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King’s Promised Princess

Lynne Graham




CHAPTER ONE

‘What do you think would tempt the Princess into returning here, Your Majesty?’ the government special advisor, Massimo Caccia, pressed in frustration. ‘We’re not having any luck with her. The people want her back here because of her saintly mother and her reputation…as if she’d be some sort of good-luck symbol. Mandovia really needs her to be part of this deal.’

‘I don’t know her,’ Orazio, generally known as Raz to his friends, countered levelly, unable to avoid the reality that he thoroughly disliked the older man for his specious manners. Usually, he was very much the smoothie politician but the aggressive soldier he had been showed through too often.

‘You’re the only one of this generation who has even met her, Your Majesty,’ Massimo pointed out.

‘I was ten years old and she was a toddler of three,’ Orazio reminded him. ‘I can only tell you that she was a little girl who liked to climb trees—’

‘But your father and hers arranged a betrothal between you.’

Raz breathed in so deep and long to suppress his exasperation that his executive assistant, Fiero, planted a deft hand on his arm as though to restrain his sovereign. ‘Agreed, but I doubt that even back then either my father or the dictator ever thought their little gentlemen’s agreement would become anything more than an expression of goodwill between neighbouring countries.’

‘I disagree,’ Massimo argued vehemently. ‘The dictator knew his days were numbered and he had no son. He hoped that announcing that betrothal would satisfy the revolutionaries that change was truly on the horizon.’

‘You could be right,’ Fiero slotted in lightly.

‘I’m rarely wrong.’ Massimo smirked and it took years of court training for Raz to resist the urge to roll his eyes. ‘And resurrecting that betrothal now would delight many people.’

It would not delight Orazio but he did not waste his time saying so. ‘You’re chasing a fairy tale, Massimo. You already know everything there is to know about Princess Annunziata. She’s in London and apparently content to work there as a chambermaid. The government offered her an all-expenses-paid trip to Mandovia and she ignored the invitation. When they tried to visit her home, the door was slammed in their faces. Upper Mandovians killed her father and Lower Mandovians killed her mother. Maybe she simply wants to forget her heritage—’

‘Her mother’s death was a horrible accident at the border and everyone accepts that!’ Massimo protested in an angry, defensive tone that reminded everybody present that he had been a military commander during that troubled period. ‘It offends Upper Mandovians that their Princess should be living in such reduced circumstances and the Princess owes a duty of responsibility towards her people at a time when they need that reassurance.’

Orazio released his breath in a slow, measured hiss. ‘Annunziata left this country at the age of three. She wasn’t raised with such concepts. Who knows what horrors she saw in the street-fighting the night that her mother’s companion fled with her?’

Massimo, a thickset rather portly male, rose to his feet heavily. ‘If she were here and willing, would you marry her, Your Majesty?’ he demanded with startling abruptness.

The prime minister, a small, slight, older male very much less vigorous in personality than his advisor, also stood up and cleared his throat in the smouldering silence. ‘I don’t think it’s fair to ask our King to answer such a question about a woman he’s never met.’

‘If both she and my people wanted it, I would do it,’ Orazio ground out with the chilling hauteur of extreme reluctance. ‘But, short of a miracle, I don’t believe that situation will ever arise.’

‘I apologise,’ the prime minister murmured uncomfortably as his advisor stomped out of the room, ignoring all court protocol. ‘Massimo gets on his favourite hobby horse and forgets who you are. He’s obsessed with getting the Princess back on her home soil and that betrothal nonsense. But he does mean well. He’s devoted to our country and he’s desperate for the reunification to continue smoothly.’

‘As are we all,’ Orazio conceded easily, thinking that it had still taken almost twenty years for the rudimentary, inexperienced revolutionary government in Upper Mandovia to agree to the reintegration of the two parts of Mandovia that should never have been separated in the first place. The upper part was landlocked, staunchly traditional and very poor, the lower rich and prosperous. The dictator, Annunziata’s late and unlamented father, Octavio Giordano, had denied his people the education, medical care and opportunities freely available in the kingdom next door. Eventually the people themselves had risen up to overthrow Octavio and reclaim democracy.

‘I don’t like Massimo,’ Raz breathed as he and Fiero trudged back across the castle to the monarch’s private accommodation. ‘He’s sly and scheming.’

‘Nobody likes him,’ Fiero chuckled. ‘He can be very rude. I don’t know how you kept your temper, Raz.’

‘The prime minister was as red in the face as a tomato,’ Raz sighed. ‘I felt sorry for him. He has to cope with Massimo every day. I see him only once a month or so. I’m fortunate.’

‘Sometimes, I don’t know why you took on this gig,’ his childhood friend and executive assistant admitted.

‘Or why you accompanied me and left the business world behind where you were flourishing? For the same reasons as my own,’ Raz replied with confidence. ‘First and foremost, this is our country and we want to do the best we can for it and steer it in the right direction.’

‘But you never wanted to be King—’

‘I didn’t expect to have people begging me to come back and step into my father’s shoes. Not only did I think the monarchy would eventually be abolished, but I also didn’t expect my father to die in his fifties,’ Orazio acknowledged, a bleak look in the emerald-green eyes, so bright against his bronzed skin and the caramel-blond contrast of his hair. ‘I was content in my life but here I’m not just making money, I can really make a difference and push reforms through by engaging the right people in the process.’

‘Your mother’s still in shock that you accepted the throne.’

‘She has her take on Mandovia and I have mine.’ His mother, Luisa, had separated from his father years before their split became public. She had refused to live with a cheating husband and, once the word was out, she had returned to her native Venezuela and the family diamond mines, happily rediscovering the wealthy socialite lifestyle she had lost when she’d married. Bitter years spent in an unhappy marriage had left her with a strong aversion to anything related to Mandovia.

Orazio, conversely, had been forced to live between two worlds and several countries from the day of his parents’ official separation. He had been schooled in business by his billionaire grandfather for one half of the year and schooled in the monarchy for the other half. If anything, his father’s corruption had given Raz a distaste for hereditary rulership. The former King Luciano had been much more interested in feathering his own nest than in instigating a benevolent reign aimed at stabilising Mandovia under one unifying figurehead.

