LARLECLITR ¢ PRESENTS
MMA
DARCY

Climax u.n_j" Passton




CLIMAX OF PASSION
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"When East meets West... the result is passion!"
He is Xa Shiraq, sheikh of Xabia...
She is Amanda Buchanan, independent hotelier...

When they meet, he declares that they are mearddin
other, but what does Amanda have to offer suchré’ritlen
the sheikh accuses her of using him to try to diearfather's
name. So Amanda offers Xa Shiraq a bargain--onlet
love in return for her freedom. But where will thiangerous
liaison lead? Amanda finds herself hoping that shié
remain the sheikh's captive forever and ever aed ev



CHAPTER ONE
XA SHIRAQ was notable for many things.

The impression that most people took away with theas of a
penetrating gaze that seemed to strip souls bare.

His eyes were stygian black and deeply socketeda# said they
could see through any duplicity. They could burthvtihe heat of the
desert or be as cold and cutting as the wind flmmdpmost peaks of
the Atlas Mountains in the freezing heart of wint€hey revealed
nothing, yet they knew everything.

He had not inherited the Sheikhdom of Xabia. Hewad the right to
rule through the sheer force of his will and cheaadie retained and
increased his power by not letting anything esdaipenotice. His
vigilance over matters that others might regard dds little
consequence, was legendary. Its effect was th&h¥aq was never
surprised. He had no intention of ever being saegti

‘Tell me about the geologist's daughter,' he condediof Kozim, his
closest aide.

'No...0...0, ah.. .problem,' came the habitualsong reply.

A slicing flash of black eyes was enough for Koxmelear his throat
and bring forth a flurry of detail.

‘She is still at the hotel in Fisa, working frorit-chouse. She is in
charge of reservations. There is a Complaint lodggainst her. She
will not last.'

Xa Shiraq's long, supple fingers tapped a thoughtfgthm on the
armrest of his chair. 'Why did she take the pastidvhy has she
stayed? With her qualifications she could have dweteer. It makes



no sense unless my suspicion has substance. Egzh sine step
closer.’

‘She has applied for a transfer to Bejos,' Kozimealdas a possible
point of interest.

'‘Ah!" It was the sound of satisfaction. 'So thepmse reveals itself
beyond all reasonable doubt. She is a woman of riexbke
determination.' He looked sharply at Kozim. 'If lpgtion is made
for entry to Xabia, it is to be refused.’

'l will see to it immediately," Kozim said with feyur, hiding his
surprise at such a leap in anticipation.

‘Never believe in coincidence, Kozim. Has the tfant Bejos been
granted?’

'‘No, Your Excellency. It was blocked by the assistananager at
Fisa.'

'For what reason?"

'He claims unsuitability on the grounds that sha &riking blonde
and may draw troublesome attention at the Bejoglhdfozim
shrugged. 'That is what he says officially.'

‘And unofficially?' the sheikh prompted.
'It is inferred that there are more personal reason

The sheikh sat back, hooding his eyes. 'Corredf tha wrong, but
isn't the Fisa hotel one of the poorest performretee Oasis chain?'

‘You are not wrong, Your Excellency,' Kozim quicldgsured him. 'It
has one of the lowest occupancy rates.'



‘There have been a number of complaints aboutdtes,ithe sheikh
said broodingly.

Kozim didn't know of any. His ignorance did nottdi® him. It was
not unusual for him not to know what the sheikhwn¥a Shiraq had
many sources of information.

The fingers tapped again. 'l will act. | can kiNa birds with one
arrow.'

Kozim had no idea what the sheikh meant, but hegleashe was not
going to be on the receiving end of the arrow tatild undoubtedly
reach its targets with deadly accuracy. He was diadhad no
connection whatsoever to the running of the OasiteHat Fisa. He
was glad he was not the geologist's daughter.



CHAPTERTWO

AMANDA Buchanan thought she had developed a thick enskiglto
withstand most of the put- down jokes that camewssr. Normally,
she let them flow past her like water off a dudddsk. After all, she
had been born with three strikes against her. Hethen had been
Polish, her father Irish, and she was a naturaiddo

The latest rash of 'dumb blonde' jokes was the tdtling she had
so far encountered. It was almost enough to drarariio dying her
hair black. Her stubborn sense of self-worth, haevewould not
countenance any backing off from who and what sk xpart from
which, it would give her snide detractors the $atiton of knowing
they had got to her.

One day, she vowed, she would make a lot of pesggi¢heir words.
Not only on her own account, but on her father'smmafdida wasn't
guite sure how she was going to achieve that artdybrking for the
Oasis chain of hotels had seemed a likely steparright direction.
What she needed to do was get into a high levehgement position
which might... just might... open the door to whsine wanted to go.

In the meantime, she had to grit her teeth andestiffe assistant
manager's malicious manner and spite in puttingdogm in every
possible way he could conceive.

She knew why he did it. It was a payback for hek laf interest in
him as a man. Charles Arnold combined a huge edb small

performance. His principal aim in life was to dowagde everybody
to his own level so that he could feel superior.iHae no idea how
badly it reflected on himself and on his job.

If Amanda had been willing to accommodate him, dtitude and
that of the male staff would have been very differé shudder of
revulsion ran through her at the mere thought bfrstting to Charles



Arnold's touch. That was never going to happennraiter what
subtle or unsubtle pressure he brought to beait Was, the other
staff took their lead from him, having their bit &fin' with her,
knowing they were completely safe from any compglaof

harassment.

There was only one person who could have fixedsthetion for

Amanda, and that was the vague, shadowy figureaoEKiraq, the
owner of the Oasis chain. It was said that he ak:kthe key decisions
regarding personnel in his own hands. He was renvemd. He was
never seen. There were doubts he really existed.

Amanda knew better. When her father lay dying im hamns,
revealing what had happened in halting, stumbliogds... it left no
doubt in Amanda's mind that Xa Shiraq existed.

This was the third Oasis Hotel Amanda had worked Tihe

mysterious owner had not once made an appearam@ey atf them.
Promotions and sackings were done by impersonasfaxever in
person. Despite this lack of any substantial ewtdeof his actual
presence, her father's assurance and certaintydmathced Amanda
that Xa Shiraq was indeed flesh and blood reality.

Her belief, however, was of no help to her in hespnt situation. It
was difficult to keep her cool while she burnedhatite injustice of
what was happening to her, but Amanda was detedmoeto put a
foot wrong.

Soon, very soon, she hoped, her transfer to thes Gkdel in Bejos
would come through. Then she would be one stepeclkosher real
goal, one more step removed from her persecutdrarl€s Arnold
and his minions would then become so much flotdsah she could
jettison from her life.



A telephone call claimed her attention. She lifted receiver and
projected a pleasant, welcoming note into her vo{&eod morning.
The Oasis Hotel. Reservations.'

'Is the Presidential Suite available tonight?' demapice inquired
without preamble.

‘Just a moment, sir, I'll check it on the computer.

Amanda knew perfectly well that the most expensuée in the
hotel was vacant. In the five months she had wohezd, it had been
occupied only seven times. On every one of thesasions it had
been given to bridal couples on a one-night comgfitary basis as
an inducement for the booking of the wedding raocepiNo-one had
paid good money for it. This was not something thetel
management wanted broadcast to the rest of thel worl

‘Yes, sir, it is available,' she said after a salégause. 'For how long
would you like to make a reservation?'

'For how long will it be available?'

Amanda chose an encouraging reply. 'We would dovery best to
ensure you have undisturbed occupancy for as lsiygparequire.’

There was no response. The click of a receivergogunetly replaced
sent a highly disquieting tingle down Amanda's epidad someone
been testing her, checking that she was not t@oviith information
about bookings? There had been one fabricated eampgbdged
against her, engineered by Charles Arnold to detratiesthe cost of
his displeasure.

She assured herself there had been nothing toigeiin her handling
of the call. If anyone had been playing funny gastesd given them



no rope to hang her with. Nevertheless, the incid@gged at her
mind long after she should have dismissed it.

It was the voice that had made her think the calkes genuine in his
inquiry about the Presidential Suite. A hard, distive voice with a
ring of arrogance about it. The kind of voice omstinctively
associated with a position of power or wealth. Acedhat expected
requests to be automatically carried out to thedeyet lacking any
trace of the spoilt petulance that came from pebplea to riches.

It had been rude of him, though, to leave her hapbke that on the
telephone. The courtesy of a 'Thank you' would hewst him
nothing. Amanda decided if she ever met the mamdehat voice,
she would know him immediately. She knew how sheldidreat
him, too.

While giving him all the courtesy and attention @emed by her job,
she would maintain considerable reserve, aplompnitgh and
aloofness. A rueful smile flitted over her lips. Mdikely than not, he
wouldn't notice her manner. He was probably the tyfperson who
didn't acknowledge anyone who was not his peer.

A busload of tourists trailed in en masse for &ehnight stopover.
Charles Arnold put in an officious appearance, lértpthe facilities
of the hotel to the tour leader. Amanda helped \thih process of
checking everyone in and dispensing room keys.

She saw the man come in.

He emerged from the huge revolving door that ganteaace to the
foyer and paused, taking in the melee around that lesk. There
was something about him that arrested Amanda'stiaite Not his
clothes. They were unremarkable; a white open-rieskert, beige
linen jacket, brown trousers. Not his looks. Shel ls@en more
handsome men. He was tall and lean, like an athieteed to



perfection. Amanda had seen that before with themPic Games
team.

It was his stillness, his ability to concentrated aiocus his full
attention that was unusual. He observed the crdweloists and the
piles of luggage strewn around the foyer in castesarray. Amanda
knew immediately that if he had been tour leaderdlwould have
been no carelessness and no disarray.

The signs of contempt in his eyes and on his faaewarginal, but
they were there. He was a man born to organise—pepfaces,
things. He absorbed everything down to the minwtestil.

Amanda found his intensity disquieting. Making jedtents, she
thought, and not favorable ones.

'Have any messages come in for me? My name is...'

Amanda smiled at the woman who had addressed desldigingly
checked for messages. When she darted anothereghribe man,
she found he had moved to the lounge setting bésedfountain. He
was seated in an armchair that faced the receptsk. He had not
picked up a newspaper or magazine to idle awayinhe He was
watching Charles Arnold's effusive performance it tour leader
in the same way as a hawk watched a sparrow.

Again Amanda was struck by his stillness. Very fe@ople could
control and maintain immobility for more than a feaconds. It took
the kind of discipline and training of both minddabody that
Amanda associated with the ceremonial guards autuinhdsor
Castle in England. Yet she felt intuitively thaistivas not a man who
took orders. He gave them. He was waiting.. .wgifor the right
moment to take command. It was difficult to guessdyge. He had
taut, - smooth, dark olive skin stretched over rgjlp delineated



bones; skin unmarked, unblemished, like polisheddstean ageless
face.

There was no grey in his black hair. It was thickl atraight and
shiny, as shiny as his deeply set black eyes. ideédainly reached
the age of maturity but whether he was as yourigigag or a decade
or more older, Amanda found it impossible to decide

Handsome was not the right word for him. He wasirdisve. Her
mind kept coming back t@ommandingas she dealt with other
requests and inquiries from the party of touridte was also
disturbing. Very disturbing. So disturbing that Amda had a serious
difficulty in tearing her eyes away from him.

Briefly he caught her glance, held it, and disndsise

Amanda's heart skipped a beat. By the intense cgjph of

willpower she managed to wrest her attention backhat she was
supposed to be doing. What had happened was nmanalisturbing.
She had never reacted like this before in her life.

The worst part of the situation was that Amanda e@as/inced that
this man, this outsider, this stranger had readyet®ught that had
flashed through her mind. He knew, and understaond did not care.
He had come across similar situations many timéssitife.

She was nothing new to him. No-one to hold hisrege Amanda
was used to put-downs. It was silly to let it huét for some
unfathomable reason, coming from him, it did.

His attention had switched back to Charles Arnblid. stillness was
minimally broken. The fingers of his right hand bago tap across
the end of the armrest in a steadily paced rhythrthaugh he was
counting.



The tour leader called for attention and gave saleedletails,
stipulating the time for the next group meetingthe foyer. The
crowd dispersed, picking up luggage, heading ferdlevators and
the rooms allotted to them.

Amanda automatically tensed as Charles Arnold clegein her
behind the front desk, a look of smug satisfacttentered on his
face. 'Well, that should put the numbers up. Whaesintake for
today, Mandy?' -

Amanda gritted her teeth and pressed the keysrig bp the total on
the computer. She hated the way he drawled hisoveo her name,
making her sound like some brainless kewpie dbk &so hated the
way he crowded her as he looked over her shouldgreamonitor
screen, not exactly touching, but only a breathyaweahot breath. A
breath that made her skin crawl.

‘Not bad,' he commented. 'I've done well. A pitgmsone else can't
do as well. Now do a breakdown on singles, doudhessuites.'

Her fingers faltered and stopped as she had thagsst feeling of
being gripped by some alien force. She looked tye. an from the
armchair was walking towards the desk, his blacksefocused
directly on her, giving her more concentrated diber) seeming to
absorb all that she was.

Amanda's heart skittered into a faster beat. Ha'hddsmissed her,
after all. She could not help wondering what he ,daow she was
adding up in his mind, how he would attempt to arga her.

He probably thought her a soft pale creature coeth#&n himself.
Although her fair complexion had acquired a ligbtdgn tan in the
tropical sunshine at Fisa, this only tended to @aitcde the bright
clarity of her aquamarine eyes, and made her lahgbéonde hair



look whiter than it was, especially against thecklauit that was the
standard hotel uniform for her position.

Amanda was no fragile flower, but her facial featudid have a
delicate femininity, and she was slender and sdaftiyved. Her
physical appearance gave many men, men like Charlesd, the
Impression that she would be malleable and easyattage. Amanda
was quite happy for them to think so. Until suchdias they crossed
her mental line of what she considered wrong for &eyone could
think what they liked.

' have not been attended to.'

The sharp, demanding edge to the stranger's vade the statement
sound like the most culpable crime against respditgisince the
captain of thélitanic ordered full steam ahead.

Amanda's fanciful speculations came to a dead Haltmind did an
abrupt about-turn. She knew that voice. She haadjr heard it once
today. This man owed her an apology for his ruden@s the
telephone.

Charles Arnold gave the gentleman a perfunctorgpaga'Everyone
has to take their turn here, sir," he said brighthe'll be with you in
just a moment."'

In typically arrogant dismissal of anyone who inged on his
personal priorities, Charles turned back to Amatwall, get on with
it. The figures, please, Mandy," he urged. Theramninsultingly
condescending tone, he instructed, 'Put your fiogethe Enter key
and...'

'‘No! You will not touch the Enter key.'



The tone of absolute authority shivered throughaineonditioned

atmosphere. Amanda had been right about one tiimg.owner of

the voice did not like having his orders disobeygd.probably had
an intense dislike for the word 'no’, as well. 4slé was he who was
using it.

She did her best to retrieve the situation. 'Weeheamew arrival, Mr
Arnold," she stated quietly. 'Perhaps we couldhdtte him first.’

She flashed the stranger a quick glance, all id#aaloofness,

reserve, dignity and aplomb forgotten for the mom8&he could not
afford to have another complaint lodged againstier look carried

a simple message. It said, please be aware thargqlacing me in a
difficult situation.

The man's eyelids lowered fractionally for the fas of moments, as
If he had received her message, understood it aielp] but nothing
would divert him from the course of action he hadbsen.

‘Don't give me your dizzy blonde act, Mandy,' CaarArnold said,
having missed the byplay between Amanda and thdynastived
guest. 'These figures are important to me. My naximotion
depends on them.’

'I will have the Presidential Suite.'

That arrested Charles Arnold's attention. Amandanté&old him
about the earlier inquiry. A paying customer in Bresidential Suite
was a feather in any management cap. The dangling @ffected a
complete reversal of attitude in Charles Arnold.

‘You are very welcome, sir.'

Pure smarmy syrup, Amanda thought, barely hidingllsgjust as the
sucking up act began.



'‘We will attend to your every need immediately. Meagrettable that
you've been kept waiting. If you'd alerted us earli However, we
shall make generous amends. A porter for your lgggair? Any
special refreshment you'd like in your suitehidive your butler rung
so it can be delivered while we... uh...take restgon details. Your
name, sir?'

'It is not necessary for you to know my name.' disva cold rebuff.
The stranger, who was apparently intent on remgi@rstranger,
withdrew a folded sheet of paper from the innerkgbof his sports
jacket and tossed it onto the desk. 'This is all yeed to know.'

Amanda watched Charles Arnold unfold the papemvds thick,
creamy, expensive. Her breath caught in her thesathe saw the
emblem at the top of the page. She was not in digo$o read the
typed lines underneath, but that notepaper, thateam represented
the man she most wanted to reach.

She had seen it before amongst her father's papies.personal
insignia of the Sheikh of Xabia... a gyrfalcon @t fving, its talons
poised ready to strike.

Her stomach seemed to turn over. Despite a suduttalebilitating
feeling of weakness in her bones, Amanda forcesetfeo look once
more at the commanding, ageless face in front of\lWes he... could
he possibly be... Xa Shirag himself?



CHAPTER THREE

No sooNERhad the electric thought gripped Amanda's mindnta
wash of common sense defused it. No way would Xea&larrive at
any hotel as casually as this man had, or dressthdsaman was. The
Sheikh of Xabia would have a retinue, bodyguardwseeldn't wait
for anything. He'd be waited on hand and foot!

‘This isn't signed,’ Charles Arnold said huffikknyone could have
typed those words. | do not consider it an autltioa to give you
complimentary use of our Presidential Suite. Unje@sscan produce
more than that, sir..." he tossed the page back th@ desk in
contemptuous rejection '... you are wasting ouetim

It gave Amanda the opportunity to read what wag@nion the page.
The message was short and succinct.

By order of Xa Shiraq, the bearer of this notenstked to have any
request within my jurisdiction fulfilled.

