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PROLOGUE



Royal family, Al Sounam. Stacy Cassano keyed it into the search box, pushed her unruly bundle of hair back over her shoulder, and jiggled one foot impatiently. 


She needed the King. King Muhammad al-Husayn bin Khalid. And there he was. Black beard. Fierce eyebrows. Surrounded by other men with black beards. Possibly with less fierce eyebrows.  A sea of white robes.  It wasn’t going to be easy to pinpoint him in a crowd like that.


She scrolled down. Could she find him through the Queen? Queen Raniket. In a spectacular purple gown with lots of beading. And there again in Sounamese clothing, dark eyes made up to kill. 


There were sons—one looking very like his father in traditional garb, one wearing sunglasses and a sharp suit, with the Eiffel Tower in the background. A daughter, obviously younger—although Stacy knew you could never guarantee how old the photos were. Lots more of the King. Lots more of sons. In white robes. In military uniforms. At the races. At the White House! Looking so different every time there could be a dozen of them.


She sighed, and printed the best one she’d found of the King. It would have to do for her undercover mission.


 


 










CHAPTER 1—BEACH VOLLEYBALL



Akil Da’ud al-Husayn bin Khalid planted his royal elbow on the cashmere blanket and supported his determined chin on his fist as his gaze returned yet again to the beach-volleyball players. Foreigners. Playing in hundred degree-plus heat. One dark brow quirked in amusement.


Although the resort of Kalal caught the best of the available breeze off the ocean, it was still scorching out there on the sand. Better to be back where he was—listening to his music in the shade of the palms, with a mesh sided shelter for privacy, and luxurious blankets to cushion his hard used body.


His black eyes focused intently on the brunette in the blue bikini. A tall, tanned girl with a torrent of dark wavy hair. He’d watched as she bundled it up out of her way before she joined one of the teams. Watched as she snapped the sides of her skimpy panties in and out against her curvy butt, releasing a small shower of sand after a frantic dive to reach the ball. Watched as her luscious breasts bounced gently against the two inadequate triangles of her bikini top. 


Someone like Miss Bikini set his blood sparking far more than any of the well-bred ‘suitable’ girls who were constantly paraded in front of him. 


With hopeful eyes. 


By fathers with hopeful eyes.


Every scrap of news about him in the press and on TV carried the same speculation; that the woman currently by his side might soon be Al Sounam’s new princess—mother of an heir who’d cement an alliance with the neighbouring countries. 


The pressure was unrelenting, although it was beyond Akil’s understanding how they expected this to tip the scales when the threats from thousands of fanatical insurgents grew in fury every day.


He continued to watch as the girl leaped and dodged and laughed—a welcome diversion from his sombre thoughts. Yes, she ticked all his boxes, but fat chance he could contemplate a future with someone like her. Obviously foreign. Almost naked. Seen cavorting in public with multiple men.


He sighed and rolled onto his belly, stretching the muscles in his long legs and flexing his shoulders as he considered the week ahead. He’d played squash earlier in one of the palace courts. Played hard, because his opponent was Qadir. When you were the oldest son and Crown Prince, you did all you could to stop your baby brother getting the upper hand, even if the role life had handed you severely curtailed certain freedoms. 


He’d been scheduled for more frequent regal duties than usual because his parents were taking a break at the old hunting lodge in the desert. He was expected to attend tomorrow night’s big diplomatic reception, to host a lunch for the visiting engineers, to accompany a party of British professors as they toured the university… the usual grind. All important public relations stuff, no doubt, but he hated being used as a figurehead; hated being put on display because his royal status added extra gloss to an occasion; hated it almost as much as the constant opportunities people found to parade nubile young women in front of him.


He hadn’t studied long and hard just to be trotted out like a damned celebrity when it suited his father, but every project he instigated seemed destined to be taken over by someone else once he’d got it moving, and every woman he found the least bit attractive was dismissed by the palace advisors as unsuitable for strategic reasons. The familiar sourness of frustrated ambition sat heavily in his stomach. For all his wealth he was far from free. Nowhere near as free as the girl in the blue bikini.


He pulled out his ear-buds as she soared up from the sand and slammed her arms against the ball, punting it back over the net without mercy.


“Go Stacy!” one of the onlookers yelled.


She turned to acknowledge the cheer, raised a hand to her flushed face, and staggered sideways. 


Akil sprang to his feet, grabbed a bottle of chilled water, and covered the distance between them in a dozen swift paces. He grasped her arm and steadied her. 


“What the—?” she demanded, trying to shake him off.


“Come and sit in the shade,” he insisted. “And drink.” He thrust the water toward her. “You’re half dehydrated already, and if you keep this up you’ll keel over.” 


“Hey, leave her alone,” the vocal onlooker protested.


Akil saw Faruk, his bodyguard, rise from the beach chair under the palms. He chopped a hand through the air to indicate he was in no danger. Faruk sank down again, eyes sharp under beetling black brows.


“You too,” he added to the would-be protector. The hatless boy’s face ran with perspiration. “There’s plenty of water.” 


He walked the girl into the shade, enjoying his closer view of her and the feel of her soft skin under his fingers. Now he saw bright blue eyes, a few freckles across her nose, and her golden breasts rising and falling against the far from decent bikini top as she tried to regain her breath. Strands of silky hair trailed toward him like smoke in the hot breeze.


Akil’s shelter was suddenly Refreshment Central for half a dozen noisy young men who sprawled on the blankets, glugged down his chilled water supply, and fell ravenously on the tray of mezze the palace kitchens had provided. 


In minutes, the olives had gone, the stuffed grape leaves and roasted watermelon seeds had been hoovered up, and the pita chips had descended into the spicy Mahamarra dip again and again until the bowl was empty.