Even so, his parents’ talent for schmoozing the rich into investing in Lower Mandovia had been unparalleled. As a result Lower Mandovia was as rich as Upper Mandovia was poor and those glaring inequalities were unacceptable in the twenty-first century. That challenge was precisely why Orazio had finally agreed to accept the throne, although it had not occurred to him then that one day a government official would dare to demand that he marry a total stranger.

‘What do you remember about Annunziata?’ Fiero asked him curiously.

‘She was a very cute toddler when she wasn’t kicking or scratching me,’ Orazio recalled with a sudden laugh. ‘She was in a tree and her nursemaid couldn’t get her down. At the maid’s request, I lifted her down and, even though she was really tiny, she fought me like a tigress, ripping her fancy dress and shouting at the top of her voice. She reminded me more of a wild animal than a princess…’

‘Suffice it to say that she could never be your dream match,’ Fiero quipped. ‘You like sophisticated, tranquil women. In any case, she works as a chambermaid. She couldn’t cut it here in this world and you’ve never lived anything other than a very privileged life. You’d be oil and water.’

‘Don’t be weird,’ Orazio urged, disliking the tone of the conversation as he poured both of them a drink. He wondered if Fiero knew just how snobbish he sounded. Harvey, his father’s much-prized English butler and the major domo of the current King’s household, frowned at them both from the doorway. ‘Go away,’ Orazio told the older man quietly. ‘You’re still supposed to be on medical leave after your surgery. You shouldn’t be coming downstairs to serve us drinks.’

‘You are royal, Your Majesty,’ Harvey reminded him stubbornly. ‘You do not need to serve your own drinks.’

‘Unlike my father, I’m a modern monarch. I don’t expect to be waited on hand and foot like some feudal king.’

‘Nonetheless and with respect,’ Harvey responded heavily, ‘you are the King and it is your place to be served by staff and my place and my honour to wait on you, Your Majesty.’

‘And that’s us told,’ Orazio quipped as the door closed on Harvey’s censorious exit. ‘Poor Harvey, sentenced to wait on a king who still doesn’t know his place.’

‘He learnt his role under your father, and your father wouldn’t have got off his feet to do anything for himself,’ Fiero pointed out with amusement. ‘Your problem is too much compassion and, according to Harvey, that’s not your role.’

‘But if it isn’t, what is?’ Orazio asked ruefully.







Zia hurtled through the door of the basement flat and bestowed a fleeting kiss on the top of the greying head of the older woman wrapped in a blanket in an armchair, knitting. ‘Sorry I’m late. I had to do Sandrine’s shopping for her supper party tonight.’

‘I forgot about that. You should tell her how tired you are after your shift at the hotel,’ Alina suggested, but she did so in a lacklustre undertone, already foreseeing how such a remark would be received by Sandrine.

As an excitable miniature dachshund danced round Zia’s feet in welcome, flapping ears flying, pink tongue licking at her hand as she patted him, Zia laughed. Her former nursemaid and her pet were the two bright spots in her dreary day. After all, she didn’t get to put her feet up when she got home after work. No, she simply worked for Sandrine instead—Sandrine, once her guardian, who now treated her like a servant.

As Alina had aged and become less capable, Zia had taken over the older woman’s duties of cooking for Sandrine and cleaning her house upstairs. If she had refused, Sandrine would have thrown Alina out on the street. Alina didn’t seem to appreciate how often Sandrine had made that threat or that the tough older woman meant what she said. And while Zia believed she could have coped, she didn’t earn enough to take care of Alina as well or Sausage, the little dog who had become theirs.

Over the years, Alina had gradually become Zia’s family and the closest thing she had ever had to a grandmother. In the space of months after the revolution that had killed her parents, Zia had gone from being a much-indulged only child to a battered little girl and a shadow of her former self. Sandrine Beccari might have willingly ferried the little Princess, who had been born in London, to the safety of the UK but she hadn’t expected the tragedies that had followed and she certainly hadn’t planned to be saddled for years with the responsibility of a young child.

Temperamentally unsuited to parenting, Sandrine had fiercely resented Zia’s existence and the loss of her glamorous life in Mandovia at the late Princess Vittoria’s side. She had taken her temper and disappointment out on Zia, and Alina, subjected to similar abuse as a lifelong servant in backward Upper Mandovia, had proved incapable of protecting her former charge. Life had only improved for the two of them when they had been forced to move into the small damp basement flat. It had been cheaply renovated for tenants, but the tenants had infuriated Sandrine with their complaints and had made too much noise. Getting rid of them, she had been relieved to turf Alina and Zia out of her much more comfortable house upstairs while continuing to expect Zia to act as free labour. And since they couldn’t afford to pay Sandrine rent for the flat, how was she ever supposed to break free of the arrangement?

In reality, Zia did have an escape plan but it was taking time to accomplish her goals. Currently it entailed getting the education that Sandrine had denied her by insisting that she be homeschooled. Zia had pretty much educated herself because Alina, put in charge of that home-based programme, had left school at the age of fourteen to start work and had only ever learned the basics. Year after year, once Zia was officially out in the working world, she had studied for exams to acquire the qualifications she needed to get into college. It was a slow process, however, because she didn’t have much free time to study.

At twenty-two years of age, she had only recently reached the stage where she could even apply for further education and she dreaded taking on the loans she would need to allow her to become a student. But it would be worth it, she kept on telling herself, because once she qualified as a primary school teacher she would be earning and then her real life could begin.

She barely recalled the life she had been born into, wincing at the truth that she was a princess only on paper, a title that meant nothing in terms of cold, hard cash or respect. Her mother was a perfumed memory of warmth but she still remembered her father shouting and slapping her away from him when she knocked over a cup and then her mother scooping her up and murmuring loving words in comfort. Zia had been careful to stay out of her father’s way after that. The much feared and loathed dictator of Upper Mandovia had not been any kinder in his domestic life.