Her mind dizzied again with the enormity of whatsweppening in
front of her. This man was certainly not Xa Shilbagq he had to be
important to have such a note. He could be oneaSHKiraqg's three
great supporters, all military men who by theirdlty and skill had
helped Xa Shirag win the sheikhdom in the firstcplaThere was
Jebel Haffa and...

Amanda took a deep breath. She pulled her mincbirter. This man
could lead her to one of her primary goals, theete® and elusive
Xa Shiraqg himself.

‘You question its authenticity?' The icy sting iis Roice was not
propitious to any pact of friendship.



‘Naturally a man in my position of authority hasdo so,’ Charles
Arnold observed coldly.

On the surface, it was a reasonable statementadttme, Amanda
reflected, that anyone with access to that pagrcabtepaper could
have written the letter. The hotel had discreetgdaores for checking
authenticity and credit ratings for guests. Thesxgdures should
now be followed.

'‘Perhaps..she began.
Charles Arnold cut her short. 'The figures pledsandy.’'

He turned back to the stranger, intent on cutting tarrogant
foreigner down to his own level. Amanda had seall ibefore. 'As
I've already said, anyone could have typed thigrord

'Who would dare?'

The challenge sent a quiver through Amanda. Hez §aw up to the
hard commanding face. This man had to be closeat&raq. Very
close. And his eyes missed nothing. How could sissiply get close
to him? Yet if she could...

must...her pulse quickened. Given half an op-"wuoty.. .and she
would leap at it.

'l will not fall prey to a cheap confidence trickzharles Arnold
scoffed, losing control of the situation but reassg his sense of
superiority.

To reinforce it even further, he picked up the typten
authorisation, held it gingerly by one corner asuthh it were
contaminated, slowly drifted it to a position abdiie disposal bin,



then released his grip. The letter floated dowjoto the rest of the
garbage paper in the bin.

‘That,' said Charles Arnold with satisfactionWisat | think of that.’
As far as he was concerned, he had just won hisuener with the
stranger.

The stranger said nothing. The black blaze of hesevould have
incinerated most people but his target was cocoormed
self-importance. He lifted a hand. Amanda prayedrfore time. The
hand moved up to shoulder height as though hedetko slap it
onto the counter. But it did not descend.

A man loitering near the fountain moved abruptlpia brisk walk
towards the desk. He wore a black suit and camaiddiack leather
attache case. Amanda recognised him as a gueshadhbooked in
two days ago, a Mr Kozim from Bejos, a rather ponthiddle-aged
man, darker in skin tone than the stranger in fafrter and more
obviously of Middle Eastern origins.

He came to a halt beside the stranger who thenrémigs hand but
did not so much as glance at the man who had respdo his signal.
Mr Kozim placed his attache case on the desk, apgneemoved a
typed page with the letterhead of the Oasis crend, passed it to
Charles Arnold.

'For legal purposes you will find that documensigned by Jebel
Haffa,' the stranger stated bitingly. 'l hope yoill vecognise his
signature.'

Charles Arnold began sputtering. 'What is the megmf this? It
can't be...'

'It means that as of this moment you are relieviegoar duties as
assistant manager of this hotel,' came the haehtless reply. 'You



are no longer employed here. You have no furthesliement with
the Oasis chain.’

'‘We'll see about that,’ Charles Arnold blusterédh calling the
general manager.'

‘That would be expedient.’

Amanda reached for the phone. Charles Arnold beatdit. This
call was too important to be entrusted to a mdikalAmanda.

Charles Arnold protested his fate in acrimoniouste
Amanda's mind whirled.

Charles Arnold had given her hell. He had fabridagaecomplaint
against her. He had harassed and hounded hertleoeliand
demeaned her, persecuted her to the limits of andet

The stranger had told her not to do it.
She ignored the order.

Amanda's need to even the score between herse@laandes Arnold
was a stronger force.

She pressed the Enter key.

She turned to face Charles Arnold directly, heregaxel, her voice
level, her manner civil and courteous, her bearasgrved, dignified
and aloof.

‘You wanted these figures, sir,' she said evelRbr. your promotion,
sir.'



'You dumb stupid blonde bitch!" Charles Arnold dedrlike a
chained killer dog deprived of its prey.

'I'm sorry I'm a dumb stupid blonde bitch, sirg said, taking intense
pride in appearing totally unruffled. There was way Charles
Arnold could ever hurt her again. She had given thencoup de
grace. There would be no festering wounds left over frdms
encounter. She would not spend any more nighttehlg over her
resentments at his petty tyranny.

She turned slowly towards the stranger and caughidok in his
eyes. It took her breath away. She had seen desfoge in men's
eyes. Occasionally she had seen lust. She had nssfere
confronted a message of such blazing convictiarant you his eyes
said.l'll have you. And what | have | keep.

She saw it, felt it, yet it was over in an instafstshutter snapped
closed. The blaze was gone, replaced by impenetdsrkness.

The muscles of her stomach clenched. Her thighistetiged in
response. Her eyelids dropped fractionally as s ¢vad done
previously, but her facade of cool composure didfalter.

The stranger and Mr Kozim ignored every word utldog Charles
Arnold. Like water off a duck's back, Amanda thougfa Shiraq's
hatchet man and his secretary had probably arrathggedcene long
before it was enacted.

She felt no sympathy for Charles Arnold. After pessecution of her,
he deserved none. She was relieved at his remmralthe staff.

The general manager made his entrance, cominghindé¢he front
desk to line up beside his chief assistant and lamtithoritative
support. 'What is the problem?' he demanded inrfrogvinquiry.



'Did you employ this man?' Mr Kozim asked, pointiagCharles
Arnold.

'l most certainly did,' the manager replied happily

'Here is an official letter, relieving you of yoyyosition and
responsibilities within the Oasis chain,’ Mr Kozgaid affably. He
reached inside his briefcase, scanned the contérasletter, and
passed it to the general manager. "You will note signed by Jebel
Haffa," Mr Kozim added idly.

‘You...you can't do this...' The words stutteret ou

'It's done,' the voice of the stranger cut in pgrtemly.

'‘But you have no senior management left.. .yoeddus.’

'It has been taken care of. Miss Buchanan..." Bize gwung to her.
Amanda was astonished. "You know my name.'

'l know everything he said with becoming modesty, '‘that i
important to me.'

Amanda pulled herself together. 'Yes, sir," shd sath becoming
deference. 'I'm sure you do.'

'‘Miss Buchanan, there is a letter for you.' Thamsgyer nodded to Mr
Kozim whose hand dived into the attache case.

Amanda's heart sank. The fabricated complaint haxed its
purpose. Her future plans were shattered, her goale unattainable
than ever.



She noted the triumphant smirk on Charles Arndéate. Despite his
immense chagrin at his own predicament, nothingitell his
pleasure in bringing someone else down.

She forced herself to take the letter. Her handk rferveless,
divorced from her body. The words printed on theeavere
scrambled and incomprehensible. She concentrateatteation, and
deciphered what was written.

By the order of Xa Shiragq, Miss Amanda Buchanamappointed
general manager of the Oasis Hotel at Fisa, comimgat 3 o'clock
on...

The date followed, and beneath the date was thmatsige of Jebel
Haffa.

Her hand trembled at the import of that briefltstecommand. Her
eyes flew to the wall clock. It was exactly thréelack. Clockwork
precision. A little masterpiece of organisation apthnning,
everything accounted for.

'Your new assistants will arrive within the houdér gaze swung
back to the man who served Xa Shiraq with such enang
commitment to his orders. He did not ask her wirethe would take
the job. He knew she would.

'‘Kozim, you will accompany these two gentlemenhiirt respective
offices in order to clear their desks,' was histrmexnmand.

Amanda watched them go, their numb disbelief eqdadinly by her
own.

‘You have two minutes to effect a temporary reoigmion.' This
command was directed at her, galvanising her attenThe black



eyes glinted with unyielding purpose. 'Then you esicort me to the
Presidential Suite.’

‘Very well, sir,’” Amanda said with all the aplomtirescould muster.
She had to think quickly. The front desk had todstaffed. The rest
could wait.

She dialled the office secretary. 'Please comefifind at the front
desk,' she commanded. The man in front of heenisg to what was
going on, was ruthless.

She met resistance. 'That's not in my job desongti
'If you're not here in one minute you won't hayela'
‘Mr Arnold said...'

‘Mr Arnold has been relieved of all duties.’

Amanda put the receiver down. Next was housekeep8ite
organised butler service for the Presidential Suitghe
commandeered an affable young waiter for the fdask in case the
secretary didn't turn up.

There was something else she had to do. She hiad tout the name
of the man in front of her, and what his connectigas to Xa
Shirag.Amanda headed for the computer. 'What naithé use for
your reservation, sir?' she asked sweetly.

'‘Complimentary Upgrade,' he replied laconically.

Amanda could play word games too. Some boldnessatkes for if

she was to get what she wanted. 'Very good, sat'3ho trouble, sir.
First name is Complimentary, surname is Upgradee' typed the
letters out on the keyboard, glanced up at hine&oh®w he took that.



A quirk at the corner of his mouth told her he fdunrather droll.

‘Your reservation is complete, sir. I'm now reaalgs$cort you to the
Presidential Suite.’

He looked at his wristwatch. "That's very good, $viBgaichanan. You
had ten seconds to spare.'

'In that case, sir, I'll use the time to assenttdgiaperwork relating to
this afternoon's activities.'

Amanda hurriedly assembled all the letters lyinguad. The men
had not bothered to take their dismissal noticeth whem. She
deposited them in the bottom of the cashier's regi$hey would be
safe there until she could find time to get bacihem.

‘Time's up.'

There was no demand in his voice, nothing peremptdamanda
knew as well as he did she had satisfied every ddra had placed
upon her. So far. How long that would last...

‘Do you have any luggage?’
'None that is of concern to the hotel."

‘Thank you, Mr Upgrade,' she challenged him. Hi{g pleasure to
escort you to your suite.'

He looked at her in reassessment, decided to éetliallenge go
unremarked.

'l hope it will be a pleasure, Miss Buchanan,' &id snildly. 'A great
pleasure.’'



Amanda looked at him again. A prickle of dangeraawn her spine.
She was quite certain that the pleasure Upgradenhiaid mind was

not identical to the pleasure she had in hersn8bded to get close to
this man, but nathat close!



CHAPTER FOUR
HE HAD stipulated nine o'clock.

Amanda paced her room, waiting for the last fewuten to tick by
before she had to face the man in the PresideSuigs again. She felt
too on edge to sit down. Impossible to relax. Scmuepended upon
what happened in the next hour.

He was a reasonable man, she assured herself. diet hded to

detain her this afternoon. He had not said anytlsuggestive, nor
made any move that could be interpreted as takiitgeety. He had

agreed she had many pressing duties as the newagemnager...
and in the same breath, made this appointmentd@cassion on her
future.

Nine o'clock was not an unreasonable time. It heelngher six hours
to deal with whatever problems arose from the shiggarture of the
senior management and her startling promotion & tdp rank.

Implicit in that choice of hour, however, was thedarstanding that
Amanda's time was his, free of all interruptionsnafda could not
fool herself that he only wanted to talk businegh Wwer.

She couldn't forget that brief blaze of searingreethis afternoon.
She couldn't deny the fascination he exerted onStex was going to
be in deep trouble if he rejected the schedulenshleset in place.

Surely, as a reasonable man, he would accept \Wwhdtad arranged.
All the preparations had been made. She had covexesy
contingency. He couldn't take offence at what sl dione for him
and it gave her a smooth getaway.

The only problem was... she had never met anydkaethis man
before. He affected her in ways...but there watuhge in dwelling



on that. If she gave in to this... attraction. mpailsion... she would
end up in his power, and where would that lead?

Amanda shook her head. It was too dangerous. Hawer®ting it
was to have the experience, to know all theatvas, she had no doubt
it would mean ceding control to him. Arid that sheuld not do.

Her decisions were made. She could not afford teew&om her

chosen course. She had to seize the authority@lidnad and use it
while time was still on her side. It was daring dswing her heart had
been pumping overtime ever since she had thouglt Gnce she

started there could be no stopping, no turning b&tdr actions

would be irreversible.

But first she had to fadam.

She checked her watch. It was time to move. Puligtuaas
mandatory. She left her room and headed for theatdes. Her legs
felt shaky. She steeled her mind to cope with thmaon. Site only
had to get through one hour with him. She coulgkss wits about
her for one short hour.

She took deep, calming breaths as she rode upetghfloor. Her
legs were much steadier on her walk to the dodh@fPresidential
Suite. It was precisely nine o'clock as she presbedbuzzer to
announce her arrival.

The door clicked open. '‘Good evening,' she saiadutler.
'I'm just leaving, Miss Buchanan. I've served thampagne.'

‘Thank you," she said on a note of resignation. Bh#er had
obviously been given his orders. Mr Complimentapgthde meant
to have her to himself, no third party around toilit whatever he
wanted to happen between them.



The butler stood aside to let her through, and,tleempty tray in
hand, made his departure.

Amanda was immediately aware that the rooms bejlmmgestibule
were dimly lit. Champagne... soft lights...but theesidential Suite
was very large. Like a penthouse really. She hadtplof space to
move around in.

Besides, this man was not the type to rush anytiNiog something
he wanted. He would wait patiently, wanting it pitkecisely as he
planned it. Step- by step. Relentless and ruthhels execution.

Amanda shivered, then took firm control of hers&lbthing was
going to happen that she didn't want to happenerbehed to hold
her own against this disturbing man, she set fortb the living

room, back straight, chin up, a brave smile of marfce hovering on
her lips. She felt rather foolish when he wasr@téhto greet her.

The table lamps on either side of the white ledtihange setting were
switched on. Spotlit by one was a silver ice buckeitaining a bottle
of champagne. The cork had been removed and thiklisgafluid
poured into two crystal flute glasses.

Amanda's hands clenched. If he was about to appesymething
more comfortable...

‘The stars are brightly shining tonight.’

Amanda almost jumped. His voice was enough of an@iatp draw
her gaze instantly to where he stood at the fardnithe room, a
darker shadow amongst the shadows beyond the lgpgnse of
glass that faced the balcony.

It made Amanda acutely conscious of being in a mddight, of
having been observed without her knowledge. He evbalve noted



she was still in her black suit, noted the bodylaage that revealed
her inner tension, and had probably already dedidedbest to deal
with the situation. She felt at a distinct disadegye.

'It's a good omen,' he said softly. 'l like watghthe stars.'

‘Do you? | find a great deal of pleasure..." Amapelgan, rushing into
speech to cover her disquiet, then wishing sheld her tongue.
Pleasure was a word she did not wish to use tanighere is a
grandeur and sweep to it,’ she acknowledged, trymgput the
conversation on an impersonal level.

He left the shadows and strolled towards her, ptimjg a totally

relaxed manner. Amanda was relieved to see he wigsdressed

although he had changed his clothes. He wore bEsasier to merge
with the night. Amanda thought. Then she saw tleeslof silk in his

shirt and knew that his choice had more to do wehsuality than
darkness. It was an invitation to touch, to feelJdse herself in a
night with him.

He paused at the table where the drinks were laid'lohave taken
the liberty of ordering some Dom Perignon to cedébryour
promotion,' he said with a smile that was both wdigal and
seductive. 'Will you partake of a glass with me?'

He was already having an intoxicating effect on..hex man of
mystery, of immense fascination. She couldn't hisightening it by
any relaxation of her defences. 'l don't drink whiemon duty,' she
said quickly.

'‘And | don't drink at all,' he said slowly. 'Neusgtess, these are
challenging times in which we live, Miss Buchanan.'

He picked up the two glasses and brought themnctanding close,
making her extremely conscious of her vulnerablenihénity.



Something primitive pulsed from this man. It wasteduby the
civilised clothes, the civiised manner, yet heremv instinct
recognised the barbarian in him, the hunter, thegaeror, the
pOSSessor.

Amanda had the sense, the feeling of potent darderwas so
vibrant, so intensely alive, as though he thrivedaballenge, as
though it was meat and drink to him, the very essat life.

'‘Let us dare to break our own rules,’ he temptdtysdis eyes
engaging hers with mesmerising directness.

She had to speak, to keep him talking. Only wordd battle the
effect he was having on her and keep him at ardistdWouldn't that
be flirting with chaos? You struck me as a man appreciates and
demands order, Mr Upgrade.'

'‘Chaos can be brought into order, if the will i®8g enough.’

'Do as you will, but I shall not put my sense afarat risk. | prefer to
keep my promotion than lose it on a glass of chamea

One black eyebrow arched quizzically. 'Surely yaakensomething
out of nothing.'

'l find it somewhat surprising that | was chosentfee position of
general manager. That was something out of nothing.

‘Call it impulse.’
'‘With an already signed letter from Jebel Haffa?'
‘Xa Shiraq provides for all contingencies.’

'‘Was it your...impulse...or that of Xa Shiragq?"



He smiled as if at some secret irony. 'All was pted for. You need
to know nothing more."'

'‘What does Xa Shiraq know of me?' she asked boldly.
‘Everything and nothing.’

'‘Can you stop speaking in paradoxes and talk dyf8ete laughed
softly, completely in control of the situation. '¥and no," he replied.

Amanda realised he was toying with her, delibeygtebvoking her,
Inciting her to some rash step. She was equallgraehed not to be
provoked, not to be played or toyed with, not teetaome hasty, rash
step.

'‘An admirable response,’ she retorted dryly, 'wtaoBwers all my
guestions.'

He hadn't expected that. He eyed her again, lejdus slide down
her body, then turned aside to set the glassesdrettie table, having
abandoned any further thought of pressing the chgmgon her and
apparently not inclined to drink by himself. 'l is®fe what | see and
feel. | believe in myself, Miss Buchanan,' he spicetly.