“Man, that’s good,” Sweaty-face exclaimed, his eyes fixed on the empty bowl, now cradled between the girl’s breasts just below a deep green jade pendant. Akil watched as she wiped her forefinger repeatedly around the sides of the bowl to gather up the last smears of dip, then licked, closing her eyes to appreciate the flavours.


His groin thudded every time her lips parted and she sucked her finger. 


Finally, she sighed, set the bowl down on the rug, and asked, “How do you make that stuff?” 


He shook his head, pulled back to reality. “No idea. I could enquire.”


She nodded. “Thanks—they’d really go for it back home.”


“And where’s home?” he asked, enjoying her easy manner and lack of artifice, and still feeling that insistent pulse beating hot and fast, assuring him he could be ready to take her in seconds. He shifted on his butt and tried to ignore it. 


“New Zealand.” She smiled—a wide grin of pure delight— which only caused the problem to worsen.


“Long way from here,” he said, glancing around at his other visitors as a distraction. “You’re all from there?”


“Stockholm… Chicago… Brisbane,” they chorused.


“Met up yesterday,” one of the boys added. “Got together for the game.” He scrambled to his feet now the food was finished. The others followed.  


Akil put out a hand, very much wanting to detain the girl, but she showed no sign of leaving.


“See ya,” she called as the other players trooped off. Then she turned her inquiring eyes back to his and asked, “That dip. Is it a commercial thing, or home-made?”


Hmmm…how to answer that without giving my identity away…


“Not commercial. Our cook prepares it.”


“Wow, she’s good.” Her expressive brows winged up and those sapphire eyes widened as her dark lashes lifted and she looked directly at him. “What do you call it?”


He swallowed. “Mahamarra.”


“Mahamarra,” she repeated. “Am I right?”


Akil watched as her lush mouth shaped itself slowly around the word. Her colour was less hectic now, although a pretty flush still bloomed across her cheekbones. Her lithe, streamlined body and sun-kissed face were seriously gorgeous up close. And those eyes…


“Yes, that’s it.” He slid a glance downward, hoping his lust wasn’t evident, because he was sure as hell losing the battle for control. “But our cook is a ‘he’, not a ‘she’. That’s generally the way in Al Sounam.”


“Ha!” she exclaimed, but he had no idea whether the exclamation was one of surprise or criticism. And didn’t care. Just knew he wanted more time in her company, preferably somewhere a lot more private than the beach at Kalal.


~♥~


Stacy flicked him a glance from under her lashes. Who was he? The blankets in his shelter were so soft—nothing like the tough outdoor picnic rug in the back of her old car at home. The appetizers had surely come from a five-star kitchen. No-one she knew ever came to the beach with food like that. An air of ‘don’t mess with me’ surrounded him. And he had that well cared for look. Smooth coffee coloured skin over hard-packed muscle. A short, tidy beard—barely more than stubble really. Close-trimmed hair. Even the beach shorts hugging his long thighs looked expensive. 


She drew a careful breath. Nice cologne.


Checked out his hands. Manicured, probably. His nails were very short and clean. No calluses, nicks, or bruises. He worked inside. Or maybe he didn’t need to work at all? God, it was so unfair. He’d have thousands in the bank, while she had seventeen hundred and forty-three dollars, an ever present credit card bill, and the lease to pay on the café premises every month.


Might he be useful to her? She was desperate for an audience with the King. Had to tell him about David’s accident. Had to somehow impress upon him that her mother needed money for David’s rehabilitation, even though she’d been expressly forbidden by her from trying to make contact. 


But David was the King’s son—maybe his eldest son? His royal father had never acknowledged him, and Stacy had begun to suspect he didn’t even know he existed. He simply had to help. 


Stacy had told her mother the café was closed for earthquake strengthening and renovations so she’d taken a summer cooking job on a yacht cruising around the Greek islands for a few weeks. Ingrid Cassano had no idea her daughter had sneaked off to Al Sounam instead. She’d no doubt hit the roof if she ever found out, but right now her son was the huge focus in her life, and Stacy was gambling on that being enough distraction. It was beyond time something more was done for her beloved brother. 


David had fallen while rock climbing and been horrifically injured. Because of his superb fitness and total bloody-mindedness he’d fought his way through and survived. For Stacy, ‘survival’ was nowhere near good enough for him. Sure, the government had funded a ramp for his electric wheelchair, and a long stay in a specialist spinal unit, but she was convinced much more could be achieved—especially if his uber-rich father footed the bills.


Well, here was a wealthy man who just might lead her somewhere useful, but she was hardly looking her best. She swiped at a loose tendril of hair as it tickled her damp face, and attempted to tidy the rest. It was all now escaping from the band she’d bundled it up into, and she felt positively bedraggled beside this well-groomed stranger. “Damn—that’s the trouble with curls,” she exclaimed, tugging at the unruly mass, and wishing she could ever achieve something close to sophisticated.


To her surprise, the man grinned—excellent teeth gleaming against his dusky complexion. He rose to his knees and shuffled closer. 


The scent of his cologne really was delicious. As awareness of his sexuality stole over her she wondered if it might be the natural scent of his skin. And tried not to think about that, because he was now very near indeed.  All tanned flexing muscles and liquid dark eyes, looming over her, making her feel small and fragile instead of her usual gangly self.


“Let me help,” he offered. “I know about curls.”


She shot a sideways glance at his cropped dark hair and returned what she hoped was a cheeky smile. “Yeah—maybe you could wear yours in dreads.”


At that, he compressed his lips, looking less than pleased. “Not my style,” he murmured, reaching out and offering his hand. “Akil. Welcome to my beautiful country.”