‘We have a Mandovian guest at the hotel right now,’ Zia informed Alina, knowing that that rare event would engage the older woman’s interest.

‘If she’s staying at the Astor Place she must be a very rich woman. What’s her name?’ Alina asked, dark eyes sparkling with curiosity.

‘Sofia Marone and she has a maid travelling with her. I heard them speaking Italian and referring to Lower Mandovia’s capital city while I was changing the bathroom towels and the maid kept on calling her mistress “my lady”, so she must be someone titled.’

Alina frowned and hummed, ‘Marone… Marone. There was a count with that family name. I suspect that’ll be the connection.’

The older woman embarked on an animated recitation of what she knew of the Marone family history and perked up considerably while deciding that the hotel guest was very probably the wealthy count’s second wife. Zia made their evening meal in the tiny scullery and served it on trays before heading upstairs, laden with groceries and receipts, to embark on the supper-party preparations. The connecting door brought her straight into Sandrine’s sleek contemporary kitchen, which as usual required cleaning before she could prepare the dish that had been requested.

The click of Sandrine’s stiletto heels approaching stiffened Zia’s spine to steel. ‘What are you making?’ she demanded imperiously.

‘Chicken Alfredo.’

‘And for dessert?’

‘I’m not making one. You said it was a casual gathering to drink wine and play cards. I brought the snacks and the wine but I won’t be able to stay and serve it. I have a class tonight.’

‘That’s not acceptable!’ Sandrine hissed and Zia spun round.

‘I’m afraid it has to be. I keep your house clean, do the washing, the shopping and I cook whenever you ask. Surely that’s sufficient to cover us not paying rent,’ she responded, quelling her instinctive fear of the older woman.

A tall, emaciated brunette in a skintight black dress, her red-lipsticked mouth pursed, Sandrine glowered down at her. ‘I decide what’s sufficient, not you. Have you any idea how much rent you should be paying me?’

‘It’s a damp one-bedroom flat with heating that doesn’t work, not a palace,’ Zia dared, tilting her chin, which took courage because she was five feet one inch tall and, in her heels, Sandrine was almost a foot taller than her.

‘How dare you speak to me like that?’ Sandrine launched, half an octave higher.

‘I do almost everything you ask me to do,’ Zia responded quietly. ‘I do work for a living as well.’

‘Poor little princess,’ the brunette sneered. ‘And more fool me that I’ve kept you all these years! I should’ve handed you over to social services and thrown that old crippled crone out years ago! Instead, out of the goodness of my heart, I looked after you both at my own expense.’

‘I’ll leave everything prepared for you,’ Zia promised soothingly. ‘And clean up tomorrow.’

‘I’m thinking of advertising for live-in help to take your place.’ Sandrine dropped the news on her with a razor-edged smile. ‘Someone properly trained as a housekeeper.’

Zia nodded in silence, not trusting herself to speak. It was pointless engaging with Sandrine when she was in a temper or making threats. The older woman had little self-control and Zia was careful not to invite assault. She had suffered quite enough violence from Sandrine while she was growing up and she refused to stand for it as an adult.

‘Nothing to say to that?’ Sandrine prompted provocatively as she strolled back to the door.

‘Of course not, you must do as you wish,’ Zia breathed before turning back to the sink to finish her task.

The dish prepared, she set out plates and cutlery and a note with cooking instructions on reheating. Returning to the basement, she grabbed her file and headed out to her class on early child development. Later that evening she fell into her bed across the small, cramped room from Alina, exhausted, and contemplated her early start the next day with a stoic grimace.

Late morning in the hotel, she was waiting to clean the last luxury suite on her schedule when one of the doors in the hallway flew open and the young woman she had identified as a maid gesticulated fiercely at her. ‘Come here!’ she shouted.

Abandoning her trolley, Zia approached. ‘What’s happened?’ she asked anxiously.

‘My employer has misplaced a valuable diamond brooch!’ she exclaimed. ‘Help us look for it…come on, what are you waiting for?’

Zia really didn’t want to get involved but it was management policy to always try to please guests and, mastering her reluctance, she stepped into the suite where the guest, surrounded by designer shopping bags, was frantically tipping out drawers in a dresser to search for her missing jewellery.

Zia got down on her hands and knees to check under the furniture, while wondering where the maid had gone. ‘Did you see my brooch when you were in here earlier making the bed?’ the guest demanded.

‘No, there were items sitting on the dressing table but I didn’t go over to them or touch anything. I cleaned, changed the bed and put fresh towels in the en suite,’ she recounted.

The young maid stalked in. ‘Have her trolley searched! She must’ve been in here while we were out,’ she condemned.

And then there was a whole fracas with Zia steadily proclaiming her blamelessness, various other guests appearing to ask what was going on and then finally the manager arrived looking world-weary and put upon.

‘My brooch has gone. The girl’s trolley should be searched,’ the guest insisted, treating Zia to a suspicious appraisal.

The manager told her to bring her trolley in and Zia retrieved it with resentment mounting high inside her small frame. On request, she unloaded the trolley, stacking soiled towels into an untidy heap, and when she reached the final one, as she shook it out, something bright and glittering fell out and clinked on the polished floor. It was a big brooch. Astonished, Zia froze while the manager stooped to pick it up and show it to the guest, who swiftly identified it and pinned it to her jacket.

As accusing eyes settled on Zia, she reddened. ‘I’ve never seen it before. I didn’t touch it or take it,’ she said through taut lips, her face as rigid as the rest of her.

‘We’ll discuss this downstairs in my office,’ the manager announced.

‘I want the police called. I want the thief to be arrested and punished,’ the guest declared fiercely. ‘What sort of hotel are you running that a guest’s jewellery can be stolen by one of your staff?’

‘I didn’t steal it,’ Zia murmured again but everyone simply ignored her.