The light from the table lamp played over his camd cheekbones
and she thought he had the kind of profile that dvack been struck
on ancient coins, a noble, immortal face. Thentfaghtened up and
the illusion was lost in the vital furnace of higs, desire that curled
around her, encompassed her, and tugged on somdiagnc inside

her that made Amanda feel alarmingly out of control

'‘As deeply and with as much conviction as you belim yourself,
and in what you see and feel," he said, his voloavavelvet throb.

How did he know that? Could he see into her mirdl tseart?



‘You judge character quickly, Mr Upgrade,' she nk@ad, knowing
she must keep him talking, keep him at a safembista

His hands were free now, free to touch... and ifduehed... She felt
her skin yearning for it, her palms itching forNtever before had her
body reacted like this to a man, and she didnt éw&w who he was.
Didn't want to know. If he gave her his name, hsntity, she
suspected that would make him a more powerful mgmo
Unforgettable.

'‘One look at a person and much is revealed. Yoe described to me
as a striking blonde. That suggests certain imagese of them was
accurate.’'

'‘How do you judge me?' she asked, too intriguedtm@atisfy her
curiosity.

‘To you, purpose outweighs feminine vanity. Youdawo desire to
heighten sexual attraction. You are sensual. Yaar is long,
beautifully fair, and uncompromisingly straight. athstrengthens
your charisma. Frequent visits to a hairdressimhgnsdo not interest
you. The fringe is neat and tidy. From that | codel it is an easy
solution to keeping the long fall from intruding pour face. There is
no artifice or disguise. Your vision is not obsalrePractical.
Efficient. You think of yourself as a person firatwoman second.
Your inner needs are more important to you thamvishg attention
from men. An admirable quality indeed."

Amanda was stunned by the truths he had so eamibeped. She
had gone past the point of wanting to attract rséne had concluded
years ago, after a number of disillusioning disapipoents, that if a
Mr Right did come along, it would happen quite mally without
any need for her to do anything except be herself.



She was not desperate for a man. She had othgsttardo that were
important to her. And she was not about talét man stand in her
way, no matter how fascinating she found him. Held¢oot be right
for her even though... no, it was impossible.

'‘Are you a hairdresser by trade, Mr Upgrade?' sbheked at him,
trying to restore her equilibrium.

'l have shorn many sheep,' he mocked back, 'bug astair as you.'
'If you see so much in hair, what do you make ofaygs?"'

'‘When they look upon me and shine as brightly astars do tonight,
| will tell you. In the meantime, let us concengraipon the draping of
your hair down to the soft, supple swell of youedsts...'

His gaze followed his words and Amanda had thek[pnig sensation
of her nipples pushing against the lace fabricasfdra. The lace felt
tight, constrictive, abrasive. She wondered whatvauld be lite
having his hands cupping her swelling breasts aaglskiocked at the
vividness of the image that leapt into her mine, dlarker tone of his
skin against hers, those long lean fingers closiwgy her soft flesh,
caressing her, sensitising her.

She gave herself a mental shake and was gratefutité black suit
was not so form-fitting that he could see the éffecwas having on
her. 'You judge much from my appearance, Mr Upgtastee said
dismissively, needing the distraction of some othabject, yet
failing to bring her mind to focus on anything attigan what he was
making her feel.

His eyes simmered up to hers. 'Salome used sevisnwseduce a
king's mind. | think you would only need one.'

'I'm not a dancer,' she stated firmly. Nor wasgbiag to try.



He ignored her interjection, pressing the imageistmind into hers.
‘A veil in shimmering shades of blue and green ailder..
translucent. To match your eyes.’

'‘My eyes aren't silver,’ she said pettishly.

‘They are like crystal over water, reflecting mdagets, tantalising
glimpses of what lies behind them.’

Instinctively Amanda lowered her lashes, afraidrefealing too
much, not realising how provocative the action was.

'‘Ah, yes.. .the strength of mind is greater,' hd gath satisfaction,
walking towards her again, diminishing the spadevben them. 'But
it is encased in a woman's body. A body | coulddaenmy will.'

She stiffened as he reached touching distance yEwawve in her
body twanged with tension, whether from anticipatiexcitement or
fear, she did not know.

He stopped. "You have nothing to fear from me, NBgshanan.’

She wasn't at all sure of that. She could feepbigser draining what
strength she had. Her impulses were going haywire.

'l give freely, generously—to the right people,'dagd persuasively.

By what standard did he judge thght people? Her father had not
been considered aght person by Xa Shiraq, and since this ma
carried out Xa Shiraqg's orders, perhaps he had treemone who

ensured her father's unique discovery went disierédn the eyes of
the rest of the world.

'‘Measure yourself against me," he invited. "You saraller, softer,
more slender. Women were made to be partnered hy they need
a man to stand by them, protect them, look aftemth



'‘An old-fashioned idea," Amanda protested. 'No &rappropriate.’

‘A physical reality. Never dismiss the physicakstyth of a man and
the pleasure it can give, Miss Buchanan. Howeeslgtyour will, it
IS not proof against it.'

'Why do you feel it is necessary to tell me whahobw?' Amanda
asked, holding her ground with increasing diffigult

'‘Because you are denying what is self-evident. Mwel matter. But
| know what you are feeling, Miss Buchanan. Whetloar choose to
indulge yourself or not." His black eyes burned iné¢rs.

'l know what you are feeling. | feel it, too. | tkiwe both will always
feel it. And remember it.'

'How can you be so sure?' Her voice was a bareyhwiisper.
'‘Because | have never felt it before,’ he murmured.

Her eyes warred with his, fighting the link of micy he was forging
with her. Amanda was certain of one thing. If shecembed to this
man she would never be herself again. He would datai She knew
he would. He was that kind of person.

He suddenly laughed and turned aside. 'lt is g jgkenot? A man of
my age and experience ... to be touched... by.yoiall women. Yet
touched | am... and there will be a resolutionttdviiss Amanda
Buchanan. We have met... as perhaps we were aldestgred to
meet.’

Amanda found her breath whooshing out of her laggshe watched
him stroll to the floor-length windows. Her kneeer& jelly. She
wanted to sag onto the nearest lounge. Only a d&spe
determination to show no weakness kept her upridgt.dazed mind



broke out of its enthralment and groped towardseario understand
this man who touched her in ways she had not thiquagsible.

'‘How old are you?'

He did not answer immediately. He stared out at rilgdt sky.
‘Sometimes | feel as old as the stars..." slowlyuh®ed to look at her
again '.. .but you stir my youth.’

'So you are both young and old.’
‘Yes." 'l am not of your race or culture,’ she reded him.

His words...you, of all women were still ringing in her ears. He
knew as well as she did that a liaison between tenid give rise to
many problems. Yet she could not deny a thrill lelapure that she
had stirred the youth of this man, more particylad it was against
his will.

'‘Does that matter? Are we not beyond race andre®tu
‘There have been other men in my life.’

He shrugged. 'None that you will remember.’

'I'm not a virgin.'

'‘How unusual! His lips curled in a humourless smiNor am .’

‘You're evading the point,' she insisted accusingy face flushing
at having to be so direct.

‘That you could be no more than one light-of-laveny life?"

'Yes.'



He shook his head. "That is not worth having. Iha¢ what we're
about. It's too easy.'

He moved closer. 'Anything worth having exacts meprl shall
pursue you. | shall try to make you submit to myl.wiou will do
everything in your power to make me submit to yolirsecomes an
interesting contest, does it not? Who will win, MBuchanan?'

For the first time he touched her, his fingerslstrg lightly down her
cheek, his eyes illuminated with an invigorated fos life, lust for
her, lust for the contest he envisaged.

'‘Who will win?' he repeated, his voice a low murntiiat pulsed
through her veins.

Somehow Amanda dredged up the strength to stepfl@okhim. 'l
have taken the liberty of ordering you a sumptusupper, Mr
Upgrade.' Her voice sounded thin but she plungeddefiantly
ignoring the gauntlet he had thrown at her fedte'finest delicacies
the hotel has to offer will be brought to you. Four pleasure. Your
great pleasure, | hope. And afterwards a dancentertain you. The
best dancer in Fisa. | believe she does somethitigveils. If you'll
excuse me, Il go and ensure that your night hereone of
entertainment. A night to remember.’

For the merest fraction of time she saw the flaskis eyes. Not
admiration. Respect. It was enough. It sent al thiriélation surging
through Amanda. He had not anticipated such a nioa her.
Please God, he did not anticipate the next one.

'‘How thoughtful of you!" he said. '‘By all means §fiss Buchanan.
There will be another time for us.’



With the thrill of victory thrumming through herhe turned aside.
His next words were quietly spoken, but as a catsiteke, they
were chilling.

‘The daughter is more impressive than the father.'

She could not stop herself from looking at him agd@he black eyes
gleamed their victory. He knew who she was, knewfta, far too
much.

‘Goodnight, Mr Upgrade,’ she said quickly, and spanher heel
away from him, hoping he had not seen or scentetkhe.

Her father had died a broken man.But she wouldusgize done to
him.

The man in the Presidential Suite did not knowaeit, Yout he had
opened the door to Xabia for her. He had openeddtite to Xa
Shirag. Let him answer for that, Amanda thoughtcBé/. Then let
him see who would win!



CHAPTERFIVE
XA SHIRAQ spoke to Kozim.

'If you wish to see a horse gallop, one must loabenbridle,' he
mused as his fingers tapped out a rhythmic bedaheredge of his
chair.

‘True. Very true,' Kozim agreed.
'I have loosened the bridle.

'‘Wise. Very wise,' Kozim assented. He had no ideatvika Shiraq
was talking about, but as this was usually the ,aasgreat harm was
ever done by admiring the sheikh's wisdom.

"Two details were overlooked in the operation atkisa Oasis Hotel,
Kozim,' the sheikh continued.

This was alarming news indeed. Kozim did not knofvany
operation where any detail was overlooked. Not dhbt, but his
report to Jebel Haffa had affirmed that the operativas entirely
successful. What had gone wrong? Was the fault his?

'l have attended to both details,’ Xa Shiraq gdid.fingers stopped
drumming".

'‘Kozim, where would you look if you wanted to fiadewel, a jewel
almost beyond all price?'

Xa Shirag was always asking difficult questiongpdsed a problem
to Kozim. He shrugged.

'‘Perhaps, in the mountains..." he suggested teshati



'‘Don't be a fool, Kozim." It was an impatient imtgation, not a cutting
one. The sheikh's black eyes held a glint of ames¢nas he
enlightened Kozim. "You only find rare jewels oatlyuality in trash
cans, Kozim.'

Kozim struggled to accept that revelation. It hadé true because
Xa Shirag knew everything. Kozim made a mental nttet
tomorrow he would have all the trash cans in tlegkstdom searched
for jewels.



CHAPTER SIX

THE cachet blanadhat Amanda had so carefully recovered from tt
trash can in the reception area at the Oasis Hete, better than
Aladdin's lamp. All she had to do was produce tlagjical piece of
notepaper bearing the gyrfalcon crest of the Sheikfabia, and not
only did doors open, the red carpet was laid outHer. What
wonderful words they were!

By order of Xa Shiraq, the bearer of this notenstied to have any
request within my jurisdiction fulfilled.

A visa for Xabia from the embassy at Bejos had @educed in a
flash. She was even given a complimentary firsskicket on the
first available flight to Alcabab, the capital ofalia. No customs
check for her at the terminal. She was waved thrpuy rather
bowed through, as though she were royalty.

Mocca had claimed her. He was an enterprising yait scouted
the airport terminal for foreign pigeons waitingkde plucked. In the
guise of offering his services to provide any ssew-any service at
all—he had offered himself to Amanda.

The clear-eyed limpid innocence, the fresh vitatityhis olive skin,
helped Amanda to come to a quick decision.

'l need help,' she declared.

‘There is no one better than | with help,’ he hggdlied with deep
fervour to press his claim. Amanda had shown hienstineikh's note
of authority.

His eyes were larger than saucers and brighterah@hristmas tree
when he read it. He treated Amanda with somethikop &o



reverence. She figured she had turned out to bpltimepest, fattest,
most succulent pigeon Mocca had ever plucked.

Amanda thought she needed one truck. Mocca optedhiee
four-wheeled drives, nineteen heavy- duty truckdadesert cruiser.

Amanda thought she might need a little mining eongpt. Seven of
the trucks were now loaded with enough TNT, plastiglosive and
dynamite to make a sizable hole in any mountain.

'‘What about the cost?' Amanda had asked cautiously.
‘No... 0... 0 problem,' Mocca assured her.

Mocca had an incredibly extensive family. It didn¥atter what
Amanda requested, Mocca had an -uncle or a brotlecousin who
could provide it for her.

Mocca had brought up the subject of her bodygudedeyed her up
and down in dispassionate assessment. 'You wildl ne®e, three
men,' he declared. 'Maybe four.'

The number turned out to be fifteen, all Moccasodl relations.
When she accosted him on the subject, Mocca hadedepith
complete confidence that it was no more than wia$SKXiraq wanted.
Mocca displayed an uncanny ability to read Xa Sfsranind.

Amanda had to put a stop to it. Her secret forap ithe Atlas
Mountains was taking on the proportions of a Cé&ildeMille
Hollywood extravaganza.

‘Where is the money coming from?' she demandedaufcil

'It's simple,' he explained. 'l invoice everythioghe palace.'



The invoices to the palace must have been flyingkthnd fast, a
veritable flood of invoices which surely had to beught to the
sheikh's attention sooner or later.

Amanda's blood ran cold. She hoped it would natdmer. She had
to get evidence of what her father had found bedogene was aware
of what was happening. That not only applied tgppeo the palace.
Amanda was acutely aware that her trail to Alcabaldd be easily
picked up by the man she had left behind in thsiBeatial Suite at
Fisa.

She had caught the last flight to Bejos on the tighhad stated his
intention to pursue her. That put her at leastwavdlours ahead of
him since there had not been another flight uhel next day. If the
entertainment she had organised for him had goilie lveemight not
have realised she had slipped the coop for twesiy-hours.Two
days had passed since then. By now he- would hiseewered at
Bejos that she had used the authority that wadfuiijh his. She
didn't know if he would confess what had happeeda Shiraq or
try to find her first, but she suspected the lattéx had said himself
he was a man who made his own rules. Amanda didiodbt that.
The strength of his personality still haunted her.

As did his challenge to her.
It went far deeper than a contest of wills.

It forced Amanda to examine what it meant to hdreé@ woman, and
what part a man should play in her life. Was shertsthanging
herself with mind over matter, repressing basicdeetdat she had
found easier not to dwell on? Perhaps she was inigdff something
more wonderful than she had ever dreamed of.

When he had touched her... and before that... thehas presence
had somehow infiltrated her, tugging on feelingat thoth excited



and frightened her... was she being a coward ty edrat might
happen with him?

It was not only the heat in Alcabab that kept Ivealke and restless at
night, yet in the end common sense always re-a&sbkiself. It would
be all too easy...to slip into a dangerous, exilag affair, but the
letdown would inevitably come and it would probabdke years to
get over the emotional scarring. Or was she toghtened, too
cautious? Perhaps if the opportunity came agasskbuld seize it.

As for his pursuit of her, he would have a difficjab finding her in
Alcabab, Amanda assured herself. At her requestcilidad found
her an apartment. If Mr Complimentary Upgrade wamisng hotel
registers for her name and a person of her dessrjgte would meet
with nothing but frustration.

In the meantime, her purchases were so outragheysould not be
overlooked by the palace accountants for long. Xaa§ would

inevitably demand to know who was using his mormed/a@uthority to

buy such things. Once her identity was known, haeld/bave Patrick
Buchanan's daughter brought to him. She would thave the
opportunity to demand that he rectify the damageedo her father's
reputation. But not before she had the evidence.

Amanda decided she must get out of Alcabab asa®pnssible. The
longer she stayed in the capital the higher thethat she would be
found by the man pursuing her. He knew whose daungifte was.
Her purchases were all aimed at a geology expaditie was quite
capable of putting two and two together and thekRingainquiries
that could lead to the apartment she had rented.

The crisis arose late in the afternoon of the sectay.

'Inquiries are being made for a person of your djetson,' Mocca had
informed her gravely.



Amanda's heart rose to her mouth.

'Who is making the inquiries?"

'His name is Charles Arnold.'

That staggered Amanda. 'What?... How?'
‘Does it worry you?'

'It's vaguely disturbing.'

It made no sense to her. Charles Arnold had nmre@@spursue her.
Surely petty malice didn't extend that far. Was G&rmplimentary
Upgrade making use of that name to confuse her?

‘The bodyguard can dispose of him," Mocca said wétsfaction.
'We will throw him in the well from which no-one ewvreturns.'

'‘No, no, no," Amanda said hastily. 'That's going f&ar. But it does
mean we must leave Alcabab immediately.’'

‘All is not yet ready.'

‘Then make it ready. We will leave tomorrow morniag three
o'clock.’

'‘But everyone is asleep at that hour.'

‘That's precisely why we're leaving at that timbo3e who are too
sleepy need not come.'

Mocca showed disapproval at such impetuosity, hbaditad he was
bid.



They left the city only an hour and a half late ndavas too sleepy to
come. Mocca accompanied her. So did most of hiseanbrothers,
cousins and others who laid claim to some more ¢iocatpd
relationship. As occasion necessitated, they wskided truck
drivers, mining engineers, explosive experts, cag@pecialists or
generally useful for such a safari into the Atlasuvitains. What they
did in real life, Amanda had no idea.

Wives came, as well. To do the cooking, Mocca arplta All their
wages, of course, had already been invoiced tpdlsee. Mocca was
riding on a sea of riches, the like of which hagerecome his way
before. He clearly believed in making hay while sha@ shone. Every
night he prayed to Allah for more. The palace wasgaod as a
money- machine, as good as owning the printingspreslf. He
seemed to have a permanent smile on his young face.

Amanda eyed him curiously as they began their lbel to the
location marked on her father's map. 'How old ane yvocca?'

‘Seventeen, but nearly eighteen.’

'How is it that the older members of your familg &iappy to defer to
you and take orders from you?'