“Stacy Cassano,” she replied, returning his curiously formal grip and enjoying the way his long fingers closed around hers. No-one had ever offered to shake her hand at the beach. “Very pleased to be here.” 


How serious was he about helping with her hair? Apparently quite serious, to judge from his intent expression. Well, surely there was no harm in cultivating the attention of a wealthy man in case it got her closer to the King? It was a safe public beach, after all, and might be the best opportunity she ever got. “Looks like you’re in charge,” she added, bowing her head and biting her lip. She’d made plenty of mistakes in her life, and hoped this wasn’t yet another. But she wanted him to touch her.  Already she sensed her heart beating faster at the thought of those long masculine fingers sliding through her hair. 


~♥~


Akil didn’t move for a few seconds, wondering where to start, amazed he’d made the offer, and even more surprised she’d accepted. His father had claimed New Zealanders could be reserved when it came to physical intimacy, although that opinion was thirty-some years old. “Is it a ponytail or a bun?” he asked, fingers twitching.


“It’s a tangle. It’s always a tangle,” she exclaimed, huffing out a big breath which caused her breasts to rise and fall, and Akil’s cock to expand even further. “I don’t know why I keep it so long. I guess it saves on haircuts, and being able to pull it up out of the way for work is pretty easy.”


Trying to ignore the situation in his shorts, he slid his hands into the dark mass and began to work the hairband free. Slowly the strands came loose, warm over his hands, soft as thistledown. The scent of roses drifted up. “What kind of work?” he asked as a distraction from her smooth shoulders and long graceful neck.


“Kitchen work. I’m a cook. A friend and I have a café called Buon Appetito.  But not in Al Sounam, huh?”


“So that’s why you’re interested in the dip?” He freed a skein of hair and pulled it forward so it draped down over her shoulder beside the shining green pendant on its woven cord. 


“I’m interested in everything you can eat. People should try lots of different foods.”


Akil unravelled another handful and let it drift down to lie against the first layer. His fingers itched to touch more of her. All of her. Somewhere a lot more private than here.


 He’d come to Kalal to get away from the stifling atmosphere of the palace. To grab some solitude and a slice of what passed for ‘normal’ life. From tomorrow, things would be hectic. His parents were hosting a huge reception before they took their break at the lodge. They’d hardly be pleased to know he was at the beach with an unknown young foreign woman—with his hands all over her, and enjoying himself immensely. “So what are you doing in Al Sounam?” 


The girl slanted a look up toward him, blue eyes flashing from beneath her dark lashes. “Family business,” she said. “My mother knew someone from here a long time ago. I’m following up something on her behalf.”


Was it only his imagination, or did she look uneasy? “Who did she know?”


She shrugged those smooth shoulders. “Just some guy. Isn’t it always a man? This was way back before I was born. An old boyfriend I guess.”


“Maybe I can help?”


She shot him a more direct glance this time. “No,” she said slowly. “It’s something private—don’t be offended.”


Akil shook his head. “I’m not offended, but having a contact in a foreign country can sometimes be helpful?”


At that, she heaved a huge breath in and out, and his eyes shot unerringly to her breasts again. 


“Don’t I know it,” she agreed. “The language here is something else—all those clicks and funny little extra noises. I can’t get close to most of it. Just as well I’m finding a few people who speak English.”


He ran a hand down through the softness of her hair, pretending to search for knots. “You managed ‘Mahamarra’.”


She rewarded him with a dazzling smile. “Easy one. Where did you learn English?”


“I finished my studies in America. At Yale.”


Her eyebrows rose. “Law?”


“No—the School of Management.”


“Huh! So what do you manage?”


Akil deliberately tugged at a piece of hair to distract her, and she yelped. “Sorry,” he said, grimacing at hurting her. “You’re right saying it’s a tangle, but there’s another piece free.” He had no intention of telling her he’d one day manage the whole kingdom of Al Sounam.  


He laid a long hank over her shoulder, drawing away slowly so her rose-scented hair sifted through his fingers. “There’s nothing I can help with, then?” 


She shrugged, and his fingers contacted smooth skin and lingered. “Not unless you can get me a job at the palace in Al-Dubriz.”


Akil sharpened his attention and didn’t move his hand. He hadn’t seen that coming. “Which palace?”


She gave a surprised laugh. “How many do they have?”


“Several. There’s the New Palace—built around 30 years ago…”


“Not quite so new then?”


He smirked at her tart observation. “Newer than the Old Palace. That goes back to Roman times, when Al Dubriz was an important stop on the trade routes.”


She twisted toward him. One breast now looked in danger of escaping from its inadequate prison. Akil’s lips tingled, aching to capture the rosy nipple he’d glimpsed just below the edge of the gaping fabric. His cock twitched. 


“How old is it?” she asked, eyes wide with enquiry. “God—you’re so lucky with all your history here. At home we go back barely two hundred years.”


Akil stifled his smirk, hoping against hope that a history lecture might dampen his body’s instinctive reaction to her. When had a woman last tempted him this strongly? “Civilization took a while to find you, way down there at the end of the world?” he suggested.


Her blue gaze held his, and an offended frown spread across her pretty face. “We’re civilized,” she insisted. “Just a different sort of civilized. With hundreds of years of Maori culture before the pakeha got there.”


Akil arched a brow at the unfamiliar word. “Parky-ha?”


“The white men. Captain Cook. Abel Tasman. All the European settlers who followed the early explorers. Whalers and sealers. Gold miners and gum diggers. We’re the best of both. Old Europe mixed with the South Seas.”


Akil nodded, filing the information away for possible later use. “And you studied cooking at a special college there?”


Her shoulders shook as she laughed. “I learned to cook from my nonna—my Italian grandmother. Then from jobs during holidays. Nowhere fancy. No Cordon Bleu qualification.”


