…” Samira paused.

      “Thinking of his women?” I laughed.

      “Sorry, that was rude. They were very pretty from what I remember.” Samira glanced at me. “Not that you’re not pretty.” She shut her eyes. “I’ll stop now.”

      “By all means, continue. I’d love to hear stories of a young Samira thirsting over your brother’s women.”

      A shade of red coated Samira’s cheeks. “You’re prettier. I shouldn’t have said that. Let’s stop talking about my brother.”

      “Will he be there?” I asked.

      “Ali? I’m sure he’ll be somewhere in Saiccia. Unless he’s managed to go on some trip to represent the country. He’s been taking over for father more and more.”

      The car slow down and turned down a small lengthy road. Outside, a jet blasted overhead. I glanced out the window and noticed us pass a fence into Ohare airport. I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To the plane.”

      “Really? You just go to the plane?”

      “It saves time. Last time I tried to be normal, but given my parents, this time it wasn’t possible.”

      As the car pulled up to a large plane, tan colors raced across the body with golden letters spelling out Samira’s home country. Samira’s door opened first. She stepped out, guided by the hand of one of her bodyguards. I followed and stared with wide eyes at a handful of flight attendants, in golden uniforms with purple skirts. White scarfs covered their heads. All of them stood tall as Samira walked past. As we approached large metal stairs, the flight attendants bowed.

      “Do people normally bow?” I asked.

      “Sometimes…” Samira said.

      “So, like, should I start doing it?”

      Samira paused on the stairs and glanced back at me. “Please don’t.”

      “Yes, your highness.”

      Samira glared at me for a moment and then rolled her eyes. She continued up the steps and I followed. As we approached the opened airplane door, a pair of beautiful flight attendants with bobbed hair offered a pair of smiles. Arabic slipped off their tongues and Samira nodded. I tagged along with her and paused as I entered.

      A stream of beautiful yellow lights lined the ceiling of the aircraft. The host of seats I expected weren’t there. Instead, a string of leather couches, televisions, pods of sorts littered the entirety of the plane. A staircase was in the middle that led somewhere. Samira walked forward and sat on one of the couches, she looked at me.

      “Something wrong?” Samira asked.

      “This doesn’t feel like a plane,” I said.

      “There are a few custom planes for the family to use. Trust me, this isn’t how I normally travel.” Samira shut her eyes and leaned back. “Mother is reminding me of the control she has, even thousands of miles away.”

      A flight attendant passed me and carried a silver tray with what appeared to be glass of water, orange and apple juice. She leaned down next to Samira and again Arabic filled the air. Samira shook her head and patted the spot beside her on the couch.

      “You can sit, unless you plan on standing. Though, they might force you to sit when we take off.”

      “Sorry, still taking it all in,” I said.

      “It’s a bit much, isn’t it?”

      “No, totally normal.” I smirked. “You live in hotels, drive cars you import, totally normal.”

      Samira groaned. “You’re making it seem like I have a choice.”

      “You do have a choice.” I wigged my eyebrows. I pointed at my smile. “You picked pretty well, I have to say.”

      “To be honest, you were like the only person who responded to my messages on that app.”

      “Woah, not cool, princess.” I sat down and bumped my shoulder against hers. “I was thinking more along the lines of destiny. But maybe I showed that picture less profile some pity.”

      Samira shut her eyes and lifted her head up. “I’m glad it’s over. Do you know how many messages I sent out?”

      “Hundreds? Oh, online dating is a brutal game.” I rested my head against her right shoulder. “Didn’t have in Saiccia, I guess.”

      “I didn’t need to do the online thing. I figured I’d try it here in America. Most people said I was a robot.”

      “Most of the times I get couples.”

      “Couples?” Samira glanced at me. “As in…”

      “Some John and Jane who want to spruce up their time in the bedroom and think I’m some sort of exotic creature or something.” I shut my eyes. “Then there was one girl who told me midway she needed to go back to her boyfriend, but I didn’t need to worry, he was totally cool with her exploring.”

      “Oh no.”

      “And then, oh man, don’t get me started on the countless pictureless profiles. Stumbled upon this one named Samira.”

      “Weird name?” Samira grinned.

      “The weirdest. Honestly sounds like a murderer’s name or something.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m glad it’s over though.” I bit at my lip. My feet stretched out further into the makeshift walkway of a red carpet. I sighed as I glanced at Samira. “It is over, right? I’m not going to redownload that app?”

      “We’re not in a relationship though, can’t be.”

      “Samira is saying that?” I asked.

      “No, Saiccia is saying that. My mother is saying that.” Samira dipped her head. “It doesn’t matter what Samira says.”

      “Bullshit,” I whispered.

      Samira looked up at me. “It’s not that easy, Taylor. I have expectations set out for me, since before I was even born, like I told you.”

      “Runaway?” I smirked.

      “Did you forget our first date? The men my father sent? It’s impossible to hide from my family, their eyes are everywhere.”

      “Even under your covers?” I continued to smile. “They’re going to be upset with how I’m corrupting you.”

      Samira turned toward their other side. “Please refrain from saying that.” A sliver of red masked her cheeks. “It’s embarrassing,” she whispered.

      I leaned closer and gripped Samira’s chin. I pulled her closer toward me. Her breaths crashed against my lips and I wanted nothing more than a little taste. An echo of footsteps distracted me. I glanced up and noticed a pair of pilots. They eyed me curiously and then locked eyes with Samira. They spoke a bit of Arabic, harsh, a different tone than Samira’s. After they finished, they bowed. Samira replied.

      After they left I eyed Samira as she sat straight.

      “What did they say?” I asked.

      “They greeted me and told me they were thankful to fly me today.” Samira grabbed my hand. “Anything we want, just need to ask.”

      “And if I want to get you off this plane?” I asked.

      “Saiccia isn’t too bad. Perhaps I’m…” Samira paused. “Perhaps I didn’t describe it correctly.”

      “You hardly described it at all.”

      “My family has ruled for hundreds of years. Faith is important, but not everything. People are free…somewhat. It’s not bad, I promise.”

      “If you have to tell me it’s not bad, I’m betting it’s bad.”

      “Well…” Samira narrowed her eyes. “It’s my home, not much I can do about where I’m from, Taylor.”

      “I didn’t mean it like…sorry.” I shut my eyes. “I’ll stop talking.”

      “The people are amazing. Smiles, so many smiles. My brother is ushering in many programs, food, benefits, help to those in need. Money is distributed every month to every citizen. He believes no one in Saiccia should starve.”

      “Sounds like a decent guy.”

      “Ali is amazing.” Samira smiled. “He doesn’t care that I am the way I am.” She stopped. “I mean, he doesn’t like it or understand it. But, as he puts it, no matter where my heart goes, I still have Al Amine blood.”

      “How many siblings do you have?”

      “Too many!” Samira laughed. “We hardly see each other and it’s rare we’re even in the same country. Some are off in Europe and other places.” Samira shut her eyes. “I don’t think too much about the others. Hardly see them anyway. It’s a big family.”

      “I don’t have any,” I whispered. “So much pressured to get married.” I glanced at Samira. “And oh.” I rolled my eyes. “Even getting a wife is no excuse, my mother wants grandchildren in her hands within a year!”

      “Within a year?” Samira leaned closer. “I told you about the expectations of me, thankfully they haven’t mentioned children.” Samira shut her eyes. “They demand I find a husband, or they’ll find one for me. I think after Fatima’s escapades, they’ll settle for someone sane and a decent beard.”

      Despite my wishes to unhear what Samira said, the word husband continued to irk me. I knew, even if I desired to deny it, I could never fulfill that role.

      “I don’t have a beard.”

      “I didn’t know you were competing on being my husband.”

      I faded away into red cheeks and regret. Samira giggled, a shot to the heart of ever one existed. My eyelids started to sink as I found myself ready for sleep.

      I drifted, tempted by dreams of Samira. Images of her and I, seated on a park bench somewhere in that suffocating urban jungle of Chicago. The wind against our backs and the pier ahead of us. I’d love for a moment with her, just us, something to escape the world.

      Something light pushed against my shoulder. My eyes crept open and Samira’s smile greeted me. I rubbed at my eyes.

      “We there?” I asked.

      “Almost, you slept the entire time,” Samira said. “A few more minutes until we land.”

      Behind me, an open window provided an escape to my brewing curiosity. I tilted back and became obsessed with large skyscrapers in the backdrop. White buildings, roads with congested traffic, it was so odd. Not that I had a preconceived notion as to what to expect, yet it was truly mysterious.

      After a few minutes, I felt a bump. Arabic came from some hidden speakers above us, and Samira sported a smile. She eyed me as she stood. “We’ve arrived.”

      To our right, near one of the large doors, a small number of flight attendants fiddled with the handles and levers. Samira walked by me, and I stood up. By the time I met Samira, the door was opened, and sunlight crept aboard. Samira stepped forward and I followed.

      An unforgiving heat blasted down from above. Ahead of us, down the flight of metal stairs, were a small herd of luxury cars. Mercedes, Range Rovers, and two Rolls Royces. My eyes widened at the number of men with guns. A middle-aged man with a finely trimmed beard and golden sunglasses that went well with his floral-patterned shirt opened his arms.

      Once Samira and I finished our descent she ran ahead across the tarmac and landed in the man’s arms. Arabic came from Samira, yet I only managed to make out one word, Ali. After a few moments, Samira turned to me.

      “Taylor, this is my most precious brother, Crown Prince Ali Al Amine.”

      Ali offered his hand, and I lowered my entire torso. I faced the tarmac as I bowed. Not that I had much experience with this sort of thing, but I figured it was tradition. A string of beautiful laughter informed me it wasn’t.

      “What are you doing?” Samira asked.

      I stood up straight. My teeth dug into my lower lips. “No bowing?”

      “No bowing,” Ali said. His voice was deep, yet gentle. “You are a friend of our family’s littlest flower.” Ali turned toward Samira. “She is a friend, correct?”

      Samira rolled her eyes. “I invited her here, we met in America.”

      “Ahh, the girl from the photo!” A foreign voice shouted. A hint of a British accent existed in almost every word.

      A car door opened and shut. Behind Ali and Samira, a beautifully tall woman in a white robe with golden lining, walked toward us. She removed some Louis Vuitton sunglasses and sported a large smile. The woman walked straight past Ali and Samira and glanced down at me. She tugged at her lower lip with her teeth. Her finger moved up and held me by the chin.

      “So, you’re the reason for all of this.”

      “Fatima?” Samira asked.

      The woman in front of me turned around. Arabic escaped her and then she turned back toward me. She wrapped around me and stationed her arm around my shoulders. She tugged me in closer.

      “You look so…plain.” Fatima narrowed her eyes. “Plain, yes?”

      “She’s not plain,” Samira said. “Where is your husband?”

      “Off, doing whatever, I imagine.” Fatima released me and took two steps back toward her siblings. “So, girl from the photo, do you practice our faith?”

      “She has a name, Taylor.”

      “I don’t,” I said.

      “No worries, my husband Winston doesn’t either.” Fatima smiled. She moved back toward me. “He’s an odd fellow.” Fatima placed her sunglasses on my nose. “Always wears glasses, tucks his shirt in. When I saw him at Oxford, I was so…fascinated. How could anyone be so…helpless?”

      “Please do not mind our sister,” Ali said. “She is not an accurate representation of our family.”

      “The Crown Prince is saying I’m a lost cause.” Fatima glanced back at Ali. “Dysfunctional was the word, yes?”

      “There are many words to describe you, sweet sister,” Ali said. His eyes met mine. “I imagine you’re tired, from your journey, yes?”

      “Did father send you?” Samira asked.

      “No, he originally had planned to meet you here himself, yet it appears your mother didn’t approve.” Ali turned around and walked toward the set of luxury cars. “We should get you to your palace, Samira. You had a long flight.”

      Fatima gripped my shoulder and tugged me in close.

      “So, Taylor. Have you managed to break in that awfully devout sister of mine?”

      “Break in?” I asked.

      “We’ll talk in the car.”

      Fatima led me forward and Samira eyed me from a few paces ahead. A pair of suited men opened the rear door of the Rolls Royce and Ali stepped in. Samira moved back toward a white Range Rover and was assisted into the back. I followed and Fatima was behind me.

      Samira occupied the left seat; I took the middle and Fatima was on my right. After our seatbelts clicked, I felt Fatima’s arm around my shoulder.

      “So, breaking in my sister?” Fatima asked.

      “I still don’t understand.”

      “Sex.” Fatima said. She leaned forward and glanced at a blushing Samira. “I’ve offered to talk her through it so many times, yet she refuses.”

      “Because it’s not right.” Samira whispered something in Arabic. “I’m waiting.”

      “Waiting is boring.” Fatima leaned against me. “It’s boring, right? I slept with Winston first night I saw him. British men of nobility are something different entirely. Not rough like the models who visit for events.”

      “Events?” I asked.

      “Fatima has a habit of shaming our family. Whenever we host an event, a race of sorts, she sleeps with whomever stops by our island kingdom.”

      “It’s diplomacy, honestly.” Fatima smiled. She leaned against me. “You’ll have to excuse me, I’m a bit drunk.”

      “You drink?” I asked.

      “The world drinks. I’m a terrible example.” Fatima shook her head. “Horrible, horrible example. But, back to our original line of questioning. Sex.”

      “Please, stop,” Samira whispered.

      “I’ve had my fair share of women,” Fatima said. “Even hired a few to teach Samira.”

      “You’re ruining this.” Samira glared at Fatima. “No wonder father shipped you off to a school in Europe.”

      “You’re one to talk little flower, you’re obsessed with women, yet you thinking praying is going to somehow make it better.” Fatima leaned across me and grabbed Samira’s cheek. She whispered something in Arabic.

      Samira batted her hand away.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I told her the truth,” Fatima said. “Little flower isn’t ready to accept it, and I doubt she ever will.”

      “The truth?” I asked.

      “I believe what I believe. I was made perfect how I am. That’s how it works Fatima, there are no mistakes. You’re perfect, I’m perfect, there is nothing wrong with me. If there is something wrong, I wouldn’t have been made like this,” Samira said and leaned against her seat. “I pray because I am thankful, for everything. For my perfections that some see as faults.”

      “Your mother doesn’t see it that way,” Fatima whispered.

      Samira scuffed. She retreated her gaze toward the window.

      “Poor little flower,” Fatima whispered. “So, you brought home a girlfriend? I’m shocked, really.”

      “Why?” Samira asked. Her eyes remained on the window.

      “Because you’re being so blazingly disrespectful to your mother’s wishes.” Fatima leaned against her headrest. “I’m proud, not that I believe you’ll join me drinking anytime soon.”

      “I don’t drink,” Samira said.

      “Taylor?” Fatima asked.

      “I drink.”

      “Good.” Fatima pinched my cheek. “You should join me tonight, I’ll be going to a club.”

      “There are clubs in Saiccia?” I asked.

      “There is everything in Saiccia, just need to know where to look.”
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      Golden gates opened wide and revealed a long stretch of fresh cut grass, pretty fields of pink flowers and a white stone road. My eyes widened as I leaned over Samira.

      “You live…here?” I asked.

      “It’s not that exciting,” Samira whispered.

      I hadn’t even seen where here was, and my heart was pumping. Every hundred feet the Range Rover covered felt like I was further exposed to heaven. Pools were hidden amongst the flowers on the right. An orchard of various trees was in the left. So much planning had gone into this space, I couldn’t hope to be exposed to it all.

      I settled back against my seat.

      “Each of the king’s children get their own,” Fatima said. “Mine is in another city. Away from the capital of Alon.”

      “Father didn’t want her here, she’s corrupt.”

      Fatima laughed. She leaned across me and pinched Samira’s cheek. “Corrupt, yet you wither away whenever a pretty girl smiles in your direction.”

      Samira batted her sister’s hand from her face.

      “I don’t defy decency,” Samira said.

      “Sister…your entire existence is defying decency.” Fatima leaned her head back. “So, embrace it. Defy to your hearts content. Go sleep with your girlfriend tonight.”

      “We’re not…” Samira froze. She shut her eyes and shifted to the left.

      Fatima’s lips twisted into a smirk. “So, you’re more opposed to having a girlfriend than having sex with her? I’ll never understand what goes on in that innocent mind of yours, Samira.”

      Before Samira spoke, the SUV pulled up to the front of the palace. Long curved stone steps formed a crescent shape that led up to double white doors with golden trim. The doors opened and Samira stepped out.

      On the steps a small trope of butlers and maids stood, each in the familiar black and white uniforms. A man, older than me by a few years offered a smile and stepped down the steps.

      Arabic escaped his lips as he reached the final step and bowed. Samira shook her hand. He latched on and kissed the top. A sting of jealousy ripped through me. Fatima stepped beside me and joined Samira. The man smiled at her and repeated his ritual of bows and hand kissing.

      “Your girlfriend is getting jealous,” Fatima said. She glanced back at me. “Samira, do something to cheer her up.”

      Samira glanced back at me. A small half smile captured my attention. She stepped back a few steps and gripped my hand. She tugged me forward and we climbed the steps.

      “Taylor, this is my head butler, Hamza. He has taken care of this palace ever since it was gifted to me by father when I was eighteen.” Samira continued to smile as she glanced at Muhammad. “He knows multiple languages. And studied in the states awhile back I believe?”

      “I did, princess.” Hamza smiled. He turned back and gestured toward the palace. “Do you need a tour? You’ve been away for some time.”

      “Samira away for even a month is so unfair.” Fatima walked by Samira and moved up the stone steps. “I’ll show Taylor around, Hamza. Thank you though.”

      Hamza nodded his head and bowed once more. Samira sighed and followed her sister. I hesitated for a few more moments before stepping toward a pair of large wooden doors. As Fatima approached, the pair of doors opened with two butlers bowed from the inside.

      Fatima paid them no mind. Not even one step into the palace and I paused. I became bewitched by amusement. A giant red carpet covered white marble floors. Beautiful sets of flowers outlined the perimeter of the first room. Ahead of us, the carpet continued up a set of stairs.

      “I’m still amazed you live here,” I said.

      “Samira doesn’t even have the largest palace,” Fatima said.

      “Ali does,” Samira said. She stepped beside me. “Perhaps he’ll invite us over sometime.”

      “Where is your friend staying?” Fatima turned around. “Not here I imagine…”

      “Why not here?” Samira paused. “Where else would she stay?”

      “A hotel? We’ve plenty of those, little sister, which your palace isn’t.” Fatima leaned on a wooden railing near the stairs. “Do you still have the curse of foolishness? You hardly think. Look at what got you exiled in the first place.”

      Samira rolled her eyes and continued toward the stairs. She latched onto the handrail and moved by Fatima.

      “We’re not sleeping together.” Samira turned toward me. “This place has eight bedrooms, Taylor will sleep somewhere else.”

      “That’s not going to satisfy your mother and you know it.” Fatima slipped a grin in her lips. Slivers of Arabic escaped.

      Samira’s grip on the hand railing tightened. “I don’t care!” Samira screamed something in Arabic.

      Before I wrapped my head around what had occurred. Samira escaped up the stairs. I climbed the steps quickly, but Fatima held out her arm.

      “Let her go, Samira is like this. You’ll learn.” Fatima leaned against the railing. A sly smirk sprung onto her lips. “You want to spend the rest of your life with that?”

      A splash of red shot across my cheeks. “We’re only just started being friends, bit early to be thinking about life commitment.”

      “Life commitment is all this family thinks about.” Fatima pushed off the railing. “Ever since Samira was born, lists upon lists were drawn up about potential husbands.” She glanced back. “You aren’t on those lists I imagine.”

      “Don’t marry for love?”

      Fatima stepped off the final step onto the second story.  If we dared, there were more stairs, but Fatima declined. She moved forward, down a wide hallway with white walls and beautiful paintings of various temples of sorts.

      As I wandered, a few steps behind Fatima, a large painting with a golden building and an orange roof drew my attention. I stepped to the right, near the canvas and became hypnotized by the artwork.

      “Love?” Fatima asked. “A few in our family are allowed such privileges. Some of my brothers, my father, and I wasn’t supposed to. But I seized love.”

      “Seized?” I asked.

      “I was forbidden to marry someone like Winston. So that’s why I married him in London while at school. I’d deal with the consequences after.”

      Fatima stood beside me and eyed the painting of a temple.

      “Perhaps you two will do the same thing?” Fatima asked.

      “Love? Love is bit…”

      “Much?” Fatima laughed. It wasn’t as sweet at Samira’s, but it was close. “Of course, it’s too much. My prude of a sister may be incapable of love. Her and I are too westernized, me more so than her.” Fatima walked further down the hall. “Coming? I’ll show you to my sister’s room.”

      “I don’t think I should be staying in her room.”

      “You’ve never slept in the same bed?”

      I was silent. I glanced toward the ground and kept my lips shut.

      “Ahh, slept in the same bed but no sex.” Fatima again let loose a laugh. “The torment, the agony.” Another word in Arabic escaped her. Fatima arrived at the door at the end of the hall and opened it. “Samira!” she screamed.

      I moved closer to the door and spotted Samira with a handful of dresses laid across a lush white and red bedspread. Darling golden pillows, tens of them were scattered about the mattress. Samira widened her eyes. Before she opened her lips Fatima spoke.

      “And here I was thinking you were a lost cause.” Fatima moved closer to Samira and wrapped her arms around her sister. “Sleeping in the same bed as your girlfriend. So, you’ve had sex?”

      Samira closed her eyes. “No, we didn’t.”

      “Oh?” Fatima glanced at me.

      “She’s told me she’s not ready,” I said.

      “She’s ready,” Fatima said. “My sister lies through her teeth as much as she breathes. Always telling mother how those girls she’s with are just friends.” Fatima moved from Samira toward the bed and collapsed down. “Meanwhile she’s in here, exploring their lips and embracing the sensations that come with. Ugh, I knew I should have hired you two someone.”

      “Hired someone?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “A few women.” Fatima smiled. “They’d teach you the ropes of pleasure. I’m not ashamed to admit I’ve done it. I believe her name was Kelsey?” Fatima narrowed her eyes. “She was here to see my brother, but he had already ordered too many. So, I offered her my bed and she certainly taught me some things.”

      “Can you please leave?” Samira asked. She removed her adorable pink hat and set it against the mattress. “Taylor, unlike you, is respectful of my wishes.”

      “Ahh yes, your wishes.” Fatima lifted herself up. “I’ll respect your wishes, though I feel so bad for Taylor. How long are you going to make her wait?” Fatima eyed Samira. “Once you’ve had sex, little sister, you’ll understand the connection you feel afterward. Winston and I.” Fatima shut her eyes. “Ugh, I loved that man even more. The vulnerability he expressed.” She glanced at both of us as she approached the door. “You should try it.”

      “We’ve agreed to wait,” Samira said.

      “Well, I’ll wait downstairs then.”

      “Wait downstairs for what?” Samira asked.

      “You two to get dressed, we’re headed to Hasad.”

      “Hasad?” I asked.

      “A private club, you like to drink, yes?” Fatima asked.

      “That place is illegal, Fatima.” More Arabic slipped from Samira’s lips.

      “Call me names all you wish, little sister, but your friend seems interested.” Fatima glanced at me. “It’s only illegal if you get in trouble.” She leaned against the door. “And I’m a princess of Saiccia, I’m immune to trouble.”
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      Samira’s black dress was sinfully short. I found it impossible to stray my eyes from her thighs. Not that I hadn’t seen them before, but this time…was different. Every odd second, Samira rearranged the hem of her dress and tried to push it lower.

      “This is too short,” Samira said.

      “You’re an adult, little sister. Despite what your mother thinks, this is fine.”

      “Not in Saiccia,” Samira said. “This is far from decent.”

      “Decent?” Fatima narrowed her eyes as she walked down the large staircase of Samira’s palace. She too wore a black dress, we all did. “Who cares about decent? It’s about fun!”

      Fatima waited at the end of the stairs and eyed us. Her smile summoned Samira and I forward. Samira’s steps were slower than mine, yet I held back and settled my fingers in between her.