She sat in the waiting area outside the manager’s officer while the angry guest chattered in her own language as she rang the Mandovian Embassy for assistance. Why she should require assistance when her jewellery had been returned and the supposed perpetrator had been apprehended, Zia had no idea. But Zia would’ve been glad of any kind of help or advice because she was feeling both sick and scared.

It went without saying that she had lost her job in the hotel where she had been working—not always legally—since she was fifteen as the owners were very friendly with Sandrine. Unhappily, she had no way of proving her innocence. Furthermore, if she was charged and arrested, a conviction for dishonesty could send her to prison and the resulting criminal record would destroy her future. She felt sick and alone and very, very scared.

When a swaggering older man arrived and urged the complaining guest straight across the fancy lobby into the traditional tea room on the other side, Zia relaxed infinitesimally, relieved to no longer be the target of the woman’s accusing, angry stare.

The manager called her in and dismissed her, deaf to her pleas that she was being falsely accused. As she returned to the waiting area the older man reappeared alone and strode into the office she had just vacated to address the manager. A moment later, she was again called into the office as the manager departed.

‘I’m Mr Caccia from the Mandovian Embassy here in London,’ he informed her in a surprisingly upbeat tone. ‘Your manager has loaned me his office so that I can speak to you in private, Your Highness.’

Her frown evaporated in her surprise as she glanced up, amazed to be addressed by that title.

‘Of course, I know who you are,’ he told her with wry amusement. ‘And Mandovians definitely don’t want to be embarrassed by reading in the newspapers that their Princess has been arrested for theft. This is a sensitive time in Mandovia with the reunification imminent. I have a proposal to make to you and I can see that you need practical help.’

Her frown line pleated her brows afresh. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘I can protect you from a criminal charge of theft and bury this whole unsavoury matter,’ he informed her. ‘But in return you would have to come out to Mandovia for at least six months—’

‘That’s impossible for me—’

‘You would be generously paid for your time there and comfortably housed, all of your needs met,’ he assured her. ‘You would have to attend events on our behalf, tour Upper Mandovia to be seen and to engage with your people. That may seem challenging to you but you would be richly rewarded for meeting those expectations. What do you think?’

‘I think you’re crazy,’ Zia said weakly. ‘I’m only a princess by birth and I don’t know how to behave like one. While I would love to visit Mandovia some day, I have responsibilities here in London—’

‘An elderly woman and a small dog. Yes, we know everything there is to know about you, Your Highness, including the education you have been diligently pursuing. The woman and the dog may accompany you to Mandovia. Obviously, your education could be deferred and continued at a later date. With the benefit of better financial resources, life would be much easier for you than it is at present—’

‘Yes…but…’ Zia’s head was swimming at the sheer extent of the sweeping changes he was offering her. She would give her right arm, literally, to break their dependency on Sandrine and the grind of almost-round-the-clock labour. ‘I would be paid for my time? And there would be accommodation included too?’ she double-checked in wonderment.

‘Yes,’ he confirmed. ‘My offer, which is official and courtesy of the Mandovian government, would provide you with a means of escape from your current trying circumstances below Sandrine Beccari’s roof. Think about that fact and the possibilities. Right now, you are in serious trouble…and only I can make the trouble go away,’ he completed smoothly.

‘We don’t even have passports,’ she muttered.

‘But you hold dual citizenship and the old lady is Mandovian as well. The embassy can immediately remedy the passport problem. However, the arrangements will take a couple of days to put in place,’ he warned her. ‘Meanwhile you can begin packing and preparing for your stay in Mandovia.’







Orazio froze as the prime minister strode into his office, ushered in by Harvey. Immediately rising from his desk, he strode forward to greet him, wondering why he was smiling broadly from ear to ear.

‘Mr Milano.’

‘Thank you for seeing me at such short notice,’ the older man responded, taking a seat, smiling again as an employee appeared with a tray of coffee and biscuits. ‘I’m the bringer of excellent news and I couldn’t wait to tell you what Massimo Caccia has contrived to achieve in London for us. Princess Annunziata will be arriving in Mandovia within forty-eight hours—’

‘How on earth did he achieve that?’ Orazio enquired in frank astonishment.

‘Massimo doesn’t believe she ever received our official invitation or even knew of our interest. Apparently she lives in the basement of the London house in self-contained accommodation,’ Bruno Milano revealed. ‘He suspects her ex-guardian may have intercepted our communications for some nefarious reason of her own. According to Massimo, the young woman is delighted to agree to a six-month visit to Mandovia.’

Orazio nodded. ‘That is, indeed, good news. But what are you planning to do with her for six months?’

‘Actually…’ the older man looked rather uncomfortable ‘…I was hoping that you would agree to host her here at the castle and teach her how to be royal.’

Orazio was aghast at that suggestion and it was a struggle to conceal his reaction. ‘Having her here at the castle with me would stoke the royal marriage hopes,’ he pointed out, tensing at that prospect. ‘And between the staff and the number of visitors we receive, she would have no privacy. I’m also unsure that I could teach anyone how to be royal. She will require tutors in etiquette, history and PR before she can deal with the public in an appropriate way. Does she even still speak Italian?’

‘Fluently, I understand. I must admit we didn’t think of the privacy aspect—’

‘And it would damage her status if someone was to talk to the press and reveal the mistakes that she will inevitably make. Her return will create so much excitement and curiosity that photos of her will be stolen and conversations recorded. If she’s not up to immediate public exposure—’

‘How could she be? Working as a chambermaid!’ the older man exclaimed in dismay.

‘Then we require a more discreet location for her to learn what she needs to know without an audience,’ Orazio murmured, content to have made his point while frantically thinking of where a new princess could be stashed and tutored in the necessary skills without causing him any further annoyance.

And then the answer came to him and his dazzling smile flashed across his lean, bronzed features. ‘I have the perfect place for her. My yacht, Sea Empress, currently moored in Türkiye. We can fly in the tutors. She’ll need a wardrobe of suitable clothing as well—’

‘Your yacht?’ Bruno Milano was taken aback but relieved at the prospect of not having an unknown princess under siege from the paparazzi at the royal castle with an unwilling host. ‘The government will cover all her expenses and that includes a salary—’

‘A…salary?’ Orazio repeated incredulously.