“But it’s how you make your living?


“Oh yeah—give me my steamy kitchen and I’m right at home. Come to think of it, Al Sounam’s about the right temperature for me.”


“But not for playing volleyball…”


She conceded that with a roll of her amazing blue eyes.


“And you want to work in the palace? In the kitchens? As I said, the chefs here are all men, so I don’t think there’s the least chance.”


She shook her head slightly. “I don’t mind if it’s not in the kitchens. But wouldn’t it be a great experience to go home with?”


Akil at last untangled the band holding her hair together. “I’m not too sure about getting permission to work in our country. Do you have a work permit?”


Stacy looked defeated for a moment, but then sent him a hopeful smile. “It would only be a casual job for a week or two—just for the experience—surely I wouldn’t need a permit for that?”


He tossed the hairband down beside her and smiled to himself. Knowing she was close by might improve the dutiful days to follow. He’d have a word with Gustav, the majestic and all-powerful butler. Gustav could no doubt be persuaded to find her something? Akil tucked his tongue into his cheek, imagining how he’d phrase his request and picturing the pursed lips and muttered Germanic imprecations that would follow. Until he knew the outcome, he wouldn’t raise her hopes. “How do I contact you—just in case I can swing something,” he asked. “I have connections with the royal family. I’ll be at a reception at the New Palace tomorrow night.”


~♥~


Stacy’s heart lurched with excitement. She hadn’t expected success like this. Not that it was success yet of course. But meeting such a useful person on her second day in Al Sounam? Who’d have thought? 


She’d been momentarily scared by his tall muscular body when he’d appeared so suddenly and grabbed her arm. His eyes had been accusing, but he’d been right about her feeling dizzy and disoriented. After ten minutes in his company she found him less forbidding. Indeed her skin now came alive wherever he touched her. Her fanciful brain told her she wouldn’t mind him touching her for more than just untangling her hair. Which was totally unlikely of course, given he was a rich man and she a mere back-packing visitor with no spare cash and a hidden agenda.  


She bit down against her bottom lip, worrying at it with her teeth as she gazed out through the salt-scented air. The boys had resumed their rowdy game, racing around in the harsh sunlight, rougher with each other now she wasn’t part of the team. 


Gathering her long hair into a low ponytail, she confined it again. Then she glanced back at Akil. She’d take his intervention as a good omen. After all, handsome men with royal connections had to be thin on the ground—even in an exotic country like Al Sounam. “My phone’s in my bag,” she said. “I’ll get it in a minute. You could text me? Or don’t the phones here have the English alphabet?”


He laughed at that—a rich deep chuckle that set her buzzing in interesting places. “I imagine every phone in the world has that option.”


Stacy grinned back at him. When he laughed he was twice as attractive. Straight white teeth gleamed against his dark skin. His eyes were almost black, his jaw lean, his nose the distinctive curved Arab shape. 


She dropped her gaze from his, suddenly much more aware of his masculinity. “I thought I’d have terrible trouble making myself understood here—with most people speaking Sounamese.”


“We are an ancient country and have our own ways of doing things. But you’ll find many parents encourage their children to take English classes. And there’s cable TV.”


“Lucky for me, then. Hopefully the man I’m here to see will have okay English. I mean—if he and my mother were friends once.” 


Akil’s broad shoulder hitched in half a shrug. “My offer stands. In case you need help I’ll put my number in your phone.”


Her bag was somewhere in the heap of gear over by the volleyball net. “I’ll get it right away,” she said, pushing to her feet, and loping off, pleased to put some distance between them for a few moments. If the young king had been anywhere near as hot as this man, she could see why her mother had fallen for him.


~♥~


“Infidel!” one of the two watchers snarled, adjusting his binoculars. “Look at the company he keeps.” His accusing eyes trailed the girl out across the sand. “She’s close to naked.” He peered through the open window of the black pickup truck. “Only one guard. Should be easy when the time comes.” 


He handed the binoculars to his younger brother and spat on the ground. The old ways were the true ways and had to be enforced.


 


 










CHAPTER 2—CHAUFFEURED



Akil watched her long legs scissoring across the sand, noting her hair reached almost to her waist. What would it be like to make love with her? How would that hair feel brushing across his skin if she left it untied? Not that it was going to happen with a foreign tourist who supported herself with kitchen work… a woman who displayed her body without shame, and had no reservations about teaming up with a group of unknown young men for a day at the beach. But a man could dream. And a man with royal blood sometimes needed to dream to escape his marital obligations, and the ongoing frustration of the restrictions placed upon him.


She bent and rummaged in the pile of garments and bags a short distance from the volleyball net. The sun glanced off her golden back. Her long bunch of hair tumbled to one side and she pushed it away with an impatient gesture. Then she gave the boys a wave, and turned, swinging a small day-pack from one hand.


Okay, she spoke no Sounamese. Or certainly not enough to translate if he phoned Gustav right now. Akil reached for his phone.


“Gustav—I have someone who requires a temporary job at the palace. I’m requesting your cooperation with this. She’s a charming girl… a New Zealander…”


He waited through the expected protestations, smiling to himself as the officious and very efficient butler raised objections.


“Yes, I’m aware we have no New Zealand staff, and I agree security clearance would need to be hurried through. But it’s a friendly country, and as a favour to me? Only a week or two. She’ll fit in perfectly well with the other staff.” He glanced up as Stacy reached his shelter again. Stretching the truth, he added, “She’s a chef in her own country, but not expecting kitchen work here.” 


His smile grew wider at the butler’s next comment. “Perfect then. If you’re short staffed because of illness, she might be exactly who you need. Used to food. Used to people. Attractive. Tall—finding a uniform long enough might be a problem, but I’m sure our guests won’t object to seeing her very pretty legs.”


