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      A love affair that must not last... When commitment-phobe Lucy finds herself falling for the King of Sitra, she wants to run. But she can’t. He’s her only clue to her missing sister.

      Razeen is determined to do his duty as King, even if it means an arranged marriage. But he has two weeks before he has to choose a wife. Two weeks in which to have an affair with Lucy. What could go wrong?

      
        
        —Desert Kings⁠—

        Wanted: A Wife for the Sheikh

        The Sheikh’s Bargain Bride

        The Sheikh’s Lost Lover

        Awakened by the Sheikh

        Claimed by the Sheikh

        Wanted: A Baby by the Sheikh
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      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is co-incidental. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the US Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior permission of the author.
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      King Razeen ibn Shad looked across the calm waters of the bay, silvered under the light of the bright moon, and watched his old friend climb aboard the yacht. It had been a good night: dinner and conversation with someone who wasn’t his employee or his subject, someone who didn’t want anything from him. The shared laughter and memories made the loneliness afterwards even harder to bear. But he had no choice. His country had to come first.

      He was about to turn away when a flash of white on the calm waters drew his attention. He narrowed his eyes and saw a swimmer: arms cutting through the sea in a sleek action designed to move fast through water, designed not to disturb the calm surface, designed not to be seen. And it would have worked if he hadn’t been watching so closely.

      He moved to the shadow of the palm trees that fringed the beach and watched the faint movement on the water come closer. The beach was off-limits until the scientific survey of the coral reef his friend was undertaking was complete. Until then, no one had permission to be here. Last time they’d had intruders, they’d lost part of the coral forever. He’d make sure it didn’t happen again.

      

      Lucy stepped out of the sea onto the still-warm sand, squeezed the water out of her long hair and walked up the beach. After a day spent preparing food below decks, she’d needed a swim—and what a swim! The water was as warm as the air that now caressed her body. She breathed deeply of its fragrance and looked around.

      The beach was a perfect crescent of white sand under the sheltering sweep of the palm trees. On one side of the small bay a rocky promontory jutted into the water, marking the beginning of the coral reef the scientists on the boat were here to study, and on the other side she could see the uneven outline of mangrove trees.

      She’d traveled all over the world but nowhere came close to the perfection of this unspoiled place. The white sand was almost luminous under the starlight and three-quarters moon. The beach was empty: no lights, no people and no sound but the distant hoot of an owl and the seductive splash and drag of the waves. She was quite alone. The only sign of habitation was a low-lying mansion in a neighboring bay and the yacht, bobbing lazily out near the reef.

      Perfect. Or it would have been if she didn’t have to set her plan into action the next day.

      She sat down and wriggled her legs against the sand: enjoying the sense of freedom, relishing the sensuous friction of the dry sand against her wet body, willing her mind to forget, for one moment, what her real purpose was in accepting the job that had brought her to Sitra.

      Suddenly she stilled and a prickle of alarm ran down her back. She twisted round and scanned the shadows, her ears straining to hear whatever it was that had disturbed her. It took a second scan of the beach before she saw him.

      He stepped away from the dark trees, his white shirt and pale trousers glowing softly in the dim light. Icy fear washed through her body as she scrambled to her feet and spun round.

      “What are you doing here? This beach is off-limits.” The stranger’s deep and powerful voice filled the silence of the night.

      She stepped back toward the sea, her body tense, ready to run. She couldn’t see his features: his face was in shadow and his dark hair merged with the trees behind him. She couldn’t outrun him; he was closer to her than she was to the sea. She took a deep breath, willing herself to calm, forcing herself to think.

      “I know it’s off limits. So what the hell are you doing here?”

      “Answer my question.” It was a command from someone used to obedience.

      Lucy swallowed the first angry retort that sprang to mind. She was alone with a man much taller and broader than herself. Somehow she didn’t think her self-defense moves would have any effect on him. “I’m with the boat over there. The King has employed us to do some work on the reef. I fancied a swim.”

      “I see.” He paused for a moment. “In that case I assume I can trust you not to disturb the coral.” His voice had lost its angry tone, but was no less commanding.

      She exhaled a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. “Yes, of course.”

      She waited for him to say something further but he didn’t. She took another step backwards, suddenly conscious that she was wearing nothing but a flimsy bikini, had no phone, nothing to protect herself, except herself.