His grin flashed very wide. With his mass of blaakly hair, his

unlined skin, his dancing dark eyes, he looked Bkerecocious,
mischievous child who was far too knowing for tleags that he had
lived.

'It has always been recognised that | am the igégit one in the
family," he boasted. 'Much has been expected. Néwave proved
myself. | am no longer the boy. | am the man. h@piin the business.
Ever since | was a little boy, | make more monegntlanyone else.
This brings me much respect.’



It did everywhere in the world, Amanda reflectedt ghe preferred
the respect given to her by the one man who hadeaihg black
eyes. He respected the person she was inside. iShedashe could
stop thinking about him. He disturbed her equaryinhier peace of
mind, her composure... even the sense of duty wiadrdriven her to
resign her position as general manager of a flestschotel.

She concentrated on watching the land unfold ag titaeelled on.
Her father had passed this way many years befagehad headed
towards the high plateaus. They were his undoing.

The Atlas mountain range traversed several nortic#i countries,
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia...but here in Xabia, tlgeological

formations were especially rich in minerals. Amamaiagined her
father's excitement at being granted the chandestmver whatever
he could find. With his intelligence, knowledge aeddurance it
would have been the highlight of his career.

He had found what he had been looking for in theear crystalline
rock, but Xa Shiraq had turned on him, smashed tignph,
obliterated its existence from any known map.

One way or another, Amanda intended to redressrijustice. She
was brooding over how it could be most effectivebne when she
saw a band of horsemen wearing black burnoosesngamnto the
road to block their route.

‘Trouble?' she asked Mocca.

He shrugged. 'Members of the Chugah, the Berldag that inhabit
this region. They are part of Jebel Haffa's perstmoaps. But we
have the sheikh's permission to pass. There witidoouble.’

Amanda hoped that was the case. The unsigniktdad worked like a
dream so far. Yet the powerful name of Jebel Hgsdfat a chill down



her spine. He was Xa Shiraq's right-hand man. \Winéd troops had
received orders to intercept the convoy and esichéack to Alcabab
under guard?

The truck ground to a halt. The rows of horsemertegato let

through one lone rider on a magnificent white Aambhorse. He
looked both majestic and intimidating in the bladoded cloak. Was
it the Berber chieftain or Jebel Haffa himself? Awma wondered
anxiously. Another horseman broke ranks to follom,holding his

pace to the rear of his leader.

Mocca seemed to have no concern in confronting thtsmalighted

from the cabin, as brightly cheerful as ever, araited beside the
truck to greet the two men. The man on the whitgfan stallion did
not dismount, nor did he make any acknowledgemémflacca s

greeting. He remained in his saddle, maintainihgughty dignity as
the second rider dismounted and conversed with Kloocrapid

Arabic.

Mocca broke away to come around the truck to wAenanda sat on
the passenger side. She had the sheikh's note imahe, ready to
pass it to him but he did not ask for it.

'‘We are being honoured with a guide to take usutjindhe mountain
passes. He is to ride with us,’ Mocca informed her.

'‘But we don't need a guide," Amanda argued. 'l Ipageise maps of
where | want to go.'

'It is not a matter of choice,’” Mocca explainedhwatn expressive
shrug, 'it is a matter of honour.

They will be insulted if we refuse the offer. Itrist ' wise to insult the
Chugah. The guide is to ride with us.’



Amanda sighed, resigning herself to the custontiseo€ountry. 'Very
well. If we must.’

There was a rustle of cloth, the squeak of thelsesitle her. Amanda
swung her head around from the passenger windofindotheir
Berber guide already taking up the space betweerah@& where
Mocca would sit behind the driving wheel. She imdtively shrank
away from the intruder, not because there was anwytbffensive
about him but because she was suddenly assailedebgense of
some powerful alien force in his presence. It hagpened to her
once before quite recently.

Her nerve-ends jangled, even as she quickly redsthra# she was
being absurdly fanciful. A guide was no more thaguide. She
simply wasn't used to a hooded stranger in closemity to herself,

a big, hooded stranger whose face was obscureldebgawl and a
masking cloth. Both were totally superfluous in tlaéin of the truck
where no dust was kicked up by horses' hooves.

The guide did not remove them. His arms were foldedeath his
cloak, and his attention remained rigidly directedhe road ahead.
He was totally immobile.

Most probably he was offended by her, Amanda adsheeself. A
bare-headed, bare-faced, foreign woman in jeanshmdmight be
shaking his sense of propriety. They were a lony Wwam the
civilising influences of a capital city now, ancetBerbers were born
and bred mountain men.

Mocca swung into the driver's seat and closed tws,drapping the
three of them into an awkward intimacy. Amandalstederself to
get used to it and turned her gaze firmly forw&ide was stunned to
see the Berber spokesman leading the white Aradtéiion away, a
riderless white Arabian stallion!



The back of her neck prickled.

Who was the man beside her? Why would the leadiiest fighting
troops belonging to Jebel Haffa appoint himself ¢neéide? It was a
lowly task that could have been undertaken by drysomen. How
could any guide give directions to where she watdep if the guide
did not know where she was going?

It only made sense if he was charged with more thading her.
Amanda had told no-one exactly where they were inga®he had
given Mocca only the most general instructions.

Mocca switched on the engine and the truck staoteaimble forward
again. The rest of the convoy followed suit. If gERing went to plan
they would be at their first camping site in th&tigour or so.

Amanda concentrated on acting naturally as shaway Xa Shiraq's
note and spread out her map of the area. Any denitom the route
marked by her father and she'd know for certainhsttea problem.

A big problem.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THEY came to the wine village of Tirham in the Ozimileg without
further incident. Only then did their self-appouthtguide break his
stillness. He waved his hand and pointed to a joncide road.

'‘What does he want?' Amanda asked tersely. Shetivegks after
travelling for twelve hours. Tirham was their deation for today
and she certainly did not want to go any further.

'‘We must go where the guide points,’ Mocca answeestgynation in
his voice, and turning the truck onto a narrow rtheed led away from
the village.

Amanda would have liked to argue the point, gaweitiscrutable
stranger next to her a quick glance, and decidadtsnit.

‘The villagers will be disappointed,” she reflectied courteous
disapproval.

True,' said Mocca, but he did not turn back.

Amanda was not so trusting. On the other hand, EBldadieved he
had good reason to trust whereas she knew shenwasi@wed time.

The man beside her was a disturbing enigma. Wasdeaf-mute?
There had been absolutely no response from hirhdspasmodic
conversation between Mocca and herself. His preskbad blighted
the last hour.

As much as Amanda had tried to ignore the Berlaideg she had
been unable to lessen her tense awareness of hamngvfor a
movement, waiting for a word that might confirm anrst fears. She
hoped Mocca was right and this detour was insigaifi and meant
nothing more than the end of today's journey.



They passed through a forest of magnificent ceflathe dawn of
civilisation cedar trees like these had flouristredughout the fertile
crescent. They came to a cleared area beside ldygiliaaving stream
of sparkling water. A large, ornate tent and anotreup of silent,
unmoving Berbers filled a small portion of the area

Their guide tapped Mocca's shoulder and pointedttiere Mocca
should park the truck and those that followed. #swsome fifty
metres from the tent, the furthest possible digtameay within the
clearing. Some of the Berbers moved forward todtlittee rest of the
convoy to their corresponding places.

Amanda had the sinking feeling she had seen clodkwoecision
planning like this before. Who, she wondered, wahe tent?

Mocca hopped out to assert his position in thisgenat

For the first time the enigmatic Berber guide turids face towards
Amanda. All was still hidden, but Amanda had thernession of the
darkest sable eyes, deeply socketed, radiatingygreerd light. He
waved his hand and the gesture was unmistakableadeed her to
alight.

'I'm staying right here," Amanda said, hoping tinergyer understood
English.

There was a shrug of the shoulders and the gurdeduo the other
side of the cabin and stepped out, Mocca defeifnhalding the

driver's door open for him. Without another soumdgesture, the
Berber leader headed for the tent, his cloak bihgwout behind his
tall and imperious figure as his long strides gi¢he short distance.

He paused at the entrance to the tent, turningtsligp one of the two
men who seemed to be standing guard there. Thenovdaed as



though he had been spoken to. Not a mute, Amandacdd, her
fears and suspicions growing stronger by the second

She couldn't drive away. That would be admittingede To run
away would be to jeopardise her quest. Besiddhjdfwas, indeed,
the long arm of Xa Shiraqg reaching out to gatherimeshe doubted
there would be any way to escape. Better to dit topd wait to see
what happened next. Tomorrow she Would insist aamnigaher own
way and see if that produced any result.

Th.e black cloaked figure moved inside the tent@diedppeared from
her view. The man who had received his instructioosed to meet
up with Mocca and converse with him. Both men thamed and
came to the truck where Amanda still waited.

'You are invited to take refreshments while the gasrbeing set up.
There are more comforts for you inside the tent ¢t informed her.
He smiled infectiously. 'lt is also necessary. Bhisrmno other way.'

Neatly arranged, Amanda thought, certain now sredealing with

Jebel Haffa himself, the most loyal of Xa Shirdegsitenants. Her
business in Xabia would be discussed privately ig1 tBnt. The

decision of how to deal with her might have alrehdgn made. She
might never get to Xa Shiraq. Nor to the crystalesain the

mountains.

'‘Get my bodyguard,’ Amanda directed Mocca.
‘There is no need. We are under protection," hasext

‘Some bodyguards they turned out to be," AmandéestdThe first
time | need them, they evaporate like water undermidday sun.
You can reimburse the palace for them, Mocca.'



He gestured an eloquent appeal for forbearancey Wil be at your
service, if service is required. But this is a matif hospitality, not
hostility.'

Amanda knew all about complimentary hospitalitynpassterminded
by Jebel Haffa. With a sense of fatalism, she mlake her bag and
stepped down from the truck. The least she couladvds conduct
herself with dignity. Her heart was pounding pallyfbut she would
show no hesitation, no fear, no faltering. She t@aae to right an
injustice. She would be heard, if nothing else.

The Berber guard escorted her to the tent and mgestor her to

enter. She felt the trap closing around her asssgdgped inside and
the door flap behind her was lowered into placsuang complete
seclusion from Mocca and his extended family.

Richly patterned carpets had been laid on the grolihe aroma of
freshly brewed coffee wafted on the air. But theses a stronger
scent permeating the interior of the tent, a frés®utiful scent she
had never smelled the exact likeness of beforaialt tantalising,
making it difficult to concentrate on the proceeagirihat were about
to take place.

It was intensely discomfiting to find only one maaiting for her, the
man in the black burnoose who had sat beside hkeitiuck. For the
past hour he had known this moment was coming figgavhatever
transpired between Mocca and herself because lve &hée had to
do was ensure they took the road to this tent. Wiaghhe laid his
plans... this morning after she had left the city?

He stood beside the table where the coffee ancégplat sweet
biscuits and fruit were waiting. He waved an intiga to the chair
that had been set for her... opposite his. It vedsarcamp chair, any
more than the table was a camp table, set as it witis an

embroidered linen cloth. The backs of the chairgsewernately



carved, the seats cushioned and upholstered irubdygbrocade.
This tent and its contents marked his status agrg vmportant
person.

Amanda decided not to speak until she was spokerh&re was no
profit in saying anything until the situation wdardied. She moved
to the chair indicated and sat down. He walkedh¢oather end of the
tent where there was a large divan bed covered thighsame
burgundy silk as on the chairs. A group of plungx;afrative cushions
were piled on top of it. Her host obviously didoélieve in sleeping
rough.

Outside the tent music began to play. Amanda watbiéthis was to
be the entertainment. She identified a violin,d|utambourine, and
possibly a guitar.

What was the scent teasing her nose? It seemesl sbhaspening all
her senses... or was she confusing it with the nesalysense of danger
that was making her fee! more acutely aware of dierand
everything else? Especially the man who was nowading his
burnoose, tossing it negligently on the bed.

He swung around to face her and Amanda's stomaunacted as
though absorbing a physical blow. She stared at hien mind

cartwheeling through a dizzying series of logidabps that brought
home the realisation she could never achieve wiehad set out to
achieve. Not in the way she had planned it. Xadghand his men
had been one step ahead of her, all the way.

And this man... who would have been her lover&sad allowed it...
this man who had pursued her from Fisa... this méao could
command the Chugah, Jebel Haffa's personal tromosild she still
touchhim ... sway him from his loyalty to the sheikh?



He stood absolutely motionless, watching her iiba to him with

those all-knowing, all-seeing black eyes. She shbave known, in
the truck, who he was. Her instincts had told MNaither cloak nor
cowl could smother the innate power of the man. [&tenever met
his like before their encounter at Fisa. It hadnblekndly stupid of

her not to link the same force with the same source

Not that it would have changed anything, Amandaur@ss herself.
He would have engineered this result regardlesangf effort she
might have made to change it. This was his tegritdfithout an army
to fight his troops, Amanda could not have evaded fiirham was
the gateway to the mountains that held the crystaés.

'You knew | would be coming here,' she statedyflatl
‘Yes.'

‘The promotion at Fisa was to see if | would beteonwith a career
in hotel management.'

Again that flash of respect in his eyes. 'Yes.'

‘The cachet blandrom Xa Shirag... that also was a deliberatedést
my purpose. To see how quickly | could think.'

‘Yes.'
'Why was | allowed to come this far?'

‘There is a saying in your country—"Give a persoough rope so
they can hang themselves." You were given sufficrepe, Miss
Buchanan.'

He paused to let her feel the noose tighteningrattdwer neck. Both
ruthless and relentless, Amanda thought, with e lishiver of



apprehension. As he had been with Charles Arndtlel; giving him
enough rope to damn himself.

They both knew he could have had her arrestedeaemhbassy in
Bejos for false representation of the sheikh's @uitth but it would

have been dealt with by officialdom in Bejos. P@hthe fraudulent
act might have been dismissed as a misdemeanthatgioint. Not
any longer.

'You wanted me in Xabia," Amanda reasoned.
'It had a certain piquancy. Yes!

'‘Revealing my intentions.’

'‘Beyond all reasonable doubt,' he affirmed.

'‘Putting myself in your power." Would he use itcandemn her or
rescue her? Did he still want her, or had she puddif beyond the
pale as far as he was concerned?

'l arranged it that way,' he acknowledged.

‘Under the jurisdiction of Xa Shiraq,' she mockeminding him he
wasn't entirely his own man, hoping it might prezkne deep core of
pride that she could reach and use to her advantage

There was a hard, unyielding look to his face. bleck eyes bored
into hers with merciless judgement. 'You cannopulis you have
broken the law. You made an illegal entry into ttasintry. To that
offence you have added the illegal acquisition e&xfhits and goods
that would be considered criminal acts in any countou are guilty

of so many counts of fraud and grand larceny, tisame international
body you could appeal to that would interest itgelfighting your

cause.'



'l have justice on my side.' Amanda bit out deteedly, refusing to
accept the defeat he was pressing upon her.

His lips curled in contemptiat justilia, ruat coeluni he said. ‘Let
justice be done though the heavens fall.'

'‘As you sow. so will you reap," Amanda retorted.

He dismissed her words with a wave of his hand.u™ave
discredited yourself in the eyes of the world.'

‘The same ploy was used on my father.' She stoad dipdain of his
indictment of her. Her eyes flashed their contebgutk at him. 'Do
you feel proud of your petty schemes and plotting?'

'It was efficient,' he stated coldly. 'And servéslpurpose. You are
here in Xabia, Miss Buchanan. There is no avenwescdpe.'

Was there no chink in his armour? Did he belongylmu soul to his
sheikh?

‘That doesn't mean you win," Amanda fired at hinying to stir the
sense of contest he had seemed interested in before

It provoked him. The black eyes blazed, their cbliliterated by a
heat that seared her skin. 'Time is on my sidem@ish time as 1
need. As much time as | want. You can hardly sagve lost, Miss
Buchanan.'

Amanda was left in no doubt of what he meant. Th@gant
confidence with which his eyes roved over her magleburn with
furious resentment. It also triggered a flood afoenses that shameo
her.

Chemical reactions were uncontrollable, she reasankelly. There
probably wasn't a woman in the world who wouldhihk he was



overwhelmingly attractive in those form-fitting treers and riding
boots, outlining the strong muscularity of his legisd drawing

attention to his virility. It was only natural thahe should feel... a
tingle of interest.

Though, if she was honest with herself, it was ntbhas that. Much
more. She had the strong sensation of desire {ickirer her skin,
sending curls of excitement through her stomacthndaeer legs. She
found herself staring at his mouth, wanting it &vish hers. She
dragged her gaze down to his throat. The smootisipof his bare
skin in the V of his open-necked shirt incited anpelling urge to
touch. She wanted to feel the power of the man lepireg her in

physical intimacy, surging inside her, loving her What she was.

Amanda struggled to come to terms with the streraftithese
feelings. It wasn't like her to have erotic thowghThere was
something else bothering her, as well. The scéndeemed heavier,
richer now. But that was irrelevant to the probleshe faced.

'l have had this tent prepared for you. For younfoot and pleasure.'
His voice was suddenly a low velvet purr, a cateas squeezed her
heart.

'‘Whatis that scent?' she blurted out. It was a stupidtoqpresyet she
somehow needed to have it settled and out of hed.mi

'It is the scent of the jasmine that was banneg the Sultan of
Zanzibar.' He walked towards her with the slowe#tening grace of
a panther on the prowl, his black eyes gleamindp wétisfaction.
‘The Arabs complained that it unduly excited thango when they
were having sexual relations. Personally, | doniindnthat

happening.'



Resentment welled over the strange excitementtwhgripped her.
'‘Does having me as your prisoner give you the rigido anything
you like with me? Is that what you think?"

'l will use whatever means | have to make you theetruth of your
feelings as a woman. And your response to me aasd m

'‘Does that include taking me whenever you want to?'
He laughed derisively. 'l want more than that.'