He laughed at the unexpected reply from the normally straight-laced butler, and disconnected, transferring his smile to Stacy as she returned. “You have a job.”


She clutched a hand to her chest right where the lucky Mahamarra bowl had been. Her blue eyes widened. “Really? Where? How did you arrange that so fast?”


“I said I had connections.”


“But even so!” Her grin truly was delightful. Akil’s pulse picked up. Yes, it would be fun having her at the palace for a while. And perfect with his mother out of the way. Queen Raniket, much as he loved her, was a snob. Akil knew he had a much better chance of indulging in a little flirtation once aristocratic Raniket had departed for the lodge in the desert.


“And this is at the palace?” Stacy asked.


“The New Palace.”


“Which is 30 years old,” she said, pressing her pretty lips together but not managing to stop them curving with delight.


“Agreed. Not good enough for you?” 


“Plenty good enough for me. Remember, I’m not even good enough for the kitchens in your country.”


Akil waved a hand. “Just tradition. Don’t be offended. And I haven’t told you what the job is yet. Is waitressing below you?”


Stacy swung her hair over one shoulder. Her blue eyes danced with amusement as she gazed at him. “I’ve done more waitressing in my life than you’d believe possible. I’m a very good waitress. I’m quite good enough for your high class palace.”


“Waiting on tables, and assisting with a big reception tomorrow night, to start with. A diplomatic thing.”


“Long robes and tuxedos and beautiful dresses? That sounds fantastic. I guess I don’t get a beautiful dress?”


“I imagine you get a uniform. From memory, a little black skirt, a white blouse, and a frilly apron.” He bit the tip of his tongue, feeling sure she’d react to such a description.


And her gaze sharpened. “Like a French maid? You must be joking!”


Akil tried to stifle his amusement. “Perhaps I am, perhaps not.”


“I thought the women would be more covered up than that. For an exotic place like Al Sounam they should have long silky skirts in rainbow colours. I saw the most amazing fabrics at the airport when I arrived yesterday.”


Akil shook his head. “Then the staff would be indistinguishable from the guests.”


“Huh! The staff will be the ones with trays of food and drinks.”


“And they’d be tripping over their long silky skirts.” He quirked an eyebrow. “So that’s agreeable to you?”


“It’s amazing. Thank you so much—you’re a miracle worker.”


“No, just had friends in the right place, and that right place needed someone.” He raised his phone. “So. Your contact number?”


Stacy dug into the side pocket of her day-pack. “Can I have yours too?”


He reached out to enter it. He’d only show as ‘Akil’ on her screen. She’d have no inkling he was Prince Akil and would one day be King Akil.


She flicked a glance at her watch. A definite man’s watch. It looked clumsy on her slender arm. Why did she choose to wear it instead of something smaller and more feminine?


“Big watch,” he said, wondering what he’d get back in return.


Her eyes dropped to her wrist again. “My dad’s,” she said. “Mine got smashed soon after he died, so Mum loaned me his until I bought another one.” She sent him a wry grin. “And I’m so used to it now I kind of don’t want to change it.” She glanced past him, out to where the boys were picking up bags and walking away. Akil surmised the heat had finally got the better of them.


Stacy started to push to her feet. “My ride’s going to disappear any minute. I’d better go.”


A ripple of regret ran through him and he shot out a hand, not wanting her to disappear so soon. His fingers again met silky skin, and he forced himself not to grasp her too tightly. “Stay,” he said. “Ride with me. I can take you to the palace.”


One of her dark brows winged up. “Not a hope, Mister. I don’t go driving with total strangers in foreign countries.”


Akil tried not to feel affronted. No-one had ever turned him down so sharply. Had any woman ever turned him down? His mind raced for reasons to persuade her to stay. “You didn’t know those boys until yesterday—you said so. You were happy to travel with them, so why not me?”


She sent a meaningful glance down to where he’d captured her wrist, and he relaxed his hand and slid it away.


“Because I met them at the airport, and we shared transport to the hostel. Because I’ve spent some time with them. Because they speak English.”


“I speak English.”


“Yes, but you’re…” She had the good grace to look discomforted as she searched around for a description that might explain without offending.


“Foreign?” he suggested.


She nodded. “A bit.”


Akil decided to go for broke. “Totally foreign. My ways are not your ways. We’re un-alike in every way. Which means we might find each other very interesting.” 


The boys were now stowing their gear in a white van, presumably hired if they’d arrived by plane. “You’d better hurry if you’d prefer their van to my Mercedes. My chauffeur-driven Mercedes,” he emphasised.  “You’d have a chaperone all the way to the palace.” 


He watched as she assessed his offer. Her dark brows drew together, and an endearing furrow appeared momentarily between them. Her full lips puckered—almost into a kiss. She tipped her head on one side and regarded him with her sapphire eyes. 


Finally, she nodded very slightly. “Yes, you look like the kind of guy who’d have a nice car.”


“Why do you say that?”


She laughed. “Expensive—like everything else about you. Even your fingernails.” 


She held her hands toward him, and to Akil’s surprise, she grabbed one of his, turning it until his nails were uppermost. 


“Your hands tell me you don’t work,” she said. “Or not at anything too tough. So yeah, I believe the Merc. But a chauffeur seems over the top—at the beach?”


He indicated Faruk, still sitting a short distance away, eyes watchful, body far from relaxed. “He’s right there. And he’s somewhat more than a chauffeur. Ride with me, Stacy. You’ll be perfectly safe.”


Fifty yards away, the van roared into life and hurtled out onto the road, belching oily smoke. “Safer than with them,” Akil added. “They didn’t have the manners to wait, and you’ll find Faruk’s driving far superior.” 