      “Besides, you already have someone to dance with.” Fatima smirked. “So, the hard part’s over.”

      Samira squeezed my hand. I glanced to my left and became consumed in the hesitant green eyes that lassoed my attention with such ease.

      “You must think I’m not fun,” Samira said.

      “Not fun? The woman who sped through the streets of Chicago? Oh, no, you’re a bit too much fun at times.”

      Samira smirked and my knees wobbled. God, I was helpless to this woman. I wanted to kiss her, yet there were so many eyes. Numerous maids and butlers stared as we walked toward the front door.

      “In Saiccia, I need to be different. If my mother finds out…”

      “Didn’t you say she’ll kill me or something?”

      “No, not kill you. But I’m running out of options. They’ve already kicked me out once.” Samira sighed. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      I stopped.

      “We don’t have to go.”

      “Once Fatima sets her mind on something, she rarely changes it,” Samira said.

      “That’s great, but what about you? What do you want? We can stay in.” I pulled Samira closer to me. “I don’t really care where we go, Samira, as long as you’re there.”

      Samira shut her eyes. “That sounds like it’s from one of those movies I watched while I was a kid.”

      “Some movie with a guy declaring to some girl he’s in love with her?”

      “I believe so.” Samira stepped forward. Our arms stretched. “Let’s go. I’m sure you’ll have fun.”

      “You’ll be there, so of course I will.”

      Samira rolled her eyes. “You’re not giving me much confidence, you know? In your romantic skills. Perhaps our first few dates were luck?”

      “Must have been.” I leaned in close, and my breaths tapped against Samira’s lips. “Do you know how badly I want to kiss you?”

      “Don’t,” Samira whispered. “People are watching.”

      I respected Samira’s wishes and faced ahead. Together we passed through the large opened front door of the palace. Stone steps greeted us outside along with a pair of black Range Rovers. The back doors were opened, and Fatima hopped into the first one. Samira and I went toward the second.

      As I slid across the leather seats and became constricted by a seatbelt, I felt something against my cheek. Floral perfume flirted with my flared nostrils. Samira’s lips unlocked ecstasy as I slipped into a sedated state. I bit my lip and searched for means it exercise the lust that built up.

      “I thought you said no kissing?” I whispered.

      “When others are watching,” Samira whispered.

      Her breaths tapped against my ears and sanity started to seep from my brain. I found it inescapable the feeling that gripped me. I slid to my left and collapsed against the rear passenger window. Outside, a plethora of lights shined and outlined the beautiful garden of roses that encompassed her palace.

      Light splashed against her cheeks, sly smiles ones from whatever was outside that occupied her attention. I peeked passed Samira. Outside of our Range Rover, lush vegetation from plots of trees and bushes guided us through almost empty streets.

      “So, what is this place like?” I asked.

      “Hasad?” Samira glanced at me. “Illegal.”

      “Beyond illegal.” My eyes shut. “What is it?”

      “A club, they serve alcohol, drugs, pills, whatever vice suits you.” Samira glanced back toward her window. “Fatima frequents places like those. I’ve been once, at her request.”

      “And?”

      “I lasted all of ten minutes before I asked to be driven home. Unless you are into those things, there isn’t much to do.”

      A smirk exploded on my face. “You make it as if it’s the dullest place on earth.”

      “And I’m certain my sister will describe it as paradise. Well, perhaps to her it is paradise.” A sigh escaped her lips. “I’ll try to have fun. So, you won’t think I’m dull.”

      “You’re not dull. I already told you.”

      Our Range Rover turned down another road and we became surrounded with headlights. Others shared the road, and I became fascinated with the population of Saiccia. Samira didn’t pay the other cars any mind. Her gaze continued to remain glued to me.

      “Did you go to clubs in America?”

      “On occasion, I went with one girl in school when I visited her in L.A.” My eyes shut and I settled against the rear of the seat. “Not my best idea.”

      “Oh?” Samira asked.

      “Ended up throwing up on her in the bathroom.” I smirked as I looked at the ceiling of the Range Rover. “She ended up cancelling the rest of our date.”

      “So, you just need to not throw up on me.” Samira laughed. “A very low standard to beat.”

      After another right turn, the Range Rover came to a halt. I peeked over Samira and spotted a large warehouse. All around us, several warehouses surrounded us. My eyes narrowed as I tried to examine more of the building, but the lack of lighting didn’t do me much good. Samira’s door opened and one of her bodyguards offered her a hand. She leapt out of the SUV, and I followed. To our left, Fatima stood beside her SUV and offered a smile underneath a lone streetlight.

      “We’re here.” Fatima’s tone was overly excited for such a simple building. “What?”

      “This is it?” I asked.

      “It’s inside, they need to be discrete.” Fatima stepped beside us on the sidewalk and continued down toward the end of the street of what appeared to be an industrial park. She disappeared down an alley. I followed Samira and a bodyguard remained a few feet behind us.

      As we turned into the alley, Fatima stood near a low lit, flickering, light at the top of a couple of stone steps. She exposed a bright smile and waved us forward. Samira and I paused at the bottom of the steps. Fatima rattled her fingers against the door.

      After a few seconds, the door cracked opened, and a sliver of Arabic escaped from inside. Fatima didn’t reply. The door shut. I narrowed my eyes and eyed Samira, yet she didn’t appear to be fazed.

      The door above us opened and a large man in a build t-shirt and beard appeared on the other side. His eyes widened and his head lowered. Arabic came from both his and Fatima’s lips. She turned toward us.

      “Our table is on the top floor.”

      Without hesitation, Fatima disappeared behind the door. Samira turned toward her bodyguard and whispered something. She eyed me and latched onto my fingers. In one motion, she tugged me up the stairs and into the building.

      A low hum emerged from the end of a dimly lit hallway. Not that I was able to tell, but from what I could guess, the building was shaking. Not like an earthquake, but it was vibrating to some extent. Near the end of the hallway, another door with a small window in the middle opened. A blast of electric music crashed against my body, and I retreated my fingers to my ears. Despite my greatest efforts, even with my fingers in place, the noise was poisonous.

      My thoughts were scrambled. I hadn’t a clue what I was even thinking. I peeked at Samira to my right. Perhaps she was used to this because she didn’t appear disturbed.

      Ahead of us, a long line of tables with small round illuminated buckets of various colors. Bottles of alcohol, vodka and tequila, were chilled in-between small mounds of ice. Curious eyes noticed our presence. Not that we were invasive, but there certainly was a presence that commanded attention. Fatima ahead us, didn’t pay any mind to the others we passed. Yet they paid homage of some sort.

      Small head bows, from others around our age, the younger population of Saiccia. Not that I was certain what to expect, yet this appeared exactly like the clubs I’d been to in America. The clouds of weed that filled the place like smog. Even if I tried not to become entangled with the fumes, slivers of weed slipped into my nostrils.

      I never was too fond with the smell. Tried to smoke once with the same girl I threw up on. I lasted one puff before I almost passed out from choking. Samira didn’t need to know.

      Fatima reached the end of the row of couches. Further ahead a massive dance floor with women in more exotic dresses, some up higher on stages, were almost on display of sorts. In the middle, encircled by electrical equipment, a man stood with sunglasses and a baseball hat, blasting off music from his laptop.

      To our left, a closed off section of steps, ones Fatima decided to explore. She turned back toward us and summoned us with a mere wave. Samira went first, her fingers tight around the railing that was almost impossible to make out. The only way to even see the thing was when the strobe light passed this way.

      At the top, a handful of large leather couches surrounded the area. Large groups of people flocked to several couches. Fatima claimed one of the couches near a group and collapsed onto the leather. Samira settled on her right and I took to the open space to her left. Behind us, I felt the couch move. I glanced back and noticed a tall slender man with a sharply styled beard exchange a smile with Fatima.

      He spoke Arabic.

      “Malik.” Fatima stood and rested her knees on the couch. She consumed Malik in a hug and exchanged words in Arabic with the large group behind us. After Fatima released Malik, she glanced at me. “Malik, you remember my sister?”

      “Samira.” He smiled. “It’s been too long since you’ve last been here.”

      “Does your father know you’re here?” Samira asked.

      “The less he knows, the better.” Malik stepped back and retreated toward his table. He scooped up a clear glass and nursed a sip. “The new generation of Saiccia isn’t like his.”

      “Wise words from our future minister of finance,” Fatima said.

      A laugh escaped Malik’s lips. “I doubt your brother would allow me the pleasure.”

      “Oh please, you were at Oxford with Winston and I. I’ll convince him to at least make you a deputy,” Fatima said.

      “Does the Crown Prince even listen to you, Fatima?”

      “No,” Samira said.

      “Hush, little sister.” Fatima glared at Samira. “You’ll have your day, Malik, don’t worry.” Fatima eyed me. “You haven’t been properly introduced to our friend.”

      “I was curious about the outsider.”

      Outsider… the word defined me perfectly, yet I wasn’t sure I wished for the title.

      “Taylor Wyatt.” I offered a hand. Malik grabbed on; his grip was lighter than expected. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Pleasure.” His smile was divine. As he released me, he glanced back. He waved his hand and handful of people from the couch behind us moved forward. Five people, three women in various colored dresses and two men in sharp blazers and jeans, offered a smile. “Behind me are, Nasir and Aalim, sons of Saiccia’s top private equity firm.” The two men nodded.

      “Top private equity firm?” Fatima asked. “I’m certain our brother Rayan runs that.”

      “Second, top private equity firm.” Malik flashed a smile. “You’re still quite competitive, aren’t you, cousin? Zoya, the girl in pink, is the daughter of…”

      The girl in the pink moved closer to the couch. “I’m capable of introducing myself, Malik.” A nearly full wine glass sloshed as she approached. She leaned against the leather and eyed me. “My family has run the top hospital in Saiccia for generations. And Amani?”

      Zoya glanced back at a woman in a yellow dress. She remained near the other couch. The only exchange was a short glance and an odd smile.

      “Amani is shy.” Malik said. “Her father is in the military.”

      “One of our top generals,” Fatima said.

      “And I’m Lina.” A woman in a bright blue dress bumped against Zoya. Zoya’s wine spilled on the couch beside me, yet the splash zone didn’t reach me. She whispered in Arabic. “My family has no ties to the government.”

      “She’s overseas Saiccian,” Malik said.

      “So special,” Zoya whispered. “Your family lives in London?”

      “That we do, we have a textile business that operates out of Saiccia. Some factories around the island.” Lina leaned in closer. “We work with many named designer brands. So, if you have your eyes on anything…” She smirked. “We can go to the factory and maybe a few dresses go missing. Our little secret.”

      Lina stepped back from our couch. The others all moved back to their own couch and only Malik remained. He sported a smile. One I imagine many women had fallen victim to.

      “We’ll let you get back to yourselves, Fatima.”

      “Always a pleasure, cousin.”

      Malik mimicked his friends and dipped back to the other couch. Fatima twisted herself and sat down straight. Well, for the most part. She lifted her legs and rested designer heels against a small glass coffee table near our couch.

      Ahead of us, a glass panel showcased the ever changing lights from below. I lost count at thirty for the people who occupied the massive dance floor. I glanced to my left, behind Fatima and spotted Samira. She leaned against the rear of the couch and met my gaze.

      Arabic came from Fatima. I looked at her and she smirked. “I need a drink, you?” Fatima asked.

      “Whatever you’re having,” I said.

      “Oh, Samira, this one is so much better than those boring girls from the island you used to bring home.” Fatima patted my hand. “I’ll be right back.”

      After Fatima disappeared down the stairs, Samira leaned against the couch. Her neck wrapped back on the leather as she eyed the ceiling. I tried to fight off the images in the head. The others that Fatima mentioned.

      “Finally, she leaves,” Samira said.

      “Seems your sister is enjoying herself.”

      “Very kind of you to be so concerned with her,” Samira said.

      I scooted across the leather and our legs touched. Samira lifted her neck up and eyed me. She opened her lips, but I shut them with a kiss. It was overdue. Not that I needed and experts opinion, however I’d be waiting for one.

      “Taylor…” Samira glared at me.

      “What?” I leaned in closer, and I felt her breath against my lips. “It’s dark. No one is watching.”

      “Everyone is watching. Taylor.” Samira’s eyes shut. “I’m a princess. The whole country watches us. Lead by example, my mother said.”

      “You want to lead me somewhere?”

      “Not what that…” Samira whispered in Arabic. “I feel horrible for the woman who decides to marry you.”

      “It’ll be such a chore honestly.”

      “Such a chore.” Samira repeated with her addictive accent.

      I stood and latched onto Samira’s fingers. A sly smirk emerged on my lips, one ready to showcase my dastardly plan.

      “We should dance,” I said.

      “I’d rather not.”

      “It’d be fun.”

      “Taylor…”

      “Come on.” I tugged Samira out of the seat. “Let’s dance.”

      Samira dragged her feet and made a half heart effort to follow. “Taylor, please.”

      “What? Worried people might see?”

      “I’m not supposed to be here in the first place.” She shut her eyes.

      “Who isn’t supposed to be here? Princess Al Amine or Samira?” I moved in closer. “I’m asking Samira to dance with me,” I whispered. “Now come on.”

      When the strobe light vanished and darkness settled in, I kissed Samira’s cheek. Loud vibrations made it impossible to think. We descended the steps. Near the bottom, Fatima stood and smirked as we passed.

      “Off to the bathroom?” Fatima asked.

      “No, to dance,” I said.

      “Have fun.” Fatima glanced at Samira. “Not too much fun, little sister, you’ll ruin that unbearably boring aura you have.”

      Before Samira managed a word, I tugged her away. As we continued, the music continued to drown out nearly all thoughts. We weaved between small tables, where people stood, huddle up near shared bottles of wine and whiskey.

      I stepped down onto the dance floor. Behind me Samira, crashed against my back. An explosion of laughter escaped my lips as Samira rubbed her nose. She glared and I found her cuter by the second.

      “I hate this place,” Samira said.

      “Why?”

      I twisted around. All around us vibrations set in, and I felt the blast of music. Bumps and thumps matched my heartbeat as I started to sway. Samira remained stationary. Her closed lips and narrowed eyes excited me more than I cared to admit. She didn’t know it but she became the definition of adorable.

      I grabbed her hands and tried to pull her toward me.

      “Dance with me,” I said.

      “I’m horrible at dancing.”

      “So am I.” I retreated into a smile. Samira sighed and joined me. “See?”

      “What?” Samira asked.

      I dipped behind Samira and pressed my body against hers. Despite the caution she desired, my fingers flirted with her waist. I explored the previously discovered curves. My teeth sank into my lower lip as I rested my chin against her shoulder.

      “This is fun.” I blew air into Samira’s ear. She shivered and I became obsessed with the control. “You’re good.”

      “I’m not doing much.”

      My fingers went around Samira and locked around her stomach. In this moment, she was mine. I had laid claim and not that anyone stared, but others knew. This princess of Saiccia belonged to me.

      Samira’s fingers meshed into mine. She bumped back against me. Strains of her loose hair glided against my skin. I became distracted, tugged from reality to a place where it was her and I. Somewhere somewhat silent with only us.

      My eyes shut and I again found myself against her shoulder. Every breath of hers, I felt. The movements of her diaphragm, in and out, the ever so slight upticks of her heartbeat. Samira Al Amine was fully exposed, and I knew how her body reacted to me so close. Yet, the nervousness that passed through her was the same inside of me.

      Behind me, a yell interrupted the stream of music. I glanced back but couldn’t see a thing. I ignored the sound and continued to nest my chin against Samira. Before I managed to reach serenity, Samira unwrapped her fingers from mine.

      She turned around and glanced behind me. More shouting emerged from behind the crowd on the dance floor. Curiosity swept over the venue like a plague and more couples stopped their dances.

      Behind us the shouting grew louder. Men in dark blue uniforms poured in from the hallway we had entered from. I felt trapped, stuck in a void of space slowly compacting, suffocating me until it all went silent.

      “Taylor?”

      Samira stood in front of me. Her lips moved, yet I didn’t hear a sound. I continued to glance beyond Samira, back at the wave of blue uniforms that moved inside. People were tossed to the floor, on the tables. Arguments broke out. Batons were used, strikes across faces and into the bodies of others.

      “Taylor?” Samira asked.

      I blinked.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Stay with me.”

      “Samira?” Someone shouted.

      I glanced up past the dance floor. The music had ceased. Up on the stairs, with a glass of wine in her left hand, Fatima moved down the steps. A pair of uniforms climbed up the stairs and met Fatima halfway. Her eyes widened as they latched onto her wrist. The wine glass in her hand fell to the floor. Glass shattered and Fatima’s mouth opened.

      A screech in Arabic erupted from her lips as the uniforms hesitated. The entire room froze. The uniforms on the stairs moved out of Fatima’s way and lowered their heads. Near the bottom of the stairs, men in black suits, the same that drove us here, waited for Fatima.

      “What happened?” I asked. “What did she say?”

      “She told them who she was.”

      The sea of people in front of us parted as Fatima made her way. Her breaths were heavy. She glared at Samira and I.

      “Come, Samira, we’re leaving,” Fatima said.

      Samira latched onto my wrist and dragged me through the oddity. Uniforms all around us continued to detain people. My eyes couldn’t stop looking around at the scene. Hundreds of people were sat down, hands behind their backs. As we reached the hallway, someone grabbed my wrist. Samira paused and glanced back.

      Behind me, a man in a blue uniform with Arabic written on it held me still. Samira narrowed her eyes. She spoke in words I didn’t understand.

      The man replied.

      “What is he saying?” I asked.

      “He is the commander of the decadence police,” Samira said.

      “What is that?”

      Behind Samira, Fatima emerged and spoke Arabic.

      “He’s saying you’re under arrest for violating public decency laws,” Samira said.

      Fatima’s voice grew louder as she shouted.

      Samira turned back toward her sister. “The entire building has heard your name enough Fatima, it’s not doing us any good.”

      “You are not under arrest?” I asked.

      Samira bit her lip. “I am an Al Amine…only the King can authorize my arrest. These men…they have no authority to arrest Fatima or me. But you…”

      “They can arrest me?”

      “They cannot!” Fatima shouted. She pushed past Samira and dug her finger into the chest of the man who held me. More shouts in Arabic escaped her.

      “Fatima… we need to leave,” Samira said.

      Fatima glanced back. “And abandon your girlfriend?”

      “They’re not listening to us.” Samira whispered in Arabic. She glanced at me. “We’ll get this cleared up, I promise.”

      “I’m going to jail again? Aren’t I?” I asked. I bit my lip as a barrage of breaths escaped me. “I won’t die, right?”

      “Taylor, no one will harm you. We’ll get this sorted.” Samira reached out and cupped my cheek. “I promise.”

      “Why is it always jail with you?” I smirked.

      Fatima continued to bark at the man who held me. Despite her yells, my other arm was restrained, and zip ties wrapped around my wrist. The man pushed me forward. I eyed Samira as she shouted at the man and our pace became slower as I walked past and into the hallway.

      Outside, a host of flashing lights illuminated the alleyway. Scores of police cars and vans littered the streets. I was led toward a large van, with two opened back doors and plenty of others who were handcuffed inside.

      “How long will it take, to clear it up?” I asked.

      I stepped up into the van and sat down next to a woman with a short pink dress. Her black hair was styled in a ponytail, yet the flashing lights from outside didn’t display her other features. I glanced at Samira.

      “Not long.” A sigh escaped Samira’s lips. “We should have stayed at my place.”

      “Gotten lost in your hundreds of bedrooms?”

      Her eyes narrowed and a smirk laced her lips. “There aren’t hundreds.” Samira paused. “No, not that many…”

      “You don’t know do you?” I asked. A laugh left my lips. “Not judging of course.”

      “You sound like you’re judging.” Samira shut her eyes.

      A man in a blue uniform approached and gripped onto the back door of the van. He pushed it toward me, but Samira latched on. She spoke in Arabic and glanced at me.

      “No one will harm you,” Samira said. “I told them you’re my most precious guest.”

      “Precious?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yes, precious.” Samira removed her hand. “I’ll see…“

      The door closed and darkness consumed the back. Slivers of light entered from a small window. Yet that wasn’t enough to do much of anything. I shut my eyes and leaned against the hard metal side of the van. Samira’s face became the only thing I imagined. A sigh escaped my lips and then the van started to move.
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      There was a clock on the wall that captured my interest. For the past three minutes I’d become hypnotized by the movements of the hands. Round and round they went, while I remained seated on one of the many chairs.

      Beside me were a host of nameless faces. People around my age, zip tied like myself as we awaited uniformed police to pick us up. That appeared to the system. Someone would appear from the door to the left of the hallway, they’d pick someone and then vanish.

      I fantasized about what the others experienced beyond the door. Torture? Not likely. Not that I didn’t believe Saiccia was that type of place, yet the lack of screams kept my spirits high. The door opened and a women police officer entered. Her hair was tied back in a bun. She eyed me and grabbed at my arm. One tug and I was on my feet. I managed one last look back and passed through the door to the other side.

      The woman pushed me toward a table with a fingerprint scanner. My zip tie came undone, and she forced my right thumb onto the device. Lights flickered and my hand was pulled back. Next, we moved to a wall and my photograph was taken. I opted not to smile, didn’t seem like that type of moment.

      After a few photos were taken, the officer led me down a hallway until we arrived at another room on the right. She opened the door, and I walked in.

      Inside, a lone table was in the middle with two black plastic chairs on each side of the table. Across the room a mirror watched my every movement. Caution held me as I approached the table.

      Behind me, the door opened, and I dashed to and sat down in the left most chair. Footsteps captured my attention. I froze, unable to move my neck, but still shot my eyes to the right. A blue suit approached, a name tag written in Arabic and a man with a sharp thin beard eyed me.

      The man sat down; a folder accompanied him. He flipped the folder open and mumbled something.

      “Ms. Wyatt?” His accent was strong.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “Good, I have the right room.” He glanced down at his folder. A thumb shuffled through the documents. “So many arrests to get through tonight. Some will have to wait for morning.”

      “And me?” I asked.

      “Ms. Wyatt, you were caught inside Hasad? Correct?”

      “Yes?”

      “With alcohol in your system?” he asked.

      My eyes narrowed. “I didn’t drink.”

      “Hmm.” The man flipped around a piece of paper and pushed it across the table. “We have a report you did.”

      “What?” I stood up. “That’s…no one even took a test.”

      “Well, someone did. These are the results.” The man met my eyes. “Alcohol is illegal in Saiccia, Ms. Wyatt. As are the drugs we found.”

      “What the?” My eyes closed. “What is this?”

      “Ms. Wyatt, where did you come from?” The man shifted through the papers again. “We have no record of you even entering this country. Then you show up at an illegal club, with alcohol and numerous drugs?”

      “What drugs?” I shook my head. “I.” My lips opened but nothing came out. “I…what drugs?”

      “Small pills, about one hundred. You planned to sell?” The man leaned his right arm on the table. “Many foreigners do.”

      “Do what?”

      “Sell drugs.”

      “I didn’t…” I glanced toward the door. “Do I get a phone call?”

      “Phone call?” The man shook his head. “No phone call.” A laugh escaped his lips. “I’ll ask again, where did you come from Ms. Wyatt? We didn’t find any ID and that was the name you gave the responding officers.”

      “What?” My eyes shut. “No one has told me anything besides some bullshit drug thing.”

      “Answer me first, Ms. Wyatt, how did you come to be in Saiccia?” The man retreated to his folder. He shifted through sheets of paper. “We have no records of your name in any flights in the past two weeks.”

      “I came on a private jet.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “There haven’t been any private jets on our records for the past two weeks.”

      “Well, that’s where I came from.”

      “Ms. Wyatt.” The man pushed back on his chair. “I’ll give you some time to yourself. When I get back, you better start telling the truth. If not, you’ll spend some time in a holding cell until your trial.”

      “Trial?” I eyed the man as he walked toward the door.

      “Yes, we aren’t sure when that will be. So, decide, fast.”