      “You may stay if you wish.”

      “No, I was just going.” The moon had risen a little higher above the palm trees, casting light on the stranger. He was striking, with a body as powerful as his voice.

      “You should come during daylight, you would appreciate the beauty of the bay better then.”

      “I’ll be working.”

      “Alex obviously keeps you busy on The Explorer.”

      “You know him?”

      “He’s an old friend. I was watching him return to the boat when I saw you.” He paused. “It’s a shame you won’t get a chance to see the beauty of the beach by day. But there are some things here which are better by night. The bay holds secrets.”

      “I’m here for work, not pleasure.” But, just looking at him, “pleasure” was all she could think about.

      A slow smile spread across his face as if he could read her thoughts.

      “Shame. If you wish, I can show you one of the bay’s hidden treasures. It’s known only to a few.”

      “But I don’t know you.”

      “And don’t know if you can trust me? Very wise. I am, after all, a stranger to you. However, I’m not a stranger to your captain. We went to university together.”

      “Which one?”

      He smiled. “You are right to be suspicious. We were at Oxford. He studied Marine Biology but makes his money with the family firm—banking. He was born in New Zealand but moved to the UK when he was a boy. We met at Eton. He was briefly married to Amber. I was best man at his wedding. I hope one day they will re-unite.” He paused. “Is that enough to convince you I speak the truth?”

      “That’s more information than I know about him. I only joined the boat a few weeks ago.”

      “He’ll vouch for my respectability.” He pulled out his cell phone. “Do you wish to phone him?”

      She certainly didn’t. There would be hell to pay from the control freak of a captain who insisted on everybody doing as he said 24/7. Illicit midnight swims were definitely not on the roster.

      “Okay. I buy it.”

      “Good. My name is Razeen.” He stepped forward and she could see him more clearly.

      “Razeen?” She frowned. “I’ve heard that name before. Is it a common one?”

      “In Sitra it is.”

      “But you went to university in England; you sound English.”

      “I was educated in England from a young age but I am also a proud Sitran.”

      “I’m not surprised. It’s a beautiful country.”

      “Have you seen much of it so far?”

      “No, it’s not exactly geared to tourists. But Alex has set something up for me in the capital so I hope to see more of it then.”

      He paused briefly. “Good.”

      “My name is Lucy. Lucy Gee.”

      She stepped forward and extended her hand. His hand slid along her palm and curled around hers, warm and strong, gripping it with a sensuality that sent waves of heat through her body. His touch held a power she couldn’t resist. She swayed imperceptibly closer to him, her fingers curling around his in response. Their hands were like two lit matches, melding together, unable to part. They just fitted together. She wondered if he felt the same as he continued to hold her hand for seconds longer than he should. Then he withdrew his hand, stepped away and looked across the bay. Perhaps she’d been wrong.

      “So, would you like to see the bay’s secret?”

      She shuffled her feet. “I probably should be getting back.”

      “Of course, the decision is yours entirely. I, also, should be returning.”

      He waited for her response. She should leave but she didn’t want to. It wasn’t only that there was something compelling about this man that made her want to stay, it was more that she felt at some instinctive level, she could trust him. She’d been traveling non-stop for eight years and had often found herself in situations where she’d had to make instant decisions. Her instincts hadn’t failed her during that time. Besides, she wanted to trust them now. She drew in a deep breath.

      “Okay. Would you show me?”

      Again the grin. “This way, Miss Gee.” There was something about his formality, about the way the warm breeze tousled his hair and his shirt flapped lightly, which stimulated her more effectively than any overt flirtation. She shivered as a slick wave of attraction filtered through her body before settling in her gut. His grin disappeared into a frown. “You’re cold?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Then come, I’ll show you the hidden treasure of the bay.”

      As they walked, side by side along the water’s edge, with the sea easing up and falling away from them with a sigh, and the palm trees softly clattering in the gentle wind, Lucy tried desperately to think of something to say.  She drew a breath and turned to him, but the words evaporated when faced with his broad shoulders and dark gaze. She stared straight ahead again, toward the promontory.

      “Aren’t you curious about where we’re going?”