‘She is very poor, Your Majesty. As Massimo acknowledges, she has to think of her future and being a princess needs to be a paying proposition for her to come here and stay for a while,’ the older man clarified.

Gold-digger, Orazio decided on the spot, it being impossible for him to imagine being paid for what he saw as his duty. But he had also seen enough poverty to know that he was being unfairly prejudiced and he was quick to squash that label for the Princess in his head. Why shouldn’t she be paid to fulfil the expectations of others? By all accounts, her life to date had been no fairy tale.







Zia lay in her bed in the basement apartment, sleepless and contemplating the changes on her horizon. She couldn’t begin to imagine living in Mandovia, even if it would only be for six months. It was impossible to picture what she had never seen or a lifestyle she had never experienced. The concept of staying in a royal castle was simply intimidating. And she was quite sure King Orazio wouldn’t be keen on that suggestion.

Why should he be? Royal to the backbone and richer than the legendary Midas, why would he want to house a fake princess such as she could only be? After all, what did she have going for her? Her late mother had been born a royal but only in a peripheral way because her Eastern European family had already been deposed royals without a throne. And from what Zia had established from the history books, her unlucky mother had been literally sold into marriage to a man old enough to be her father. A hated dictator, who had fancied having a real-life princess as a wife, believing she would add gloss and gravitas to his image.

So, for Zia, the immediate future was hugely scary and full of unknowns. But it was also the escape she had long sought from a life pinned and trapped beneath Sandrine’s controlling thumb. At the end of the day, Zia reasoned, it didn’t matter how frightening her new life would be in Mandovia. She would do it because she had to do it and had no other choice available. All her life to date had been like that and she was accustomed to taking the rough with the smooth.

But Orazio Arcangeli wouldn’t want anything to do with her. She knew that, accepted it, still remembered him at the age of ten. Impossibly tall, very blond, aristocratic. Something about his measured way of speaking, his incredibly good manners and immense control even at that age had set her off into a tantrum. And Orazio had been stunned that a little girl would dare to fight him and possess such a temper. It made her laugh to know that their fathers had actually toyed with the ridiculous idea of marrying them off.

And she would bet what little cash she had that Orazio would still not be laughing about that stupid betrothal idea because Orazio was very serious in nature. If he wanted to marry a princess, she would be the very last one he would choose.




CHAPTER TWO

‘The King will personally greet you on his yacht,’ Massimo Caccia informed her with a huge smile of approval.

Still grappling with the news that she was not yet deemed fit for an immediate arrival in the country of her birth, Zia forced a smile in response. ‘I don’t want to put anyone out. It was very generous of him to allow us onto his yacht.’

‘It wasn’t generous,’ Massimo contradicted. ‘It was sensible. You have to learn so much before we can roll you out as a princess and His Majesty understands that better than anyone. It’ll be like being sent back to school.’

Zia’s smile set on her full lips. She wasn’t some ignorant country girl requiring refinement and education and she would refuse to be treated like one by a condescending, ridiculously privileged Orazio. New clothing, yes, that would be a necessity, she conceded grudgingly. But my goodness, was she glad she had contrived to kick him when he was a boy because she had to be better behaved now that she was an adult.

The helicopter took off, making further conversation impossible, and Zia was relieved because Massimo Caccia had spent the whole flight from London bigging up Orazio in every way possible. In fact Massimo seemed to be the King’s biggest fanboy. And Zia wasn’t stupid, she had got the underwritten message of hope: people would love it if she married the very much single King. Immediately she had grasped why Orazio had switched her dose of ‘princess school’ from his royal home in the capital, Kyrene, to his yacht. Orazio didn’t want to encourage false hopes. Orazio wanted a more hands-off role. Orazio didn’t want to marry her either. And that was fine with her.

‘Look at the yacht!’ Massimo shouted in excitement as the helicopter made a stomach-churning turn before coming in to descend over the Sea Empress. ‘My word, it’s impressive!’

A shriek escaped Alina, who was a very nervous passenger. Zia patted her thin shoulder in reassurance and looked out of the window at the huge glistening silver-grey yacht that was anchored in the Bay of Marmaris. It was vast, more like a cruise ship than a privately owned vessel. The helicopter touched down on the helipad and Zia immediately rose to assist Alina, but Massimo was already helping the older woman with her belt and taking charge. He seemed to be, at heart, a kind man, she thought wryly, if somewhat abrupt and strident in manner.

Accepting a crewman’s extended hand to steady her, Zia jumped out and the very first person she saw was Orazio, the King. Heaven knew he was gorgeous, all six feet four inches of him in height, not to mention his lean, muscular physique. Add the features of a Grecian god to that advantage and caramel-blond hair that gleamed pure gold in the Turkish sunshine and you had a male likely to attract attention everywhere he went. And that was even before you added in the wealth, the aura of power and authority and the title, she conceded.





Orazio stepped forward, brilliant green eyes welded to her. Yes, the Princess would need work and attention. She wore jeans, a tee shirt and scuffed canvas shoes and she was still absolutely tiny. Even so she was undeniably beautiful, from her mane of long blue-black gleaming hair loose round her slight shoulders to her perfect oval face dominated by blue eyes so deep a shade they carried a hint of violet. A delicate little nose in combination with a luscious pink mouth completed her features. He hadn’t expected such a beauty and he stared in search of a flaw and lowered his lashes when he failed to find one, faint colour edging his strong cheekbones.

‘Orazio…’ she began uncertainly.

‘That’s too familiar a way to address the King,’ Massimo chipped in unhelpfully from behind her, plunging her into embarrassment.

‘Nonsense,’ Orazio said easily. ‘We have met before. Annunziata and I don’t need to stand on ceremony on board the yacht.’

‘Well, that’s just as well,’ Zia answered, making a fast recovery. ‘Because I didn’t know what to call you, nor do I know how to curtsy.’