      Before I managed another word, the door behind me shut. I was alone, stuck here and unable to see a way out. If only I were a spy or something? Perhaps I’d have the courage to sneak out in some elaborate plan. But that wasn’t me.

      I glanced up at the ceiling, lost in a cloud of thoughts. Not that they were productive by any means. Images of Samira’s smile settled into my mind. I tried to feign my interest, but damn was she persistent.

      Whenever I pictured Samira, I became captured in imagination. Questions started to race within me. Samira, it had been over an hour since we last saw each other. I leaned forward and collapsed my chin onto my arms.

      Minute by minute, my sanity started to fade. The empty chair across from me held my interest, but that was going fast. My fingers tapped the table in front of me.

      The same man from before entered the room. He had a Styrofoam cup with steam emitting from the top in his right hand. He didn’t look at me as he sat down.

      “Ready to tell us, Taylor?” he asked.

      “I told you I don’t know.” My eyes shut. “I came here with Samira and then we went to this party…“

      “Samira?” the man set his cup down. He retreated into his folder, sifting through the papers. “I don’t have that name here for any that we arrested. This Samira was at the party?”

      “Yes.”

      Before I managed another word, the door behind us opened. I turned to see a familiar face; a man dressed light blue robe with golden stitching. Ali, Samira’s brother, offered me a smile.

      “Come on, Taylor. Samira’s waiting.”

      Across from me, the other man, my interrogator stood at attention. His eyes never moved. Instead, he stared into some abyss. I narrowed my eyes at Ali.

      “Wait, I can go?” I asked.

      “Yes.” He continued to smile. “Sorry about all this.”

      “But, my, I’m under arrest I thought?” I turned toward my interrogator. “Aren’t I under arrest?”

      “He isn’t going to talk, Taylor. Not with me here and not unless I ask him a question.” Ali walked back toward the door and held it open. “Are you going to keep my sister waiting?”

      Perplexed, I hesitated until after a few moments I walked out the door with Ali behind me. I glanced back at the prince. As we walked through the hallways, scores of police officers stood at attention.

      “I still don’t understand.”

      Ali paused and gestured toward a slightly ajar door. Inside, Fatima sat at a large desk in her stylish back dress. My heart raced as I spotted Samira, in a dress similar to mine, as she stood by a large filling cabinet in the rear. Seated in a chair was a man with a large beard and police uniform.

      Fatima glanced up and noticed us. She produced a smile and Arabic escaped her lips. Ali responded. Samira eyed me and consumed me in a hug within seconds. I was ready to melt into a puddle here on the floor. My fingers slid around her waist. I adored the sensations that drove me to madness. I wanted to kiss her. She pulled back and I became hostage to temptation.

      “You’re safe.” Samira smiled.

      “I am,” I whispered.

      More Arabic cloaked the room. I lingered near Samira as Fatima abandoned her seat. Ali maneuvered around the desk near the wall at a leisurely pace until he sat down. I glanced at Samira, hoping for some sort of guidance.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “After you were taken?”

      “Taken?” My eyes narrowed. “I was abducted.”

      “Did they hurt you?” Samira grabbed my hand. “The decadence police are very serious with their duties in Saiccia, Taylor.”

      “No, but what’s going to happen?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” Fatima asked. She leaned on the desk as Ali and the others looked on. “Nothing happened, isn’t that right, brother?”

      I looked at Ali. He released a yawn and shut his eyes as he faced the ceiling. The chief who sat opposite of him didn’t replicate his demeanor. Instead, this man was stiff almost as if a board was glued to his spine. Ali whispered something in Arabic.

      “Nothing happened, there was no raid on Hasad. No one was arrested. Nothing happened tonight, and we’re going to need to discuss where you choose to spend your evenings, aren’t we, Fatima?” Ali asked.

      “Where I spend my nights?” Fatima spoke in Arabic. “Forgive me if I choose to enjoy life.”

      “There are limits, sister. Ones I wish you’d understand.” He leaned closer and spoke in Arabic.

      “Oh, stop that, it wasn’t hard to make this disappear. You’re the crown prince. You wave your hand and reality changes.” Fatima stood straight. “We should get going, my husband is going to wonder where I am.” Fatima eyed me. “Poor thing gets worried sick whenever I’m out late.” A smile slipped on her lips. “He’s so…addicted. Maybe you and Samira…”

      “Fatima,” Ali spoke. He stood from his seat and eyed the police chief. Arabic left his lips and he nodded. “Let’s gets going.”

      Ali moved first, the vanguard to our odd little troop. As he moved across the room, the police chief stood and raced toward the door. He held it open for the Al Amine siblings and myself. People stood at attention when we moved through the hallway, and I noticed familiar outfit of men in black suits await us. We walked in a small group, men in front and in back of us. Despite the nature of it all, Samira’s fingers slipped into mine.

      Outside of the police station, flashing lights greeted us. Three police vehicles along with a herd of Rolls Royce cars stood outside along the steps. In a flash the doors were opened, and I followed Samira into the third Rolls Royce. Luxurious leather felt odd to sit on. Not that I’d get use to this, hell, I doubt ever would. Samira sighed as her head leaned back against the seat. She leaned on her right cheek and stared.

      “Enjoying Saiccia?” She asked.

      “I’d say so.” I smirked.

      “Despite being arrested?”

      “That’s part of the adventure, isn’t it?”

      Samira faced the ceiling.

      “I wish it wasn’t,” she whispered.

      I found it impossible to dispel my smile. It became useless to ignore the urges. My fingers crawled across the seat and I slid my skin against hers, pleased with the ounces of pleasure it brought. Samira peeked over at me. She reflected my smile.

      A sense of silence overcame the back of the Rolls Royce. We became content with nothing besides staring. Perhaps there was an imaginary conversation that existed between us, but I didn’t wish to think too much into it. I was content as is, sitting here, with her hands in mine, doing absolutely nothing.

      As we arrived at a familiar gigantic building, Samira’s touch faded. We weaved through her obnoxiously long driveway and the car came to a halt by the front steps. Samira’s door was opened first and mine followed. A butler with a smile greeted me. He offered a hand, but I declined.

      Outside a cool humid breeze shut around my legs and I widened my eyes. Across the car, Samira locked eyes with me and refused to look away until she arrived by my side. We conquered the stairs together, yet the wish of her touch was too much to ask for. I didn’t overstep my bounds, not that there weren’t urges. God, were there urges.

      Inside, an array of bright golden lights shined down from the main hallway. They bled into the bright red carpet that ran across the beautiful tiled floor. We arrived at marble stairs that ascended the many floors of this place. As Samira made her way onto the first step, she looked at me.

      “You want to head to bed?” she asked.

      “Your bed?” My response was quick…too quick. “Sorry.”

      Samira subdued a smirk. “No, one of my other rooms has been prepared as a guest bedroom for you. But don’t worry, it has everything you’d ever need.”

      “Not everything.”

      Samira rolled her eyes, but that didn’t deter my smile. After a few moments and a few steps, she reflected my smirk. As we arrived on the second story, Samira walked between fantastical art. Beautiful portraits that I was fascinated by when I first saw them. To my surprise, she passed her bedroom and then arrived at a separate room one over. She turned back to me.

      “Your room, I asked them to prepare a few items of clothing for you. Nothing too traditional, I promise,” Samira said.

      “I don’t mind.”

      “I’ve also prepared a selection of hijabs, you’re free to refuse. But some places in Saiccia, it is required. Especially the palace.”

      “The palace?” I lifted an eyebrow. “That’s where your parents are?”

      “Indeed, they are there. I’m not too foolish to think they don’t know about the incident tonight.” Samira released a sigh. “Mother has her eyes everywhere. I’ve always figured the people who work in this palace keep her informed about me whenever I’m here.”

      “That’s a bit… controlling.”

      “A bit.” Samira exploded with laughter. “Go to the fifth floor, it has access to the roof. There is something to I wish to show you.”

      “You’re not coming?” I asked.

      Samira retreated one step. “I need to pray, evening prayer. I’ll be up in a bit.”

      “Ah, well good luck?” I asked. I paused. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say.”

      “Good luck?” Samira laugher was addictive. “It’s fine, I’ll be up soon. Don’t get lost.”

      “Now I need luck…”

      Samira didn’t say anything and slipped into her bedroom. I stood still for a few moments, uncertain if I wished to linger until she finished. But I didn’t know how long her prayer would be. I lasted a total of one minute before I abandoned her bedroom door. The stairs weren’t intimidating, but when I arrived on the fifth floor, it became a bit much.

      The fifth floor, much like the second, had a fantastic dark red carpet the ran along the entirety of the floor. Open doors allowed me to peer into Samira’s world as I passed. The first door contained what looked like a movie theater. And the next appeared to be an enormous library, one big enough she had a ladder on wheels. My explorations were short. Small glimpses inside the rooms were enough for me to try and understand this princess who occupied my mind.

      At the end of the hallway, a lone glass door piqued my interest. I pushed open the door and found a small white staircase. I ascended the steps and found another glass door. This one led to a terrace outside. After the door shut behind me, lights exploded from all over the place. They revealed a metal railing that surrounded the perimeter of the wooden terrace. A large pool existed near the edge, with the water seemingly ready to fall over. Pool lights illuminated the bottom as I stepped closed to the water. To my right, several white chairs caught my attention and I wandered toward them and a large wooden table. Folded up umbrellas were about the only company I had when I sat down.

      For a few minutes, I sat in silence with nothing to disturb me aside from the odd star in the darkened sky. Behind me I heard the door. I peeked back and spotted Samira. Her black dress was exchanged for a set of lavish pink pajamas. I’d imagine they were silk, but I couldn’t tell. She stepped across the wood and joined me in a chair beside mine.

      “Want something?” Samira asked. “I can have someone bring you some water or ask the chef to make something.”

      “I’m fine.” My eyes drifted toward the sky. “You?”

      “No.” Samira’s eyes shut. “Now, I just need silence. Too much excitement for one evening.”

      I adored the accent Samira possessed. Perhaps I bordered with obsessive. Every syllable that exited her lips left an impression. I bit my lip as I glanced at her. We were arm’s length apart. I shuffled my chair across the wood until the arms clashed. Samira noticed my movement and stared as my hand wrapped in hers.

      “Seems about the right amount of excitement,” I said. “Your prayers were good?”

      “Yes, thankfully because of the luck you wished.” Samira rolled her eyes and smirked. “Sometimes I fall asleep out here.”

      “Oh, is that the plan?” I asked. I shifted and leaned onto the armrest. “Not sure I can fit in that chair of yours. But I’d be willing to try.”

      “It wasn’t an invitation.” Samira laughed. “Falling asleep outside isn’t a good thing all the time. The morning humidity.” Her eyes shut. “The attendants get upset because no one wants to be the one to wake me.”

      “Ouch, are you that unapproachable?”

      Samira glanced at the sky. “In this country I am.”

      I harbored any thoughts of a conversation. While Samira set her sights on the darkness above, I found ample beauty beside me. Enough to leave me content for the evening, no matter the miracles that may occur up there in the great beyond.

      She didn’t know it. Not yet at least. But our short time together was long enough for me to know. There’s nowhere on the planet I’d rather be than right here, with her.
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      “Summoned, what do you mean summoned?” Marie’s voice crackled through the phone. “Like you gotta go?”

      “Yeah.” I stared at myself in the mirror. A modern Saiccian robe absorbed my figure. Soft yellows and blues transformed my body into something it wasn’t, marvelous. “That’s what the word means.”

      “Hell, Tay, you’ve been there a day and you’ve been arrested and are getting summoned.” Marie’s voice became softer. “You good though?”

      “Yeah, it’s different.”

      “Good different?“

      “More like, she lives in a palace with fifteen bedrooms different.”

      “You only need seven to be honest.” Marie laughed. It was a soft sound I'd become familiar with over the years. “One for each day of the week.”

      “She had breakfast sent to my bedroom.” I glanced at a plethora of silver trays on a food cart at the foot of the bed. “The chef rotates to all the palaces throughout the week. This week she’s got a guy from Italy.”

      “I knew you she was a good pick for you.”

      I switched the phone to speaker and collapsed onto the mattress. “Psh, you wanted me to carry pepper spray to our first date.”

      “And now you’re in a palace. From pepper spray to palaces,” Marie said.

      “That sounds horrible.” A slight giggle escaped. Then I leaned onto my right side. “She is amazing though,” I whispered. Visions of Samira entered my head. “We almost fell asleep on her roof.”

      “Roof?”

      “Balcony, I guess?” I shifted so I stared at the white ceiling. “But if a balcony was twice the size of our apartment.”

      “Twice the…” Marie sighed. “Marry her already.”

      “What?” I sat up. “Why would I do that?”

      “Tay, you’re in a palace.”

      “So?” My legs shifted over the bed, and I stood. My bare feet pressed against the warmed hardwood floor. I became addicted to the heat. “We’re dating, sort of. It’s slow.”

      “Slow? Oh no, Taylor doesn’t do slow.”

      “How do you know? I can take my time.”

      “Taylor… remember last year? You called me twelve times in the span of five minutes locked in the bathroom of Bethany’s apartment. You weren’t sure if you were screwing up your shot because rushed through your dinner date and as you put it, wanted to have dessert at home.”

      “What? She texted me the next day and said it was too much for her…oh.”

      “That was my… never mind.” Marie sighed. “I’m not sure if I have any advice, never met royalty before.”

      “This isn’t helping.”

      “Sorry, I’d ask Darren for ideas, but he’d say something stupid.”

      A knock distracted me. I glanced back toward the door of the room.

      “Gotta go, see you later.”

      I didn’t bother to wait for Marie’s response. Instead, I darkened the phone screen and tossed it to the mattress already littered with messy bedsheets. I crept, slow cautious steps, toward the door and hovered my fingers near the knob.

      “Taylor?” a familiar voice asked.

      My lips lit up as I tugged the door open. Samira stood in the hallway, donning a similar robe to mine. Yet her hair was a sheathed underneath a dazzling white hijab. She lifted her eye and then glanced past me. Before I had a chance to speak, Samira allowed herself inside.

      “Did you see the hijabs in your closet?” Samira asked.

      I followed Samira. Her steps were majestic without effort. I fumbled over my feet as she moved to the closet. Insider her fingers hovered, rotating between different cabinets and she finally settled on a handful of colorful fabrics. She sifted through the selection and glanced back at me.

      “See any you like?” Samira plucked a white fabric similar to what she had on. “This one perhaps? There is a touch of gold in some of the seams.”

      “I have no idea, I’ve never worn one.”

      “We’ll go with this one, it matches the dress.”

      Samira snatched the white fabric along with a white covering with an elastic band and slipped by me outside of the closet. Samira set herself onto the mattress and eyed me. She patted near her left side, and I complied with her silent request.

      The mattress sunk a tad as I sat down. My heart rate skyrocketed as Samira’s fingers flirted with my skin. She brushed away any hair that lingered too far into my forehead. With her freehand she grabbed hold of a clump of my hair.

      “Hold this please,” Samira said.

      I held onto my hair and watched as she twisted the fabric in different directions. Then she wrapped it around my hair and tugged at my hand. I freed my clump of hair and continued to eye Samira as she worked her magic. Minutes slipped by as she traced her fingers all around, searching for any imperfections.

      No matter how much I attempted to tame the inferno that blazed within, all attempts proved futile. My lips opened slightly. Samira moved closer. Her fingers glided all across the areas where the hijab met my skin. Then she pulled back. A tempting smile fell upon her lips. One that made me question my sanity the longer I stared into those emerald eyes of hers.

      “Perfect,” Samira whispered. Samira moved off the mattress and latched onto my right hand. “Come look.”

      I stood as Samira dragged me across the room back toward the closet. Inside the light went on as we entered. Samira led me toward a mirror and then paused. She examined me as if I were her creation, which I guess this attire was her choice. I eyed myself.

      Not a spec of hair was in sight, only my face was visible. Yet I didn’t spend much time on myself. Instead, my attention shifted toward a gleeful woman who lingered inches behind my right shoulder.

      “Thoughts?” Samira asked.

      “It’s…different.”

      “It’ll feel like that. Took me a while to get used to wearing it. Not that it’s an everyday thing for me, and you just need it for our trip to the palace.”

      “Trip?” I glanced back. “Seemed more mandatory than a trip.”

      “It is.” Samira smiled for a moment until it faded after a few seconds. ”Don’t worry, nothing will happen. I will make sure of it.” Samira moved closer. “Sorry if you hate the hijab, but you do look amazing.”

      “I don’t hate it, it’s just. It accentuates my face so much.” I bit my lip. “It’s a new look.”

      Samira leaned more into me. Her fingers slipped around my waist as she held me closer. I felt her lips against my ear. Then her touch migrated toward my right cheek until she pecked me.

      “We should go, I cannot keep my parents waiting.”

      Samira set off across the room and I tagged along. Our journey was a short one, into the hallway and down the steps until we were met with a small horde of attendants. They greeted Samira and guided us the rest of the way until we reached the front doors.

      Outside, a black Range Rover along with three police cars with flashing lights awaited us. Samira released a sigh before she descended the steps. I stepped beside her and matched her pace.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “Police.” Samira whispered in Arabic. “I’m afraid this isn’t a friendly call. They want me there as soon as possible.”

      “I’m nervous, not going to lie,” I whispered.

      Samira glanced back and interlocked our fingers. A sly smile banished any ill feelings that existed within.

      “Don’t worry, Taylor. While my mother is…unaccepting. My father adores me.”

      “Didn’t they exile you?”

      “Yes, but…” Samira shut her eyes and broke away from me.

      Samira approached an open car door and slid into the rear of the SUV. I eyed our driver as he held the door open for me. Inside, atop luxurious leather, I found my place next to Samira. She didn’t bother with her seatbelt. I leaned over her and buckled the buckle for her. She met my eyes.

      “Thanks,” Samira whispered.

      “You, okay?”

      Samira leaned her head against the rear seat. “No. I haven’t a clue as to what my parents actually want. Only guesses exist right now and I’m certain they’re wrong.”

      As we exited the palace and drove along the main roads. I saw the people. Clusters sat with smiles on their faces on the sidewalk near a small cart selling fruit. Others huddled around a cart that appeared to sell coffee.

      “They sell coffee?”

      “Huh?” Samira asked.

      “Out by the street.”

      “Oh, the vendors?” Samira glanced at me. “Yes, we have plenty of vendors. Some are very good.” A smile slipped onto Samira’s lips. “Sometimes when I was younger, I’d go out and explore the capital.”

      “Pit stop?” I asked.

      “I wish.” Samira leaned toward me. “Maybe after this meeting. There are some amazing fruit juice stands.” Samira shut her eyes. “Iced juice in the capital is to die for.”

      Samira shut her eyes and I imagine became lost in her memories. I found it impossible not to smile at the woman beside me. Without much thought my left hand sailed across the leather and found itself against hers. Samira didn’t bother to open her eyes as she gripped onto my hand.

      Off in the distance through the windshield, a massive white building with golden spires caught my attention. I leaned forward against the passenger seat and continued to be in awe.

      “Is that it?” I asked.

      Samira opened her eyes and joined me in my observation.

      “That’s it, the royal palace.” Samira collapsed back onto the rear seat. “I’m not sure how many buildings are part of it. Seven?” Samira shut her eyes. “My parents are in the main part. Mother’s wing to the east, the other wives have their own wings.” Samira leaned to her left and became lost in the world outside the window. “Can you imagine four wives? That’s how many father is allowed.”

      “Seems like a big family.”

      Samira shut her eyes. Arabic words passed through her teeth with each breath. “Four wives, I’d be over the moon for just one.” Samira eyed me. “Just one person who I’d fall in love with, devote myself to spend the rest of my life with.”

      “Sounds like a fairytale.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “You wouldn’t want something like that?”

      “I’m a bit more of a realist.”

      “Realist?” Samira glanced out of her window. “Falling in love isn’t real?”

      “Not for people who’ve had the displeasure of trying.”

      Samira looked back at me. “You’ve been in love?”

      Too many faces flooded my thoughts to keep count. Scores of dates, the hours I spent glued to my mirror to ensure I was presentable. Then I’d partake in the ritual that became secondhand. Food or some outing, something to feel the vibe I shared with a stranger. Finally, I’d be lost in a sea of sheets hoping that the next morning she wouldn’t shatter my world. Bullshit excuses, crazy exes she’s not completely over, or a family she wasn’t willing to confront.

      “I’m not even sure what that word means.”

      A smile crept onto her face. “Now I’m interested in your life before I knew you. You’re so…” Arabic escaped her lips. “I’m not the sure of the word in English.”

      “Jaded?” I asked.

      “Perhaps.” Samira unbuckled her seatbelt and scooted closer. “Maybe you need the right person? Isn’t that in all the stories?”

      My eyes narrowed. “What stories?”

      “The stories, they’re the same all over the world I imagine. The ones I heard when I was a little girl. Stories my mother told me before she thought I was in one of my many phases.” Samira leaned against the seat. “Stories of love. The man I’d marry one day.” Samira shut her eyes. “She was so in love with the idea of me being married.”

      “So, your examples of love are fiction.”

      Samira glared at me. “I’m not liking this side of you.”

      I smirked. “It was bound to show itself. Not that I’m opposed to love, it’s just unobtainable I think, but that won’t stop me from trying.”

      Samira leaned over and kissed me. I lifted an eyebrow as her lips pressed against mine. Yet my heart shook. I hadn’t a clue what to think about, so my mind remained hopelessly blank.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Something to make you be quiet.” Samira kept her shoulder against mine. “Love exists, Taylor, even if you haven’t found it yet.”

      “That’s not a really a compelling…”

      Samira glared at me. “You’re becoming unbearable.”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      “I’m not sure, but you’ll be the second person to know."

      We pulled up to the lengthy white metal gate. Off to the left was a guard station where I spotted five men with automatic weaponry. I hadn’t seen anything like it. After a few seconds we were waved through and arrived at another gate. We repeated the process three times.

      “Father’s obsessed with security. Not that he has any enemies.” Samira opened her mouth and then shut it. “Unless you include my mother, but gates won’t stop her.”

      The road bent and curved in many places. Large swaths of grass with brilliant flowers compelled my eyes to look. Beautiful was an understatement, that much was certain. Samira remained near me. Every moment I felt her fingers against mine, regret pushed against my heart.

      “Sorry about earlier,” I whispered.

      “It’s alright.” Samira rested her head against my shoulder. “I’m happy there are many sides to you, it makes you interesting.”

      “I’m nervous right now, just to let you know.”

      “Nervous?” Samira abandoned my shoulder. “Why?”

      “I’ve never met a king before.”

      A small laugh raced out of Samira’s lips. “He is the kindest man I know.” Again, Samira rested on my shoulder as we approached a massive white stoned walkway at the middle of the circular drive. Arabic left Samira’s lips as she smirked at me. “Father won’t do anything to make you feel uncomfortable.”

      “And your mother?” I lifted an eye.

      Samira bit at her lower lip. “I am not sure. It depends how good I am at lying.”

      “Lying?” I asked. The door next to me opened and I stepped out. I spotted Samira across the car, and she moved toward me as a pair of guards escorted us down the stone pathway toward a large complex. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re my friend that I met in America.”

      “That’s the description we’re going with?”

      “My parents already suspect much worse.”

      “Worse?”

      “Oh yes, if they’ve asked for you, it means they suspect you’ve truly led me astray.” Samira smirked. “How shameful, Taylor.”

      I kept my lips shut as we approached a fantastically large set of golden doors. The doors spread out and inside, much to my surprise, more white stone pathways greeted us. A handful of guards walked around in different directions along paths that took them out of sight.

      Ahead of us was a massive white building with a pyramid shaped top and a spire. Samira made her way toward the building. My steps were slow, perhaps my nerves were getting to me. Not that I tried to let them affect me, it just happened.

      Mild shakes, over thinking thoughts that lingered in my brain. These people I were about to meet. What would they be like? I shut my eyes to expel the thoughts from my brain.

      “Taylor?” Samira asked.

      I looked ahead. “Yeah?”

      “My father is in his garden, so we’ll go there.” Samira broke away from the path to the main building and diverted down a small path to the left. “It’s not too far.”