      ‘Curious’ didn’t begin to describe how she felt. She focused on calming her quickened heart. “Of course. Somewhere in front of us, I guess.”

      “You guess right.” He pointed ahead of them. “You see where the promontory ends in a pile of rocks? Amongst them is a small sandy cove—it’s in there.”

      “What’s in there?”

      She caught his gaze and his smile radiated a heat that wrapped around her whole body. “You mustn’t be impatient. All will be revealed shortly. But there are clues already—you’re walking on one.”

      “Umm, a mystery. Well, the sand’s definitely warmer here. So…”

      “You’ll see.”

      He stopped suddenly and Lucy scanned the cliff face that from a distance appeared solid. It was only when she stood immediately before it, she could see that sharply overhanging rocks protruded over a recessed area. As they approached this recess, a twist in the rocks revealed a darkness unlit by the stars or the moon. She glanced at Razeen, suddenly uncertain.

      He stopped at the entrance as if sensing her disquiet. “It’s most beautiful at night but you’re welcome to return by day if you prefer.”

      A brief argument raged in Lucy’s head. She knew she shouldn’t enter the caves at night with a stranger, of course she shouldn’t. But when had she ever done anything correctly? She could look after herself. “Now is good. I want to see it at its best.”

      “Then take my hand and I’ll lead you.”

      She peered ahead. “It’s pitch black in there.”

      “I’ve been coming here since I was a boy. I know it inside out. Trust me.”

      “I guess there’s a first time for everything.” Including trusting someone.

      She offered her hand and he clasped it and drew her after him, inside the narrow passage. They walked along a passage that twisted and turned as it penetrated deeper into the rocks. The heat increased, as did a smell that reminded Lucy of her childhood home in New Zealand—sulphur. There was a sharp twist in the path and the space suddenly opened out. They’d arrived.

      “Wow…” Lucy exhaled in wonder as she shuffled round in a complete circle, her head lifted to absorb the pulsing light of thousands of glow-worms that clung to the rocks above the large, natural pool. “It’s beautiful.” She went to take a step forward.

      “Careful,” he grabbed her arm just as her foot slipped on the flat rocks that surrounded the pool. “It’s deep.”

      The slight movement of his fingers on her arm as they lightly caressed her before he drew his hand away, raised the heat like no thermal spring could.

      “But I have my bikini on.”

      He glanced at her breasts before meeting her gaze once more. “You want to go in?”

      “If you do.”

      “I would have to go in without any clothes and I’m not sure you’d be comfortable with that.” He smiled. “Am I right?”

      Comfortable wasn’t the word that immediately sprang to Lucy’s mind. Interested was, intrigued, compelled. She’d never seen eyes like his. They were dark, melting and warm under the blue light of the cave—like chocolate, she thought. She licked her lips, almost feeling the effect of him on her tongue. She should walk out now. She should leave, swim back to the boat. But her body made no movement and the thoughts drifted away under the compulsion of his gaze. She sucked in a deep, steadying breath.

      “Yeah. You are right. Let’s just sit for a while. I’ll need to return to the boat soon.” She sat on the stone and sunk her feet into the warm water. “The glow-worms’ lights are fading.”

      He sat beside her and put his legs into the water, ignoring the fact his trousers were getting wet. “Because we’re disturbing them. We must speak quietly.”

      For a few moments they both looked around, watching as the blue-green lights sparked back into life again. It was a magical place. Steam escaped in tendrils through the cooler air, up above and out of the cave and into the moonlit sky high above them. She moved her feet through the water, watching the phosphorescence shimmer with each movement.

      “Local legend has it that a sea monster lives here.” His voice was a low whisper.

      “I’m used to sea monsters,” she whispered back. “We have them back home in New Zealand. The Maori call them taniwha. Seems every culture has some figment of their imagination to scare the heck out of them.”

      “Not of the imagination here. They are real enough to the people of my country.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Truly. Legend says that whoever sees the djullinar will be forced to confront that which he, or she, most dreads.”

      A shiver ran down her spine. She didn’t know if it was a result of his words or his warm breath against her cheek. “What happens if there’s nothing you dread?”

      “No one is totally unafraid.”

      “I am. Nothing can hurt me.”

      “That sounds like you’ve been hurt too much already.”