‘That is the sort of thing you will learn before you return to Mandovia but we only practise such habits at formal events,’ he explained. ‘My friends call me Raz, and I hope we will be friends.’

‘I’m called Zia,’ she said lightly. ‘Even my mother called me Zia. Annunziata is such a mouthful. I think the long string of names I was christened with was my father’s choice.’

‘Best not to mention the dictator,’ Massimo slotted in.

‘I won’t mention him very often,’ Zia replied calmly, ‘but I can’t pretend he didn’t exist.’

‘No, of course she can’t,’ Orazio commented, shooting a quelling look at the older man and turning to greet Alina, who was leaning on her walking stick and visibly uncomfortable to find herself in such lofty company.

A crew member came to escort the former nursemaid indoors to a seat and a promise of tea.

‘I’ll leave you here in safe hands,’ Massimo said cheerfully and reached for Zia’s hand to shake it. And with that he swung himself with some difficulty back into the helicopter to await his departure.

‘I didn’t realise he’d be leaving straight away,’ Zia exclaimed in disappointment, because the older man had become familiar to her as a guide.

‘I believe he is keen to get back to work,’ Orazio commented, feeling a little guilty that he had not invited the older man to at least spend the night on board. He was aware that he had been rude, allowing personal feelings to come between him and common courtesy. In a sudden move he strode forward to advance the belated invitation, but he was waved back for safety reasons because the pilot was already preparing to take off.

Frustrated, Orazio retreated to lower a guiding hand to Zia’s elbow as a door was held open for their entrance. ‘I’m sure you’re ready for a break from the travelling.’

‘Not really,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve never travelled before. I don’t remember arriving in the UK when I was a kid, so today has kind of been exciting for me.’

‘A novel outlook.’

‘Well, there’s no point me pretending that I’m a seasoned anything really, because Massimo told me that everybody already knows that I was working as a chambermaid in London.’

‘Yes, a Mandovian journalist reported that fact in our leading newspaper a few months ago and it caused a great deal of shock.’

‘I can’t think why. There’s no shame in making an honest living. And the hours suited me, left me free to attend classes and look after…other things,’ she muttered, falling silent, not wishing to mention Sandrine’s demands. Already even thinking about their years of servitude to a vile, spoilt socialite made her so angry that she now wanted to explode. She had had to escape to feel safe enough to recognise that angry resentment.

In the imposingly large saloon furnished like a palatial drawing room, Alina was already pulling herself out of her armchair to say that she would like to lie down for a while. A stewardess in a smart uniform stepped forward and offered to take her to her cabin.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Zia asked.

‘No…no, let someone else take care of me for a change,’ Alina whispered urgently, her attention roving to Orazio and skittering nervously away again.

Reluctantly, Zia stayed where she was, recognising that Alina was too ill at ease to relax around a royal.

Orazio indicated a seat, shifted an imperious hand to order refreshments and waited for her to sit before settling opposite her. ‘I’m glad you’re used to taking classes. That’ll make your stay on board more relaxed, although I imagine that you will find much of what you have to learn here very boring.’

‘What do I have to learn?’ Zia asked bluntly. ‘Aside from curtsies and how to address important people?’

‘Mandovian history.’

‘I probably know as much about Mandovian history as you do.’

Orazio shot her an incredulous glance. ‘I seriously doubt that.’

Zia tilted her chin in the kind of challenging response that Orazio was not accustomed to receiving from women. ‘Ask me anything,’ she invited. ‘I’m good with your family tree back to your great-great-grandfather and my own family tree back to when my mother’s ancestors still sat on a throne.’

‘There’s more to Mandovian history than family trees,’ Orazio scoffed, taken aback by both the invitation and that level of information.

‘So, ask your questions. Don’t treat me as though I’m stupid.’

‘I wasn’t aware that I was doing that,’ Orazio breathed deflatingly. ‘It’s childish to ask me to quiz you like a schoolgirl.’

‘I don’t think it is,’ Zia disagreed. ‘It would be a waste of time and money to pay someone to teach me what I already know!’

Totally self-possessed, Zia indicated a preference for coffee as she was offered a choice by the stewardess. Orazio studied her in growing frustration. He had never dealt with a woman less impressed by him or his status and it was strangely unsettling. He watched her sip her coffee utterly unconcerned by his frown, noted the stubborn angle of her chin, the fiery glint in her gorgeous eyes. Yes, damn his masculine brain for asserting that truth. Those eyes of hers set into that pale porcelain face currently a little pink with her annoyance were beautiful.

‘Very well,’ Orazio caved for the sake of peace and shot a question at her about the revolution almost twenty years before.

She answered it. When he dared to expand on her answer, she contradicted him with another point of view, reasoning that the Upper Mandovians viewed the revolution through a different prism from the Lower Mandovians, who had felt threatened by a virtual war of lawlessness erupting just over the border.

Challenged, Orazio went back further in history and she got every question right. ‘OK,’ he declared with rather bad grace. ‘We’ll scratch the history teacher from your schedule. Where did you learn so much history?’

‘From books and newspapers at the library. I took an interest in Mandovia from quite a young age. It was something to cling to back then. Who I was, where I was from, what I was from.’ Zia lifted a biscuit and crunched through it in the brooding silence. ‘You did assume that I was going to be thick as a brick.’

‘Of course, I didn’t!’ Orazio shot back at her. ‘If you must know, working off our one and only meeting as children, I thought you would be a bad-tempered little shrew.’

Zia appreciated that honesty and nodded slowly. ‘Oh, I am…if you rub me up the wrong way, but it takes a lot to rile me. Unfortunately, you do it quite easily. You’re so sure you know best, so certain of yourself…it’s very annoying.’

‘I’m not about to apologise.’ Perfect white teeth flashed in a half-smile. For a split second, Orazio looked so stunningly handsome that she couldn’t take her eyes off him. Those amazingly bright green eyes, that astonishing chiselled bone structure, the fine dark brows and lush black curling lashes. Anyone else with that shade of blond hair would have inherited blond or sandy brows and lashes, but Orazio had naturally got black to accentuate his already very striking eyes.