      I wasn’t sure how much weight I’d put in her words. Not too far in this place? It may have well been a mile or something. Above us, an unforgiving heat baked my skin. I felt the sweat on my forehead. Despite my covering, the fabric was extremely breathable, more so than I expected.

      We crossed a large section of the massive palace complex and arrived at a greenhouse. Large glass walls showcased a mass amount of lush vegetation inside.

      The door to the greenhouse was guarded by two armed men equipped with massive machine gun strapped to their chests. My eyebrow lifted as I felt my heart jump. Samira latched onto my hand and approached. One of the men near the glass door nodded and latched onto the golden door handle.

      Inside a gust of air conditioning brushed against my pores. A sly smile raced across my lips as I found myself in a beautiful colorful paradise. Hundreds of different shades of reds, pinks and yellows were all around us. Small trees, bushes and flowers populated the ground around a small path.

      Samira continued to guide me as we advanced through the lush dense garden. Ahead of us, a man in a white robe with a thick black beard and mustache was bent over. His fingers flirted with a pink orchid as he held onto a small watering pail.

      Arabic escaped Samira’s lips as she abandoned my hand.

      The man turned and a massive smile exploded on his face. He stood up slowly, grey hair was hidden underneath strains of black atop his head. He opened his arms and Samira rushed into them. For a short moment I became joyous as I saw their embrace. Samira then pulled back and eyed me. She whispered something to her father. He sported a smile as he walked toward me with Samira wrapped around his arm.

      “So, you are the one I saw in that photograph.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. Without thought, I leaned forward and bowed. A giggle emerged from in front of me. I didn’t glance up and remained in position.

      “Taylor.” Samira continued to laugh. “What are you doing?”

      “Bowing?” I peeked at Samira and her father.

      “No, no.” Samira broke from her father and grabbed my arm. She tugged me and pressed against me. “You are a guest, no need to do that.”

      “Little flower, have you seen your mother?” Samira’s father asked.

      She replied in Arabic. Then she glanced at me. “It’s better that way.”

      “She wants to see you. Both of you.” Samira’s father smiled. “It has been too long.” He spoke Arabic. “I’m sorry about what your mother suggested, leaving the country for America.” He shut his eyes. “It’s too far.”

      “Not far enough from your eyes.”

      “You speak of the men who watched you?” Samira’s father narrowed his eyes. “Little flower.” He whispered in Arabic. “It was out of love.”

      “Sometimes I question your love, father.”

      “Your mother wishes to see you.” Samira’s father said. “We should go meet her.”

      “She is in the main palace?”

      “Yes, which I find it odd you’re here, little flower. This place is forbidden to enter.” Samira’s father narrowed his eyes and smirked. He spoke in Arabic.

      “Those rules about you being only one allowed in here don’t apply to me.” Samira smirked. She glanced back at me. “And Taylor is a friend.”

      Samira’s father smirked at her and then departed passed us. I stood still and watched the elderly man with slow steps make his way to the main door. I eyed Samira.

      “That didn’t seem so bad, I figured a summon would be bad.”

      “Oh, it’ll get worse. My mother hasn’t seen us.” Samira smiled. “But I am my father’s favorite, so he is never angry with me.”

      Samira’s father exited the greenhouse, and we were close behind. Outside, the unforgiving heat baked into my skin. Quick steps led us across a vast courtyard. As we arrived at a large marble building, the doors opened, and the guards bowed as we passed.

      Inside, skylights bathed the floors with sunlight. We walked by large sculptures of humans, and various bright plants. At the end of the large open space, two golden doors were opened, and a purple carpet clashed with the snow colored floor.

      Two chairs were atop a small set of red stairs. A woman dressed in a white robe with a purple hijab stared. She reminded me of Samira. Her facial features were identical and there was no denying her beauty.  Yet unlike Samira, this woman possessed an aura to her. One that made me cautious.

      Samira’s father broke away from us and moved up the steps. He claimed the golden throne next to the woman and offered a smile. It was opposite the woman’s frown.

      “You are home, Samira.” The woman gripped the arms of her chair tight. She shut her eyes. “And your brought back evidence of your misdeeds…”

      The woman stood up and marched down the steps. I widened my eyes as she moved toward Samira. Without warning, the woman launched her palm into Samira’s cheek. The sound of the slap echoed in the room.

      My eyes widened.

      Arabic escaped Samira’s father’s lips. Behind and all around me, guards abandoned their post and exited the room. Samira’s father stood up and proceeded down the red steps. He cupped Samira’s cheek and inspected the spot of impact.

      “What are you doing?” Samira’s mother asked. “She brings her shame back here and you act like this?”

      Again, Samira’s mother lifted her hand. Samira shut her eyes and turned away.

      “Put your hand down or you will lose it.” Samira’s father glared. Once more he spoke in Arabic. Then his attention shifted to Samira. “My little flower, this may bruise, we’ll see it gets looked at.”

      “How can you still call that abomination your child?” Samira’s mother asked. She retreated up the steps and settled back into her throne. “That girl stopped being my child quite some time ago.”

      “I knew that, Mother,” Samira said.

      “Did you tell her the news?”

      “News?” Samira asked.

      “Go on, tell her. I want to see her face.”

      Samira’s father spoke in Arabic again as he held onto her shoulders. Samira shook and tried to free herself.

      “No! I won’t.”

      “Little flower…”

      “No!” Samira screamed. “Marriage, I don’t want that.”

      I felt as if gravity seized my heart. Every bit of oxygen vanished from me as I struggled to stand still. My teeth dug into my lower lips as I tried to ignore reality.

      “You will marry the man we’ve selected for you.” Samira’s mother rattled her fingers against the throne’s armrest. “How else can we save you from this life you’ve chosen?”

      “Save?” Samira glared at her mother and an explosion of Arabic escaped her. “You need saving!”

      “You’ll be staying here, the wedding is in a few days. Your future husband is already in the city.” Samira’s mother shook her head. “No doubt the man has heard of your condition. And why he still accepts you, despite your curse, who knows?”

      “Who is he father?” Samira glanced at her father. “Tell me.”

      “I have selected you to wed Yusuf, from the Taleb hotels family. You know him, yes?”

      Samira’s eyes narrowed. “Of him.”

      “It is as your mother says, we feel you’d be a perfect match.”

      “We felt nothing,” Samira’s mother spoke. “I didn’t care who took you. As long as someone did.”

      “Off you go, little flower.” Samira’s father smiled. “We need to prepare, the country needs to prepare.” He hugged Samira tight. “My daughter is to be wed, and the world will know.”
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      A sense of silence overtook the SUV Samira and I found ourselves in. Words lingered on my lips, but I didn’t feel like conversing. Perhaps that was for another time.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Samira said.

      “What did you father say to your mother when she hit you? He spoke in Arabic.”

      Samira smirked. “He told her that if she strikes his child again, she’ll be imprisoned.” Her eyes closed as she leaned against the back seat of the car. “My father loves me more than I realized, especially with who he has selected as my husband.” Samira paused. She stuck her tongue out and gagged. “I hate that word.”

      I tried to expel the realities of the situation from my mind. Despite my desire, I remained silent.

      “What?” Samira asked.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered. I leaned closer and bumped our shoulders. “Kind of wishing we didn’t come.”

      “There was no escaping this.”

      “So, where are we going?”

      “To meet this man who is forced to take my hand.”

      “Forced?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yusuf, the man my father wishes for me to marry, has certain rumors floating around about him.” Samira leaned against the seat.

      “Rumors?”

      “The same rumors that float around about me,” Samira said. “So I want to meet him and see if they’re true.”

      “But the rumors about you are true, aren’t they?”

      Samira smirked. “Of course.” Her head nested against my shoulder. Curious fingers navigated over my thigh and grasped onto mine. “But, I don’t need to worry about rumors. Others do.”

      I didn’t reply. Thoughts whirled about in my head. Perhaps this journey was pointless? Not that I was ignorant, but maybe…maybe I was. Outside we continued our journey through the crowded streets of Saiccia’s capital. Car horns sang, blaring at the odd excuse for traffic laws as cars ignored red lights. In fact, I wasn’t not even certain Saiccia had traffic laws. Ahead of us, cars raced through the intersection without a care.

      Red lights appeared to be mere suggestions. I peeked at Samira, yet she didn’t appear fazed by the lawlessness. I narrowed my eyes as I stared out the windshield.

      “Why are so many cars going on a red light?”

      “People are impatient,” Samira said.

      Our SUV turned down a few streets and migrated through the harsh traffic of the capital. One more turn and I stared at a massive building that kissed the sky. Around the sidewalks, lush palm trees with sprinklers caught my eyes. We pulled up underneath a white stone canopy attached to the building. To my surprise, the driver remained put as the car came to a stop.

      My door was opened, and I peeked at a man in a gold vest with black pants. He offered a smile and a hand. I grabbed on and exited the vehicle with Samira close behind.

      “Yusuf should be staying here.”

      Samira moved swiftly through a pair of automatic doors. We entered a lavish lobby with beautiful instrumental music and lyrics in a language I didn’t understand. I kept close to Samira and became privy to the curious eyes that locked onto the princess beside me. As we reached the elevator, Samira pressed the up button.

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “No, but I’m guessing the top floor. Yusuf’s family owns the hotels, if he was anywhere else besides the top I’d be surprised.”

      As the elevator doors opened, Samira slipped inside. She rested against the back, and I entered. I reached for the keypad and pressed the number fifty-five.

      “Sure you want to do this?” I asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Have a confrontation.”

      Samira rolled her eyes and smirked at me. “You’re making me sound horrible. I’m just going to tell him I’m not marrying him.” Samira paused. “Or any man.”

      My eyes shut as I leaned against the rear of the elevator. I felt the small lapses of gravity near my stomach as we launched up further. As I eyed the digital numbers increased, I tried to stay positive, but that turned into an impossible task.

      “I can’t imagine getting married right now, I mean I just finished school.” A sigh escaped my lips. “I don’t even have a job, let alone a career.”

      “You need those things to get married?”

      I glanced at Samira. “It’d be nice. I’m running low on the funds I got when I worked part time at school. It was supposed to last me three months after graduation. Figured I’d get some hits by now.” Again, my eyes shut. “My loan payments are starting up next month too. I don’t want to be an adult.”

      “It’s not fun, is it?”

      “It could be worse, instead of drowning in debt, I could be getting married to some guy who lives on the top floor of a hotel.”

      “He doesn’t live here.” Samira narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think he lives here. And I’m not getting married. But, going back to your debt. How much is it?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Kind of a personal question, isn’t it?”

      “You tried to stick your hand down my pants, so I thought we were already pretty personal.”

      “You’re making me sound like some sort of predator.” My eyes raised. “Besides, I stopped. I didn’t do anything to make you uncomfortable, did I?”

      “Your entire existence makes me feel uncomfortable.” Samira paused. “In a good way of course.” Samira leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Seriously, if you ever need help with…“

      “With money?” My eyes shut. “Please don’t.”

      “Taylor, what are we?”

      I narrowed my eyes. The elevator doors opened, and Samira stepped out first. Not that I knew how to answer her question, she turned around and faced me. There didn’t appear to be any easy way out of this makeshift interrogation. Samira continued to stare at me silently.

      “I don’t know?” I shrugged.

      “You don’t know?” Samira asked.

      “We’re dating?” I narrowed my eyes. “We’re dating, right?”

      Samira whispered in Arabic and smirked. She kissed me and I became addicted to the sensations that she provided. Samira pulled back and pinched my cheek.

      “Yes Taylor, we’re dating. But, are we more than just two people who go on dates?”

      “I hope not, you’re about to be a married woman.” I let loose a laugh. One I hoped masked the hopelessness I felt right now. “Imagine the scandal if I’m dating a married woman.”

      Samira rolled her eyes and turned around. Before she managed to escape into the middle of the hallway, I grabbed onto her waist and held on tight.

      “Kidding,” I whispered. “By the way, do I still look ok?”

      “What do you mean? The hijab?”

      “Yeah.” I bit my lip and plucked at the fabric. “I’ve started to not notice it as much.”

      “You can take it off if you want.”

      “Take it off? Why would I do that?” A smirk filled my lips. “We match.”

      “We do.” Samira gripped my remaining hand on her waist. After a few seconds, she pulled me from her and walked forward three steps. She glanced back. “I’m not sure what to expect inside.”

      “Guess we need to find out.”

      Samira smirked and turned toward the hallway and continued down her path. We approached two large golden doors on our right. Beside the doors were stands with assorted pink flowers.

      Samira knocked.

      I heard unintelligible murmurs behind the door. My eyes drifted to Samira who reassured me with another smile. As the door opened, I glanced forward and met sweet brown eyes of a skinny man with a thin black beard. Behind the man, a voice called out.

      “Yusuf, is that the room service?”

      It sounded…British. Yusuf offered a smile and nodded at Samira. Arabic came from his lips and Samira replied. Yusuf opened the door and exposed a fabulously decorated apartment. Marble statues stood guard as we entered. A chandelier hung from the ceiling. Behind him, a man stuck his head out of a doorframe at the end of the hallway. Parts of his chest were exposed. A flash of red went across his face.

      “Not the room service,” the man said.

      “Sebastian, come here for a minute. I’d like you to meet my future wife.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “Wife?”

      Behind Yusuf, Sebastian emerged from the doorframe. He was tall, muscular and devilishly handsome. The guy resembled someone I’d see on a TV screen or an underwear ad. A towel covered his waist.

      “Isn’t that what you’re going to be?”

      “Wife?” Sebastian asked. He towered over us. “I don’t understand Yusuf, aren’t we together?”

      “I am no one’s wife, Yusuf.” Samira glanced up at Sebastian. “I am Princess Samira Al Amine, member of the royal family here in Saiccia.”

      Sebastian widened his eyes. He started to bow, but Yusuf grabbed his shoulder.

      “Don’t do that.” Yusuf released Sebastian. “So, what are you here for, princess?”

      “I was curious if the rumors were true.”

      Malik glanced at me. “I could ask the same thing. This is your…”

      “Taylor and I are dating.”

      Yusuf smirked. “Said with such privilege. Sebastian and I need to hide ourselves up here in this hotel room and yet you’re allowed to flaunt.”

      “Flaunt?” Samira narrowed her eyes. “I’m not going to pretend to be someone I’m not Yusuf. Which is exactly why we’re not getting married.”

      “Your father figured this to be the perfect union.” Malik abandoned us and walked down the hall. “Allow us to enjoy ourselves without the prying eyes of others.”

      “I’m tired of trying to hide my feelings, a fake marriage to a man…”

      “There are expectations.”

      Samira glared at Yusuf. “You’re starting to sound like my family. I’ve made my decision. There isn’t going to be a wedding.” Samira glanced at me. She retreated toward the door. “Any further conversation is pointless. Enjoy time with your boyfriend, I’m taking my girlfriend to see the city.”

      My heart skipped a beat as Arabic escaped Samira’s lips as she intertwined our fingers. A hidden smile emerged on my lips as she tugged me as I eyed Yusuf and Sebastian. They stood there in the hallway of the hotel suite and eyed us as Samira pulled me through the door.

      More grumbles left Samira’s lips and Arabic became the only thing she spoke. I adored and found myself addicted to the language. When Samira reached the elevator, she glanced back.

      “I’m taking you somewhere.”

      “You said I was your girlfriend?”

      “That…” Samira grew quiet. A bell from the elevator dinged and the doors opened. She stepped inside and I followed. “Yusuf was there with a half-naked man, they seemed close. I wanted to seem close with someone. It slipped out.”

      I bumped my shoulder against Samira’s.

      “I don’t mind.”

      Samira closed her eyes. “I’m not sure coming back was a wise idea. Marriage? To that man?” Her fingers curled into fists. “Why?” Arabic slipped out. “Because somehow we’re both abominations according to my mother?” Samira opened her eyes and looked at me. “I need to stop thinking.”

      “Then don’t think.”

      Samira inched closer toward me. Our noses brushed and I felt her breaths against my lips. Quivers ripped through me. The softness of her lips sent me into ecstasy. Sweet, citrusy, something she must have worn today. I couldn’t wrap my head around the flavor. Not that I dwelled too much on the thought. Much like Samira, I didn’t think.

      Samira pulled away and the elevator doors in front of us opened. While she exited, I remained, enthralled with the woman mere feet away who held me prisoner. Her eyes beckoned me forward and I followed, mesmerized with the color. Her emerald eyes flickered as she glanced away, ahead of us.

      By the time we returned to the SUV, my thoughts were my own again. Samira sat across from me. She settled her right cheek against the leather and locked her eyes with mine.

      “I’m taking you out,” Samira said.

      “Where?”

      “To one of those little food carts that had you so curious.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Why are you smiling?”

      Samira continued to smirk. “Because, you looked like a child when you saw them.” She leaned closer. “It was cute.”

      “I’ve never seen something like that before.”

      “You’ve seen the hotdog carts in Chicago.” Samira unknowingly released me from my trance as she settled against the seat. Her eyes shut. “They’re the same.”

      “They sell hotdogs?”

      “No.” Samira peeked at me as she smirked. “They sell many Saiccian foods, though I’m not sure our foods are unique. When my ancestors created this country, they were from the people who made up India and Pakistan. A runaway prince who wanted a kingdom fled to this island.” Samira smiled. “Saiccia was created because of that.”

      My eyes drifted from Samira as we exited the hotel property. The city streets of the Saiccian capital were packed. Scores of car horns ran rampant through the air. Old, rusted cars outside made the SUV feel out of place.

      After a few blocks, Samira leaned up and spoke to the driver in Arabic. Our SUV pulled to the side of the road, and we stopped. Samira unbuckled and I followed suit.

      Outside an unforgiving Saiccian heat pelted down against the fabric of my hijab. Too my surprise the dress I was in was breathable beyond belief. All around us, curious eyes watched as Samira and I walked down a busy alleyway. I stayed close. So many people populated the large space. Various stalls were tucked beside the faded brown bricks of buildings. Makeshift umbrellas covered merchants who leaned out of side doors of buildings.

      No one spoke to us.

      The tourist experience I expected didn’t happen. I glanced at Samira.

      “They’re not going to try and sell us stuff?” I asked.

      “I wear the colors of the royal family, Taylor. These people are most likely more frightened than anything. Saiccia isn’t America, far from it. My family’s history isn’t the best, yet my father is trying to change it.”

      Someone shouted in Arabic. Ahead of us, an older man with a cheerful smile waved his hand. Samira gripped onto my left wrist and tugged me down the street. After a few steps she released me.

      “Bilal!” Samira shouted.

      She opened her arms and hugged the man. I lifted an eyebrow and stared. Others all around us stared. This elderly man, with a long grey beard and bald head, wrapped his arms around Samira. After a few seconds, Samira stepped back and gestures for me to approach. Arabic left her lips.

      “This is a friend?” I asked.

      The man spoke Arabic and smiled at me. I mimicked him.

      “This Bilal, he doesn’t speak much English.”

      “Hello.” Bilal’s thick accent was evident. “My name Bilal.”

      Samira spoke Arabic and moved back toward me. Her armed wrapped around my waist as she tugged me close. I felt a surge of heat on my cheeks.

      “Bilal owns the best mango shake cart in the capital.” Samira switched to Arabic and followed Bilal further down the alleyway. She glanced at me. “I remember sneaking out of the palace as a kid and going to his cart.” Her eyes shut. “I still remember the taste.”

      Samira switched to Arabic. Bilal glanced back at her and replied.

      “He doesn’t believe I’m back. He still thinks it’s a dream.” Samira spoke again in Arabic. Bilal replied and Samira looked at me. “He says the other street merchants are still here.” Samira smiled. “I’m glad, my childhood was shaped in this part of town.”

      “Shaped?”

      “When I was able to slip away. I’ve come to love the street food of the capital, and the people who make it.” Samira released me and went ahead. “They feed the city, and unknown to many, they fed the royal family.” Samira narrowed her eyes. “Well, they fed me whenever I was sick of the things that found themselves on our dinner table.”

      “You’re making this sound really good.”

      “The mango shakes are amazing. Fresh mangos, a bit of sweetness, all good things to help against the hot sun.” Samira pulled back and walked beside me as we twisted down another alleyway. “I’m really making these sound too good to be true.”

      “You are. I’m going to be disappointed if they aren’t good.”

      “Oh, you’ll like it, trust me.”

      Around us, people continued to stare. At times it was a bit unsettling to be honest. I retreated my gaze toward Samira. She bumped her shoulder against me.

      “Nervous about the shakes?”

      “People are looking.”

      “I told you why, these colors…“

      “At me.”

      “Maybe because you’re a foreigner. We don’t get many visitors in Saiccia.” Samira glanced up at the sky. A patch of clouds shielded from the madness of the sun. “Ambassadors and such, people who’d like to trade with us. But never many tourists, so you stand out.”

      “Seems like we both do. You suppose new rumors are going to start?”

      “The rumors that Yusuf was talking about? Oh, I’m sure plenty of people here have their opinions.” Samira smirked at me. “The worst part is that they’re right. I brought an American girl home.”

      As we continued to follow Bilal, he paused at a small cart with a few buckets across the top. Chunks of melting ice were above the rim of the green plastic, and mangos were set out across the rest of the cart. Small bags of sugar were on the sides. A small swarm of flies rampaged around.

      In front and on the sides of the cart were a group of miniature plastic chairs and stools. Something a child might sit on. Samira wasted no time settling herself into one of the chairs. I struggled. My arms gripped the chair and I lowered myself slowly in hopes to not fall over.

      A hint of Samira’s laughter filled the air.

      “This is dangerous.” I smirked.

      “Of course, take your time. Don’t want you to get hurt sitting in a chair.”

      My eyes narrowed. I plopped down in the chair beside Samira. The smile on her face lingered longer than expected. Silent taunts from that beautiful woman made me uncertain what to think.

      “Something wrong?” Samira asked.

      “I’m deciding if I’m angry at you or not.”

      “You have to think about it?” Samira asked. She covered his lips with her hand. “Tell me when you’ve decided.”

      Before I managed another word, two tall plastic glasses of yellowish mush were placed in front of us. A small fly flew around the top of the glass, but I swatted it away. Samira grabbed her glass and downed a mouthful. I followed her lead, and my mouth was invaded by a sweet flavor.

      Droplets of mango infused liquid ran down my cheek. Samira placed her glass on the tiny table.

      “You decide yet?”

      “About the drink? It’s amazing.”

      “About being angry at me.” Samira leaned forward. “I’m very eager to know.”

      “You’re teasing me.”

      “Not enough.” Samira leaned back. She shut her eyes and faced the sun. “I’m thinking of returning to America, if I can figure out how.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “After your wedding?”

      Samira whispered in Arabic. “Quit saying that.”

      “Why?” I leaned back on my small chair. “You’re getting married. And…” I shook my head. “Am I going to have to date a married woman?”

      Samira glared at me. “You’re a guest in this country, you know.”

      “I’m aware. What? Am I being rude to my host?”

      “We’re in public, so I’m trying my hardest to behave.”

      “Oh no…” I whispered. I bit my lip as a smirk came over me. “I’m really upsetting you, aren’t I?”

      “I feel bad for the woman who’ll marry you.” Samira downed another sip of her drink. “You have an annoying side.”

      “I’d feel bad for the woman you’re marrying, but, you’ll have a husband soon.”

      Samira balled her fingers into a first. “I’m not…”

      “I’m teasing,” I whispered. My teeth sunk into my lower lip as my tone lower. “I know you’re upset.”

      “I’m not marrying that man.” Samira stood up. She latched onto the back of her miniature chair and repositioned it so she was closer to me. As she sat down, a foot separated us. “I’m going to marry someone I choose.”

      “Oh?”

      “Someone amazing, exciting, someone who makes me…makes me…”

      “Suffer?”

      Samira grabbed hold of her glass and drank. “Taylor, if you’d like to marry me, there’s a line forming.”

      “What?” My brain malfunctioned for a moment. “Wait, marry, what?”