He was close now, so close that the compelling denva his eyes
made her feel intensely vulnerable. 'Do you have Staraq's
approval for what you are doing?' she fired at ldegperate to find
some weakness she could play on.

'If | risk that disapproval, it is for you.' Hisras came around her
waist, drawing her to him. His eyes burned intosh&/Vhat would
you risk for me, Amanda?'

It was the first time he had taken the familianfyusing her name. It
was seductive. It was also revealing. For all tegly control he was
not immune to her. She stibuchedhim... and troubled him ... as nc
other woman had. That was what he had told heisa. Fhe critical
guestion was how far would he go to have the cormmenquest he
wanted.

She pushed her hands up his chest 10 retain s@t@nck between
them. She barely resisted the impulse to explothdu She had to
think, act, win!

'‘What do you want me to risk?' she asked.

‘Yourself. Open yourself to me—your mind, your ltean ways you
never have before.’



'‘And you?' she whispered, spreading her fingers d¢ive firmly
delineated muscles of his chest, feeling themeighinder her touch.
The primitive urge to claw, to hold the beat of heart in her hands

was incredibly strong. 'Would you do the same fef’m

‘Yes,' he rasped.

But would he pay the price?

'‘Even if it means being disloyal to Xa Shiraq?'



CHAPTEREIGHT

AMANDA felt the. brief suspension of his heartbeat bdnkat palm.
It stopped completely then resumed at a slower &iteck, followed
by a clamp of control that amazed her with its swifid steady
application A shutter came down on his eyes, as well.

Mentally regrouping himself, Amanda surmised, amdildded this
man would ever entirely lose himself in passionyaiter how deep
or urgent or compelling the physical desire.

‘Do | take a viper to my heart?' he mused. His looldher slackened.

'You said you would open your mind to me,' she ggdssliding her
hands up to his shoulders, moving closer in despengplication,
her eyes begging his for a stay in judgement. 'Hawe never
guestioned Xa Shiraqg's decisions? Might they noheiones be
wrong? Wrong about my father?"

She saw his eyes harden.

'‘You said you wanted to know my heart,' she argiwell, | have
loyalties, too, and they go as deeply as yours. ldaw | commit
myself to you if you deny what | am?’

‘You are mistaken,' he said flatly.

'‘How do you know? Does the sheikh tell you evendRi Or do you
carry out his orders with blind faith in his judgent?’

He stiffened, his pride stung. His eyes flared amnvay. 'It is well that
| had the musicians play to drown out all sound.uYalk of
disloyalty and treason...'



'l need a few days of freedom. That's all. Youéterhe come this far.
Please...' her hand moved instinctively to touehghlse at the base
of his throat '... it means so much to me.'

His head jerked back. He pulled her hand away fiomand stepped
out of her reach, his eyes slashing her with fossttempt. "You seek
to corrupt me with your body. | will not take it.odr price is too

high.'

He swung on his heel and strode towards the bell, t
straight-backed, bearing a supreme dignity in heoiruptibility. It
struck a deep chord of respect in Amanda. How Xea§must value
this man!

If only she could have him at her side... his ggtemf mind, his sense
of integrity, the power of his spirit. Her hearécthed. She could not
let him go, thinking so badly of her. It wasn'tdribhe had to make
him see it wasn't true. Somehow that was far maoygortant than
proving her father right.

'How can it be anything more than bodies... wheno geny me
understanding?' she said quietly.

He stopped in the act of bending to retrieve thélack burnoose.
Slowly he straightened, his back still rigidly techto her as he
considered her words.

'l loved my father,' she pressed on, wanting himetise it was a
statement of fact, unshakable, enduring, an intripart of her that he
could not cut out.

'He is at rest now. It is best that you leave hiere,' he said just as
quietly, not without sympathy.



Relief poured through Amanda. She hé&liched him again.
Encouraged, she asked, 'Would you, if it was yathdr?'

She saw his shoulders lift and fall as he breatlesgly and released
some of his tension. He swung around to face Ile@mplacable look
in his eyes.

'If there was good reason, yes," he said with\gteslolution.

‘And | suppose Xa Shiraq gave you good reason fofather to be
discredited,’ she said with an acid bite. 'Makimg but to be a liar
when all the time he was a victim of your sheildiiganery.’

He grimaced. 'Xa Shiraq does not expect you tdlseenatter in the
same way he does.'

'For years | lived with the need to clear my fathelame. Do you
expect me to forget it all in a minyt;e on your @anat it is best that
| do?'

He made no reply.

‘Tell me the good reason!' she demanded.
He shook his head.

‘Why. not?'

*You know not what you ask.'

'So you decide for me,' she mocked. 'Where is lilagirsg of minds
and hearts in that?'

‘There are matters of far greater consequenceythahhe snapped.



She ignored that and advanced on him, adrenalineing high,
determined onouchinghim again. 'All the time in the world will not
win my trust if you won't give me yours. Or is iyr plan simply to
dominate me, and keep yourself apart?'

For the first time she saw conflict in his eyeda#gk raging turbulence
that coalesced into one searing need. 'l am tifdgeimg without a
true companion.’

'So am |, she whispered, her heart turning ovéreatulnerability he
revealed.

He stepped forward and scooped her hard against $im felt a
tremor run through him at the full impact of théwodies coming
together. There was a quiver inside herself, asghmf something
momentous being recognised.

‘You," he murmured, his eyes burning into hersbipig her mind and
heart and soul with an intensity that pierced aossjble deception.
'You could be the price that cost a sheikhdom.'

He lifted a hand to her cheek, his fingers strolieg skin as though
needing to draw absolute truth from her. 'Show meatwyou
promise,' he commanded.

Then his fingers raked through her hair to grasphlead and hold it
to his as he kissed her.

If that was what it could be called.Certainly hisuth claimed hers
and ravished it with an invasion so passionateébnse, Amanda was
totally lost in the bombardment of sensation, driognyet connected
to a source of vibrant energy that thrummed throbgh body, a
surging river of it, stirring an overwhelming contgion to stay
linked to him.



Yet it was not a subjugation. While she had thessesf falling into
him, she felt him falling into her. Her arms curlagbund his neck,
her hands cupped his head, holding him to hershaedelt strong and
invigorated, and soft and melting all at the saime t

There was no remaining aloof from what was hapgenihwas

captivating, enthralling, touching deep hidden efathat rejoiced
and savoured being drawn from isolation, suppressedonger,

released and winging free from the cage of loneBnsoaring and
swooping from one to the other in jubilant recogmtof finding at

last there was somewhere else to belong... welcomednted.

She was barely aware of his mouth leaving hersepohead dropping
onto his shoulder, cradled there against the wéength of his neck.
Her mind was intoxicated with dreams of what cdadgdoossible, her
body safe in the warm haven of his arms.-She ieltdreathe and her
own lungs filled. He sighed and she knew it waswirel of change.

She felt the ripple of new energy through his batig stirring of
purpose, control firming, but she did not belieeecbuld retreat from
her now. Physically yes, but not mentally, not dowlly, not
spiritually. If he did, it would be a violation sbmething so precious
it would be akin to homicide.

‘Amanda...' There was both awe and pain in hisevoic

So strange, she mused. He had not even givenseattie. She tried
Jebelin her mind. It didn't quite fit the deep darkastis of power in

him.. .the elemental primitive man that called ltdareat was untamed
in her.

*You would come to me.. .of your own free will?" dsked.



The strained note in his voice told her he wanteloitieve it, but his
intelligence questioned it. She wanted him to let §o free. She
wanted her father exonerated. The stakes were high.

'Yes,' she said, not knowing where this would erdlonger caring.

However it had happened, an act of destiny or pocedent, Amanda
was sure in her own mind that there would be nerothan for her.
Why it should be, she didn't know. The perversityfate was
imponderable. A collision course had been set, @antk effected,
there was no going back.

She felt the quickening of his pulse. He eased Ik her, lifting
his hands to cup her face, draw her gaze to hidobleed into her
eyes and she didn't mind him seeing the desirehiior openly
reflected there. She was sorry to see the tormeabcertainties in
his.

'l will put an end to this matter. You are tiredeafyour long journey.
Perhaps distraught. | should let you rest. | shookhave pressed so
hard. For all your inner strength... you remaincaman.’

It was a strange, tortured mixture of concern agbérness and
self-criticism. It was as though, having huntedweaes struck by an
empathy with his prey, and he could not bring hifrteemove in for
the Kill.

'‘Wasmoretoo much?' she asked with rueful irony.

'‘No. You both humble and exalt me.' His hands glislewly, gently,
down her throat to her shoulders. 'l will leave ymaw. | will send
you a serving woman who will see to your needsllinet have you
sleeping in the company of herdsmen and goat keephere is no
reason for you not to accept the comforts | cawvideo It is all for
you.'



He stepped back, picked up his burnoose. With & whblack cloth
it settled around his shoulders and he strode dr@ay her, heading
for the door.

'‘Where are you going?' she called after him.

He paused, looked back. 'To contemplate the oddityhuman
foolishness. Including my own.'

‘Where will you sleep?’

‘Under the stars.' His lips quirked into a self-ckiag smile. "They
have been my companions for a long time."'

'What about tomorrow?"
‘It will come.'
'‘Will you be here?’

'‘Yes:Whatever happens... whatever is decided u..aye now under
my protection. We are linked.. .you and |. Thoughcimcan come
between us, and probably will, the link is irrevils, is it not?"

'Yes.'
'‘Are we damned by that knowledge... or blessed watthe mused.

'l don't know,' she murmured, aching to go to hyat,accepting that
he must work through his own quandary of spiritte'Arou Jebel
Haffa?' she asked, wanting to put a name to him.

He seemed to consider the question far longer Wes necessary.
‘Jebel Haffa is loyal beyond all price," he answeneigmatically. 'His
loyalty is legendary and goes beyond that of agyré who has lived
through history.'



He reflected for a moment and continued. 'He i$ glame. The part
that is rational and far- seeing. The part thatates what needs to be
done for the good of the people of Xabia. But them@nother part of
me that is not Jebel Haffa.'

The part | touch, Amanda thought. The personal side

'It is the part of me that has journeyed throughltimg years alone, in
a void of emptiness that was never filled no matteat | did or how

much was achieved.' His eyes glittered derisivehea. 'Was it worth
it?'

'Of course,' she protested.

'‘When you have all the answers to the questionstajmmur father,
what will be the worth of it, Amanda? Will you engh holding an
empty goblet in your hand, with nothing left inatdrink?'A chill ran
down her spine. Was she chasing a " rainbow thdtrfo substance
to it?

''ve been there before you,' he said quietly,ysa@ne strives for the
goal, but when it is reached, the satisfaction n&asds. It is so brief.
Ephemeral. And afterwards, one looks back...andtsdue cost. It is
all too easy not to think about the cost... urfté@vards.’

‘You're saying that my quest is futile and | shagilee it up now?'

He shook his head. 'l know it is futile but untilyare aware of it, you
will not give it up. Cannot. Therefore | must sety mourse
accordingly.'

He lifted the black cowl over his head and turreetbaive.

'‘Wait!" she cried. 'l don't want you to pay a prioeme. | take back
what | asked of you. It wasn't fair. | had no right



His head swung back towards her. His black eyerdalfike live
coals in the shadow of the cowl. 'Don't you knownakhda?' he said
softly. "There is always a price to pay for eveirygh There is a price
you and | will both pay. It is written in the stalsis inescapable.’

He left her with that remorseless thought.

The scent of the Xabian jasmine drifted back intr hostrils,
reminding her of all the needs of a woman. She'tkahow why tears
came to her eyes, why they kept welling up andkling down her
cheeks. Human foolishness.

She had won something, hadn't she?
Yet there was no sense of triumph. Not even satisia

She was alone. And cold. And the memory of her eiathad
somehow lost the power to spark the fire in helybdinother man
did that. The man, almost certainly, used by Xa&hto shame,
damage and humiliate her father.



CHAPTER NINE

HE wAs outside the tent when Amanda emerged the nextingprde
was alone. Clearly no one else was allowed withémicinity.

His face was rendered indistinguishable by the adviis burnoose,
but now Amanda would have known him anywhere. \&athing.

She felt his eyes snap over her in quick apprafdsahzingly she had
slept well. Perhaps the jasmine scent also hadifieppalities. The
early morning air was crisp, engendering a sensegtality, but he
added dynamism to it. Amanda waited for him to &peavare that
her fate lay in his hands.

'You are ready to depart now?' he asked withowmbde.

It was the authoritative part of him that spoke. Nesire. No
intimacy. Cool, decisive, distant. His night untiez stars seemed to
have brushed aside the part of him he had revdakedgrevious
evening. Perhaps disloyalty to Xa Shiraq sat unoaiably on his
shoulders. Perhaps much depended on her attitigdedning.

Was he waiting to discover which way she would ?ukivas he
watching like a cat to see how the mouse wouldtdaryavoid the
danger and traps which abounded?

Amanda had decided last night he was not JebelaHafhe
roundabout way he had answered her question absutidntity
inclined her to believe he was a far more complenrthan the
faithful follower Jebel Haffa was purported to pbepbably someone
higher in authority who worked behind the scendsatTitted the
anonymity he was intent on keeping. It also fittdtht had happened
at the hotel in Fisa.



'I'm ready for any new challenges,' she answerkalgan her mind
she added\ir Complimentary Upgrade.

"You will instruct Mocca to lead your convoy on tioe location
marked on your father's map.'

Amanda could not hide her surprise. "You know altwait?' For years
she had considered the maps her secret weapon.

‘Your father was hardly discreet. You are not thst fo come looking
for Patrick Buchanan's great discovery,' he saytyydiit is as well to
have another failure, particularly by his daugbtexpedition.’

He was so confident it would fail. Had her fatheeb mistaken?
Amanda couldn't believe it. Even in the deliriunegeding his death
by pneumonia, her father had still been lucid alboe@tcrystal caves.
They had to exist.

‘You're allowing me to continue?'" she asked, wary
misunderstanding his intentions.

"Your convoy will follow your exact instructions gverything. They
will go, they will search, they will not find whgbu are looking for.’

'Where will | be in the meantime?"
'With me.

It was a flat statement of fact, not allowing hey ahoice in the
matter. It gave her no indication of what they wbdde doing
together.

He nodded towards the camp where Mocca and hisi@stefamily
were bustling around, packing up, ready to defdrere seemed to
be far more efficient organisation in their aciestthis morning. '‘Go
and give your orders. Then you will return here@.'



It was clear she was to appear to be a free agidmbugh she wasn't.
If she deviated in any way from his instructionsn@nda had the
sinking sensation that her fall into disgrace abldveon was virtually
certain. She resigned herself to doing what wasestgd and set off
to speak to Mocca, determined that both her maandrwords be
above criticism.

She had no idea if Upgrade's reference to beintlypsebel Haffa
was significant or merely symbolic. Whatever andexer he was,
he was still acting under orders from Xa Shiragsdémed highly
unlikely that these arrangements were his own.Aigih he probably
had some latitude in carrying out the sheikh's. will

She hoped his manner would be different once thesevalonelf
they were to be alonélow she had got herself into this situation, an
how she was going to get herself out of it, Amadinot precisely
know.

She might be about to be whisked off to Alcabalfaie justice
according to Xa Shirag. She might be accused abktme against the
State.

On the other hand, if she were to rejoin Moccahat site to be
explored, and that exploration did prove to bexarase in futility,
the sheikh could consider her failure as the diefmimeans to bury
the question of Patrick Buchanan's discovery onue far all. In
which case, why wasn't she being allowed to gohw® gite and
confirm the failure?

If he wanted her expedition to fail in a blaze abfcity she would be
accompanying it. As neither of these situationsreek feasible, it
meant one thing with certainty. There was a deppegoose behind
what was happening.



Excitement tripped her heart into a faster bedipirade had wanted
her simply for his pleasure, he could have haddstmight. He had
chosen differently. Perhaps his words revealedspomuch desire
and wanting and vulnerability, but instead congtiluan excuse to
withdraw.

Amanda had the disturbing feeling that she wasingtbut a pawn. If
that was the case, Amanda knew enough about chds®w that
pawns could become queens. She hoped to show Wploadit was
done.

'‘Good morning, Miss Buchanan,” Mocca greeted hesimgsong
triumph. His grin was very wide. 'You see? Theresw...0...0
problem. Your bodyguard would have been an insulgdur great
patron."Who is my great patron, Mocca? What i;aise?’

Mocca shrugged. 'Many words are whispered, but roare tell.
Some things it is better not to know.'

‘Well, my great patron has invited me to stay vhittm while you get
on with my business, Mocca. | guess it wouldn'wige of me to
make a daring escape.’

Mocca shuddered. 'Forbid the thought. To so bltargfuse
hospitality could cost us all our lives." He rolldds eyes for
emphasis. '"You are highly honoured, Miss Buchanan.'

The honour was highly questionable as far as Amandas
concerned.

Mocca pondered a moment. 'The camping equipmewouglu for

you was not good enough.' He gestured towardsethte ‘My eyes
have been opened. | did not foresee the will oEKaiaq to the proper
degree.' He smiled infectiously. 'Trust me, MisciBanan. | am the



brains of the family. Next time | do better. My rithicousin twice
removed is an importer of camping equipment.’

'I'm sure he is," Amanda said dryly. ‘Now this isatvl want you to
do...'

Mocca listened attentively to her instructions.relpeated them back
to her word for word. He volubly assured her thetvauld be ready
for her, when she was ready.

In the meantime they would do a preliminary sedohthe caves,
although they were not to enter them without her.

Maybe he would collect more supplies. He would pase a special
tent for her. For someone who heldachet blandrom the Sheikh of
Xabia, nothing was too much trouble.

Amanda thought of her list of crimes as outlinedUpgrade. She
firmly instructed Mocca to spend nothing more. Hesvgimply to do
what he had been told.

She handed the map to the Berber who was to aceonipacca. He
was the spokesman of yesterday. She suspected kel Wweep
Mocca's natural bent towards excesses under @inelcstrict control.