The girl dropped his hand and wrinkled her nose. “No choice now, have I? But thanks.” 


Akil grinned at her discomfort. So she didn’t like taking favours from strangers? She’d been quick enough to accept his offer of a job at the palace though.


She set down her pack, unzipped the top, removed a tight roll of fabric, and shook it out, snapping it loose in the hot breeze. To Akil’s amazement it became a multi-coloured flower printed shift dress which she gathered up and pulled over her head. The thin fabric rippled over her breasts, past her trim waist and curvy hips, and too far down her legs to please him. Suddenly his bikini clad beach girl had disappeared. 


“Will I do?” she asked. “Am I decent enough for your palace now?”


“Quite a transformation,” he agreed. “Do we need to go back to your accommodation first of all? To collect your bags?”


“Bag, singular. I didn’t think I’d need many clothes here with the heat.”


Akil tried to tamp down the flare of desire that threatened to engulf him at the thought of Stacy without many clothes. 


She zipped her bag closed. “I’m at the Youth Hostel.”


“So you’re what? Twenty-five?”


She grinned. “Twenty-eight. Youth Hostel is a misleading title these days. You need to be young at heart, but not young in years any more. Some of the people staying there have grey hair.”


Akil added that fact to his knowledge banks. He found it constantly surprising the things that came in handy for conversations at functions like tomorrow’s reception. Not that any of the illustrious guests would be backpacking. That unlikely picture caused one corner of his mouth to kick up.


“What?” Stacy demanded.


“Nothing important.”


“What?”


“No, I meant it. Nothing important. I was simply thinking that raising the subject of Youth Hostels at tomorrow night’s function might cause a few eyebrows to lift.”


“Among the tiaras and tuxedos? Up themselves, are they?”


Akil’s amused smile died. “Some of them, perhaps. But all good people, I’m sure.” He rose to his feet, offered her his arm, and escorted her to the gleaming Mercedes. Faruk would gather up the blankets and take down the privacy shelter.


~♥~


Al Sounam had looked like unending desert from the air. The view from the smart commuter plane showed very few signs of habitation on the ground far below, and she’d drawn a deep reflective breath at the task she’d set herself. 


First she needed to locate the King, then somehow gain an audience with him, convince him he had a half-Kiwi son, and make him cough up money. 


It had seemed almost possible when she’d formulated her plan, but once she’d seen the reality of the stark countryside below, her possible folly began to sink in. How primitive was this place?


At least the big new airport was impressive. And she’d been truly surprised by the size of the capital city, Al-Dubriz, once she was in the van with the boys. They’d navigated narrow streets with the aid of a map from the vehicle hire agency, exclaiming at the free-ranging goats and the whitewashed buildings. Rickety trolleys were piled high with poorly-balanced goods. Donkeys with overflowing wicker baskets trotted along beside bicycles so loaded that she was amazed the riders could see. 


They’d speculated what the groups of men at the corner cafes were talking about, wound down the windows to enjoy wafts of exotic cooking, and been just about asphyxiated by the smell of sweat and spice and hot tar and dung. They’d wound them rapidly up again, and found the Youth Hostel after only three attempts. 


From the shaded windows of Akil’s Mercedes she had a very different view. The big quiet car glided through different streets. High walls surrounded large houses. There were glimpses of beautifully tended gardens through inset grilles, but spikes were set onto the top edges to discourage visitors. The other cars were also expensive, the few pedestrians obviously from the servant classes. Stacy’s gaze darted from side to side, noting the tall palms with their stirring fronds, the brilliant bougainvillea cascading over walls, the gateposts topped with urns full of thorny cactus. No wandering goats or crowded cafes spoiled the serenity here.


Akil murmured a few words to his driver. The big car changed direction and started to climb. Minutes later, the immense black basalt walls of an ancient building grabbed Stacy’s attention. “The Old Palace?” she asked, leaning forward as they drew closer.


“The Old Palace, and the best view of the city.” Akil threw a few more words forward, and the driver angled the car around and braked close to the cliff edge. Below them, Al-Dubriz lay under the merciless sun. Faruk pulled the door open and Akil stepped out. Stacy followed—grabbing for her sunglasses as she emerged into the full glare again after the shaded tranquillity of the Mercedes.


“Damn!” She’d pushed the specs up into her hair, and now some of the strands were caught in the hinges attaching the arms. “Ow…” she complained, attempting to drag them free.


“Close your eyes and hold still,” Akil commanded, amusement all too obvious in his husky voice. “It seems you need full time help with that hair.”


Stacy fumed, but obeyed, sneaking a peek at him when his shadow fell across her eyelids. Lord, he was standing close. He’d pulled on a white Ralph Lauren polo shirt as they’d left the beach, but the knit fabric outlined him rather than hid him. And contrasted superbly with the tanned skin of his throat where the unbuttoned front showcased a drift of dark chest hair.  


She breathed in slowly, trying to identify the fragrances in his cologne—a game she often played to determine the ingredients in unfamiliar food. Grapefruit? Ginger? Some other dark spice, too. God, he was practically edible. She squeezed her eyes shut again, feeling his fingers tugging gently. Hearing his soft “Ah, good…” And standing, biddable as a child, as he slid her sunglasses out of her hair and onto her nose. “Come and see,” he added, enclosing her hand in his and drawing her a few steps forward. 


The ground fell away steeply, and the city spread below them in a vast patchwork. Stacy shaded her face with a hand, still astounded by the baking heat, and dazzled by the sun bouncing off the pale buildings stretching into the middle distance. She blinked frantically to try and moisten her eyes. “Wow! That’s certainly a view and a half. I suppose the palace was a fortress to start with, and they wanted to see their enemies coming?”