      Samira smirked. A sentence or two of Arabic raced from her lips in a whisper. “Nothing, just teasing you. What’s flirting if you can’t have fun with it?”

      “You were flirting?” I asked.

      “Couldn’t tell?”

      “I’m not the best at getting the hints.” I met my lips against the glass once more and drank more of my mango shake.

      “You know, if we were in private, I’d kiss that little droplet off the corner of your lip right now.”

      I explored with my tongue and licked the droplet Samira described off my left lower lip. She retreated into her drink, as did I. A sense of sadness came onto me from an unknown origin. I gazed at the sky, mesmerized by the blanket of clouds that blocked out bits of the sun.

      I didn’t want Samira to get married. That much was certain. I glanced at the woman who unfairly held my heart prisoner. Part of me knew the truth. Samira saw right through me. Not that it was hard. Despite our short time together, I wanted more.

      Yet, I wasn’t certain I could have more than what we have right now.
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      A blistering morning heat strangulated any thoughts that may have existed in my mind. Above me, a canopy of fabric blocked out the eager sun. Car horns sang their familiar chorus and despite the time on my phone saying it was seven in the morning, it didn’t feel that early.

      Last night I stayed at a hotel, the same one Malik’s family owned. Samira’s mother found out about my lodging, perhaps by the loose lips of someone who worked there. I bit at my lip, still thinking about when Samira watched me drive away in a black sedan yesterday.

      To my left, veering over from the leftmost lane, a familiar black sedan pulled in near the hotel. My right eyebrow raised as I gazed as a driver stepped out. He raced to the back and popped open the door. A small gesture led me inside and the door shut.

      Silence consumed the car as I drowned out the noises around me. A short drive didn’t afford me much time to think. I knew Samira wanted me over early, yet the purpose for my visit was unknown.

      As my car passed the front gates, I again found myself distracted by the array of flowers. Along the circular driveway, a multitude of different cars and vans were parked along the drive. Ahead of me, standing with a white t-shirt, sunglasses and denim shorts, Fatima waved at my car.

      As the driver pulled open my door, Fatima greeted me with a smile.

      “So, the girlfriend has finally arrived.”

      “I have.”

      I ignored her other remarks. She approached and wrapped her arm around my shoulder. Arabic left her lips as she led me forward toward a set of beautiful steps.

      “Samira has gone completely insane.”

      I continued to glance around us as hundreds of people in highly fashionable clothes surrounded the place. A line formed on the same staircase we approached.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Samira is trying on dresses despite her protests, and our family has invited nearly every fashion house in the world.” Fatima released me. “It’s much like my wedding. Who wouldn’t want to clothe a princess?” She smirked. “Plus, we pay handsomely for the dress and… extras.”

      As we continued to climb the steps of the palace, I eyed the people outside. So many eyes their smartphones. Others held onto elaborately decorated containers for what I assumed was either dresses or fabrics.

      “How many are here?” I asked.

      “My wedding brought over one hundred. You have the staples, Louis Vuitton, Chanel, Hermes, and then some more private labels, some not known to the public.” Fatima grinned as she pushed through one of the open palace doors. “Come on.”

      Inside, the horde of people seemed to grow larger by the second. Across the vast open space of the entrance hall, scores of people congregated and occupied themselves with small talk. I overheard the conversations. The desires, the need to get Samira to say yes to their design.

      Fatima scanned the place. She narrowed her eyes and then approached one of the butlers. A short conversation in Arabic followed and her eyes met mine.

      “What?” I asked.

      “My sister has decided to lock herself in her room.”

      Fatima waded through the odd crowd toward the staircase. After the second collision, Fatima balled her fists. She started to shove her way and again met resistance as the crowds appeared to populate the staircase.

      “Everyone who doesn’t move, will never see another purchase from the Al Amine family!”

      Eyes stared at Fatima and a path opened up in the middle of the staircase. Her steps were quick; mine, not so much. No matter how I tried to think about it, this many people here for a dress continued to be absurd.

      Memories of my prom flooded my head. Going to the mall to find some dress at a department store, one meant for an evening with some girl I wanted at the time. Stacy was her name. I later learned that she only went as a prank or so she said the next day. Still not our make out session in the bathroom was a prank.

      At the top of the second story, a few of Samira’s attendants stood near a door at the end of the hallway. Fatima approached and they nodded at her and departed. Fatima rattled her fingers against the door. She leaned in and touched her ear to the wood.

      Whispers of Arabic came from her lips.

      Fatima waved me forward and I leaned against the door. Fatima continued to whisper, but then her tone shifted.

      “Opened the door, Samira, your girlfriend is here.”

      Inside the room, sounds of footsteps approached and the door unlocked. Fatima opened the door and we entered.

      Across the room, lingering near a closed balcony door with creme colors curtains, I spotted Samira. She sat against the door of an enormous golden bedsheets. My lips hung open a few inches as she glanced my way.

      Dove white fabric covered her in a fabulously eloquent dress. Long sleeves shielded and hints of skin. The dress near her chest dazzled with jewels that reflected from the fragments of sunlight that invaded the room. No signs of her hair existed as a white fabric draped down covered her ears and neck. Another strip of cloth flowed behind her and met the back fabric of her dress, more jewels were sewed in. Atop her head, a small silver crown captured my attention and strayed my eyes from the saddened emerald eyes of the princess who held my heart.

      Fatima whispered in Arabic. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Mother sent the designer,” Samira whispered. Tears escaped her. “Fatima…” Samira spoke in Arabic.

      “Shh…” Fatima whispered. “Not now, little flower, you’ll ruin your dress.”

      Samira glared at Fatima. Her tone was harsh when she spat out something in Arabic.

      Fatima glanced at me. “You ever hear your girlfriend swear? She’s so cute when she does it.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “What’s the problem, little flower?” Fatima asked.

      “I’m not getting married.”

      “A funny thing for a woman in a wedding dress to say.” Fatima moved across the room and leaned against the bed. “But, continue.”

      “I’m not getting married to him.” Samira locked eyes with Fatima. “Faking a marriage because of who I am? Why?”

      “Because your mother wishes it to be done?”

      “And your mother?”

      “Isn’t a factor, Samira, marry Yusuf.” Fatima shut her eyes and glanced at the ceiling. “Or don’t. Quit letting your mother decide how you’ll live, little flower. I didn’t.”

      “But you’re you, Fatima,” Samira whispered. “I’m the last one father has.”

      “What do you want, Samira?” Fatima opened her eyes. “You’re a princess of Saiccia, you can do anything you want to in this world.”

      “I can’t fall in love.”

      Fatima chuckled. She leaned against Samira and rested her head on Samira’s shoulder. “You can do that, little flower.”

      “I can’t escape her, Fatima. Even in America…”

      “Don’t try to escape her then, Samira, confront her. Be yourself. Fall in love.” Fatima glanced at me. “Go live with your girlfriend.”

      “Are we girlfriends yet?” Samira glanced at me.

      “We’re dating, well, I’m not sure how I feel about dating someone who’s engaged.”

      Fatima exploded with laughter. Samira collapsed onto the mattress. A few steps led Fatima over toward me as she constricted me in a hug. She hung off of my shoulder and faced Samira.

      “She’s perfect,” Fatima said. “Oh Taylor, I love you so much.” She released me. “But little flower, go to your wedding and if you want to run away who is going to stop you?”

      “I can’t run away from my own wedding.” Samira sat up. She spoke in Arabic. “Why don’t you think, Fatima?”

      “What consequences?” Fatima crossed her arms. “It can be arranged, little flower. You know where the ceremony will take place?”

      “Yes, at the royal mosque, but still, you suggest I run away?” Samira narrowed her eyes. “Why are you such an idealist? You don’t live in reality, sister.”

      “Make your own reality.” Fatima growled. “That is what I’m telling you.” Fatima walked across the room and settled against the mattress. “Listen to me, Samira. You are a princess of Saiccia. You are afforded every luxury in life, even the ability to fall in love with whomever you choose.”

      “That isn’t true.”

      “You think Winston was father’s first choice for me?” Fatima spoke in Arabic. “You’re such a stubborn little girl.” Fatima glanced back at me. “On second thought, I’ll arrange for Taylor to go back home.” Fatima stood up. “Samira clearly has no interest in trying to fight for what she wants, and Taylor, you deserve much better.”

      Samira spoke in Arabic.

      I lifted an eyebrow.

      Fatima smiled at me. “She loves to swear, but at least I’m not miserable.”

      “Can you leave?” Samira asked.

      “Of course. But think about it. Your wedding is soon and if you don’t want to get married, I’ll need to work fast. You know how hard it is to keep a secret in this country.”

      Fatima moved past me and made her way toward the bedroom door. After she exited, Samira collapsed against the mattress. She spoke more Arabic, whispering to herself. Then she paused and glanced up at me. A spark of red raced across her cheeks.

      “Sorry, I’m…not myself right now.”

      “You look divine right now.” I stepped closer. “Like an angel, without the wings.”

      Samira rolled her eyes. “Stay a while, I’m sure someone will show me a dress with wings.”

      I smirked as I plopped onto the bed beside her. She glanced down at me and I became lost in those emerald eyes of hers. No words existed, instead I tried not to think. The only thing that occupied my mind was the woman who drew closer.

      Our noses brushed as she leaned down. A smirk filled her lips. Faint breaths tapped my lips briefly before she kissed me. My heart raced out of control. We’ve kissed before, plenty of times, yet this one felt different. The movement of her lips, I tasted the excitement.

      Samira held her place and our kiss lasted an eternity. Despite the need to remember to breath, I wanted to forget the world. When Samira pulled up, I bit my lip. She glided her finger against my cheek and traced my lips.

      “What do you think I should do?” Samira asked.

      “Oh, totally marry that guy.”

      Samira squinted. “What?”

      “Oh yeah, marry him, I’ll just go home.” A smirk filled my lips. “Why are you asking me? Of course, you know what I’m doing to say.”

      “So, you think I should be daring?” Samira asked.

      “Didn’t say that.” I shut my eyes. “But running away from a wedding? Seems hard.”

      “I’m not sure what Fatima thought.” Samira collapsed beside me on the mattress. “I’m sure she’s already thinking of some plan to smuggle me out of the country.”

      I shifted over and faced Samira. “Smuggle?”

      “Of course, I’m a princess.” She leaned on her cheek and met my eyes. “I’m not allowed to leave whenever. There are certain rules that must be followed. I already told you about the expectations.”

      “I’m surprised you’re not more involved.”

      “Involved?” Samira asked.

      “In your wedding.”

      A huff of air escaped her. “My mother is coordinating everything with her staff at the palace. She even said the event will be televised.” Samira shut her eyes and whispered in Arabic. She glanced at me. “Why do I feel you’re the only positive thing in my life right now?”

      A smile formed on my face.

      “We should have sex,” Samira whispered.

      My eyes widened as I my breaths stopped. A flurry of images ran rampant in my mind. Ones that involved us on a bed, daydreams I’ve had so many times. I shut my eyes as I tried to focus.

      “Huh?”

      “Have sex, tell my mother about it. Perhaps she’ll call off the wedding?”

      My eyes narrowed. “That’s not a reason to have sex.”

      “It’s a perfect reason, come on. You were so eager before…”

      “Samira.” I leaned up and grabbed onto her wrists. “You don’t want to have sex with me, not now at least.” I released her and moved from the bed. “You told me you were waiting and I’m going to respect that.”

      “But…”

      “But, you just saying these things, aren’t you?” I asked.

      “Maybe.” Samira bit her lip. “I don’t know.”

      “Want to try on more dresses?” I grinned. “That’s a bit selfish of me to ask, but I love seeing you in these.”

      “Why?” Samira sat up and smiled. “Picturing me wearing this at your wedding?”

      “You wearing that at my wedding?” My eyes narrowed. “What if I wanted to wear it?”

      “Well, I’d tell you too bad.” Samira sat up from the bed and twirled around as she made her way toward the bedroom door. I became mesmerized as the dress whipped up in the air and she truly looked regal. Her fingers wrapped around the knob and she glanced back at me. “I like this dress.”

      “So, no chance on me wearing it at my wedding?”

      “I’m going to be wearing it at your wedding, aren’t I?” Samira leaned against the door and it shut. “Isn’t that what you said?”

      “You said that.” I grinned at Samira.

      “Did I?” Samira turned back and opened the door. “Oh well, I’m going ask them to dress you in another dress since I’m keeping this one. Then I’ll tell you how beautiful you look. You can’t have all the fun now, right?”

      I bit my lip. Perhaps this was Samira’s way to escape? Maybe we could disappear in this room for a few hours, lost in a sea of beautiful fabrics. We could pretend to do the impossible, if only for now.

      “Of course not,” I said.

      A smile slipped on Samira’s lips. “Of course not.”
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      Hours had passed us by, locked here in Samira’s room as representatives from different fashion houses rotated in and out. Despite their effort and the numerous dresses Samira tried on and the occasional one I slipped into; I still adored the first one I saw her in.

      “You seriously still like that one?” Samira asked.

      “You looked like a princess.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “I am a princess, I can wear pajamas and I’d look like a princess.”

      Behind Samira, the sunlight that once invaded this room religiously had retired for the evening. Darkness tried its hardest to consume the sky. Samira, out of her wedding dresses, now wore a more traditional Saiccian dress, blue fabric that clung to her figure as she leaned against the mattress. Her eyes gravitated toward me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’m thinking something, and I really want to say it, but I’m scared because of how you might react.”

      “What do you mean?” I lifted my eyebrow.

      “I don’t want you to think the wrong thing.”

      “What?”

      “I think I love you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What?”

      “See, this is why I didn’t want to say it, you’re going to think the wrong thing.”

      “You’re telling me you love me when you’re getting married…when?”

      “Two days?” Samira bit her lip. “But I do…you know.”

      “Samira, I think you’re just nervous for your wedding.”

      “Which I’m not attending the whole thing by the way.” Samira broke from the mattress and walked toward me. She consumed me in a hug, and I found myself in paradise. Her dazzling scent that infiltrated my flared nostrils.

      “I do love you,” Samira whispered. “It’s about the only thing I am sure of right now.”

      “You’re putting me in a weird position,” I whispered.

      “Why?”

      “How the hell am I supposed to reply to that? You’re supposed to get married Samira and then you tell me you love me?”

      “You don’t need to say anything. I’m telling you because I want to do it. If it was up to me Taylor, we’d be back in America, maybe at your place.” Samira leaned her chin against my shoulder. “We could order some food, I’d listen to you rant about another failed interview.”

      “Another…”

      “Kidding.” Samira pulled back and kissed my cheek. She whispered something in Arabic. “That much, I’m sure.”

      “What?”

      “I told you I loved you in my language, so I know it’s true.”

      Samira tugged on my hand as she retreated several steps. Moonlight slipped inside the room and glistened off her skin. Temptations dared me to act, but I grappled with my sanity and restrained myself. Samira settled by the balcony doors. She pushed aside the drapes more and bathed in the moonlight.

      I didn’t want to face the truth. It was too early, and I was used to this cycle. Countless times before, the misjudgments and fallouts for such, I’m not sure if I wanted to say love.

      But what else was there to say?

      When Samira turned around, an angel looked back at me and there was no denying that fact. My lips hung open and I had no words. A knock at the door rattled my trance. Samira glanced behind me at the door. She spoke in Arabic. Again, the knock surfaced.

      “I told them we’re busy,” she whispered.

      Samira marched across the room and grabbed the knob of the door. She tugged it open and too my surprise, Crown Prince Ali greeted us with a grin and a black suit. Samira turned toward me and rolled her eyes.

      “Just what I need,” Samira said.

      Ali entered and closed the door behind him. He met my eyes.

      “Taylor.” He nodded.

      “Prince,” I replied.

      “Ali is perfectly fine.” He glanced at Samira and spoke in Arabic. “Fatima has been spreading some rumors, little flower.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “Something about you running away?” Ali walked across Samira’s room and parked himself on the mattress. “Which, while not unexpected, wouldn’t be wise.”

      “When have you ever told me to be wise?”

      “I’ve told you to pick your battles.”

      “And this isn’t worth fighting for?” Samira glared at him. “I don’t want to marry him.” She whispered in Arabic. “Everyone knows that.”

      “How would you even do it?” Ali asked.

      “Fatima said she’d handle it.”

      “Our sister cannot handle her alcohol. Trusting her with an escape plan is unwise.” Ali’s hand retreated into his right suit pocket. He pulled out a cellphone. “Is this what you want?”

      “More than anything.”

      “I don’t think you understand, Samira. There is no going back from this.” Ali’s demeanor transformed. “The consequences that will come this are unlike anything you’ve faced. Your latest antics got you kicked out of the country for a few months.”

      “And?” Samira asked.

      “You may not be allowed back in. If you do this, little flower. Saiccia will not welcome you home.”

      “Saiccia or my parents?” Samira asked.

      “You will not be an Al Amine, Samira, that is what you aren’t understanding.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “I’m fine with being just Samira.”

      A sigh escaped Ali’s lips. He whispered something in Arabic and lifted himself off of the bed. Slow steps led him to Samira and he kissed her forehead.

      “If that is what you wish, then let it be done.”

      “You will help me?” Samira lifted her right eyebrow.

      “You are my dearest little sister, Samira.” He gripped her into a hug. “I will do everything to make you happy, even if that means letting you go.”

      “You’re speaking of what Mother and Father will do?”

      “You will be banished, Samira. Cut off from your allowances, the palaces, your title, everything that makes you an Al Amine.”

      “Brother, can we stop?” Samira broke from her brother. “I won’t lose you or Fatima, so I will still be an Al Amine.” Her eyes narrowed. “I won’t lose you, right?”

      Ali’s smile was sinfully sweet. He stepped back toward the bedroom door. “You will not lose me, little flower. Now, I need to go make arrangements. My fingerprints cannot be on this.”

      “So, it’s happening then?” Samira asked.

      Ali didn’t answer as he slipped out of the door.  After we were alone, Samira eyed me. She migrated across the room and sat on the bed. I moved from the entrance of her closet toward the mattress.

      “You’re not getting married?”

      “I, I don’t think so. Once Ali says something will be done, it tends to happen.” Samira retreated toward the bed. I fell backward as she pushed my shoulders down. Her long black hair tickled my skin. “I’m free.”

      Her body meshed against mine. I lifted my hands from the mattress and gripped her back. A slight shiver from the woman atop me caused me to beam with excitement.

      “Before we continue,” Samira began.

      “Yes?”

      “Are we’re going to fall asleep like this?”

      “Big plans tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Actually, I do. I’m spending the day with my mother, the final day of preparations. How much time will be with her specifically, I’m unsure.”

      “Preparations for this wedding you’re planning on running away from?”

      “It’s required of me, besides, I’ll give my mother one last day with her daughter.”

      “A bit grim, don’t you think?”

      “Why? Because I’m speaking the truth. It’ll be her last day with me. After I do this, after… I’m not sure she’ll ever see me as a person again.”

      “A person?”

      “You heard her…abomination.” Samira sighed. She collapsed onto my chest. Fragments of black hair tickled my face. Samira’s chin rested on me; her fingers sailed across my left cheek. I became enamored with the sly smile on her face. “Maybe I am?”

      “An abomination?” I lifted my eyebrow. “Too pretty for that.”

      Samira clawed up closer and our noses touched. Her soft lips pressed against mine. A gentle greeting, one I became addicted to and couldn’t bear to be without. As Samira pulled back, she again nested against my chest.

      “There are times I want to close my eyes and live there,” Samira said.

      “In your head?”

      “In the place I’ve created in my head. I don’t need a palace,” Samira whispered. “Don’t need the servants, everything that comes along with this life I have. Yes, whenever I close my eyes, the world I create is so simple.”

      “Oh?” I whispered.

      “We’re back at that apartment of yours.”

      “Dirty as ever, wait, with or without my roommate.”

      “Without, and every morning, we wake up, you in a white blouse and underwear, making me breakfast.”

      I tied to suffocate a laugh. “This is very detailed.”

      “Shh, you’re ruining my moment.”

      “Am I?” I raced my fingers through Samira’s hair. “Want me to get out of my dress? I can change into that white blouse and underwear.”

      Samira bit her lip. Her index finger traced her finger around my chest and settled against my stomach. I tried to rid myself of temptation. I squeezed my eyes shut, anything I could do to stop these thoughts. Not that I didn’t have visions of my own.

      Yet I didn’t picture Samira there in her underwear at my apartment. No, pictures of her in that wedding dress of hers became a screensaver in my brain. She looked so…divine.

      “I should get to sleep,” Samira whispered.

      “Should I leave?” I asked.

      “No.” Samira pressed her cheek into my dress more. “This is fine, it won’t matter if my mother learns of you staying now,” she whispered. “Goodnight, Taylor.”

      Before I managed any protest, I rested my hand in Samira’s head. My fingers became entangled in her mane of hair and a smile settled on my face. I didn’t have the willpower to ask her to move. So now I was trapped here, with the prettiest girl in the entire world. I felt every heartbeat, every breath, everything about her and I didn’t want to let go.
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      Water droplets slid down a glass of fresh iced tea. I stared at the ice cubes for far longer than needed. Across from me, at a small metal table that was part of a sidewalk cafe, Fatima gazed into the street. Designer sunglasses shielded her eyes as pearl-white teeth captured my attention. She held an iced coffee in her hands. A few sips from a straw and then she set the drink on the table.

      “Do you hate it yet?” Fatima asked.

      “Hate what?” I asked.

      “Saiccia, it’s hot, so many rules.” Fatima flexed her shoulders and shook. “So many rules and now your girlfriend is gone for the day.”

      “I didn’t even see her this morning.”

      “Wedding preparations do that, at least here they do.” Fatima retreated into her coffee. “I imagine her mother is leading her through the events for tomorrow, just to ensure our little flower is all prepared.”

      “So, rehearsals?”

      “A bit different than just rehearsals. There is a massive undertaking for a royal wedding here in Saiccia. Mine was a disaster.”

      I sipped some of my tea. “A disaster?”

      “It was very traditional, I’m sure the imam was disappointed, the country sure was. Winston is not their ideal candidate to be with one of their princesses.” Fatima lifted her sunglasses and I stared into her eyes. “They wanted someone who looked like them.”

      “So, I don’t fit?”

      “You?” Fatima smirked. “Oh, you certainly don’t fit.” Fatima leaned back in her chair and flashed a smile. “Stealing away a Saiccian princess, that’s a serious crime. The media detested Winston, yet they never wrote about in detail out of respect. Little stabs at our relationship.” Fatima sipped her coffee. “One photo they took has him in his underwear. They thought we’d be embarrassed because he had a bit of a belly. I loved that belly, they didn’t know that.”

      I smirked. “Not sure how I’d react to my photo in a magazine.”

      “Just a picture? No, you’ll be public enemy number one.” Fatima flipped her sunglasses back on. “We should get going.”

      Fatima abandoned her coffee on the table and stood up. After she stretched her arms in the air, she eyed me and walked toward the edge of the sidewalk.

      Beside Fatima, a white Lamborghini with black stripes captured the attention of all passersby. She wrapped around the hood and pulled open the driver side door. When she was inside, I stood up from the table and left my tea.

      When I was buckled up next to Fatima, the engine roared. American pop music blasted into the streets. The volume made me contemplate jamming my fingers into my ears. Fatima smirked and gripped the leather steering wheel tight.

      “Where are we going?” I shouted over the whipping wind and obnoxiously loud music.

      Fatima didn’t pay me any mind as we sped down the busy street. We weaved in between cars as if they were mere obstacles on a track. Yet when a red light stood above us, Fatima’s car screeched to a halt.

      “Where are we going?” Fatima eyed me. “Spying, of course.”

      “Spying?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yes, on your girlfriend. You didn’t want to?”

      I held my tongue. Spying on Samira? Despite my inhibitions, Fatima painted a tempting picture. Perhaps a quick peek to see what she was up to.

      “Um, could we?” I bit my lip.

      “Absolutely.”

      The car sped ahead at excessive speed. Again, I found myself overtaken. Not by the car or our journey, by thoughts of her. Part of me wished my visions were reality. Both of us in my apartment, leaned against the counter as I pressed against her.