      The silence continued for too long but Lucy didn’t know how to break it. No one had said anything like that to her for a long time. She went out of her way to appear invulnerable and most of the time succeeded. But, for some reason, this man saw through the resilient façade she’d created. She swallowed hard, trying to rid herself of the tension that had sprung to her temples. She forced herself to open her lips to speak but her throat was dry and she dared not trust her voice.

      “I’m sorry, Lucy, I’ve no wish to pry. It was just an observation, no doubt an inaccurate one. Why don’t you try out the water? You’re shivering and the water will warm you.”

      Despite the warm air, she did suddenly feel cold and, glad of the diversion he’d given her, she slipped into the pool. Easing her legs into the hot water, she leaned back against the black rocks until her feet found a ledge. Then she sat on the submerged rock and relaxed as the warm water lapped around her shoulders.

      “Oh my,” she sighed. “This is worth the risk of a taniwha.”

      “Perhaps it’s a trick of the taniwha to lure you closer to him. Lull you into a false sense of security before striking.”

      Despite the heat she shivered again. “I don’t believe in monsters. Your monster is just something the owner invented to keep people out.”

      “So cynical. And so brave. What would warn you off, I wonder?”

      “I guess everyone has their own taniwha. Something that makes them run. And mine is not a many-legged monster.”

      “No, I should imagine not. A young woman who would dive into a strange sea in the middle of the night and swim to a strange country, would not be frightened of such monsters. We do have sharks here, you know.”

      “Small ones. But not inside the reef—Alex told me. I’m not frightened of them anyway. When I was young, before my mother died, I used to go diving. I came across a small shark once, it came too close so I hit it on the nose and it went away.”

      He laughed and the sound swam into her body, warming and teasing her at the same time.

      “You’re a fearsome woman, Lucy. I hope you don’t decide I’m your enemy and hit me on the nose.”

      Without thinking she turned in the water and reached up and touched his nose. His breath stilled at her touch and she didn’t move.

      She shook her head. “No, it’s too nice a nose.”

      His hand caught hers and brought it to his lips. Then he kissed the palm of her hand and her breath caught in her throat.

      “That’s good to hear. I’m very fond of my nose.”

      She glanced at his nose and then back to his eyes. Somehow she’d moved closer to him until her body pressed lightly against his legs. It seemed entirely natural when his other hand curled around her cheek.

      “Where on earth did you come from, Miss Gee?” His breath was warm on her face, heating her skin and seeping down inside her body.

      “From the sea, like your own taniwha.”

      “But one should run from one’s monsters, not embrace them.”

      “One doesn’t always do what one should.”

      “Indeed.” He held her hand tight against his chest and she could feel his heart beat as rapidly as hers. Then his hand slid through her wet hair and brought her face to his. She closed her eyes as her body relaxed against his. When his lips touched hers it came as no surprise, no shock, simply a spreading warmth of familiarity. It was as if her body had been needing, searching for, this man’s touch her whole life.

      His lips were more powerful, more possessive upon hers, than she’d imagined. He was so proper and courteous, despite the sensuality she sensed in him, that she hadn’t imagined that he’d so expertly capture her mouth. But he did. His lips held hers, moving against and opening hers until the slow burn low in her body caught and ignited. She gasped against his mouth and felt his breathing quicken.

      Slowly he slid into the water and pulled her tight against him, drawing her close until their bodies were molded one against the other. The buttons on his shirt dug into her breasts and stomach, the silky material slid against her bare skin. The heat of his body against hers was hotter than the thermal waters. He was like fire—fire playing with fire.

      She put her arms around him, exploring his muscles through his wet shirt, before pushing the material out of the way, so she could feel the texture and heat of his skin directly against her own skin. Her mind drifted into a sensory heaven. There was no longer any thought of who they were, of what they were doing there—there was only feeling. And it was a feeling she wanted to intensify.  He groaned and for one instant she pressed her hips close to his and felt his hardness, before he pulled away.

      “Lucy.” His voice was husky with desire.

      “Umm…” She sought his lips again, not wanting to surrender that sense of completeness. His hands felt like bliss against her starved skin. She held her face close to his, her lips a kiss away from his own, inviting him, enticing him.