‘You can relax with me, Orazio. I don’t want to marry you either,’ Zia told him boldly, amused by the way he froze in surprise at her frankness. ‘I don’t want to be a queen any more than I really want to be a princess, but agreeing to become a princess was my way out of a difficult situation. I will do my best with these classes but don’t waste time having someone teach me about what cutlery I should use at the dinner table—I was a silver waitress as a teenager and I know cutlery and table manners backwards, forwards and sideways.’

‘Another class will be struck from your timetable,’ Orazio informed her with unholy amusement. ‘You are a minx, Your Highness. Be aware that a woman has never told me before that she doesn’t want to marry me.’

‘I thought candour might let you relax a little more. After all, Massimo didn’t conceal his fond hopes very well during the flight. Have you ever asked a woman to marry you?’ she prompted with intense curiosity.

Faint colour outlined the model-like cheekbones that gave his lean, bronzed features such stunning impact. ‘No.’

‘But I imagine you have a lot of pressure on you to find a wife and start playing happy families,’ she guessed with a grimace. ‘Luckily for me, I’m just a surplus princess and unimportant in the grand scheme of the Mandovian reunification.’

‘That’s completely untrue. The people from your part of the country were extremely attached to your mother and revere her memory.’

‘Yes, I’ve read that but, sadly for them, I’m not her. And I think if I’d had her life I would have started the revolution myself,’ she admitted truthfully.

Orazio caught himself back on a helpless bout of appreciative laughter and studied her with frowning force. ‘You can’t say stuff like that in Mandovia. Someone would take offence and neither of us are supposed to express any opinion that sounds even slightly political.’

‘Massimo already warned me of those boundaries. But surely I can say what I like to you?’

Orazio thought about that before releasing his breath in a slow hiss. ‘Yes, you can.’

It occurred to him that Zia would become part of a very tiny minority in his life. He only ever spoke his mind freely to Fiero and his fiancée or his own grandfather. Very few people could be trusted to keep his opinions private and he would watch Zia carefully before he gave her that amount of trust. Her habit of saying exactly what she believed could be a disaster in the wrong situation and a PR nightmare. But he was surprised by the thought that it would be a shame to see such forthright speech silenced by royal convention.

She was very much an individual and she was totally unimpressed by his status. He had never met with such a reception before, particularly not from a young, attractive woman. He was infinitely better acquainted with being met with flattery and flirtation. She had argued with him, gone toe to toe with him, made an excellent point while discussing the revolution, a point he should’ve seen for himself. She was highly intelligent, quick on the draw…oddly fascinating, he conceded.

There was something very relaxing about a woman who told him upfront that she didn’t want to marry him. Obviously she wasn’t attracted to him. Why that should set his teeth on edge he had no idea as the news should’ve come as a relief. Was it because he found her attractive? He hadn’t wanted to but he was a predictable male at heart and he did. She was bright, vivacious, outspoken and beautiful. He had never noticed that many positives in a woman before, even while acknowledging that the outspoken trait could be a dangerous weakness. In private, however, a male who lived in a world where so few spoke their minds or even told the truth, he found that candid trait uniquely captivating.





‘So, what’s she like?’ Fiero asked immediately when he phoned his friend to bring him up to date.

‘Different. Beautiful, opinionated, stubborn, clever, surprisingly well educated. Knows everything there is to know about Mandovia, including the news about the new National Park scheduled for the autumn,’ Orazio told him.

‘You sound like a guy with a crush.’

‘And you’re being weird again.’

‘I’ve never heard you enthusing this way about a woman.’

‘Oh, yes…she has no interest in marrying me,’ Orazio imparted with enjoyment.

‘And who raised that delicate subject?’

‘She did. Massimo showed his hand during their time together and she cottoned on. She’s not any keener on getting married than I am.’

‘And yet I sense that you’re offended,’ his school friend commented. ‘A princess without aspirations—’

‘Evidently, and I wasn’t offended,’ Orazio swore.

‘Tell that story to someone who hasn’t known you practically from the day you were born,’ Fiero quipped. ‘Your lady friend in Paris is getting restless and phoned me to point out that you were supposed to be with her this weekend.’

‘I was. I told her official business had come up.’ Raz considered his current sexual partner without any sense of disappointment. Crystal was a gorgeous English fashion model and they had been intimate for a couple of months, which was pretty much the time limit on the extent of his interest. On his next visit he would be concluding that connection.

He tried to keep his sex life discreet but it was challenging to keep his name free of close female associations. If he spent more than ten minutes with any woman or laughed or smiled too often in her company, the rumours kicked off. It was embarrassing for the women involved when he had no serious intentions and so he met women out of the country, only had sex out of the country, only let loose outside Mandovia.

He functioned best with females who knew the relationship was going no further than the nearest bedroom. It was cold and transactional and against his deepest instincts, which craved the closeness, intimacy and emotion that had always been his ideal, particularly after the cold, distant childhood he had endured. It worked the best for him. An unemotional arrangement with a woman was safe, risked no scandals or tell-all confessions from ambitious wannabes and nobody got hurt. And that was just how his life had to work now. Strong moral standards were expected from him. He had learned that he wasn’t allowed to be a young, single male with a healthy libido.

Upper Mandovia, at least, was a very conservative, God-fearing place and he had to maintain the illusion of being a clean-living monarch without inconvenient desires. Desires of a sexual nature were supposed to be met only within marriage. At the same time, however, nobody wanted him to turn into his father, who had married at a comparatively young age and had still continually sought out available women, which had triggered many ugly rumours. Orazio was conscious that he walked a tightrope of risk every time he visited that Parisian apartment. If that revelation ever hit the tabloids, he would be toast in the eyes of the most conservative Mandovians as proven to be a fake status symbol.