      My lips against her neck, temptation yearning for a bite. I shut my eyes for a more vivid view of my daydreams. Samira’s smile, one that induced a fever that I doubt would be sedated. Sweet whispers in Arabic as I continued in my dreams to explore her neck.

      “Taylor?”

      I opened my eyes and glanced at Fatima. She grinned, a silent taunt of sorts. Perhaps she had an inkling of what transpired inside my head. The way her sister made me feel horribly delightful things.

      “Sorry,” I said. My eyes shut as I tried to rid myself of my thoughts. “I was daydreaming.”

      “About Samira?” Fatima laughed as we arrived at another red light. Ahead of us cars moved in the opposite direction. “She truly has sunken her teeth into you, hasn’t she?”

      “I don’t know how it happened. One minute I was meeting her for dinner, some girl from the internet.”

      “The internet?” Fatima lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t think she told me this. Is that how you met?”

      “I found her on a dating website. Well, her profile, she didn’t have any photos.”

      Another explosion of laughter erupted from Fatima. “No.” She whispered in Arabic. “You’re lying.”

      “I swear, we met online.”

      “You met my sister, Samira, a princess of Saiccia, online?” Fatima leaned against her seat. The grip on the steering wheel loosened. “Oh, my sweet, little flower, what have you gotten yourself into?”

      “I’m glad I met her.”

      “I’m certain of that. She’s infatuated with you.” Fatima grinned. “She was never like this with the others. Whenever her mother discovered her with girl, Samira rarely protested and went off to find another.” Fatima gripped the steering wheels. “Yet you’re different. She’s willing to give up Saiccia for you.”

      Before I managed a word, we turned to the right and the normal racing speeds I grew used to were exchanged for more normal ones. Fatima cruised down a large, beautiful road, an oddity it seemed compared to the one were just on.

      Ahead of us a massive white building with a circular top. I glanced at Fatima.

      “What is that place?”

      “The grand mosque of Saiccia.” Fatima’s car stopped as the traffic in front of us grew unbearable. “Samira will have one of her ceremonies there. I’m not even sure if it opened today, they may be in the middle of preparations.”

      I glanced at Fatima. “Did you plan on going inside?”

      “Of course, I’m curious where my sister has run off to.”

      “But, didn’t you say it wasn’t open?”

      Fatima sped to the leftmost lane and raced around and handful of cars before she veered into the right lane. She turned down a road near the mosque. Beautiful music escaped speakers as the Lamborghini drove slowly down the small street in front of the building.

      Past Fatima, on the sidewalks near the mosque, I spotted hundreds of vendors. Carts with various snacks, breads and candies, captured my attention. Many people in beautiful robes walked along the sidewalks, but I didn’t see any go up the white steps toward the mosque.

      “Looks closed.”

      “The mosque is never closed to me,” Fatima said.

      Fatima pulled the car near the sidewalk and placed it in park. I didn’t notice a parking meter and other cars appeared to park…wherever. I didn’t try to understand as she stepped out. I followed Fatima into the blazing Saiccian heat and crossed the road a few feet behind her.

      “Why isn’t it closed to you?” I asked.

      Fatima glanced back at me. I couldn’t see her eyes through her sunglasses, but she flashed a smile.

      “My family built it, many, many years ago when Saiccia was in its infancy.” Fatima turned around and walked backward several steps. “So, we are always welcomed by the imam.”

      Fatima continued up the steps and I followed. Ahead of us, the mosque drew my attention. An architectural wonder compared to most of the buildings I’ve encountered here in Saiccia. The sheer size of the thing intimidated me as we approached a set of opened doors.

      Soft chants came from inside, ones that I didn’t recognize. Fatima paused by the door, she glanced at me. “They’re praying.”

      Fatima met eyes with a man in a white robe who stood by the door. He rushed over and bowed his head and spoke in Arabic. After Fatima exchanged a few words, the man disappeared into the mosque.

      “He’s going to get us some hijabs. Also, some slippers.”

      After a few minutes the man returned with more men in robes. One wore a black robe with a white hat. He had a grey beard and a wide smile. Fatima’s name escaped his lips.

      Fatima spoke with the man for a minute as she dressed herself in the hijab. I tried to follow her lead and failed. Fatima smirked and helped me and within a few moments my hair was restrained and covered. I exchanged my tennis shoes for some slippers and joined Fatima as we entered.

      “The imam is wishes us welcome. I told him you were a guest of the family visiting our country.”

      Inside, beautifully golden etched walls led us toward a massive hall. People prayed inside and I tried to remain as silent as possible. After a few seconds, we retreated back through a door and into the hallway once more.

      The imam spoke to Fatima who glanced around. She then replied and eyed me.

      “He’s saying that Samira and her mother aren’t here. They came by earlier to make inspections. They will start preparing for the ceremony tomorrow.”

      “I don’t think I’m invited.”

      Fatima looked at the imam and spoke some more. She turned toward the exit and started to walk. I followed and as we approached the door, she glanced back at me.

      “I thanked him for his time, he was excited you came to visit.”

      “Really?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Of course, that mosque represents the greatness of our country. While it is the main hub for prayer, we love getting visitors who wish to see our culture. The imam is a friendly man.”

      Outside again I felt myself blasted by the unforgiving Saiccian heat. Ahead of us, tens of small carts underneath the cover of umbrellas and clothes had hundreds of people gathered. I glanced at Fatima.

      “Vendors are selling cool drinks outside. Want something?” Fatima asked.

      “I’d love something.”

      Fatima walked ahead and approached one of the carts. As I followed, the scores of people who surrounded the cart eyed Fatima and stepped away. She lifted up her sunglasses and moved around. Inside the cart, a massive mound of ice held various sodas and canned drinks. Fatima spoke with a young man in a yellow faded t-shirt who manned the cart and pulled a Saiccian bill from her purse.

      The man fished out a coke and handed it to Fatima, then he handed her another. Fatima tossed me one of the cans of cokes and I managed to catch it before the thing smashed onto the sidewalk. After she paid, we walked along the sidewalk’s edge and became victims to the hundreds, perhaps thousands, of curious eyes.

      “I think I overpaid,” Fatima said.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “The drinks weren’t that expensive, but I don’t have any small bills.” She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t normally even carry our currency.” Fatima glanced at me. “I cannot remember the last time I bought someone a drink from a street vendor.”

      “I must be special.”

      Fatima wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “You’re going to be my future sister in-law, aren’t you? Of course, you’re special.”

      I rolled my eyes and Fatima exploded with laughter. She lifted her can of coke and snapped back the tab. A rush of fizz escaped the top and Fatima pressed the can against her lips. A few droplets slid down her face and dripped onto the sidewalk.

      She whispered in Arabic. “This is refreshing.”

      I lifted my can of coke and struggled with the top. After a few attempts, I broke into the can and pulled the tab back. My sips were frequent. I’m sure anything would be better than this heat right now.

      “So, you excited for tomorrow?” Fatima asked. “Saiccia isn’t going to be able to handle it.”

      “I’ve been meaning to ask, didn’t Ali say he was taking care of this? Is Samira still getting married” I asked.

      “Ali is taking care of it, but he never said anything about cancelling the ceremony. You can come with and sit next to me during the ceremony. Yet, I’m not sure how long it’ll last.”

      “You think it will end quickly?”

      “I don’t even know what Samira or Ali plans to do. I’m not sure Samira knows what she wants to do.” Fatima lifted up her glasses and glanced at me. “Besides you.”

      “No, she’s not like that.”

      “Oh no, my sister is very much like that. I’ve tried to set her up countless times with women. She’s being driven insane waiting for marriage.” Fatima looked ahead. “Not that I don’t respect her. I admire her devotion to our faith, something I tend to…ignore sometimes.”

      “She asked me to have sex with her.”

      Fatima stopped on the sidewalk. She glanced at me and whispered in Arabic. “No, my sister, Samira did what?”

      “Well, she said she wanted to do it to get out of marrying that guy Yusuf, she was going to tell her mother afterward.”

      An explosion of laughter escaped Fatima’s lips. “Oh, sweet Samira. She’s so…I love my sister so much.” Fatima sighed. “I needed that laugh. The only problem with Samira’s little plan is that her mother thinks none of this is real. She’d most likely say you two are incapable of having sex.”

      “Oh.” A smirk laced my lips. “I’m perfectly…” I paused and red splashed across my face. “Sorry.”

      “No, please, continue. I’d love to hear what you have in store for my sister.” Fatima shook her head. “Maybe keep that stuff a secret.” Fatima broke away from me and continued down the street toward her Lamborghini. “But I’m glad you two found each other.”

      “I am too.”

      “And now since you’re getting close to being serious. I mean… my sister’s running away to be with you.” Fatima opened her door and slid inside. “I don’t need to remind you that if you hurt her, you’ll be hurting this entire family.” Fatima paused. “Except her mother, in fact Samira’s mother would wish for nothing more than for you to do that.”

      “I won’t…” I leaned against my seat. “Not I expected it to be like this when I first messaged her. But I’m becoming obsessed.”

      “Obsessed with Samira?” Fatima glanced at me. “You need to be examined by a doctor, I think. Anyone who falls in love with that girl has serious mental problems.”

      A grin raced across my lips. “Thanks.”

      “Ahh, so you’re in love?” Fatima leaned in her shoulder and faced me. “Does Samira know?”

      “Heck, I hardly even know. I’m not trying to admit anything…yet.”

      “Well, you’ll be tested tomorrow. Both of you will.” Fatima gripped her steering wheel. “I hope Ali has everything prepared, but he has a reputation for taking care of things.” Fatima sighed. “He is the talented crown Prince after all.” She smirked at me. “I’ll be with you tomorrow, don’t worry.”

      I was worried. Weddings were difficult, maybe because I never found anyone I wanted to marry. But… this time I found someone, and she was the person getting married.
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      I plucked at my dress and stared at myself in the hotel room mirror. Fatima had assisted me back to the hotel last night. Samira’s palace was swarming with her mother’s assistants, and no one was allowed to enter, especially so close to the wedding.

      Now I found myself in a dark blue dress with a matching hijab. A knock rattled my hotel door. One last look in the mirror and I subdued a lone hair’s desire to escape and placed it back underneath fabric of my hijab.

      Outside Fatima waited in the hallway. She wore a similar blue robe with a white hijab. Designer sunglasses were atop her forehead and she smiled.

      “You look great,” Fatima said.

      “I was worried I didn’t do it right.” I glanced down at my robe and fluffed it out.

      “Well, you managed.” Fatima moved forward and pressed her fingers against my shoulders. She smoothed out the fabric that wrapped around my neck and chest. Her fingers sailed across my head to ensure the hijab kept my hair hidden.

      I backed away from Fatima who smirked. Not that she was far from the truth, I did feel something. Whenever Samira touched me, inescapable pleasures invaded my body. Some were more bearable than others. Even now, I wish she was here. The way I froze up whenever she was close enough for a kiss, the giddy feelings that unleashed inside my stomach that I secretly adored.

      “We should get going,” Fatima said.

      “When does the ceremony actually start?” I asked.

      “Forty minutes maybe? But that’s just the nikah ceremony. It’s not too long, but.” A smile flashed across Fatima’s lips. “It’s quite regulated in my family. Certain things must be done, and my Winston tried his hardest, but it was still complicated for him. A gift is supposed to be given… and his gift, well, what does he get royalty?” Fatima shook her head. “He was so nervous when he gave my father a plant. I almost cried, he’s truly the best.”

      Fatima stepped back and moved down the hallway of the hotel. When we arrived at the elevator, she pressed a button and glanced at me.

      “I can only imagine the gift Yusuf had brought. But those things happened yesterday, today is the ceremony with family, friends and the nation.” She sighed. “I don’t envy Samira at all, when I was married, it wasn’t this televised. Not that Saiccia cared about me getting married.”

      When the elevator doors opened, Fatima stepped inside, and I followed. She glanced at me on occasion with a sly smile. Perhaps she sensed my nervousness. Not that it wasn’t obvious. I didn’t attempt to mask my uneasiness.

      Outside the elevator and through the lobby, a familiar white Lamborghini caught my attention. Fatima moved to the driver’s side and hopped in. Meanwhile I stood beside the passenger door, mesmerized by the thoughts in my head.

      The passenger door opened, and I eyed Fatima. She smirked at me as she gripped the steering wheel. As I slipped inside, Fatima opened her mouth.

      “You’re distracted,” Fatima said.

      “I’m not sure I can help it.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “No objecting?” I smiled.

      “You’re not allowed to do that.” Fatima leaned her head against the headrest. “Oh, but if you tried it, I’d be dying laughing and you’d be arrested without a doubt.”

      I bit my lip. I didn’t need another trip to a jail cell. My attention drifted from Fatima toward the outside. Despite the chaotic nature yesterday, today there was an odd calm to the city.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked.

      “Huh?” Fatima asked.

      “There doesn’t seem to be many people outside. Yesterday there was loads.”

      “They’re at home I imagine, watching TV. A royal wedding is a serious thing in Saiccia.”

      “Like in Europe?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Not as bad, but still serious.” Fatima turned down a familiar street and we came to a long line. She sighed and released the steering wheel. Whispers of Arabic escaped her. “Excuse my swearing.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “They have roadblocks.” Fatima sighed.

      Ahead of us, the line of cars moved at a sluggish pace. I wound down my window and glanced outside. Past a blue sedan ahead of us, I noticed a roadblock. Police cars stationed a block or so in front of the mosque blocked traffic as officers glanced inside of each car.

      Minutes went by as we crawled forward. When we arrived at the roadblock, one officer knocked on Fatima’s window. She growled as the window rolled down.

      Before the officer even spoke, she spoke in Arabic. Within seconds the officer stood straight and waved his hand. The police cars in front of us screeched back onto the sidewalk and a path was cleared for us.

      Fatima slammed on the gas and our car squealed forward. She aimed for the sidewalk and parked a few hundred feet from the mosque. Curious eyes all glared at the white Lamborghini. Fatima though didn’t mind the attention; she threw open her door and left the car. As I left, I noticed her eye me from across the top.

      “Shall we?” Fatima nodded toward the mosque.

      I crossed over the road and joined Fatima on the sidewalk. A massive amount of people congregated on the sidewalk in front of us. People dressed in fancy robes of similar Saiccian colors to those that I wore.

      As we weaved through the crowds, Fatima used her authoritative tone to ensure we were granted passage. By the time we’re at the front doors of the mighty mosque, a final security check held us up. We weren’t stop for long, as once Fatima revealed herself as the sister of the bride, we were allowed inside.

      The inner hallway of the mosque was filled to the walls with people. Fatima grabbed my hand and led me forward as we again went through a crowd until we arrived at the main room.

      Hundreds if not thousands of people were seated on the floor, with women on the left and men on the right. A walkway through the two sections led up a beautiful marble tile floor.

      Fatima led me through a few more small pockets and together we entered the women’s section. On the opposite side of me, I spotted Crown Prince Ali stationed near a velvet rope that defined where the men’s section was. I glanced at Fatima.

      “Your brother isn’t sitting?” I asked.

      “Which brother?” Fatima glanced past me. “Ah, Ali? No, he is a witness, and did you notice a certain car outside?”

      “A car?” I narrowed my eyes. “No?”

      “Samira’s sports car, that ugly purple thing. She had one shipped to America. I imagine she tried to impress you with it.”

      I didn’t even notice the car out front. There were way too many things going on for me to even begin to corner in on something like that. I glanced back at Ali, he moved away from the men’s section and walked closer toward us. A small wave summoned Fatima and I toward the rope of the women’s section.

      Ali leaned in as we approached.

      “Taylor, I’m glad you came, but who invited you?” Ali asked.

      “She can’t come to her girlfriends wedding?” Fatima asked.

      “Hush, sister,” Ali said. “Taylor, you should stand near the rope. You’ll see Samira better this way. And I wouldn’t want you to miss seeing her in that dress she’s selected.”

      I’d seen the dress she’s selected. The same dress that tormented my thoughts and made it impossible to think at times. Samira’s dress was truly befitting of a princess. The way she wore it in her room, with the sunlight reflecting off the jewels atop her head. I meant when I said she resembled an angel.

      Ali made his way toward the front of the men’s section. The chatter between people all around us started to die down. Footsteps behind me drew attention and I spotted the imam from yesterday walk down the makeshift aisle.

      He arrived at a beautiful ivory table in the middle of the mosque. Behind him, a familiar face drew the attention of everyone in attendance. Yusuf stood tall, proud, a boldfaced liar who appeared to conceal the truth so well. When he finished, everyone’s attention focused toward the back, and I found myself breathless.

      Samira’s attire was more beautiful than I remembered. The jewels that were on her head sparkled whenever droplets of sunlight snuck in from the front doors. She walked with such authority, underneath the cover of various women who held a canopy of white flowers above her.

      Samira glanced my way, and I couldn’t help but smile. Her eyes widened as she spotted me, and she bit at her lower lip. I imagine she struggle to cease the smile that formed in her lips. One that remained whenever she glanced back after she passed me.

      By the time Samira reached the middle of the mosque, near the ivory table with the imam, they both sat down. Prince Ali and another gentleman joined them at the table. I glanced to my left to inquire with Fatima, but she wasn’t there.

      I narrowed my eyes and glanced around, inspecting various angles as I hoped to locate the other Al Amine princess, yet nothing. Fatima was gone. I moved my attention back toward the middle of the mosque. The imam started to speak in Arabic.

      Minutes slipped by as I became entranced by Samira. Despite her seated posture, she still resonated beauty. At times, she glanced back and met my eyes. Every moment of eye contact left me breathless.

      To my surprise, Samira’s fingers rattled against the chair she was in. As the imam continued to speak, Samira appeared to hardly stay seated. Her left leg lingered on the outskirts of her chair and appeared eager for something.

      The imam lifted a piece of paper into the air, from my brief observation, golden letters were written in various pieces of the paper and the rest I didn’t see.

      After the imam placed the paper back on the table, Yusuf lifted a pen into the air and his right arm moved. I continued to stare at Samira as she glanced back at me. I narrowed my eyes and noticed Malik pass the pen to Samira who continued to glance back at me.

      The imam stared at Samira with a smile on his face. Yusuf eyed Samira, yet she continued to rotate between eyeing me and the piece of paper. Then the pen dropped onto the table, and I watched as it rolled across the ivory table and fell to the floor.

      Samira’s chair screeched back as she stood up. No words were exchanged at Yusuf and the imam eyed her with curiosity.

      Without warning Samira lifted the fronts of her immaculate white dress and jogged down the aisle. I narrowed my eyes as others started to gasp. I slipped underneath the rope into the aisle as Samira approached.

      Shouts erupted from all over. Most from voices I didn't recognize. A few rows in front of me, I spotted Samira's mother move underneath the red rope and continue to shout as she eyed me.

      Too my surprise, Samira latched onto my fingers and dragged me with her toward the hallway. All around us, people widened their eyes as we passed them. Despite men in black suits who appeared to be security of sorts, no one dared touch us.

      Outside on the steps, in the middle of a small crowd of photographers, Fatima met us with a smile. She tossed a set of car keys into the air and Samira released my hand and caught them. Flashes from cameras bombarded us and I shielded my eyes best I could. Samira raced down the steps through the photographers and I followed.

      Shouts in Arabic distracted me. When we were at the bottom of the steps on the sidewalk I glanced back, and Fatima leaned over a railing of the steps of the mosque. She opened her lips and shouted.

      I glanced at Samira.

      “What did she say?” I asked.

      “Wished me luck.” Samira smirked as she rounded the hood of her purple sports car. I heard the doors unlock and entered as Samira pulled her dress all the way inside. “And I’m going to need it.”

      Samira’s hands gripped the steering wheel tight, and the tires screamed as we ripped down the street. Samira laid her hand on the horn and the police cars that once blocked the street broke their roadblock.

      When Samira and I were on the main road, I couldn’t find any reason to look away. There was a spark in her eyes, one that grew wider as we continued toward…somewhere.

      “So, what exactly are you doing?”

      “Running away, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” Samira smiled. The car slowed down and leaned over and kissed my lips briefly. “This is all I thought about yesterday as my mother dragged me all over the capital.”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “Running away?”

      “Kissing you.” Samira grinned. “Can you open the glovebox for me?”

      I glanced at the glovebox and popped it open. Inside I spotted a manila folder and placed it in my lap. Inside a black credit card fell to the floor near my feet. I scooped up the card and placed it back in the folder. Underneath the card, I spotted two plane tickets and a letter.

      “There is a credit card, two plane tickets and a card.” I narrowed my eyes at Samira. “Sure you’re not a spy?”

      “You’ve figured me out.” Samira held her hand out. “May I see the card?”

      I handed Samira the card. As she scanned over the piece of paper, she smirked. The card fell into her lap as she focused on the road.

      “What?” I asked.

      “My brother, a goodbye letter of sorts. The card is linked to another account he opened for me. Money will be deposited, not my normal sum, but enough to survive. Plane tickets to Chicago.”

      “And we’re going to the airport?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Nowhere else to go, I imagine my mother is very upset.” Arabic escaped Samira’s lips. “I don’t want to stay and see her. I’m certain she’ll kill me this time.”

      Samira veered into another lane, and I spotted a massive plane soar above us. To my right a large fence separated an airport runway with the road. Samira weaved in between cars as she raced toward the first terminal.

      I narrowed my eyes as Samira’s car screeched to a halt as the front tires rolled onto the sidewalk. I glanced at her as she threw off her seatbelt.

      “We’re leaving the car?” I asked.

      “We need to leave, can’t take it with us.”

      “You can.” A smirk fell onto my lips. “I remember a girl racing through Chicago in her imported sports car that she had shipped across the world.”

      Samira rolled her eyes as she blew me a kiss. “Come on.”

      Samira was out before I managed to unbuckle my seatbelt. When I was outside, I watched Samira run with her beautiful gown. Much to my surprise, her head cover and crown managed to stay atop her head as we raced through the terminal.

      Samira led me through a small security section and three officers were stationed near metal detectors. Other passengers grew curious as all eyes were on Samira. She approached the security officer and handed them the pair of tickets.

      One officer, with a thick black beard and a red uniform, seated next to a screen, eyed the tickets. He glanced at Samira and spoke in Arabic.

      Samira’s retort was swift. She waved her hands and went back and forth with the officer. He glanced back at the other officers near the screen.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I don’t have my passport.” She shut her eyes. “Who brings a passport to a wedding?”

      “Someone who plans on running away from the wedding?” I grinned.

      “You’re not helping, you know that?”

      “I know, I don’t have mine either.”

      Another security officer approached. This man, with more tamed beard, lowered his head. He backed up and waved Samira through. She pointed toward me, and I followed her. We wrapped around black rope that led us into a maze until we arrived at the metal detector.

      The security guards waved us through, and the buzzer of the metal detector screamed. Samira ignored the sound as she dashed through the airport. I followed close behind her and watched the ensure the contents of that manilla folder didn’t scatter across the floor.

      The terminal appeared endless, despite Samira’s claim that Saiccia received no tourists.

      Samira turned into an airport gate labeled 24. Besides the sea of empty chairs and tables, a lone woman dressed in a beautiful golden uniform stood near an opened door that led to the jet bridge. She stood guard at a scanner and eyed us as we approach.

      Arabic left her lips and Samira replied. I narrowed my eyes as Samira was waved through and I was allowed to enter without scanning my ticket. As I caught up to Samira near the end of the jet bridge, she glanced back.

      “Still there?” Samira asked.

      “They didn’t scan your ticket?” I asked.

      “They know who I am.”

      “Because your family owns the airline?”

      “I may not be a part of my family in a few minutes, so…for now, I guess.”

      Samira entered the airplane first. One flight attendant lowered her head. Samira turned to her right and paused. I pushed closer into her massive amount of fabric of her wedding dress.

      Our steps through first class were slow. All eyes of every passenger gawked at us. Samira’s dress dragged down the aisle and I found it impossible to avoid whenever I stepped down. On occasion, I almost tripped. Not that anyone noticed, no, their eyes were too focused on the princess aboard.