      “Lucy.” Her name sounded like a caress against her mouth. But slowly, he let his hands fall from her back until they rested loosely around her waist. He shook his head and moved away until he was no longer touching her.

      She gazed into his dark eyes, eyes that reflected the myriad lights from around the cave. “What is it?” She hardly recognized the low, husky voice as her own.

      “This isn’t right.” He shook his head. “Look at you. I would be taking complete advantage of you here, alone, wearing so little.”

      “But—”

      His finger touched her lips briefly. “No. It’s not right.”

      Slowly the beat of her heart settled and the truth of his words sunk in. She closed her eyes tight at the thought of how the kiss might have progressed.

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.” She hadn’t behaved so rashly since she was a teenager when she’d been full of rage and desperate for affection. Nothing good could come from it. She knew that for a fact.

      “Neither of us was thinking straight. I’m a stranger to you now, but I don’t intend to be one. I’ll see you again.”

      “You sound so sure.”

      “I am. I will see you again and we will take up where we left off tonight. But here, now, we must leave it.”

      Razeen was like no man she’d ever met before—so caring, so intent on doing the right thing. Lucy frowned and turned away uncertainly.

      “Are you sure you like me?”

      That laugh again. “Quite sure. But now isn’t the right time.”

      She smiled and her fingers found their way to his chest. “You’re right. Thank you.”

      “I don’t want you to have any doubts; I don’t want you to regret this.” Her smile faded. She knew she wouldn’t regret it but she also knew that she wouldn’t be seeing him again. She’d be gone from the bay in the morning. “Come, it’ll soon be dawn.” He lifted her onto the ledge of the pool and pushed himself back out after her. He took her hands and rose, lifting her to her feet at the same time. “You should be getting back to the boat.”

      She looked around, forcing herself to re-focus, to pull away from the intensity she’d experienced with this stranger. “Yes, of course.” She glanced down at her bikini-clad body and then back at him. “I’m sorry, I don’t usually do this sort of thing.” She gave an embarrassed laugh. “There must be something in the air here in Sitra.”

      “Maybe, or perhaps it’s us. I’ll see you again, Lucy, and then we’ll find out whether it’s the night air, or us.”

      She shook her head slightly, so slightly that he wouldn’t know she was declining. It had to have been here and now, or nothing. Lucy Gee didn’t do relationships. She wouldn’t be seeing him again. Once she reached the city of Sitra she’d be leaving the team. She had a mission of her own to accomplish in that city.

      He took her hand and they made their way through the dark tunnel, back to the beach once more. The soft, filmy light of dawn filled the sky. She scanned the beach and could now see what she’d failed to see in the darkness of the night—a lone vehicle parked beyond the trees that fringed the beach.

      “Your car.”

      “Yes.” In the pale peachy light he seemed less real to her than he had in the dark, when sight was the least of the senses that had drawn her to him. He was a stranger now. She let her hand slip from his. He must have felt some of what passed through her because the expression in his eyes appeared to harden a little as he stepped away from her.

      “Your boat,” he glanced toward the Explorer, now also clearly visible.

      She nodded. “They’ll be waking soon and will want their breakfast.” She couldn’t drag her eyes away from him, his damp clothes clinging to every contour of his muscled body. She could see he was still thinking of her, that his body still wanted her. “Thank you for tonight. It was beautiful.”

      “Your hair is curling now it’s beginning to dry.”

      “It has a mind of its own.”

      “Like you.”

      “Like me.” She stepped away, backwards at first before turning and running into the sea.

      

      He watched as she ran, the flimsy white bikini that he’d spent so much time contemplating, barely covering her slim hips and full breasts. Then she turned and waved as the swell of a wave surged around her, covering her body and shoulders with water, before she turned back and dived into the water and was gone: arms swiftly taking her back to the boat.

      He’d said he’d see her again. And he would. She didn’t know it, but they already had an appointment.
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      Lucy traced the line of her sister’s face on the iPad. There was nothing unusual about the slightly out-of-focus photograph—beautiful designer clothes, expensive smile, on the arm of a handsome man—only the best for Maia. No, the unusual thing was that it was the last photo she’d seen of her in four months, the last photo her sister had posted on Facebook.

      Where are you, Maia?