In truth, it would be easier for him to get married and settle down but he had a poor view of matrimony, raised by an essentially cold, embittered mother, who might as well have been a single parent even while still living with her lawfully wedded husband. He didn’t want to risk marrying the wrong woman. He didn’t feel any urge to settle down or have children. He thought he was still too young to make that life-changing decision.





‘Dining with a king,’ Alina mused, settling back into a chair in the corner of Zia’s large, opulently furnished cabin. ‘Whoever would’ve guessed you would be in this position?’

‘Well, it never would have occurred to us even a week ago,’ Zia sighed. ‘He’s less stuffy than I expected and more approachable.’

‘He’s very handsome,’ Alina remarked with a smile.

Zia reddened. ‘I don’t think of him that way.’

‘Be careful with him. You’ll be alone with him at dinner. I asked for a tray in my room…and no, don’t you try to argue with me. I’m staff…or retired staff,’ the older woman muttered. ‘I hope I know my place.’

‘Your place is with me,’ Zia replied, giving the older woman a fond hug before flipping open the built-in closet again and saying, ‘The black or the red dress?’

‘The red, you’re too young to carry off black and, anyway, that was Sandrine’s old frock.’

‘So’s the red,’ Zia reminded her. ‘But until I get new clothes, it’s the best I’ve got.’

‘The red’s a little low-necked,’ Alina opined in an uneasy undertone. ‘You wore it for that Christmas staff party at the hotel but—’

‘It’ll do fine,’ Zia cut in with decision. ‘Gosh, I miss Sausage.’

‘Yes, but he’ll be waiting for us in Mandovia when we leave here,’ Alina reminded her cheerfully. ‘Apparently the King has two mastiffs at the castle. The stewardess told me that he rarely brings them here onto the yacht because of the quarantine restrictions.’

Zia set the red dress on the bed. A dog lover, was he? It was another point in his favour. As Alina returned to her cabin, she undressed for a shower, eager to freshen up after the long day and all the travelling and sitting around. Yet barely a week ago she had been unemployed and facing a charge of theft, she reminded herself, but the man from the embassy, Massimo Caccia, had made all that go away and had transformed her life.

Even so, it was only temporary, she reminded herself. She would have six months without any need to worry about bills and then she would be free to continue her life as she chose. She had never enjoyed such freedom. Alina, she suspected ruefully, would probably reunite with her widowed sister in Mandovia and could well decide to remain there in her home village with her only surviving family. Could she herself decide to stay on in Mandovia too?

She smoothed the red dress down over her hips. Alina had altered it to fit her after Sandrine had thrown it away because it had a cigarette burn in the skirt. The full swell of her bust at the neckline looked slightly racy to her critical gaze, but she couldn’t help that because she was much larger in that department than its original owner had been. Short and curvy in both breast and hip, that was her shape and she was stuck with what she had been born with, regardless of how she had long envied Sandrine’s tall, slender, elegant figure.





Orazio almost forgot himself and performed a double take when Zia entered the saloon. When she had worn her shapeless tee shirt and loose jeans he had had little idea of Zia’s build. And now, here she was unveiled…literally! A glorious hourglass shape. It was a struggle not to let his gaze linger on the pale plump curves of her luscious breasts.

‘What would you like to drink?’ he asked as a steward hovered by the bar in readiness.

‘May I have a cocktail?’ Zia asked. ‘I’ve never had one but I would love to try one.’

‘A Mojito,’ Orazio ordered on her behalf. ‘So, you drink alcohol?’

‘Yes. It doesn’t have much effect on me though,’ Zia told him truthfully. ‘I’ve had drinks with work and classmates and it’s never affected me. I could probably drink you under the table.’

Orazio laughed at that far-reaching display of confidence. ‘Well, we won’t be having a competition tonight.’

He was touched by her honesty and slightly unnerved by it as well. There was a dangerous naivety about her and he could see such an attribute making her vulnerable to a certain type of man. Not that that was any of his business, but it would do her no harm to become a little more worldly-wise before she went out to be a princess in public.

‘Tell me about your childhood with Sandrine Beccari,’ Orazio prompted over the dinner table thirty minutes later, when Zia was embarking on her second Mojito and contemplating the beautiful meal in front of her. ‘I was surprised that she kept you with her because you have an uncle and an aunt on your mother’s side.’

Zia lost visible colour and she dealt him an uneasy glance before stiffening her facial muscles. ‘Oh, she tried to pass me off onto them once she realised my parents were dead, but my mother’s relatives weren’t interested…the orphan daughter of a hated dictator? No, they weren’t prepared to take me on. Sandrine ensured that I knew that I was just an embarrassment to them. It might have been different had I come with money, but I was penniless.’

‘But you were never penniless,’ Orazio reasoned with conviction. ‘That house in London belonged to your mother and it was your inheritance. How else could you have lived there?’

And shock at that bold statement settled over Zia like an enveloping fog. The idea that that house had actually belonged to her from the moment of her mother’s passing shook her inside out. ‘I always believed that the house belonged to Sandrine. I mean, I knew that she didn’t pay rent or a mortgage, but I always assumed—’

‘No, that house is yours by right of inheritance…unless your mother signed it over to the Beccari woman before she passed,’ he conceded.

Zia’s lashes fluttered in bewilderment. ‘I wouldn’t have thought that there was time for that the night we left Mandovia but that would finally explain to me why she kept Alina and me with her. It would’ve meant that she had the use of free accommodation in London,’ she registered slowly.

‘There was also a trust set up with the purchase of the house that should’ve taken care of most of the bills,’ Orazio volunteered. ‘I believe your mother foresaw the fall of your father’s regime and set up a safe harbour in London for you both…only you appear not to have managed to benefit from what was rightfully yours.’

Pale as milk, Zia asked for another Mojito to replace her empty glass and Orazio summoned the server to fulfil her request. She couldn’t believe what she was being told, that she had not been the penniless orphan housed and raised by her guardian who had taken pity on her. Instead, it seemed as though Sandrine had taken advantage of her to seize possession of the house that legitimately belonged to her charge
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