      “Where are our seats?” I leaned forward. “The back?”

      “This was short notice and Ali couldn’t use a private plane.”

      “Because it’d be too obvious?”

      “Because I’m already obvious enough with this dress.”

      “Which is beautiful by the way. You are too.”

      Samira glanced back at me. “Not the time, Taylor.”

      By the time we reached the rear of the plane, I felt every ounce of embarrassment drain from my body. Not that I was immune, but that walk took an eternity and I didn’t wish to do it again.

      Samira claimed the window seat and I took the middle. Thankfully no one was next to me. As our seatbelts clicked, a beautifully young flight attendant, around our age covered in a hijab, stood beside the last seat of our row. She lowered her head and held out a basket filled to the brim with sweets. Candies, cookies, almost anything I could ever want on a flight.

      The flight attendant spoke in Arabic. I glanced at Samira.

      “She said we are welcomed to anything on the flight. Also, if these seats are not to our liking, they will move us to first class.”

      “Wasn’t first class full?” I glanced down the aisle. After I noticed almost all sets of eyes on me, I retreated to my seat. “Pretty sure this whole plane is full.”

      “They will move us, it is not a problem.”

      “How can they move us? It’s full?”

      “Taylor…”

      “Because you own the airline?”

      “Because I am a princess, well, as of right now I still am.” Samira glanced at the flight attendant and shook her head.

      The flight attendant smiled and bowed. She disappeared down the aisle. I glanced back at Samira.

      “We have the whole row to ourselves.”

      “And we’re in public,” Samira whispered.

      I leaned in and pressed my nose against hers. The warm of the brief contact ruined me. I lifted my fingers and brushed them across her cheek. So much pent-up desire and I hadn’t a clue what to do.

      “I wish we weren’t,” I whispered.

      Samira smirked and then glanced out the window. Her eyes widened as she glanced back at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Police.”

      I leaned over the armrest and invaded Samira’s personal space. Outside of the window, on the ground, almost one dozen police cars with flashing blue lights raced toward the plane. I returned to my seat and leaned my head against the headrest.

      “So, we’re stuck?” I asked.

      “I may be sent back to my palace, or worst, back to that wedding.” Samira shut her eyes.

      “And me?”

      “Oh, jail, you’re going straight to jail.” Samira leaned against my shoulder. A sigh escaped her lips. “Tempting a princess is absolutely against the laws, you need to control yourself, Taylor.”

      The speakers on the ceiling of the airplane crackled and an announcement flooded the aisle in Arabic. I glanced at Samira who didn’t bother to pay attention like the others aboard.

      “What are they saying?” I asked.

      “They asked everyone to remain seated and the police are conducting an inspection for a potential stowaway.”

      I leaned to my left and look out into the aisle. Two uniformed policemen eyed me and looked back at the flight attendant. They nodded their heads and proceeded down the aisle.

      I gripped my seat tight and glanced at Samira.

      “We running for it?” I asked

      “Run?” Samira unleashed an addictive laugh. “Run where? No, we sit and await our fate.”

      When I glanced back down the aisle, the police’s pace had increased. They continued to stare directly at me, and I retreated back into my seat.

      Above me I noticed two tall men in police uniforms glance down at us. I creeped my eyes up and noticed them lower their head. A small white envelope was placed across me and Samira latched on. Arabic was written on the front. Samira smiled and glanced at me.

      “To my sweetest sister,” Samira announced. She opened the envelope and unfolded a slip of paper. “I have ordered all planes departing to be inspected by police in search for you. Sadly, the officers inspecting this plane didn’t find anyone. I have sent word ahead to the consulate in Chicago of your arrival.”

      Above us the police disappeared back down the aisle. I noticed one lean into their shoulder and speak to their radio. Samira glanced out the window to her right.

      “They’re leaving,” she said.

      Samira released a sigh and leaned back against her seat. The speakers above us crackled to life as another announcement went through the aisle. I jolted back a bit as the plane started to move. I glanced at Samira who eyed me. Her fingers moved onto my thigh, and she rubbed against the fabric.

      “Seems we’re off to Chicago.”

      “And then…”

      “Let’s get out of the country first.”

      Samira shut her eyes and collapsed onto my shoulder.  A smile formed on her lips as she nested against me. I mimicked the princess against me and shut my eyes. My fingers wrapped around hers and I faded away into bliss.
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      Samira hung on my right arm as I tried my best to navigate through the arrivals of the airport. All around us, people grew curious of the woman beside me wrapped in marvelous ivory fabric.

      I tried my best to ignore my urge to smile. The warmth of her hand in mind brought too much joy to even think about anything else. Every step my heart fluttered. As time went on, and we continued through the airport, I didn’t pay much attention to the curious eyes. Something tickled my ear.

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered. “We should get married.”

      “Huh?”

      “Married.” Her lips pressed against my ear. “Where we exchange vows, declare our eternal love.”

      Samira’s accent slayed me more than I cared to admit. I became weak in the knees, and I felt vulnerable. Part of me wished that it was alcohol talking, but Samira didn’t drink.

      “Married, huh?” I smirked. “Maybe later.”

      “I just don’t want to waste this dress.”

      “Samira, it’s a bit early for that kind of talk, isn’t it?”

      Samira broke from me and shifted in front. Being confronted by a dazzling woman in a spectacular dress at an airport wasn’t on my bucket list, but now it certainly was. And I just crossed it off.

      “What?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “You don’t love me, do you?” Samira threw her arms around me. “It’s fine, not like I just fled my country, gave up my entire existence to be with you.”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “I’m joking.” Samira leaned forward and our noses brushed as she kissed me. “We don’t need to rush into things, but I seriously do love you.”

      “I know, and I’ll let you know when I’m there.”

      “Not yet though?”

      “Maybe a previous version of me would have said it already, but…”

      “Take your time then, Taylor.” Samira kissed me once more. “I won’t rush you. But don’t try to stick your hand down…”

      I rolled my eyes. “It was one time and I’m certain you were feeling the same thing I felt.”

      “Desire?” Samira broke from me and dragged me further down the walkway of the airport. “Oh yes, the desire. The heat in my heart.” Samira glanced back. “Or the heat somewhere else?”

      I shut my eyes. “Where exactly are we going?”

      “Well, I’m not sure what home situation is. I imagine my mother has convinced my father to cancel my hotel.” Samira paused and turned back toward me. “I may need to find a roommate.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Me?”

      “Maybe, if you can control yourself. I know how much I tempt you.”

      I rolled my eyes and brushed by Samira. Without delay, I felt her against my arm. She smirked at me, and I found my legs weak.

      “Tempt me? You act like I think about sleeping with you all the time.”

      “It’s like, ninety percent of the time, right?”

      “You’re enjoying this.”

      “Of course, teasing you is fun.”

      “More fun than landing us in jail?”

      “Absolutely!” Samira nested against me. “But seriously, I want to go out to eat. I’m starving.”

      I glanced around and became aware of the scope of onlookers. I bit my lip as we moved toward an escalator. While Samira hoisted the front of her dress, I managed the rear. Together we managed to make it down the escalator but continued to draw attention. Outside, we found ourselves at the arrivals section filled with a massive line of taxis. We picked the first one and hopped inside.

      My eyes gravitated toward Samira. She shined bright with the fading sunlight behind her. I didn’t really have a destination in mind. Without second thought I told the driver the address to my apartment.

      “Your place?” Samira asked.

      “Didn’t you say you were kicked out?”

      “My eviction is pending, I’m sure.” Samira leaned against me. “You won’t throw me out though, right?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “A horrible thing to say to your girlfriend.”

      “Want me to prepare a room for you, princess? I’ll sleep on the couch?”

      Samira glared at me. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Because you’re not a princess anymore.”

      “Oh, I’m still a princess, for now. But to you, I’m Samira.”

      “Just Samira.” I leaned against my headrest.

      “So, you’ll allow me to stay?”

      “My place may be too small for you. You were on the top floor of some fancy hotel.”

      “No room service at your apartment, right?”

      “Oh, depends on how late.” I shoved Samira to the seat of the cab and leaned down. My fingers traced along the parts where her white hijab met skin. The crown on the top of her head started to fall off, I imagined it was sewn on. “I have a select menu late at night.”

      “Oh?” Samira asked.

      I kissed Samira and enjoyed every moment against her lips.

      “I have some really sweet flavored lipstick.” I kissed Samira’s left cheek. “Or I can make something boring, but I’d need to know exactly what you can eat.”

      “What I can eat? You make me sound picky. It’s not that hard to follow, trust me. Just certain things aren’t allowed.”

      I leaned down and pressed my lips against the fabric that covered Samira’s right ear. My breaths were soft, and I felt them ricocheted off.

      “There’s also another option,” I whispered.

      “Oh?” Samira whispered.

      “I’ve been told I taste very good, if you ever wanted to try.” I leaned back up and exploded with laughter as Samira’s face grew redder by the second. “You’re so innocent.”

      “Don’t say things like that.”

      “Am I tempting you, princess?”

      “You’re making this harder than it needs to be.”

      “Because we’re not married?”

      “Of course.” Samira wrapped her hands around my back and pulled me close. “When we’re married, I’m not letting you out of bed.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. “When?”

      “Yes, when.” Samira smirked. “I’m a princess, something you like to remind me of constantly, and I always get what I want.”

      “And that’s me?” I leaned in closer. “Huh?”

      “More than you know,” Samira whispered.

      “So, dinner tonight?”

      “Dinner tonight.”

      “After you change?” I asked.

      “At your place?”

      I pushed up off the seat and returned to my own. Samira lifted up and straightened the jewels atop her head.

      “Yeah, my place,” I said. “Why? I’m sure my stuff will fit. Unless you don’t like my style.”

      “I love your style.”

      “Almost as much as you love me, I guess.” I smirked.

      “Exactly.” Samira leaned her chin on my shoulder. “Something light for dinner though, a salad?”

      “Bagels?” I asked.

      “Donuts.”

      “For dinner?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “I just ran away from my country, Taylor. I need to live a little.”

      “So, donuts for dinner and then sex?” I smirked.

      Samira rolled her eyes as she retreated to her seat. “Donuts for dinner. And then maybe I can see if I still have a home.”

      “Didn’t your brother hook you up?”

      “Hook me up?” Samira narrowed her eyes.

      “Take care of you.”

      Samira crashed against her seat. “I don’t know. Ali loves me, but I’m not sure to what extent.” She glanced at me. “Not that staying with you would be the worst.”

      “The temptation would be unbearable.”

      “You’d die, I’m sure of it.”

      I shut my eyes. “Want to order donuts?”

      “Let’s go to the hotel, see if I have a room still. Then order donuts.”

      “Powder donuts.”

      “Powder sugar is going to be a disaster,” Samira groaned. “It leaves such a mess on my fingers.”

      “Oh no,” I whispered. I leaned closer and pulled Samira’s fingers closer to my lips. “I’ll be sure to lick away every mess.”

      “Will you now?” Samira’s accent made me weak. “Excuse me.” Samira leaned forward. “Can we please change the destination?”

      Samira recited the address to her hotel and the cab driver changed lanes.

      When our cab pulled into the circular entrance of the hotel, I eyed the familiar rotating glass door. After the cab stopped, I shot out of the back and awaited the woman behind me. Samira struggled to leave with her dress in her hands. As she stood by me, the jewels atop her head fought with gravity. I straightened them and latched onto her fingers.

      “So, if we strike out here, back to my place?” I asked.

      We moved into the rotating door and stepped forward.

      “Strike out?” Samira asked.

      “If you don’t have the room.”

      “Then go to your place and I’ll be in your room.”

      “Not in my bed though, because I smell, right?”

      Samira bumped into my back. “You smell very nice, so that’s not the reason.”

      I felt a wet sensation on my neck. Behind me I noticed Samira’s tongue move from my neck to my cheek. I stepped out of the revolving door and glanced back at her.

      “Did you just lick me?” I asked.

      “You taste delicious.”

      A smirk formed on my lips, and I leaned closer toward Samira. “Didn’t I tell you others said that about me?”

      Samira’s face changed to spots of crimson. “Pervert,” she whispered.

      I rolled my eyes and before I managed to slip from the rotating door, Samira locked her arms around my neck. We exited together and she leaned onto me. I felt the breaths that came from her lips against my ears.

      “If you saw what I thought about, you’d say that same thing about me,” Samira whispered.

      “Would I?” I asked.

      “Of course.” Samira released me.

      I turned back toward her. “What kind of thoughts?”

      “Maybe you’ll find out.” Samira pressed forward and kissed me. “Let’s see if I still have a room.”

      Samira broke from me and approached the front counter in the lobby. A cheerful woman with tied up oak shaded hair stood behind one of the many computer screens. As she noticed Samira approach, she offered a smile.

      “Your highness, we’re pleased you’ve returned.”

      “Thank you.” Samira glanced down. “If you’re curious, it was my wedding.”

      “Congratulations,” the woman said.

      “I ran away.” Samira leaned against the wooden edge of the counter. “Do you know if I still have a room?”

      “Oh… um, yes, your highness, a room is still available to you, but your last name has been removed from the reservation." The woman looked up from the computer. "However, the embassy in Washington called and informed us of a different payment method.” The woman’s typing distracted me. “Aside from that.  Nothing has changed. Do you need something sent up the room?”

      Samira glanced back at me. “You wouldn’t happen to have powdered donuts?” Samira eyed the receptionist. “I’m not sure if your kitchen can make them also a room key.”

      “Powdered donuts…?”

      “Yes, you know with the little white powder on them?”

      “We will have them delivered in no time. Please allow us time to prepare.” The woman leaned down and then produced a room key and placed it on the counter. “And your room key.”

      “Excellent, thank you for your help.”

      Samira turned back toward me and grabbed ahold of my hand. She dragged me through the lobby toward the elevators and paused as she pushed the up button.

      “Powdered donuts?” I asked.

      “You seemed so excited about my suggestion, so I went through with it.”

      “They’re messy,” I said.

      “You promised to clean up after me, unless your offer isn’t good anymore?”

      “No, still good.”

      The elevator doors opened, and Samira stepped in first. She walked toward the end and leaned against the railings.

      “Fantastic, I was worried I’d have to lick my own hands.”

      I grabbed hold of Samira’s left hand and placed her index finger between my lips. It didn’t take me long to drag my lips down the entirety of her skin. Samira’s eyes shut and, in that moment, I had her.

      “All clean?” Samira pulled her finger from my lips and inspected it. “I can’t tell.”

      “All clean,” I said.

      When the elevator doors opened, Samira left first. I followed her down the hall toward a familiar door. Samira flashed her room key in front of the lock in the door and pushed herself inside.

      A long hallway greeted us that led to a big living room. Samira sighed as she skipped through the hall and launched herself onto the oversized couch in the middle of the room. I eyed her as she removed her hijab and wild black hair rested against her face. She blew bits of hair out of her eyes.

      “You excited for donuts?” Samira asked.

      “They’re not here yet.” I lingered near the edge of the couch. “And I’m sure you’re much sweeter.”

      Samira rolled her eyes. She sat up from the couch and then stood. Within a few seconds she raced toward the television and then started to explore various channels with the remote. I lifted an eyebrow when she went online.

      “Looking for something?” I asked.

      Samira had pulled up a music streaming website by the time I approached.

      “I’m still in my wedding dress, so I may as well get to dance in it.”

      “What kind of dance?” I asked.

      “You’ll be dancing with me to traditional Saiccian music.” Samira glanced back as she set the remote down.

      The sound of symbols echoed throughout the room accompanied by handclaps. Next a drum appeared along with a foreign sounding flute. Some language I didn’t understand escaped from the TV and Samira clapped along to the beat. She danced about the living room, avoiding the glass coffee table every time she approached.

      Samira latched onto my wrists and tugged me toward her. She lip synced the words as she twirled around, hugging me closer. Time ceased as I became mesmerized with the smiling bride attached to me. On occasion Samira tilted herself closer until our noses touched. I lost track of time as we twirled about the small space between the coffee table and TV.

      After what appeared countless songs, a doorbell rang. Samira released me and moved back toward the television and shut it off. Remnants of the music lingered in my ears as I eyed Samira waltz across the room, still enjoying the tunes in her head.

      Samira opened the door and a man in a butler uniform greeted us with a smile. He pushed a cart down the hallway and placed a tray onto a small table beside the couch. He offered another smile and then grabbed the cart and disappeared back out the door.

      Before I uttered a word, Samira unveiled a small tower of white powdered donuts. Her eyes widened and I tried to hide my smile. She grabbed ahold of one donut near the top and bit onto half. She glanced at me and moaned.

      “That good, huh?” I asked.

      “So good,” Samira said.

      Powder sugar escaped her mouth as she spoke. More white powder covered her lips and I tried my best to hold back the flutters in my heart. Yet that failed. Every step forward felt as if my insanity gave in. Samira latched onto another powdered donut and held it in the air.

      I took a bite.

      I’m not positive what was sweeter, the sugar or the kiss I stole after. Samira’s lips mixed with the powder did wonders for my brain. She bit into a fresh donut, held it between her teeth and I chomp down on the opposite end.

      Despite the movie like prediction of us finishing it and kissing, the donut broke apart and dropped onto the tile floor. Samira exploded in laughter, powder escaped her mouth and coated my face. She grew silent, staring at her creation and tried her best to fight the urge that brewed within.

      Another fit of laughter escaped Samira. She leaned against the table, and I closed in while she grew distracted with her amusement. Samira’s eyes widened as I pinned her fingers to the wood. She grew silent as my lips brushed against hers.

      “You look lovely,” Samira whispered.

      “I’m sure you did a wonderful job.”

      “Oh, I did.” Samira leaned forward and held me hostage with a kiss. “I really like this dress, by the way.”

      “You want to take it off? Worried I might ruin it?” I whispered.

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “You’ll ruin it if we keep this up.” She kissed my cheek. “You do need to behave, Taylor.”

      “Oh course, princess.” My fingers slid up her hands onto the heavenly fabric. “How rude of me.”

      “Don’t call me princess.”

      “But that’s what you are,” I whispered. I kissed Samira’s left ear and sunk my teeth gently into her earlobe. She shook and I smirked. “Aren’t you?”

      “You’re making my life extremely difficult.” Samira pulled back and panted. “Please.”

      “Did you like what I just did?” I whispered. My lips met her earlobe and she pulled back. “Oh?”

      Samira’s face was flushed. Her lips were opened as she continued to pant.

      “I don’t think I can handle you doing that again,” she whispered.

      “So, I should do it again?” I rested my teeth against her skin.

      “Taylor, please,” Samira whispered.

      I pulled back and snatched one of the donuts from the plate. It didn’t take long to stuff the powdered mess into Samira’s mouth. Despite her adorable look, the narrow eyes she displayed only caused me to smile more.

      “You’re so cute.” I pinched her cheek.

      Samira bit into the donut and pushed her lips against my cheek. “Now you’re messy.”

      “We should go wash off,” I whispered.

      “What?” Samira asked.

      “Take a bath.” I leaned back and took one step toward the bathroom. “With me.” I continued back. “In the tub, no clothes.”

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered.

      “What?” I smirked. “We won’t have sex, I promise.”

      “You’re such a bad liar.”

      “Ok, you’re right. We’d probably end up having sex, but so what?” I shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It’s a big deal to me,” Samira whispered. “A really big deal.”

      “Because you’re a virgin?”

      “Because I, I don’t want to waste it…”

      “Waste it?” I narrowed my eyes. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Samira leaned back and broke contact with me. She rolled her eyes. “No bath.”

      “Did I go too far?” I asked.

      “I just, want it to be special. That’s all,” Samira whispered.

      “And you’re afraid a bathtub with me isn’t special enough?”

      “I need to be married.” Samira shut her eyes. “l want it to be you, I really really do.” Samira glanced at me, and I became weak. “I really want it to be you. But just…”

      “Marry you?” I whispered.

      “Are you asking?” Samira’s voice went up an octave.

      My eyes narrowed. “Samira…”

      “At least you didn’t call me princess this time.” Samira smirked. She latched onto my hands once more. “Let’s just keep doing this, for now.”

      “Making out?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “And growing, discovering things about each other, learning exactly what our boundaries are…” Samira moved forward and rested her nose against mine. “I love discovering things about you. Like how adorable you looked in my hijab.”

      “I did rock it, didn’t I?”

      “Of course.”

      “Literal cover model, right?” I smirked.

      “Yes, a model.” Samira leaned back. “But I don’t want to rush things, just like you don’t want to. So…” Samira broke from me and wandered closer toward a bedroom door. “Let’s just keep doing this.”

      “Which is…what exactly?”

      “Falling in love.”

      “But I’m already…” I paused. My eyes widened. I glanced back and retreated into the mound of donuts.

      “What was that, Taylor?”

      I chomped into a donut and looked at Samira. “What?” I asked with a full mouth.

      Samira bit her lower lip. “You know what you said.”

      “What did I say?”

      “You have horrible manners.” Samira walked back toward me. She pushed my chin up and closed my opened lips. “Did you know that?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Don’t talk with food in your mouth.”

      I swallowed and leaned forward. Samira’s lips were soft as ever and the remnants of sugar tasted delightful.

      “So, about you being in love with me.”

      “I didn’t say that…”

      “Oh? Maybe I misheard.”

      “You did.”

      Samira retreated several steps. She latched onto her bedroom door. One last glance was all I was allowed before she disappeared. I heard her voice from inside the bedroom.

      “You going to sleep here tonight?” Samira asked.

      “Not sure.” I stepped closer toward the opened door. As I leaned against the door frame I peeked inside. “Why?”

      Samira noticed me. The wedding dress she wore now occupied the mattress. She eyed me with ivory white underwear, and I bit at my lip. Every inch of her figure drove me to madness.

      “Wanted to ask if you wished to sleep with me.”

      “You already know the answer to that.”

      “I did miss waking up next to you.”

      Samira walked toward the bathroom and disappeared again. I shut my eyes and envisioned us together laying in warm water. Her back on my chest and the messy of silky black hair against me as I twirled my fingers around. My left hand though, a bit more adventurous and would crawl down her stomach until I dipped low enough to make her shiver.

      I wanted to explore that with her. Take her to new places she’d never experience before. A certain pleasure we’d never get with our clothes on. A sigh escaped me. I needed to get ready for bed and this night, like the others, wasn’t going to be easy.
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      Even after six months since I first met the person behind that pictureless profile, fiancée was still such an odd word. Yet now it was the word to describe the beautiful angel who smiled whenever I locked my phone. Seated here in my cubicle, on the twenty seventh floor of a massive building in downtown town Chicago, I stared at my phone.

      Samira’s smile got me through work most days. Sure, the bombardment of text messages she sent helped as well.

      I glanced at my screen. Spreadsheet galore, something I understood quite well. Yet after all the sales meetings and figures about how to launch our newest product, now I was ready to quit.

      “Taylor.”

      I glanced back and spotted a woman in a white vest with short brown hair, Carol. She was my equal, another sales associate. She offered a smile, but my brain was fried.

      “Huh?” I asked.

      “A few of us are getting together after work, you in?”

      “Can’t.” A smile slipped on my lips. “We’re going to the courthouse today.”

      Carol shielded her lips with her hand. “Oh my god, that’s today?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Congratulations!” Carol screamed. “Didn’t you say you were having a ceremony later?” Carol paused. “Not that I expect to be invited.” Her eyes widened. “I shouldn’t have said that. You might not even want to do a big wedding.” Carol narrowed her eyes. “Are you doing a wedding?”

      I smirked. “It’s fine Carol, Samira’s still…deciding on what type of ceremony.”

      Carol bit her lower lip. “I’m so happy for you both. What does she do again?”

      “Um…”

      Ever since I became employed in the sales department of this place, I gradually revealed more about my life. Eventually others found out about Samira, the mysterious girl who’d come visit during odd hours. I hadn’t told anyone what exactly Samira did. Why? Well, Samira tried to occupy her time with various non-profits. She didn't exactly work for the places, but they sure appreciated her money and showing up to events.