      Lucy scrolled up the page, skimming over the more recent messages Maia had supposedly posted, and frowned. The messages had definitely been written by Maia—no one else could have known the details she posted—but they weren’t current. Maia hadn’t been where she said she’d been. Lucy knew because she’d checked. She’d been to the places where Maia was supposed to have been and no one had seen her. Also, Maia wasn’t replying to any messages or comments, which wasn’t like her.

      They’d made two pacts with each other as teenagers: one, to live life to the full and the other, to stay in contact. They were, after all, the only family each other had. Hence Facebook, hence Twitter. But for some reason Maia had stopped keeping in touch. Lucy wasn’t fooled by the recent updates. Something had happened to Maia and her only clue was this last photo: of Maia with the King of Sitra.

      Lucy carefully tucked away the iPad into her rucksack and wished she could put away her concern as easily. Her fears for Maia were always with her, like a sharp tension running through her body. She swung the bag on her back and stepped out onto the deck.

      They were sailing around the outer point of Sitra harbor. As they inched around the lighthouse that clung to the rocks, the pristine coastline gave way to the rambling terra cotta and sand-colored buildings of the medieval city of Sitra. The soft earth tones of the city’s buildings were interspersed with the grey-greens of date palms, pomegranate and fig trees, revealing the city’s oasis origins. The fresh water and strategic coastal position had made it a key port in the export of incense to the Mediterranean and India. Now, it was a backwater of outdated systems—a country rife with intrigue. And somewhere amidst the maze of winding streets, of ancient buildings and robe-swathed people, was her sister.

      Where was she? Who was she with? Was she being held against her will? Either Maia was holding back the truth or someone was preventing her from communicating with Lucy. The thought made her sick to her stomach. She had to find her. Lucy’s mind drifted back to the photo of Maia and the King. It was all she had to go on.

      A low wolf whistle drew her attention to Alex, the captain. She grinned and did a twirl, allowing the soft folds of one of her few dresses to swing around her legs. She knew the white of the dress contrasted well with her deep tan. Then she let her sunglasses tip down her nose and peered over them in a come-hither look she’d seen her sister practice many times.

      “Well, don’t you scrub up well? Still wearing your old compass though. Never know when you’ll need it, eh?”

      Lucy fingered the antique compass that she always wore on a chain around her neck, one of the few reminders of her mother, and turned to Alex with a smile. He was leaning against the railings of the boat watching the city slowly draw near. She wandered over to him and leaned back against the railings. He ruffled her hair out of her carefully prepared French twist and she grinned. He might be a control freak with the rest of the crew but outside work hours he treated her like a kid sister and he felt like the brother she’d never had.

      “Don’t want to get lost out there.”

      “I don’t think you’re someone who gets lost easily. Anyhow, you look lovely.”

      “Why, thank you. Thought I’d better look my best for the King.”

      “Good idea, but you’re wearing the wrong clothes. If you want to stay here a while, you need to get on the right side of the King and his people. What you need to do is wear this.” He passed her the robe that he’d slung over one shoulder. “I thought you wouldn’t be prepared.”

      “A burqa?”

      “No, the black coat is called an abaya and you wear this scarf—it’s called a hijab—over your hair. As a non-Muslim you don’t need to cover up with a burqa.”

      “But—” spluttered Lucy.

      “When in Rome, Luce.”

      “But I’m not in Rome, I’m here⁠—”

      “In a Muslim country. Exactly. If you want to get a stamp on your passport you’ll need the King’s support. Nothing goes on around here without his knowledge, or approval. If you want the King’s support, wear this.”

      She sighed and took the robe. “I just thought with the King’s reputation that I’d be able to wear what I liked.”

      Alex laughed. “Inside the palace, yes. But outside? No.” He squinted at the horizon. “See over there, on top of the ridge, that long white building? That’s the palace.”

      Lucy narrowed her eyes, intent on focusing on the building, until her eyes watered with the effort. Had her sister stayed there? Or had she somehow disappeared into the sprawling city. There were many questions but she knew only one fact. Alex’s words echoed in her mind.

      Nothing went on without the King’s knowledge. Nothing.