The far more important map remained in her bag.&ttenot been
asked for it and she wasn't about to hand it dvérer people might
have scouted the general area where her fatherniek his

discovery. Amanda refused to believe they coulcehmad a duplicate
of the precious map that marked the exact locaifdhe caves. She
might yet be able to turn the tables on Xa Shifdigshe needed was
the opportunity. Then seize it.

She had promised her father on his deathbed shiel\ouner best to
remedy the injury he had sustained. She had nosidered the



possibility that there could be good reason ndDid.that invalidate a
deathbed promise?

Amanda felt less certain than she had for yearssklese of purpose
was being eroded. She was deeply troubled as shkedvbhack to
where Upgrade was waiting for her. He had saideydat there was
much that could come between them. It was probabilyady in
place. He would have put it there.

Horses had been brought into the clearing. He dbesdie his white
Arabian stallion. Next to it was a beautiful blacdlare. Her luggage,
which had been brought into the tent by the serviognan, was now
loaded onto a packhorse. The mounted troops forangdiard of
honour by the road back to the village.

Her serving woman was standing by, a black burndoaped over
her arm and a pair of riding boots in her hands.aAda had no
trouble in deducing she was going on a journey Wwhiould begin on
horseback. She exchanged her Reeboks for the batisut a

murmur of disagreement.

'‘How did you know | could ride?' she asked, turnimghe man who
had the power to change her life.

'It was a recreation you partook in at the Fisaekiohe replied,
moving to help her mount the black mare.

‘Where are we going?'
‘To do my will.’

That was the very information she needed. Not Xaa§ls will. His
will! It didn't precisely tell her where they wegeing but she now
definitely knew whosevill was taking her there.



'l don't like not being consulted,’ she said, tgyiout a small
challenge.

‘You will see for yourself that it was far bettérat you were not
consulted," he replied with frustrating equanimity.

She shot him a brooding look. 'l don't like you dewhen you get
into this all-knowing mood.'

He ignored the contentious comment.

Amanda wondered if there was anything he didn'twkadout her.
She knew nothing of him. His life was a completestayy to her.
What of his family? Where had he come from? Whea I first
become allied to Xa Shirag? What was their conaecto each
other? Surely this journey must provide her witme@answers.

Once she was in the saddle, he set about adjustnstirrups so she
would ride more comfortably. It seemed wrong to, tieis leader of
men, carrying out such a task while his troops tedcand waited.

‘Should you be doing this?' she asked, acutely @awhthe interest
and attention being directed at them.

He paused and looked up, the black eyes burnimg fine shadow of
his cowl. 'That which is precious must be pampetedould not
allow any other man to touch you.’

Heat raced through Amanda's veins. It was virtuallglaim of
possession in this countridis woman. Was that why he had sa
between her and Mocca in the track yesterday,teslaer in the tent
last night? As sternly as he was standing back frenthis morning,
she was most certainly under his personal protectio



He took the black burnoose from the serving wonmahlended it up
to Amanda. 'Put this on,' he commanded, 'so thatages will not
note our progress once we leave.'

He didn't explain why idle eyes could be a problehmanda
wondered if it was to hide her from other men'sovis On second
thoughts, she realised the burnoose was purelytipgbaf Mr
Complimentary Upgrade was going against Xa Shinafs

Amanda watched him swing himself into the saddletlon white
stallion. He was so lithe, supple, strong, gracedulittle quiver of
anticipation fluttered through her stomach. He wwasan worth
having. It might be incredibly primitive, but shecsetly revelled in
the idea of being claimed by him. Claimed and pss=e.

He nudged his horse forward with his knees. Amanhdizck mare
needed no urging. The moment the white stallion edp¥he mare
followed, ready to fall into place beside it.

That was natural, Amanda thought. It had alway# lsee

The Berber horsemen formed a cavalcade, some riaead of
them, most behind, both groups far enough awayléevarivate
conversation between herself and the man beside her

They did not stay on the road to the village. Thiyck out on a trail
through the cedar forest, bypassing the villagegalther. She heard
the drone of the convoy's engines fall further ahadther
behind-them. At a signal from her companion, thebBe troops
departed. The white stallion was reined in to anpireg halt. The
black mare simply stopped.

'‘What happens now?' Amanda asked.



'We strike off into the mountains on our own. Wé! wde hard and
fast. | will not spare you.'

He paused to reflect a moment. 'You asked for omsttt give it.' He
looked at her with hard unyielding eyes. 'l hopa goe worthy of it.
The price of betrayal is death."'

It sent a quiver of fear down Amanda's spine. Wasgeaking of his
betrayal in not following the sheikh's orders, be tvengeance he
would wreak on her if she betrayed his trust?

Amanda quickly gave him her assurance. 'l will lnetray you.'
‘And the cock crowed three times,' he said sara@digic

It was a wretched feeling, being torn two ways, A reflected.
She wondered if she would end up betraying the m®ishe'd made
to her father. 'I'm sorry you feel that,' she spicetly.

The soft words seemed to spur him on. 'We are retwrs the path
that leads to either heaven or hell. There is Aweitween. There is no
going back. Unless you do so now. You can say ggedibd we will
never meet again. You can link up with the convagyitapasses
through the village of Tirham. Make your choice.'

His inner tension reached across to her, squedmndheart. She
knew intuitively he was playing the biggest gamiiidnis life. What
that gamble was she could only guess at. She hddulat he wanted
her with him, wanted her to prove her mettle, yetré was this
hesitation within him, perhaps because she was manoand he
considered any woman softer, weaker than himself.

She remembered the way he had withdrawn from hehentent,
observing that she waswomanAnd this morning he had remainec
aloof, pressing nothing except organisational comdea Had he



deliberately refrained from applying any emotioimdlluence so that
she could freely make the decision he now offe@ h

It affronted Amanda.

'How could any woman resist your entreaties whay #re put in
such endearing terms?' she mocked at him. 'Of eaugsdecision
must be to go with you.'

Once again there was a flash of compelling respdus eyes. It was
a look Amanda would have gone to the grave for.h&H miserable
existence as the butt of jokes dissolved into a&nbty of the past. To
earn the respect of such a man as this squashgdaeuel malicious
word spoken by Charles Arnold and others of that il

She looked at the strong ageless face, saw thénesg behind it,
and knew she was not alone. The yearning for acionganion was
sufficient to take- any risk.

"'l go on with you,' she repeated simply.
'So be it,' he answered.

She caught a brief raw blaze of desire before heetli-his head
forward. Amanda's heart began a wild pumping. Siek taken the
plunge. It should be fear she was feeling, sheghut it wasn't. It
was excitement.

She wondered what manner of man she was dealihg wiito could
offer her heaven or hell- whatever one or the otindyoth would be
like- then ride on towards it with a bold hand ba tein of her horse.

If she wanted to let her mare gallop, she haddsda the bridle. That
was the thought uppermost in her mind.



Then she wondered about herself. That she coule tiekchoice so
easily... and ride with him... wherever he carethke her.



CHAPTERTEN

AMANDA was determined not to wilt. By late afternoon @sasheer
willpower that kept her in the saddle.

They had ridden hard and fast. She was certainlyspared. The
mountain trails were rough and became narrower randower.
There was no such thing as an easy walk, let abneanter.
Galloping, thank heaven, was too dangerous to attemn this
terrain.

Every bone in her body was jolted. Every muscleaared in protest.
It was just as well that the black mare followed thihite stallion

without any urging. Amanda was reduced to hangmg-How much

further? she longed to ask, but pride would nobvallher any

confession of weakness.

When they'd stopped for lunch, hours ago, she tilatet fine. TTie
morning ride had been a lot faster but not nearlgrduous. They had
emerged from the forest to slopes that were tedrémeagriculture.
There were apricot and apple orchards, fig ancedtiees. It had been
quite pleasant, climbing to the high pastures whwvelne dotted with
flocks of sheep.

That was all behind them now. Scattered standsredrgoak and
juniper trees grew between outcrops of bare rogkybegetation was
sparse this far up amongst crumbling gullies anmekditone ledges.
Amanda was in no state to appreciate the scenegywaan She

figured she was going through the hell part ofghth they were set
upon, and the heaven part had better make up for it

At last they came to a resting place. It was lik@asis in a mountain
desert. For a few moments, Amanda wondered if slas v
hallucinating. She blinked several times but therah rock-pool was



still there. So was a glade of pine trees and geagrass for the
horses.

'‘We'll camp here for the night.'

It was a welcome announcement. The only problem Wwasanda
didn't think she had strength enough to get offioese. She watched
Upgrade dismount with an easy fluid action. Hisslegeren't seized
up. His arms weren't limp.

Mind over matter, she sternly advised herself.

It didn't help. The messages from her brain sinoloiy't penetrate to
her booted feet. They remained stuck in the star@me did manage
to unclench her fingers from the reins and gral lbbthe pommel of

her saddle.

'I'm afraid I'm incapable of moving,' she declangefully. 'I've never
been riding this long. It's not that I'm weak," siigued. 'I'm simply
all used up.'

She didn't realise the words came out slurred.tlshgght they were
very precise and her logic was perfectly reasonable

Amanda wasn't quite sure how he got her off theddaut his arm
around her waist certainly assisted. She was gtadidn't try to set
her on her feet because she had the feeling heskmeuld buckle. It
felt extremely comforting to be cradled securelyhis arms. He
carried her some distance and laid her gently emgthss.

"'l be back in a minute,' he said.
‘Mmmbh," she. answered, overwhelmed with fatigue.

She closed her eyes and let herself float abovadhes and pains.
She felt her riding boots being eased off her &ek vaguely thought



that was a good idea. Loosen up her toes. Her j@@ns another
matter. When he unfastened them and started puliegn down,
Amanda jolted out of her daze of exhaustion. Urgingsher to that
extent was distinctly inappropriate. She was ircodition to feel or
respond to anything.

‘Not yet,' she mumbled.
'I'm going to massage your legs with liniment.'
'Sensible,' she agreed, relieved that nothing wpsated of her.

He had wonderful hands. Wonderful liniment. It ggr¢ingling heat
deep into her muscles. Or so it seemed. Amandaytitahe could
take a lot of what he was doing to her. Her legeevieginning to feel
as though they belonged to her again.

When he started working on her toes, there weraitidy messages
working up through her body to her brain. Squirmyciting, little
messages. She had read somewhere that women eva@ldigasms
from having their toes fondled. She thought it vabloé interesting to
check it out.

"'l do your back now.'

With that assurance, Amanda saw no reason to fesiisy further
undressed. He unfastened the burnoose, unbuttareshht, lifted
her a little to draw the sleeves from her armsn thently rolled her
onto a rug that he must have fetched from oneep#tkhorses.

He covered her legs, keeping them warm, then rechbee bra and
swept her hair aside. She still had her pantiesnahshe had lain on
many a beach like this, so there was really nothiogfeel

self-conscious about. The fact that she was alotieaxman halfway
up the Atlas Mountains didn't change anything. ts tihe right man.



Besides, he was being very professional, like asauand it was
undoubtedly for her own good. His slow, deep, culgd breathing
indicated nothing. Nevertheless, she couldn't wedmdering how
much he liked what he saw, how really physicallpegding she was
to him, whether touching her was pleasurable, exgitand where it
would stop. If it did.

He moved to kneel astride her, his knees pinniegrtiy on either
side of her thighs. Amanda's eyes were closedhauimtiage of him
poised directly over her supine body burned intorhied, stirring an
exquisite sensitivity to his touch. It wasn't uttd had worked over
her back and shoulder muscles for some time thaarmsa could
relax completely and simply let the soothing motftow through
her.She drifted off into a sensual dream wherevsgefloating on a
gentle sea and delicious waves rolled around higorino making her
feel especially soft, buoyant and feminine. Theterubblivion
swallowed the dream and she was aware of nothitigsive awoke
to a range of little noises; horses snuffling, thackle and spit of a
camp fire burning, the soft crunch of footsteps.

She became conscious of other things. She was wana softly
cocooned in a sleeping bag, a makeshift pillow uheée head. It was
dark. The sky was ablaze with stars. There wasthel of coffee
with a touch of cloves. Her body, when she moveavés slightly
stiff in the joints, but no longer aching. She wofnherself slowly
towards the sounds and the smell.

He was crouched beside the fire, his body stillakéml in the
burnoose, but with the hood thrown back. The fliokg light threw

his profile into sharp relief. Again she thought eed the kind of
strong, noble face that was struck on ancient ctimageless quality
suggested an endurance that could suffer and thexeaany

adversity. Indomitable.



She wondered about his origins. He didn't look Axalbhe Berbers
were a Caucasian race, but he didn't look like @nthem, either.
Perhaps, he was simply unique to himself and teathsn apart,
contributing to his loneliness.

He was still holding himself apart from her despite need he had
revealed, despite her willingness to embrace the Imawas and go
with him wherever he led. Was he having secondghts? Did her
collapse after the long ride diminish her in his€y

She wished she could tell what he was thinkingelifig. She wished
she had woken up in his arms. She was sure thahtyscal contact
would have reduced everything to simpler, more d&sims. Her
body tingled with the memory of his hands movingokier bared
flesh. He already knew her far more intimately tsha knew him. If
she called to him now...

'Have | slept long?' she asked.

He wasn't startled by her voice. He turned his heddok at her, his
face gathering shadows that made his expressi@cipiterable. ‘It is
almost dawn. We must leave soon.’

His voice was quiet, calm, decisive. So much foy #mught of
making love! This man was not about to be temptedhfthe course
set in his mind. His air of relentless, ruthlesspmse was not
softened or mitigated in any way.

Amanda felt decidedly frustrated. She was both reseg and
chagrined to find she had slept a good eight hahes,night was
virtually over, and she was none the wiser abouCdmplimentary
Upgrade apart from the fact of him being a supealssaur.



She suddenly realised her stomach felt very enfipteed food," she
said bluntly, wary of the pace he had set yesteedmy/the need to
restore a high energy level.

'‘We will eat as soon as you have washed and dre¥sedwill find
fresh clothes beside you.'

The thought of another day's riding made Amandail qoaide.
‘Aren't the horses tired?' It was the only excirgecould think of that
might allow her more rest.

‘They are. They are also mountain bred. They willlet fatigue hold
us up.'

Amanda sighed. A petulant stand was out of thetgquresShe would
lose his respect. She had made her choice, acchistednditions,
and it ill behove her not to continue with as gaagrace as she could
muster. Particularly since he was looking after &enes and pains
and feeding her as best he could.

He was organised and efficient. By the time Amahdd finished

breakfast, the camp fire was doused and scatteteeson-existence,
everything was packed up, the horses were sadaheithere was no
trace left behind of their night's sojourn here.agma wondered if he
was still concerned about idle eyes. Or was heaxgeXa Shiraq to

have them tracked once it was realised they werenmger with the

convoy?

The sky was lightening as he helped her mount klekbmare. Her
bottom settled gingerly on the contours of the smddmanda
decided, on behalf of the torture her muscles \weteipating, that
one small challenge was in order.

'l think it's only fair you should tell me how fase're going today so |
can get myself mentally prepared for it. After allmarathon runner



knows he on!;.' has to pace himself through twesmtymiles, three
hundred and eighty-five yards, flow many yards doeéd to pace
myself through?' she added dryly.

‘Many,' he said.
‘Thanks for the precision," Amanda rejoined.

He pointed to the highest point of the mountaingeathey were
traversing. 'That is our destination. If you caeestyourself to the
journey, we should make it there in good time.'

In good time for what? she wondered. 'Does it leaame?"
'In Arabic it is called the Gemini Peak.’
'‘Does it have a twin?'

‘To the north. Where your convoy is going to. Wiergat view it from
here,' he said dismissively.

Amanda's grey cells hit turbo assist as they watd overdrive.
Pieces of the puzzle left by her father slottedipeato place with
those few words from Mr Complimentary Upgrade. Antweak to
the one her father had described!

No wonder her father's discovery had been dis@ddilo wonder
that no one else had been able to refind the cheedather had
spoken of. They were being directed to the wrongmtein top!

Every map, including the precious one she had sefidy kept to
herself, positioned the crystal caves on the peakéd north of the
wine village of Tirham. Itswin peak, to the south, was not entered c
any map Amanda had seen. The omission had to liece and her
father somehow misled about direction. That was WhyShirag's
duplicity had lain unrevealed for so long.Upgradew the answer to



it all. He was betraying his sheikh to show hergéeret. It explained
the restraint he had forced upon himself, no maitev pressing or
urgent the desire he felt for her. First, he wogilk her what she
wanted, what she had come to achieve. Only aftat thas
accomplished would he come to her as her lovery @hken he had
given all he had to give.

It touched Amanda deeply. When the time came, shédvepay this
man with all the love and affection and tendermeseger heart. What
he was doing for her was a sacrifice of heroic propns. Her
instinctive reactions to him had been so right.

He had already mounted. She urged the black mareesjge the
white stallion before he set off. '‘Come what mapé said with
renewed determination, 'l will ride with you thiayd | will not fail
you, | will not falter. I'll be with you at the end

His stygian black eyes gleamed their approval.ti@how it should
be,' he said simply. He turned his horse's headl leh off into the
blaze of glory as the sun crested the mountairesdgth its mantle
of fire.

Amanda found it impossible to estimate the distati@y had to
cover. It was reassuring to know where the terrmonapoint was.
Bubbles of adrenaline spurred her on. What had appeared so
unattainable was now within reach.

The thrill of knowing that her father, now deadultbfiguratively
hold his head high in pride diminished the joltiraguising ride.
There was a sense of purpose in the gruelling gyyralthough she
still didn't know what the end result would be.

She pondered further on the problem as they raxbelgy upwards.
Perhaps the Gemini Peak marked the border betwedra>and



another country. Furthermore, it might be a sateedor her out of
Xa Shiraq's grasp.