“A fortress, an important station on the trade routes, and a royal residence all rolled into one. The oldest parts go back about thirteen hundred years.”


She shook her head in wonder, having no experience of anything else so ancient. To her left, greenery softened the shapes of some of the buildings. “Is that where we drove through?” she asked, pointing.


“The Garden of the Moon? Yes—the diplomatic area.”


“Fanciful name.”


“But see the crescent shape? Why not?”


“And it looks like they get all the water? For their gardens? What about the poorer people?”


Akil sent her an indulgent glance. “There are many wells. A big desalination plant with an excellent tanker service for those who are not close to them. We’re working to pipe water through into all the older areas. A city this size cannot exist without it.” He indicated a number of high-rise buildings. “The commercial centre. Modern hotels and apartments. Offices of multinational companies.”


Stacy wrinkled her nose. “I like the older parts better.”  


He nodded at that. “Me too. And out that way—the airport.”  He moved his free hand to the right. “The road to Kalal, where we’ve just been. Invisible in the heat haze at this time of day.” 


She nodded, and turned to face the Old Palace. Akil did not relinquish her fingers. Instead, her turning caused his arm to wind around her waist, and Stacy found herself far too close to him again.


She swung about, sent him a warning glare, and made sure she extricated her hand this time before inspecting the ancient building. 


She hoped she hadn’t offended him. In truth the Sounamese seemed affectionate people. As they’d driven through the streets to find the Youth Hostel the day before, the boys had jeered at men hugging men on street corners, and slowly fallen silent as they saw more and more open displays of affection, and males often walking hand in hand as though it was the accepted custom. “We don’t… touch… as much at home. Not strangers, anyway,” she said awkwardly. 


Akil raised a dark eyebrow. “I like to touch. I like touching you. Your beautiful hair.”


“Yes, but…”


“I’m too ‘foreign’?”


“No. Not too foreign, just too fast.”


Akil’s brows rose together this time, and his black eyes held hers with an unholy gleam. “So how long before I can touch you? Is there a proper length of time I must wait?”


Stacy drew a deep breath, noticed how his eyes immediately dropped to her breasts, and huffed the air out again. “No proper time at all. But I need to find the man my mother knew and conclude the business I’m here for, not flirt with strangers.”


“And you think I’m flirting?” 


That gleeful glance speared through her again, and Stacy stifled the urge to smack his handsome face. “You look pretty flirty to me,” she muttered, turning away and fixing her eyes on the amazing façade of the ancient building.


To her consternation Akil gave a good-natured laugh and tucked his arm around her again.  “Ms Stacy Cassano, you wear your emotions on your face, but you’re such a good girl. Very dutiful on behalf of your mother.” He gave her waist a slight squeeze. “So no touching until you’ve succeeded with your investigation?”


Stacy closed her eyes, pressed her lips together, and tried very hard to maintain a serious expression. “Exactly. So why are you touching me again?”


“Am I?” He looked down at her and grinned.


“How do I get to see inside?” she asked, deciding to ignore him and changing the subject. “Do they have tours?”


Akil laughed, and withdrew his arm. Stacy tried hard to be pleased about that. 


“No,” he said. “No tours for the public. It’s a private building. Owned by the royal family, who very occasionally invite important guests to see their treasures.”


She bit her lip. “It’d be nice if they had some important guests in the next couple of weeks.” She glanced across at him hopefully. “Then I could maybe sneak in as well.”


He shook his head. “No important guests in the next couple of weeks. That I can guarantee. And security is fierce with the fighting so close to our eastern border. You won’t manage to ‘sneak’ anywhere while you’re here.”


She sucked on her bottom lip, annoyed but resigned. “So you’re quite close to the royal family?” She tried for polite and neutral, but feared she sounded way too interested. She so much didn’t want to give away her reason for being in Al Sounam unless it was absolutely necessary.


“Close enough.” He pulled the car door open before his chauffeur could do it. Stacy saw the brief flare of annoyance on the man’s dark face. “We need to get out of this heat, collect your bag, and get you settled in. Introduce you to some of the people you’ll be working with.” He glanced at his watch. “And see how the land lies.”


Stacy sank back into the Mercedes as he indicated—sliding far enough across the seat so that he could sit beside her again. The chauffeur closed their door, rounded the car, and the engine purred into life.


“I don’t think the land will lie very advantageously for a temporary waitress.”


“Ah, but a temporary waitress with an influential friend. A friend who is pleased to pull a string or two for a visitor to Al Sounam.” 


Stacy drew breath to object, but Akil spoke before she could. “Let me help make things easier for you. I feel… a connection between us, for want of a better word. Nothing sinister, I assure you. But I noticed you immediately on the beach—”


“I was the only one in a bikini.”


“So I saw.”


She drew a sharp breath. “Was I inappropriately dressed?” 


One corner of his mouth quirked. “For a foreigner? Not really.”


Stacy narrowed her eyes. “So that means ‘yes’?”


“It means ‘not really’.”


“I noticed all the other women had one-piece swimsuits. And often sarongs tied over them, but I wanted to keep my luggage to a minimum.”


Akil reached behind her ponytail and tweaked the strings of her bikini top undone. 


“Hey!”


“I enjoyed watching you. My eyes wouldn’t look away. As I say, we have a connection.”


Stacy sighed deeply, fumbled till she’d found the bikini strings, and tied them again. Then double-tied them to thwart any further attempts.


Akil’s lively eyes watched her hands. “You’re spoiling my fun.”


“With any luck.”


He threw back his head and laughed, and Stacy’s annoyance dissolved in an instant. God he was handsome. She looked at him sideways, imagining them together with no chauffeur in the way. A total fantasy of course, but dreams were free.