      

      The small car wove its way carefully through the narrow streets of the old city. The stone walls of the merchant houses, painted soft shades of ochre, terra cotta and lime white, were peeling in places. Small shops opened out onto the street displaying the kinds of goods that had been traded for millennia: incense such as frankincense and myrrh from Sitra itself, spices from India and silks from China. The smell of freshly baked bread drifted into the car from the many street stalls, making Lucy’s mouth water. It was a long time since breakfast and she’d been up most of the night.

      Despite trying to focus on what was before her, her mind lingered on the man she’d met on the beach. Just the thought of him sent flutters into her stomach. He’d said they’d meet again but she couldn’t see how they would. He knew the name of her boat, knew her captain, but that was all. No one knew her real purpose in coming to Sitra.  And that’s the way it had to be.

      It was curiosity only that had made her try to elicit information from Alex earlier that morning. But it hadn’t been forthcoming and she hadn’t dared to press it. For all his kindness to her, he was a stickler for rules and his “no swimming at night” rule was non negotiable. Her reveries were suddenly interrupted by a sharp shove in her ribs.

      “As much as I hate to stop the day dreams that seem to having such a pleasurable effect on you, we’re here.”

      Lucy followed Alex and the others out of the car and into a large, formal courtyard. Here, the heat of the morning sun was filtered through a tracery of branches interwoven to form an overhead canopy to protect visitors. A phalanx of white-gowned men awaited them. All tall, armed and wearing stony expressions, they were obviously designed to impress and intimidate—and they did. Lucy was glad she was wearing the abaya now. It gave her a feeling of protection, something she could hide behind.

      Their small group was ushered through the massive, solid double doors and into an empty hall, where the slap of their sandals and shoes echoed too loudly. Lucy’s heart thumped heavily in her chest and sweat trickled down her back. It was far more formal, far more awe-inspiring than she’d imagined. They waited for several minutes in the hall until they received a signal from a guard who opened an adjoining door. They entered the vast reception room and were ushered over to a group of rococo gilt-edged chairs ranged at one end. The room was filled with ornate furniture, and magnificent paintings and priceless rugs covered the marble floor.

      “You may wait here.”

      They sat on the chairs that were grouped around a low table, opposite one empty chair, and looked around.

      Lucy’s heart thumped in her chest. Four months of planning, sixteen weeks of worry, one hundred and twelve days of waiting, to meet the only known lead she had to her sister’s whereabouts, were finally over. The heavy tick of an over-sized clock marked the passage of long minutes as the others, who also appeared tense, fidgeted.

      “Do you think he’ll give us permission to continue the research?” whispered the lead scientist.

      Alex shrugged as he glanced around at the paintings. “Maybe. Although the Sheikh’s got enough on his plate here⁠—”

      “Sheikh? I thought he was a King?”

      Alex grinned at Lucy. “He is King. We used to call him ‘the sheikh’ at school—it used to really piss him off.”

      Lucy frowned. “At school? How many people do you know in Sitra?”

      It was Alex’s turn to frown but anything he was about to say was interrupted by one of his team.

      “So what do you reckon the chances are we’ll receive permission?”

      “As I was saying, although he’s busy sorting out the country he’s inherited—he’s still committed to preserving the environment, and the reef in particular. It could be a big tourism earner for the country eventually.”

      “Money!” Lucy scoffed. “It always comes down to money—so mercenary.”

      A deeper hush descended on them and Lucy felt a prickle up her spine and a light sheen of sweat bloom over her body. The expression on the lead scientist’s face was one of sheer panic. Alex’s deep frown lightened immediately and turned into a wide grin. The faint rustle of robes turned into the whisper of soft shoes against marble as footsteps moved behind her and up to the chair on the other side of the low table.

      Lucy closed her eyes with embarrassment and regret. She hadn’t heard the silent advance of the King and his party. What a way to start. What a way to repay Alex for all his kindness to her. When she opened her eyes she found two bodyguards, standing either side of the empty chair, staring at her disapprovingly. She swung round to see Alex and a robed figure hugging each other, clapping each other on the back. The sun caught the white silk folds of the man’s robes that fell in undulating ripples from broad shoulders. Then he turned and eyes as dark as chocolate held hers with an intensity and curiosity that took her breath away.

      She gasped and studied the floor in panic, as memories of the man she’d met in the night merged with the man who now moved slowly toward her as Alex introduced him to the team, one by one.
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