Considering the crimes listed against her, Amanreiised that
Upgrade could be rescuing her from a lengthy tefmhighly
unpleasant imprisonment, as well as saving his ekin from
retribution. It made sense of the speed he pressédr, and the need
to avoid any possible witnesses to their passdagdhese mountains.

Amanda was not keen on running away. Not if sheadigtfound the

crystal caves. It nagged at her mind. Would Upglzel@appy as an
exile to a country he had served with great peidsoommitment?

Would she be happy knowing her mission to estalttistiruth of her

father's discovery was aborted without full resita being made?
Could anyone ever scuttle all that had made up past lives?

Amanda felt as rootless as her father had beenh&dha conviction
that some things were worth fighting for. Like jast And fair play.

Her instincts told her it would be better for boir and Upgrade if
they faced up to Xa Shirag.

The problem lay in whether Upgrade would agree tw not. Could

she rescue him from Xa Shiraq's wrath by playing dagds right,

forcing a standoff so that Upgrade didn't haveaiefexile? Power
could be challenged with power. Firstly, she wouldve to

re-establish contact with Mocca, then get to hebasay. Amanda
had a lot of faith in Mocca's resourcefulness.

Once that had been done, and she had her own gosets support,
she would beard Xa Shiraq in his den. There wegs\wad means of
establishing a truce once she had her bargainoig to

As plans revolved around Amanda's mind, she stdaieidg more
notice of landmarks along the trail they travell8te might have to
go back alone if Upgrade rejected her ideas. Helovtmllow her.



She had no doubt of that. However, she might vezly meed a head
start to accomplish what she wanted.

The day wore on. They didn't stop. A water cantaeha bag of dried
fruit and biscuits were attached to Amanda's sa&he didn't starve
and she didn't die of thirst but the long exhaugstide took its toll.
She was almost reeling with fatigue when a halt frzally called
beside a small rocky mountain stream that tricided/n from the
peak.

‘This is far enough. We leave the horses here.’
The black mare came to a stop next to the whitkosta

'‘Why?' Amanda asked. The peak looked so close remtieingly
close. 'Surely an hour or two more--'

‘The horses cannot go where we will go. This iskikst place for
them to rest.’

'Yon mean we are to continue on foot?"

'‘Exactly.' 'So we save the horses and kill oursghgile said with an
attempt at ironic humour.

*You cannot go on?' he asked, his dark eyes sogiheirs in concern.
'‘Where you go, so, too, will I,' she said loftily.
'‘Good,' he approved, taking her at her word.

Nevertheless, he helped her off the mare and gavedme time to
wash her hands and splash her face with the cotdrvitom the
stream while he saw to the horses, unsaddlingethdring them. She
did her best to collect a second wind as she wdthim swing a pack
on his shoulders, ready to trek forward.



He didn't say anything. Neither did she. He tookhend in his, and
strode off without a backward glance.

They climbed.

He assisted her, supported her, pushed her. Amaeadaon like an
automaton, beyond fatigue, holding on, moving ooet fafter the
other. They came to a ledge which was blockedrpiastrous stone.

'It's no good,' Amanda said. 'We can't go pastged around it.'

Upgrade took no notice of her. He dropped the pfokn his
shoulders, unbuckled it and took out two hydrajaaks.

'l will lift the rock sufficiently for us to bypass.'

He suited his actions to his words. Curiosity dAewanda forward to
observe. The rock had beencut at the base on sitteerbut one side
much higher than the other in order to take thkgac

Upgrade manoeuvred them into place, then starteliftimg process.
One side was kept at the same level to form adualcon which to
lever the other.

Amanda watched in fascination as millimeter by imiéter the great
block began to tilt. It revealed a small creviceis® the rock wall.

"You will crawl through that.’
Amanda looked incredulously at Upgrade. He hackt@king.
He waved her forward. He wasn't joking.

Amanda did as she was told with deep trepidatiohatif the great
block slipped off the jacks? The thought of entorebtrsent spears
of horror through her. She tried to calm hersethuie assurance that



at least she wouldn't be alone. He followed her ihé narrow space,
pushing her towards an impenetrable darkness.

She could feel her throat choking up. She thougt®&ida. How the
two lovers had sung together after their entombnead beyond
belief. That was opera. This was real life.

Then there was no rock constricting her passage séept her arm
around to make sure. There was nothing in touctisgnce. Very
cautiously she rose to her feet and stepped fornivdioda sense of
timeless, eerie space.

She heard Upgrade straighten up behind her. Thee thias a click
and in the glow of torchlight she saw for the firste what her father
had discovered.

Only then did she understand why it had hauntedfbimthe rest of
his life!



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE illumination, refracted from thousands of millioo§ facets of
the crystal lining the cave, protruding from thellean flower-like

shapes, feathering down from the roof. It was l&kemagical
fairyland, sparkling with ancient mystery and thhemise of riches
beyond belief.

It was entrancing, enthralling, and as the torchirgyvin an arc, it
magnified the effect of being encased in a fantasism that bathed
them in glittering rainbows. It was all her fatled described. More.
The memory of it must have been burned into hisdminan
Inescapable torment, impossible to forget.

Tears welled into Amanda's eyes. To have the emyprofi this
discovery suppressed and disbelieved when he khawag he had
seen what she was seeing now... 'lt's true,' siepeted in an agony
of apology for the doubts that had sometimes cldude faith in his
claims about the neo- dymite crystal caves. 'Aletr

She turned blindly to the man who had brought leee hinstinctively
reaching out to him in the darkness behind thehtdtecan't tell you
how much it means...'

Her heart was so full she could not find the wdrdsxpress all she
felt. She stumbled forward and half fell againshhHis arms swept
around her, holding her to the strong, warm sglidithis body. She
couldn't help it. She wept, overwhelmed by thi®hatson to years of
striving... trying to console her father, tryinglolster his cause with
her belief, trying to work her way to proving thrath, once and for
all.

‘Thank you," she choked out. 'Thank you for domg tor me."'



'‘No man could have asked more of a daughter,' idessétly. "Your
father has a right to be justly proud of you.'

'‘But I'd never have found it without you.'

‘You had an unquenchable belief. Such beliefs nmeeentains. You
would have found it, or lost your life striving fte unattainable. |
merely took it into my head to save yours.'

‘You've been here before. You must have been.'
'‘Once.

'‘Before the entrance was sealed?'

‘Yes.'

'‘Why did you decide to share it with me?"

The hand on her hair moved to her face, feathght lfingertips
caressing her cheek. 'Would | be a true compamigot if | let you
suffer the pain of never knowing what you wanted aeeded to
know?'

His lips brushed her fringe aside and pressedsaokier forehead. 'l
want your mind to be at rest.’

His hand dropped to the soft swell of her bredstgant your heart to
be content.' His body moved more intimately agduess. '| want you
to be at peace with yourself, and with me."

Amanda was transfixed by the beautiful simplicifyhes words, the
sweet transmission of giving implicit in his toudhrippled through
her body, washing away the lassitude of deep fatigtirring anew
the deep womanly needs that called out to be nvaitbedthis man.



She felt his physical response, the hardening thotishis flesh
against hers, the sense and urgency of his youimgufrom him,
reaching out to her, wanting. Her mind danced waithild singing of
yes... oh, yes, | want you.yes...and her heart took up the refrair
with a rapid tattoo of affirmation.

He expelled a deep sigh and turned away from timptiag contact,
his arm curling around her shoulders to hold heselo his side as he
moved forward. 'l will show you all there is to sée murmured, his
voice strained with the necessity to complete #s&.t

He was right, Amanda thought with a heartfelt raggratitude. This
place belonged to her father. They were walking mdvwere he had
been before them, their feet crunching on orbsrgétal that had
broken away and shattered on the rock floor. Thas wne of the
great natural mineral repositories of the worland the justification
of her father's belief in himself.

'It's 'magic,’ she whispered, as strange shapesioap ahead, some
fluorescing under the light of the torch, otherkirig on the
appearance of transfigured images. 'How far dogst

‘There are many caves.'
‘All like this?'
‘Some smaller, some larger.’

She thought it strange that the air did not smelsty Perhaps she
was intoxicated by the sheer splendour of lighectéd into myriad
fascinating fantasies by the crystals. Perhap<ty&tals freshened
the air.

Or maybe she was light-headed from the exciten@ntsing through
her at the continual brushing of her body agairsstthighs, hips, the



nestling of her shoulder under his arm. It made feet small,
feminine, protected. He hugged her more firmly whaem she
stumbled.

The caves were interlinked, apparently honeycomaiognsiderable
part of the peak. She knew they were looking atldnivealth and
could well imagine her father's elation at haviegrfd one of the
greatest treasures in the world. As a geologisttidd have been in
seventh heaven. Yet he had ended up in a perselhal h

Her feet faltered to a halt. 'lI've seen enoughdday.'
‘As you will,' came the quiet rejoinder. 'Theraiways tomorrow.'

Amanda felt drained of the energy that had keptdoaéng. All this
had brought her father long- lasting misery. Whad been done to
him was unforgivably wrong. Her sense of injusseeelled as they
started retracing their steps.

'Why was my father's discovery discredited?' It @wgsinful cry of
protest. 'Why was the existence of the neodymitgstals
suppressed?'

‘You realise it's used as a catalyst in the manurfa®f rocket fuel
and other chemical processes?'

'Yes.'

‘Your father refused to comprehend the consequefcebat he had
found,' came the quiet and unemotional reply.

'l don't understand,' she pleaded. 'There is a wasith for your
country here.'

'l see death and destruction.’



'It could be used for good...'
'Don't be naive, Amanda.' His voice hardened.

'‘Whoever controls the source of neodymite contileésfuture,' she
expostulated.

‘Do you imagine any of the world's great powers iatare what
happened to Xabia and its people while they fodghtheir share of
what is here?'

'‘Mining the crystals could be managed for the bienéthe people,’
she insisted, not wanting to accept his dark vidwinevitable
consequences.

‘Xabia will not become another Kuwait,' he wentremorselessly.
'‘Neodymite crystals are more valuable than thekbigald that
motivates war. There would also be the price ofugatron.'

The cold certainty in his voice dampened her ardouargument.
'Yet it cannot forever remain a secret.'

'‘No geologist will ever be allowed to venture irtos area again.
Every trace of this discovery has been expunged fte records. It
will remain so.'

It stirred a fierce resentment in Amanda. '"You hawedea what that
did to my father.'

Your father was blindly obsessed. He would notteeedanger.’

'He was an orphan. A homeless, Irish orphan. Thteobaruel jokes.
You wouldn't know what it's like to be put dowrhessaid heatedly,
smarting from the memory of all her recent treatiriesm Charles
Arnold.



'‘We must all rise above such things.

‘Dad wanted recognition. Nothing more. It would @dawnade him
worth something to himself,' she defended. 'Xa&hkilled that in
him.'

'‘Xa Shirag was right, Amanda,’ came the remorseiggly. "Your
father was wrong.'

‘Not in my view," Amanda said fiercely. 'Not by mtandards. Xa
Shiraqg wasn't prepared to reach for the stars.'

She was stepping forward as she spoke. He stopiedrm dropped
from her shoulders. Amanda hesitated, glanced bgiek.stood
absolutely still, a dark and suddenly menacing reguThe
atmosphere in the cave seemed to thicken. She cséndaulent
emotion coursing through him, emotion that focusedher with
frightening force.

Before she could do or say anything to appeake #tepped forward,
and played the torch once more over the cavernrystal about
them.'What do you see, Amanda?' he demanded halshiye and
fortune? Is that what you crave?’

'‘No,' she cried in protest.

'‘Does your father's greed run in your blood, too?'
'It wasn't greed!’

'‘Power is very seductive...'

'It's not so,' she denied vehemently.

'‘Look at them. Millions of neodymite crystals twlimg their
temptation. Beautiful and deadly. For thousandgeairs they have



glittered unseen, storing up energy, waiting tovatmoit upon the
world. Do they whisper to you to release it?'

It was strange. What she had initially seen asg@cuabfairyland now
seemed to glint coldly, malignantly. She shiverei@. pulled her
against him, her shoulder blades meeting the filasaulinity of his
broad chest, her bottom crushed to rocklike thighs.

‘Xabia is prosperous,' he stated bitingly. 'Theeero beggars in the
streets of Alcabab. We have schools. We have ladspithe people
are not in want. Of what benefit are more richasaAda?’

She didn't know the facts well enough to disputattie claimed. To
speak out of ignorance could only earn his contethpfas true what
he said about the capital city. It had been surgig clean and
orderly compared to other cities she had visitethenMiddle East.
Even the enterprising Mocca and the extended farhdg no
complaint about their lot in life.

‘As for the stars,' he continued mockingly. 'l¢iv space above our
planet already filling with the debris of our rotleips? Why should

mankind interfere with the stars? They have beementonstant

companions to me than anyone else. Leave them,dlsag.'

Amanda's heart sank. She had failed him. He hadlgahon her
seeing things his way, gambled she would give ugtbest in favour
of a greater wisdom. He had opened his mind tcahdrinstead of
sharing his perceptions, she had clung to herfathause.

Amanda closed her eyes to her father's lost treaand felt the
pained thump of the heart behind her. 'I'm soshg' whispered. 'I've
lived with this secret.... for so long... to putexthing right...'

‘The decision is now yours, Amanda. To reveal aitooeveal. That
Is the choice | have given you.'



Her father was dead. He was beyond hurting any niiotere at her
heart. To admit he had been wrong in pursuing Wizt been
forbidden him was unthinkable. Yet...

‘Success and failure,' she whispered, 'both atdhe time.'
'l have known it often.’

She believed this enigma of a man. The crystal<hetonged to the
people of Xabia. Yet they could not use them. Is\wee paradox of
life.

She would not take it upon herself to change angtfior them. To
right the injustice to her father was to wrong othéd.et justice be
done though the heavens fall, he had said with gony.

She would not let the heavens fall.

'‘Amanda..." It was both a demand and a growl ofindespensing
with choice as he turned her in his arms and tidface to his.

His mouth claimed hers before she could utter adwor

The swift infusion of his passionate energy digmkthe limp feeling
of defeat. It smashed the tormenting spectre abmse that would
not now be fulfilled. It stamped another promistiher mind that
seduced all reason, then into her heart, allowooegrfor nothing else
but the stampeding pulse of togetherness.

Take mehis kiss saidThere is no fame or fortune or power in th
world that could compensate for what would be lbsou choose
another path.

He reforged the link between them with tempestdioeswelding the
softness of her body to the burning rigidity of,g hands sliding
over her in pressure patterns that secured a fianck intimate



contact. He was rampant male, compelling submidsidws will, yet
inducing a yielding that exulted in his forcefulagand the yielding
brought its own harvest of response from him.

She felt the straining of his muscles, the trenfanesed that rippled
through him, the pounding of his heart, the endibdgst for her
giving of herself to him. He had waited, restraineinself to
breaking point, but now the floodgates of wantirgyevcast open and
a torrent of desire swept all before it.

'‘Does this make up your mind?' he demanded hoatsslypreathing
as tortured as hers between kisses. 'Tell me &.déwe yourself to
me.'

'‘Not here,' she pleaded, her voice raw with hedrieehim, yet the
thought of the crystals surrounding them—her fashaystals—was
abhorrent to her at a moment which should be abédme past.

‘This is not the place for us,' he agreed.

He swept her along with him, Amanda's feet barelyching the
ground. He virtually carried her through the shimimg
kaleidoscope of caves, back the way they had cameying in his
sense of direction, urgency driving his every step.

Amanda was riven by her desire to go with him wierée led. The
knowledge she was leaving her father's dreams éoreghind her
was submerged. It had to be so, she told herdedfh&d her own life
to live. The choice was made. Thesas good reason for letting
things be as they had been for time immemorial.fhigner had been
the disturbing influence. This was her final fardwe him. She

hoped he would understand.

They reached the entrance to the tunnel that ledtamuhe pure
mountain air, to a clear vista of the country seelbby the man who



would be her lover, to a future she couldn't yatigage, but it was
waiting out there for her.

'‘Go ahead,' he urged as she knelt to crawl thromgte crevice in the
rock-face. 'l will follow in a minute. There is sething | must do for
you first.'

She couldn't imagine what it might be, but she tlighotest or linger.
She hated the claustrophobic feeling of the nappassageway and
manoeuvred herself through it with driven hasteemgimg on the
open cliff ledge with an intense sense of relief.

She didn't touch the hydraulic jack near her f&te was certain
afterwards she did not. The weight it was suppgrtinust have
caused an overload in its mechanism. There wasdadaunch. The
huge block of stone started to tilt towards her.

The shock of it robbed her of any wits at all. Tinginct for survival
must have taken over, forcing her feet to scrarmabteof harm's way.
It was only when the massive stone rocked intaeting place,
sealing the exit from the crystal caves that slgabdo scream, the
horror of it bursting through her mind, clawinghatr heart.

If he had not been crushed to death, he was sediel# the caves..
.entombed with no way out. In irrational panic shished at the
monstrous rock, tried to free the crushed hydrajaok, tried to

push"-the massive weight aside. She wept, she dobbe called out
to him again and again.

There was no answer. Not a sound issued from thmtam to assure
her she was heard, that all was well with him.

Dead, she thought numbly.



Finally it dawned on her that she had to go foph&he had to leave
him and find people who could rescue him if he \ahge to be
rescued. If an arm had been pinioned under that greight...
Amanda shuddered in horror at the mental image h@teo get help
before it was too late.

The secret of the crystal caves could not be alibiwde a secret any
longer. She couldn't let him die in there. She aolillet him die in
there. Whatever it cost, she would get him out.



CHAPTER TWELVE

AMANDA slid, fell, stumbled, scrambled and hurtled dolanarrow

paths and slopes on the way back to where theydfiathe horses.
Scratches, scrapes, grazes and bruises meantqtdghier. Heedless
of any damage she might sustain, her mind wasrsete goal and
one goal only. Despair and desperation drove her on

Wearied beyond belief, she made it back to theselmmp before
sunset. She could not afford the luxury of sleepc&she closed her
eyes it might be a day before she opened them afjagme was only

one thing she could do. She had to go on.