At his command, the chauffeur reversed the Mercedes. Gravel crunched under the wheels, and they turned back toward the city. Stacy gave the Old Palace one last regretful glance, imagining the towering main doors swinging open and a caravan of weary riders and their heavily laden horses or camels entering the huge fortress for a night’s shelter from the fierce nomadic tribes that roamed the desert. What was it like inside? She’d never know now. 


They glided down the hillside road again, past the houses of the very rich, the diplomats, the privileged citizens of Al Sounam.


Akil leaned forward and issued another order to the driver. The big car turned and headed back through the busy streets. “The stonemasons’ district,” he said, drawing her attention across to the left. Stacy peered where he indicated. Billows of dust danced in the sunny air. Maybe they were carving statues and other ornamental things for the high-end houses? Or something much more prosaic like covers for wells in the poorer suburbs? She dimly heard the ringing notes of metal hitting stone. 


A little further into the city, Akil waved toward a big open barn. “The meat market, but not today.”


Stacy imagined crowds of milling goats and sheep, and hopeful farmers. “How often do they hold it?”


 “Every week, except for our holy days of course. Soon after dawn. Before the sun is too high. As a boy I used to love seeing all the little pickup trucks with the animals in the back.”


“I bet you never go there now?”


He turned slightly in his seat and regarded her with amusement. “What makes you think that?”


She slid him a disbelieving glance. “Chauffeur driven car, picnic nibbles like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I really don’t see you up at dawn surrounded by smelly animals and a collection of shepherds, or whoever.”


He shrugged. “I’m just a man. Interested in everything that goes on in my country.”


“Your country? You sound as though you own the place.”


His eyes flashed with a strange unsettling light. “I’ve spent my whole life here, Miss Cassano. Of course it is my country. My father instructed our tutors to educate my brother and me about everything that happened here.” 


“There you are then. Private tutors. I bet you never got close to the animals. I bet you stood way off to the side and stayed safe and clean.” She watched as his beautiful lips twitched, and she couldn’t help teasing him further. “You would have loved the Calf Days at my first school north of Auckland. It was out in the countryside, and we all brought our pet lambs and calves and ponies along for a parade when the school had its Summer Fair. Chickens and roosters, piglets and rabbits, too. “


Akil’s lips curved. “I can imagine a degree of chaos there?”


“Especially when one of the chickens got loose and a dog chased it.”


“And that happened?”


Stacy giggled. “More than once. The chickens always got away somehow. I remember Cheryl O’Brian never got her bantam back at all. It flew up into one of the trees and wouldn’t come down.”


Akil grinned and shook his head, no doubt trying to picture a scene very different from his own schooldays.


Stacy remembered it all so clearly. The excited children, the worried mothers, the sickly-sweet scent of candy floss fighting with the magic aroma of barbecued sausages. Not to mention the occasional more agricultural smell as someone’s pony or lamb just did what came naturally. 


Home seemed so far away. Was she mad to be attempting this? How did she expect to get anywhere close to the King? She heaved a sigh. Well she was here now, and might as well make the most of the opportunity she’d been given.


The Mercedes slowed to navigate a sharp corner, and stopped so it partly blocked the road. “And we’re here,” Akil said, indicating the youth hostel sign. “Perhaps I should extend my education, as you obviously think I need to know more, Miss Cassano?”


Stacy stared at him in consternation as he pushed the car door open. “Don’t you dare,” she exclaimed. “I have one bag. It’s mostly still packed. I’ll only be a minute.” She slid out into the stifling air before the driver could react. It took a bare second or two before the heat of the burning road spread through the thin soles of her sandals. Sending Akil a suspicious glance, she reached in and grabbed her little day-pack before heading into the hostel.


He followed her anyway. Stacy sighed again. “There’s no need,” she snapped.


“I could perhaps help with the language.”


“The man speaks enough English,” she said, watching Akil as he gazed around the small lobby. Travel posters with dog-eared corners adorned the walls. A rack with mail for collection hung beside the deserted reception desk. The place smelled of people and some sort of floral air-freshener. He looked way out of place. 


A lanky boy with a shock of long blond hair lounged against the door frame through to the sleeping quarters. She walked toward him and paused. Immediately Akil arrived, indicating he should move.


“Okay man, no worries,” the boy muttered, stepping aside with a scowl. 


Stacy sent the boy an apologetic glance. “Sorry,” she muttered. 


“We have things to do,” Akil insisted. “And I cannot allow Faruk to block the street for too long.” His eyes followed her every move as Stacy retrieved the bag from her locker, set it on her bunk, and stuffed her final items inside. She bit her bottom lip to prevent herself from saying something ungracious. He was bossy and overbearing, but he’d found her a job, after all. A job that might get her close to the King. 


In the hot room his cologne wafted over her again—that wonderful spicy, citrusy mix she’d enjoyed at the beach. She tried hard not to gulp in great breaths of him. Damn, he smelled mighty good, even if he was really annoying.


The moment she’d pulled the zipper tight, he hefted her bag and swung it out.


“I can carry it,” she protested, but his long legs were way faster than hers.


“I’ll put it in the car,” he insisted, disappearing into the dazzling sunlight.


Stacy huffed out a frustrated breath. She might never see her things again! After a moment’s panic, she decided it wasn’t worth trying to secure a refund for the days she’d previously paid for, so she set off in hot pursuit. Akil already sat at ease in the back of the big car as the driver stowed her bag away. Not knowing if he spoke English, she nodded her thanks and scrambled in beside her unwanted rescuer. Welcome coolness washed over her, and she closed her eyes with pleasure. The air conditioning at the youth hostel had been far from efficient, and the ‘cold’ water had run warm from the taps.
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