      Tell them she was a banished foreign princess? Out of the question. Tell them we were currently sharing a penthouse suite at one of the most luxurious hotels in the city? Nah. No one was ever going to know about Samira.

      “She works from home for a few non-profits.”

      Not a total lie. While not doing the non-profit stuff, she worked on picking her outfits, picking our dinner reservations, our weekend trips to whatever she wanted to go. Samira worked…sort of.

      “Ahh, I wish they’d let us do that.” Carol leaned forward into my cubicle. “So, you going right after work?”

      “Grabbing a cab and going right over.”

      “Oh, Taylor.” A bigger smile exploded onto her lips. She held open her arms. “Give me a hug.” I rolled my eyes and stood up. Carol consumed me. “I’ve only known you for three months but, honey, it feels like five years.” She pulled me back. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You should head over early.”

      “We still have fifteen minutes.”

      “Go now, I’ll cover for you.”

      “Really? Thanks.”

      I turned around and shut down my laptop. After it was in my bag, I slung the strap over my shoulder and waved goodbye to Carol.

      The elevator at the other side of the floor wasn’t crowded. Early bird special, I guess. On the way down there was no possible way I was thinking straight. All my thoughts were on Samira.

      Downstairs, I brushed past security and moved through the large lobby. Rays of faded sunshine blasted through large glass panels above us.

      Outside I stood on the stone steps and stared down at a man in a black suit. He held up a small tablet with my name written on it. My eyes narrowed as I approached.

      The man offered a smile, but I remained reserved. He opened up the back door of a black sedan and inside I spotted Samira on the opposite side.

      She smirked.

      I rolled my eyes and hopped inside.

      Before I managed a breath, Samira’s lips met mine. A grin covered her face as she bit her lower lip.

      “You look exactly like my ex-girlfriend.”

      “We’re still dating…” I sat down against the seat.

      Samira wrapped her fingers around my shoulder. She leaned closer to me and then rested her chin onto me. Arabic escaped her lips.

      “I couldn’t sleep last night.”

      My eyes shut.

      “I know, I was there.”

      “I hope they spell my name right on the document.”

      “That gets mailed to us.”

      “What?” Samira sat back. “We don’t get it right away? I wanted to frame it. I already called a place.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Without hesitation, I grasped onto her ring finger and focused on a small silver band. It matched mine.

      “The rings don’t do it?” I asked.

      “They do, but this feels more…official.” Her eyes widened. “Like, I’m forcing them to accept the fact that I have a wife.”

      “Why don’t you just roll down your window and shout it after we’re done?”

      Samira’s lip opened. “I should do that…scream until my voice gives out.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “We should call my parents.” Samira nested her head against my shoulder. “A video call. Maybe zoom in on our rings and the certificate.”

      “The certificate we’re getting in the mail…in a few weeks.”

      “You don’t sound too excited.”

      I was excited. Last night I didn’t sleep. I stared at the ceiling, unable to shut my eyes because of the jitters. I closed my eyes. My head rested against Samira’s.

      “I’m not even able to describe how excited I am,” I whispered.

      Again, Samira spoke Arabic. “Hello, wife.”

      I narrowed my eyes and tried to resist the urge to smile.

      “Yes, this is my wife, Taylor.” Samira paused. “Let me introduce my lovely wife, Taylor.” Samira lifted her chin from me. “Which way did you prefer? I want to introduce you properly.”

      “You’re over thinking this.”

      “My beautiful wife, Taylor.”

      “Samira.”

      “My amazingly beautiful wife, Taylor? Was that better?”

      “Samira…”

      “I need to practice.”

      I leaned in and our noses collided. “No…you need to calm down. I’m just Taylor, your future ex-girlfriend.”

      “What about me?” Samira narrowed her eyes. “You could introduce me as your amazingly beautiful, brave, daring, splendid, spectacular—”

      I placed my finger over Samira’s lip.

      “We’re getting married,” Samira whispered.

      “We are,” I whispered.

      “Should I pee before we go in there?”

      “Huh?”

      “I may get nervous. I think I should go.” Samira settled against the right-side passenger seat. “What if we’re late though? They wouldn’t give away our spot, will they? We’re not going to miss getting married because I had to pee, right?”

      “Samira…”

      “What?” Her voice raised. “I should hold it.”

      “Is this what it’s going to be like from now on?”

      “You love it.” Samira pressed her lips against mine. Our kiss lasted far longer than I cared to count for. The sensations were addictive. She pulled back, but I felt her breaths against my lips. “You can’t get enough of me.”

      “Since the day we met,” I whispered.

      “I seriously…do I hold it?” Samira whispered.

      “Just don’t go while were in there.”

      Samira gasped. “Don’t even joke about that.”

      “I’ll go by myself, then. Tell the judge you’re in the bathroom.”

      Samira rested her palm on my left cheek. “Don’t joke anymore like that.” She shifted to Arabic. “You love me too much to even think about doing this without me.”

      “Do you seriously need to go when we get there?” I asked.

      “No, it’s fine. I’m nervous.”

      “I’m nervous.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. Our car turned down a new street. “But not like I’m making the wrong choice nervous. I know you’re the right one.”

      “Samira?”

      “Yes, my lovely future wife?”

      I shifted closer to Samira and gripped her chin. Our noses tapped. “Do you know how hard it is to become upset with you?”

      “Super hard?”

      I unbuckled my seatbelt and shifted over Samira. My arms wrapped around her neck, and I held myself close.

      “Very hard.” My eyes widened. “You know Carol?”

      “The woman from work?” Samira asked.

      “Yeah, she asked again about a ceremony, something with friends and family.”

      “I still have my dress…”

      “But do we need a big one?”

      “We do. This isn’t enough. Besides you only agreed to the courthouse because you couldn’t wait.” Samira smirked. “Taylor, why are you so in love with me?”

      My eyes narrowed. “You wanted the courthouse because you couldn’t wait. Besides how many of these did you want?”

      “Five weddings isn’t unreasonable.”

      “Five?” My eyes widened. “Last time it was two.”

      “I could have said seven, one on each continent. But we need five, my sister had two, so five is perfect.”

      “Three wouldn’t cut it?”

      Samira smirked. “So three?” She tugged me closer and kissed me. “A perfect number.”

      “Most have one,” I said.

      “So three?” Samira’s smile gleamed as we pulled next to the courthouse. “Three, right?”

      My eyes shut as the driver stepped out. Samira leaned against my shoulder.

      “Tayyylor…”

      “What?” I opened my eyes.

      “Three weddings?” Samira asked. The door behind her opened. “It’s perfect.”

      “Getting married to you three times...”

      “You may be overwhelmed with happiness.”

      Samira stepped out of the car. The last rays of sunlight for the day shined against Samira’s beautifully straight black hair. The white top she had on drew my attention as she stepped back. Her hand awaited mine.

      “Coming, wife?” Samira asked.

      I smirked at Samira.

      “I’ll stop eventually.”

      I latched onto Samira’s hand. She held me out of the car, and we made our way up stone steps into a downtown Chicago courthouse. Inside, scores of people occupied the front lobby.

      As Samira and I moved through the crowded lobby, we approached security. Samira flashed a smile. After we were scanned, our assigned courtroom was 307, on the third floor.

      Samira didn’t wait for the elevator. Instead, she raced up the stairs, pausing on occasion to glance back at me. I tried my hardest to ignore her cuteness, but at times it became impossible.

      On the third floor and down a large hallway, past a water foundation, we came across room 307. Samira was the first to enter.

      Inside a handful of other couples stood in a line. One stood near a judge as they spoke. I eyed Samira, but her demeanor shifted. The smiles that existed a few moments vanished.

      Off to the side, in one of the seats in the corner of the court room, an older gentleman sat down. In his lap, a small pink flower grew out of the soil of an olive-green pot.

      The man wore a green sweater with the words CHICAGO in the front and a pair of blue jeans. His grey hair and beard were trimmed. Despite the normalcy of his appearance, this man was far from normal. No one in the room knew they were in the presence of a king.

      Arabic came from Samira’s lips. Her father stood from his seat and offered us both a smile. As he approached, Samira spoke.

      “Father? Why are you here?” Samira asked.

      “Little flower, some weeks ago, the embassy informed me you were requesting documents. I did some digging and figured out what they were for. Your cousin inquired with the courts and I…” He paused. “Samira,” he whispered. “I wanted to be here.”

      Samira narrowed her eyes. “You banished me. I read the decree that came from the Saiccian courts. I was stripped of my title, my accounts.” A sigh escaped her. “You didn’t want me.”

      “Hush now, little flower. Nothing is further from the truth. Where do you think that money comes from? Ali?” A smile raced across the king’s face. “You are my child, my sweet sweet child.” Arabic came from the king’s lips. “You will always be an Al Amine and my daughter. Your title will be reinstated when your mother calms down, no court is going to make my daughter an outcast.”

      “So, you’ve come to see me?”

      “I’ve come to hand my daughter off.” The king faced me. “I know you picked someone who makes you happy, and that’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      Samira sniffled and consumed her father in a hug. Her face rested against the fabric of his sweater. Whispers in Arabic passed by both her and her father's lips. Again, the king eyed me.

      "I trust you will take care of her."

      “Oh no.” Samira released her father and gripped my stomach and held me close. “Taylor is growing tired of me.”

      “You said annoyed before,” I said.

      “That too.” Samira spoke Arabic again. “Thank you.” Samira released me and raced toward her father. She consumed him in a hug once more and then faced me. “So does this mean you’ll support my three weddings?”

      “Three?” Samira’s father eyed me. “Fatima had two.”

      “All the more reason for three.”

      Behind us, the doors broke open and I spotted a familiar woman in a dark parka rush in and lean down. A series of breaths escaped her lips as she grabbed at her stomach.

      “Are we late?”  I heard Darren's voice.

      Marie leaned up and glanced back at Darren. She narrowed her eyes.

      “Shh.” Her finger raced over her lips. Marie glanced back at me and smiled. "Hey Tay." Marie met Samira's eyes and nodded. "Princess.”

      “Marie, Darren.”  A smile exploded on my face. "Thanks for coming.”

      “You think we’d miss this?” Marie asked.

      “Taylor Wyatt and Samira Al Amine,” someone spoke.

      “Think that’s us,” I said.

      “Be right back,” Samira said.

      Samira grabbed my hand and led us toward the judge. My heart raced. Part of me didn’t believe it was going to happen. The other half didn’t know if I could contain my excitement for three additional weddings. I shut my eyes and tried to envision something but failed. There was no more point in make believe, I was already where I wanted to be.
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      On the other side of the elevator, leaned up against the golden railing, with bright emerald eyes, my wife stared at me. A smile formed on Samira’s lips as she bit her lower lip. The word itself felt weird to think about. My wife, Samira. Samira, my wife. Too many variations of the same thing scrambled through my brain.

      Samira broke from her side of the elevator and leaned against my left arm. She clung onto me, pressing her body closer and closer. I tried to ignore the temptations and sensations that sprouted on the rare occasion.

      “Did you want to go out for dinner?” Samira asked.

      I had plans for dinner, dessert too. But they didn’t involve us leaving the suite. The plans didn’t involve us leaving the bedroom. I glanced at Samira and pushed her open lower lip closed.

      The more I moved, the further back against the glass she retreated. My lips met hers. Sinful thoughts came over me. I sailed my lips lower, claiming the lower left side of her neck.

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      Samira slid her fingers across my right cheek as she kissed me. As she pulled back, I noticed a smile. “I love you more than anything in this world.”

      I moved my hand down Samira’s white top and explored every curve she had. Her eyes shut as she inhaled. I leaned in close to her right ear.

      “Samira,” I whispered.

      “Huh?” Samira moaned.

      I migrated to her neck and continued to navigate my fingers lower until I reached her waist. My index finger pushed against skin, and I slid underneath her pants. I felt soft fabric, the same fabric I imagined was her bright pink underwear with white spots she sported this morning.

      I sailed lower until I paused. Samira bit her lip and I imagined she slipped further into ecstasy or so I hoped.

      “This feels good,” Samira whispered.

      I reeled my hand out of her pants and kissed her once more. As I retreated toward the elevator door Samira opened her eyes.

      “What?” Samira moved closer. “We’re done?”

      “We haven’t even started.” I kissed Samira’s cheek and dragged her out of the elevator. “You’re not leaving the room.”

      “Wait… it lasts that long?” Samira’s eyes widened in horror. “Fatima always said it wasn’t long and it may hurt the first time.”

      “Hurt?” I moved behind Samira and secured her in my embrace. “No,” I whispered. “We’re going to go very slow and take as long as you need.”

      “As long as I need?” Samira asked.

      “To feel good.” I kissed her cheek. “Hours, perhaps days.”

      “Days?”

      “Not days.” I smiled.

      I broke from Samira and opened the door to our penthouse suite. Inside, a path of rose petals guided us through the lengthy hallway through the living room toward the bedroom. Dozens of dimly lit candles set on various tables and stands accompanied the flower pedals.

      “Why are there flower pedals? And candles?” Samira sniffed. “Cinnamon?”

      “I asked the hotel staff to set this up,” I whispered. I turned around as we reached the door and tugged her waist. A smirk wrapped onto my lips. “You said you wanted special.”

      “The candles make it look like ritual…”

      My eyes narrowed.

      “I love it.” Samira pressed her lips against me. “And you.”

      I pushed the bedroom door opened. As I walked inside, I shed clothing. Behind me, Samira hesitated. Her top was off, yet her pants were only unzipped whereas I abandoned mine in the hallway

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “I’m really nervous,” Samira whispered.

      “More nervous than when we got married?”

      “That was just our first wedding.” Samira smiled. “We still have a few more, so I can practice. But this…” she bit her lip. “What if I’m not good?”

      “Not good?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      Samira stepped into the room and stood by the doorframe. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m nervous. You’re not…”

      “Shh,” I whispered. I grabbed Samira’s hand and gently pulled her closer to the mattress. She sat down next to me, and I ran my lips across her shoulders. “Do you even want to have sex?”

      “Yes.”

      “We don’t have to, no pressure,” I whispered. I pulled Samira’s hair back and kissed her neck. “I’m perfectly fine with kissing you for the rest of the night.”

      “I want to have sex.” Samira undid her pants and wiggled them to the floor. She collapsed onto the mattress and eyed me. “I’m serious.”

      I leaned down next to Samira and ran my fingers through her hair. My index finger combed any stray strains that ran about her forehead.

      Samira rested on her right cheek, and I couldn’t hope to break our trance. Soft breaths collided with my lips, and I scooted closer. Eager fingers danced across Samira’s left cheek, across the softest skin, and I met her lips.

      It didn’t take me long before I pushed against the mattress. My hands sunk down into the cloud like surface. My hair dangled down and tapped Samira’s cheek.

      I dipped lower. My lips against her chest as I treaded the outline of her bra. Samira arched up. She experienced slight jolts whenever I met her skin.

      My fingers sailed across the hills and curves of her body. They dipped lower, excited, but not for me. I brushed against the waist of her underwear.

      Then I went inside.

      My eyes stayed glued to Samira as her breath froze. She was still as I rubbed against her lower lips. I leaned in and kissed her as I entered.

      Samira tensed. The tip of my finger explored, slowly. I moved my lips to her cheek and continued my campaign of affection.

      “Not too much?” I whispered.

      “It feels…” Samira shut her eyes I pushed my finger deeper. She squeezed her eyelids as I found a sensitive spot. “Taylor,” she whispered.

      “Yes, princess?”

      Samira glared at me, and my middle finger slipped inside. Her eyes widened as I kissed her once more. She gripped my back as I continued deeper.

      “Taylor,” she whispered.

      I didn’t reply.

      “Taylor, it feels…”

      “Yes?” I whispered. I pulled my face away from hers and eyed the angle beneath me. “You’re fine?”

      “I love you,” Samira whispered.

      I removed my fingers from Samira.

      “That felt…amazing.” Samira bit her lower lip and it became impossible not to smile. “Maybe, a bit more, tomorrow?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Tomorrow?”

      Samira threw her hands behind her and smirked. “We’re done tonight, right?”

      “Samira… we got married today.”

      “Our first of twelve weddings.”

      “You said three…”

      “Whatever.”

      “We’re not done for tonight.” I leaned down and bit her right ear. “We’re just getting started…”

      I dragged my lips across Samira’s chest and pulled her bra away. My lips wrapped around her, and she tensed up more as I pressed my teeth gently against her. Mental notes developed, small instances I wished to remember for whenever I wanted to please her.

      I dipped lower, enchanted by the thoughts of more sensitive spots on Samira’s body I’d discover. Every few inches I left a kiss, a reminder to myself of where I was and that despite the feelings, this was reality.

      When I reached her waist, my fingers played with the fabric of her underwear. Samira shifted up and I pulled the pink and white down further to her thighs.

      “Let me know how you feel,” I whispered.

      “I don’t know what to expect.”

      I kissed Samira on the lips, and she shook. My breaths tapped her, and I rested my tongue as she fell still. I slid up, tasting every bit of Samira along the way. On occasion, my tongue slipped inside, and whenever I did, Samira shivered.

      I wasn’t certain how long I managed to stay below her waist as I lost track of time. It didn’t take long to become addicted to everything. The taste, the scent, the sensations I felt whenever her body reacted to even the slightest of my movements.

      As I kissed her lower lips, Samira released the cutest moans. Curiosity led my right index finger closer, and I entered her once more. Samira's fingers gripped my hair and squeezed as I became relentless. Further and further the frequency of her moans escaped accompanied by sweet whispers.

      “Taylor.”

      I didn’t pay attention whenever she spoke my name. That word accompanied with the further tight grips on my hair only signaled approval. On occasion, Samira became restless and pushed me further into her.

      Several times during my campaign Samira’s body shook. Exhausted by the delightful torment I put her through. On occasion, I’d look up and become lost in the fragments of her face hidden behind her chest. I’d stumble upon the sights of the slight bites of her lip. The gasps for air whenever I pushed the limits.

      Once I removed my finger and tongue, I sailed my lips upward, and again I found myself faced with an angelic woman who held onto her breath. She scrunched her left cheek, perhaps uncertain if I’d do something, anything, to make her feel the ecstasy we shared.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      Samira remained silent.

      “Did you know that?” I asked.

      “You’ve told me, plenty of times.”

      “I know.” I kissed Samira. “I’m not sure it’s possible to love you more.”

      Samira smirked. “It’s possible.”

      “To love you more?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Samira whispered. “I love you way more than you love me. So, it’s possible.”

      My eyes narrowed as I leaned down. Our noses touched. “A competition?”

      “No one loves my wife more than I do,” she whispered.

      “Should I show you how much I love you?” I asked. “Can you handle it?”

      “Maybe?” Samira smirked and bit her lower lip. “What is it?”

      I lifted myself off the bed and latched onto Samira’s wrists. A soft tug and Samira followed my command. Our steps were slow as we moved across the dim lit room. Candlelight on the nightstands guided me toward the opened restroom door.

      More candles greeted us inside along with dimmed lights. I pulled Samira toward a massive marble counter. I pushed her against the side of the counter and placed her hands onto the countertop.

      “Sit,” I whispered.

      Samira lifted herself onto the counter into the space between two sinks. Small toiletry bottles, freebees of products provided by the hotel, were pushed away. Some fell to the floor, but I didn’t pay them any mind. My fingers gripped Samira’s thighs.

      I leaned forward and Samira lowered herself until our lips met. Her fingers gripped my cheeks. After a few moments, I dipped lower and dragged my lips across her skin. Samira shook as I went below her stomach.

      I pushed Samira’s legs opened and became delighted as I again tasted her. She struggled and more bottles fell to the floor. I didn’t mind the casualties of my actions. Whatever mess we made; we’d deal with later.

      After a few moments, familiar soft moans escaped her lips. I peeked up and cherished the sight of a woman who smiled back. Samira’s eyes closed as my tongue touched somewhere sensitive.

      I released my grip on her thighs and drifted away from the angel on the counter. Samira eyed me as I continued further from her and toward a massive, enclosed shower. I twisted a knob and water fell like rain from the ceiling and splashed against the tile floor.

      Against the backdrop of makeshift raindrops, I again found myself enchanted by the sight on the counter. Samira lifted her right leg and rested her chin on her knee. She bit her lip and stared at me.

      Unsteady heartbeats drove me insane. My lips opened, yet I didn’t wish to disturb the atmosphere. Silence accompanied me as I grabbed her hand and invited her to follow. Samira dropped from the counter and followed.

      Three feet from the shower, we paused. I turned back and became lost in the sight of dimly lit candles that illuminated Samira’s face. Reflections of flickering flames were in her eyes, and I struggled to continue. I pulled Samira closer, and our noses touched. My right hand steadied her face as I met her lips.

      A trio of steps backwards led Samira and I into the shower. Droplets of warm water splashed against my ankles and then my shins as I pulled her closer to me. I became overwhelmed as water hit my back and then eventually the top of my head.

      Samira’s lips opened, yet she didn’t disturb the silence. Water dripped down her cheeks and I again I was enchanted. I inched closer, but Samira moved and kissed me. I smirked, and felt her lips mimic mine. As I pulled back, I lowered myself, and slid my tongue against her skin.

      My knees pressed against the floor of the shower and as I glanced up, droplets of water tapped my forehead. My nose nudged against Samira’s lips. The scent that drove me mad infiltrated my nostrils and I kissed her.

      Samira shivered.

      Steam wrapped around us. I drove my fingers into her, and her legs shook. After a few moments, Samira lowered herself. I pulled out and scooted back until I sat against the tile. Samira joined me but leaned into me and caused my back to hit the wall. Behind her, I became lost in the stream of droplets.

      “Taylor,” Samira whispered. She fought to control a smirk but failed. “I loved you.”

      I remained unresponsive, lost in the spectacle of her eyes. Samira leaned forward and our noses touched.

      “Do you love me?” Samira whispered.

      I pressed my lips against Samira’s. My brain drained of any thoughts as my eyes shut. Nothing else existed in this moment. Samira pushed me lower until I was against the shower floor. I opened my eyes and she smirked at me.

      “I know you do, but I love when you say it,” Samira said.

      Samira moved off me and stood up. She retreated into the endless stream of water droplets. I followed her into the rain and continued as she exited the shower. I eyed with envy the water that kissed her skin. As she reached for a tower, I wrapped my hands around her waist and tugged her into me.

      My lips teased her neck. One kiss became many as I moved across her neck until I arrived at her shoulder.

      “Getting a towel already?” I asked.

      “You’re wearing me out.”

      “Good,” I whispered.

      Samira retreated into a towel and the reflections of water that coated her skin disappeared. After we both dried off, Samira drifted away and moved back into the bedroom.

      Samira collapsed onto the bed and eyed me as I approached. I fell onto the mattress beside her. My fingers flirted with her the stray hair on her forehead. I leaned closer and met her lips.

      “You recharged?” I asked.

      “Can just lay here?”

      I settled against Samira’s shoulder.

      “No more sex?” I asked. My fingers played with her hair. “Too tired?”

      “More sex…later.” Samira rubbed against me. “Now I think we should just talk.”

      “About?”

      “Life, your job, anything and everything.”

      “Nothing specific?”

      Samira leaned down lower, and I kissed her forehead. A tradition of sorts we started a few months prior. One I enjoyed more than I cared to admit, even to myself.

      “We need to plan our weddings,” Samira whispered.

      “Our twenty billion weddings or whatever number you’re up to?”

      “Let’s just make it three hundred and sixty-five. It’s easy to remember. Wake up, get married and then do it again the next day.”

      “Totally,” I said.

      Samira laughed and I became weak to the sound. I kissed her once more on the forehead. My arm went underneath her, and I held her close. I’m not sure where our conversation would lead. Not even positive how much longer this night would last. Not even sure if we’d wake up tomorrow early enough to care about ruining our day. Hell, we might stay in bed, trapped in the sea of sheets, just her and me.

      Stuck here in this room with that woman I met those many months ago, the princess, my irresistible wife I’m fortunate enough to fall asleep with. The best part…I get to do it all again tomorrow.
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