At least coming down the paths and trails had Heereasier and
faster than going up. She hoped that would hole tou the journey
she had to make on horseback.

She tried to saddle the white Arabian stallionsogeng he could go
faster than the black mare. He wouldn't let her hea. She fell back
on the mare, frantic to keep moving.

She hauled her battered body into the saddle.ri&tekinees, hands,
reins, everything she could think of, but the namly circled around,
refusing to go anywhere without its mate.

Amanda cursed like an Arab caravan overseer. Sisedas she had
never cursed before. Finally she managed to umtdtiee white
stallion and slapped it hard on its rump. It redriggh on its back legs.
Finally, and by good luck only, it took off alonget trail by which
they had come.

The black mare quickly raced onto its heels. Amakaav she had
no control over where they went, how they went, #redspeed at
which it was accomplished. She could only pray wte stallion



would lead them to the nearest habitation so shiddoeg for a
rescue party. If she could make herself understood.

They descended helter-skelter and Amanda felt dorrjrer horse,
obsessively intent on keeping up with the riderktadlion in front of
them. It wasn't fair on the mare, but the mare 'tskem to care that
she was carrying Amanda's weight.

Amanda understood the instinct that wouldn't letfdmale be parted
from her male. Wasn't that why she was pushingeffdosyond any
rational limits of endurance to keep going?

She could hardly bear to think of what it must ldees [to be
imprisoned in those caves. Was there a fresh sugbgly creeping in
from a crack somewhere? Was it enough to last fuswever long it
took to bring help?

How powerful were the batteries in the torch? Ifnees plunged into
utter darkness... Amanda shuddered.

Hold on... hold on... hold on ...
She did so herself.

Il come back for you, her heart said, forever aaddiays.The

mindless refrains of holding on, forever and " afsahelped to

detach herself from the exhaustion enveloping$iee.was no longer
in control. The sheer mechanics of riding keptihghe saddle. She
was oblivious to where she was, how far she hacecom

The light was fading. She didn't know what she wald once night
fell. Would the horses keep going? Was it wisadk it? She had to!

Had to... had to...



She was numb, numb all over when she heard theolpédir. She had
to concentrate hard on focusing her eyes, turngigghze to the sky.
It was too high, too far away for any occupant pmtsher. She
doubted she could find the energy to lift her atmsvave anyway.
Futile effort. The helicopter went out of her lioé vision without
deviating from its course.

Despair dragged at her heart. She tried to pickrmutandmarks she
had taken note of earlier in the day. She thoupbtrecognised a
couple but had no real idea what they meant inioglao how far she
had travelled from the Gemini Peak. The light wasg fast now.
She had no choice but to trust the horses to tekeshere she needed
to go.

She remembered that in the days of Genghis Khaisengsrs had
been tied to the saddle. She wished she had tdkensame
precautions. If she stopped, dismounted, she stexspebe black
mare would take off with the white stallion andveder alone.

Impossible to contemplate such an outcome.

She caught herself reeling and forced herself taumiight again.

Darkness nearly on her. Have to stay awake, slehtiself. She
twisted the reins around her wrists, a warningftage should start to
fall off. Sound of the helicopter again. No uséén. She didn't bother
looking for it this time. No energy for that. Itwldn't land here.

Darkness. At least she had the stars as her coonmartthe had to
ensure he would see them again. The link betwesm ttouldn't be
broken. Their togetherness was written in the stdeshad told her
so. She believed him.

Body sagging. Rolling in the saddle. If she cowstifor a moment.
Close her eyes. So hard to keep them open. Jusnformoment.
Mustn't fall off...



A shout snapped her awake. She had slumped adreskotse's
mane. She dragged herself up. The mare slowedtii@d walk.
Amanda couldn't see the white stallion. There wes drumming
sound of hooves clattering towards her. Someondngpnvoices.
She had found help. At last!

That thought was enough to sustain her wretcheg, =toiring it to
an awareness of pain. None of it mattered. Onlyrtassage she had
to deliver mattered.

Other horses steamed and stamped around her. Béabeing across
her in Arabic, taking the reins from her hands. 8iun't have the
strength to resist. She grabbed the pommel of ddels to steady
herself.

'Stop! Listen!" she cried. 'Does anyone speak Eh@li

"You will come with us,' one of them replied.

'‘No." Amanda shook her head dizzily. 'l need h&le. have to go
back. To the Gemini Peak. Up there a man is trappexhe of the

caves.'

‘There is no order but the order of Xa Shiraq. Mialicome with us,’
came the inflexible reply.

'‘But the man will die.'
‘Undoubtedly. In the meantime, you will come with'u
‘No, | won't,’ Amanda yelled hysterically.

Her plea fell on deaf ears. 'lt is not a mattecludice,' she was told.
"You will go to the helicopter.’



Through the dizzying waves of fatigue, Amanda gedspne thing
clearly. Using a helicopter to transport her begpodwer. 'By whose
order?' she asked.

'It is the order of Jebel Haffa, who fulfils thelmaf Xa Shiraqg.’

‘These are the men | must see,’ Amanda said, trionglrive
conviction into her voice. 'l will use their powtr have my way.
Take me to the helicopter.' She hoped the wordsdexias brave as
the ideas behind them were.

Her horse was urged forward. The Berber riders vbesde her,
behind her, in front of her. She no longer hadrédues. There was no
room to dismount even if she mustered the stretoagilo so. She was
comprehensively trapped by the escort.

'How long will this take?' she begged in utter agapon.

'‘Our orders are that we are not to be swayed byhargyyou say,'
came the flat, relentless reply. 'We must notigteany words you
speak.’

'Oh, that's really great,’" Amanda grumbled, frugtreeating into her
courageous facade.

She closed her eyes, silently and bitterly cur3adgshiraq. He must
have found out she was no longer with Mocca andctdmeoy. He

must realise he had been betrayed by the man ntmmnbed inside
the Gemini Peak. Xa Shiraq had entrusted that ménthe task of
seeing she never confirmed her father's discov&gw her

impossible task was to convince Xa Shiraq to gthehelp of his
betrayer.

The helicopter had probably been searching for tihwr@an she had
seen it pass overhead. It was certainly no coimcieé¢hat it had been



sent to this area. Xa Shirag had been checkintheutorst scenario
he could think of and he'd come up trumps.

'‘Where is the helicopter going to take me?' shedskoping for
some enlightenment.

‘To the sheikh's palace at Alcabab.’
The vision of Mocca's invoices to the palace ros@manda’s mind.

'Will | see Xa Shirag himself?' she asked, keeiagtone light to
hide the despair she felt.

The Berber shrugged. 'It will be as he wills.'

It was hardly a conclusive reply. Neverthelesdjdtmake sense that
Xa Shirag would want to question her. She wondérée would
order a public trial for her crimes. Unlikely, stiecided.He wouldn't
want her blabbing about the crystal caves to allsamdry in an open
court. Amanda was only too well aware of how mudchlble he had
taken to hide their existence. She would be spiatgay, never to be
seen again.

Yet she would surely get the chance to talk to faioe-to-face. She
would tell him all, plead with him, appeal to himdr senses of
humanity. She would convince him to rescue the wiamhad served
him loyally and faithfully for so many years.

Or would Xa Shiraq leave the man to die miseralilyhost and
starvation in the deep black vaults of the crystales?

'Help me off this horse,' she demanded when theptaf cavalry
halted at the helicopter. Bravado seemed to bédstr recourse in
this situation.

'‘No.' It was the Berber captain who spoke.



‘How am | to get off it then?' she asked.

'Fall off it," he prompted unsympathetically.
‘Why won't you help?'

'It is forbidden to all men to touch you,' he said.

Amanda swore again in the most unladylike manmehdr present
condition there was no way she could maintain aggity without
assistance. If this was a deliberate act of hutioha.

'‘Let me get this straight,' she said in biting ang¢ou -are not to
listen to any words | speak, you are to say ds kt$ possible to me,
and you're not to touch me.’

‘That is correct,’ came the unemotional reply. tTieahe order of
Jebel Haffa to the will of Xa Shiraq.’

Amanda gritted her teeth. Words were useless weadfdine was
faced with brick wall adherence to orders. If shessvio get to Xa
Shiraq, she had to make it to the helicopter bgdier

Somehow she managed to slide herself around theafi¢le horse.
It galled her that she presented anything but atgaicture. The
Berber men looked on expressionlessly as she ealgngiaggered
onto her feet at ground level.

Amanda was more riled than she had ever been iwlhae life. She
was being treated as an outcast. A pariah. Purdéhgaruellest form!
She felt the steam level of her boiler rising.

‘Take me to Xa Shiraq,' she demanded. 'I'm goirgjvi® him a fair
whopping piece of my mind!



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Kozim found it very stressful when Xa Shirag maintaisgence for
longer than five minutes. Kozim found it so stresgiiat he timed Xa
Shiraq's silences so he could be quite sure whadlfeel stressed or
not stressed.

What was even more stressful was when Xa Shiragngganied the
lack of speech with the tapping of his fingersmiant the sheikh's
mind was working in mysterious ways that would itefsly confuse

him. Kozim could then lose respect by giving themg answers.

Xa Shiraqg's respect meant a great deal to Kozimledd, it was
imperative he keep it. To Kozim, it was the mospartant thing in
his life.

He decided a safe comment was in order to prongshieikh into
talking again. This would almost certainly diminidgte build-up of
stress.

'l had all the trash cans in the sheikhdom intilyagéxamined and
scrutinised,' he said.

The black eyes focused on him with nerve-tinglingemsity. "Why
did you do that?' The voice gave no indication ppraval or
criticism.

The question spread uncertainty through Kozim'sdminwondered
if a rare jewel might be found.'

The fingers tapped again. 'Did you find any jewKlszim?'
‘No, Your Excellency.’

'‘Don't bother doing that again.’



'Of course not,' Kozim said miserably. 'Most unfoste.'
‘The geologist's daughter requires attention. Kdzim

'l thought it would come to this," Kozim said quick'Will | block
payment of the bills?'

Xa Shirag's mouth curled sardonically. ‘No. Mocea hn extensive
family. It behoves us to give an occasional boosutth people. From
such matters, legends are born.’

Kozim blinked. It was extraordinary how Xa e« Shirdapew
everything. Even the least significant of his peaplAlcabab did not
escape his attention.

'Fire must be fought with fire," came the grim ammoement.
"That's so wise,' Kozim hurried to agree.

‘The woman has gone too far.'

‘Women always do.'

‘Entombing people goes beyond good-natured fun.’
'‘Absolutely.’

'It calls for the most severe retribution.’

Kozim had some expertise in the field of retribatiBeheading was
a favorite device of the British monarchy for mamgnturies. Henry
the Eighth had a certain natural flair...'

"I need worse,' Xa Shiraq growled. His fingers &gbp particularly st
ong rhythm.'The unspeakable or the unmentionaBle2Zim asked.
‘Which do you prefer?'



'‘Both!" Xa Shiraq said decisively. 'She should suloth!

'‘Wise,' said Kozim. 'You are not only esteemedpeeted and loved
for the qualities of mercy and justice, but, ohysoy wise.'

Kozim glanced quickly at Xa Shiraq. The deadly hesan those
all-knowing black eyes made him shudder. Once rhereeflected
how glad he was that he was not the geologist'gitau



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

As sooN as the helicopter landed in the palace groundsaans of
women came forward to help Amanda. They lifted ih&y a richly
ornate sedan chair that could have been commissionan empress
of Rome. Although she welcomed the softly piled tanrof silk and
satin cushions after the rigours she had beenghratiwas a painful
reminder that the man she had left behind had mgthut cold, hard
stone to lie on.

No-one would listen to anything she said. The womere as deaf as
the Berber men to her pleas, to logical argument, ahy
compassionate understanding of the situation. Thegre
unswervingly persistent in following their own sdiaée and Amanda
simply didn't have the strength to resist the natgns that
followed her arrival in what had to be the sheiktdsem.

She was stripped with gentle but firm efficiencysped and

pressured into a spa pool and thoroughly latheret vaashed as
though she were a baby. In truth, she felt as ésdphs one. Her hair
was shampooed and brushed dry. Her thoroughly séehbody was

massaged with some wonderfully soothing body lotion

Her guilt at accepting such treatment was appehgdatie thought
that it had to be against all protocol to be presgrio the sheikh
looking the way she had. Fighting this process woaly cause
more delay in getting to Xa Shirag. But it was agtimnking of what
might be happening up in the crystal caves.

She was clothed in a simple gown of white silk. $las urged into

eating a thick creamy soup. It seemed sensibl®rapty since she

couldn't afford to be weak from hunger. The soug delicious and

filling. Her tastebuds told her it was a maturese&food. As she ate,
the drowsier she became.



She awoke in a luxurious bedchamber, lying betwssm sheets,
and it was broad daylight. A woman attendant sniealevolently at
her. Amanda wanted to scream and rant and ravieeagapalling
passage of time that represented untold suffeanthe man she had
to save.

'How do | get to Xa Shiraqg from here?' she demanaéd little hope
the woman would understand.

She didn't. Or pretended not to. She made a swittfeom the
bedchamber and before Amanda could swing her ¢etie lushly
carpeted floor, a whole team of twittering servgmtsired into the
room to start the pampering all over again.

Amanda kept repeating the name of Xa Shirag to ffecte
whatsoever. The women insisted she dress in a dta®yed
caftan-style gown. It was black and reminded hehefournoose that
she hopedAvas providing some warmth for Upgradeeifvas still
alive.

She went into rebellion. She couldn't, wouldn'taatthing from the
platter of exotic fruits provided for her breakfaShe wouldn't drink
her coffee. She searched for a way out of the haféere was none
that she could find quickly.

In anguished frustration she cried again, 'l muegttg Xa Shiraqg. |
have to see him. Please... can somebody help?'

A reply came from the oldest woman in attendan&anéssenger
was sent that you are rested and well, Princess.'

'‘How long will it be before I'm granted an audieP’cdmanda
demanded, ignoring the odd form of address to her.



The woman shrugged. 'lt may be a day, perhaps &, \v@aemonth or
two... who can tell the will of Xa Shiraq?’

'l can't wait that long!" Amanda protested. 'l h&wvéalk to Xa Shiraq
within the hour.'

A gong resounded from somewhere close. The womest imto
excited twittering. The older one who had answefegdanda in
English moved to the locked door at the far endhef room and
opened a peephole. There was a quick exchange afiArThe
woman turned to address Amanda.

‘The time has come. An escort awaits to lead ydbhdasheikh.'

Amanda barely stopped herself from running to tberdIt was

unlocked and opened for her before she reachédtita few more
seconds weren't about to make any difference. 8bw lshe had to
control her seething impatience. It was para-madhat she impress
Xa Shirag with reasonable behaviour or he wouldoubtedly scorn
anything she had to say.

The escort of four men was in ceremonial militamgss$. They
marched along on either side of her. It looked &kguard of honour,
but Amanda had no delusions about that. She woddérné was
supposed to lull her into a false sense of contiddmefore the axe
dropped on her neck. Xa Shiraq certainly had neae&o welcome
her presence in his country, let alone his palace.

She fretted over how best to beg his mercy, whethgrapproach at
all would soften his heart or appeal to some gesigrof spirit. She

was totally blind to the beautiful works of art shassed in the
corridors on her way to him; splendid mosaic myrelgjuisite urns,

ancient carvings, all testaments to a culturalkage that was proudly
displayed and cared for. She thought only of wHa¢ &ad to

accomplish and the ways and means to accomplish it.



Her mind flitted over many explanations that wojuistify Upgrade's
betrayal to his sheikh. None satisfied her. Shebthali Xa Shiraq
would comprehend an emotional link that went beyatibnality.

The paired escort in front of her came to a hadt @buble set of huge
doors. With well-trained timing they opened thend atood back for

Amanda to enter the room ahead of her by hersedf.she had

anticipated, it was no open court filled with pemdt looked like a

private library, the walls lined with books, theriiure comprising

highly polished desks, leather armchairs, readangpis.

Her gaze quickly swept the room as she steppedens$he tried
desperately to quell the nervousness and appreimethsit threatened
to reduce her to a jittery and hopelessly inadexjadvvocate for her
cause. She was determined that none of what shg fela would
show on her face or in her body language. If amgthshe wanted to
project defiance.

There were two men present, only two to confrowt @mvince, she
told herself in an attempt to minimise the mourdam problem
facing her. While they looked intimidating in theificial Arab robes
and headdresses, Amanda steeled herself to thihlewf as ordinary
human minds she could bend her way.

The one rising from the chair behind his desk vistsand stout. The
other, apparently perusing the book in his hands turned away
from her but Amanda instantly identified him as 8teikh by the
gold and black twistetigal that held his headdress in place.

He was a tall, formidable figure, and Amanda felt stomach knot
with apprehension as she heard the doors closenddier. An
overwhelming sense of force and power emanated fiamholding
her captive, yet he made no movement, gave no sifjn
acknowledgement that she had intruded on his couseess.



She'd experienced this before.
Twice before.

Her heart clenched in painful yearning for the mdao had made her
feel so much. He had to be alive. If only he weseehAmanda was
sure he could meet Xa Shirag's power with an eguahgth that

would have commanded respect. She had to act ana@n worthy of

him.

The sheikh read on, ignoring her presence, or pdétg to, perhaps
waiting to see if she would crack, perhaps silergkpressing
contempt for her.

There was a waiting stillness about him that acasdd her heartbeat
to a painful tempo. It reminded her of the stillmed the man who
might at this moment be still for a more deadlysma

She darted a glance at Xa Shiraq's associate andtasdled to find
she recognised him. It was Mr Kozim, the man who handed her
the page telling of her promotion to general managte Fisa hotel.

A spark of hope kindled in Amanda's heart. Suredywould be
sympathetic to an appeal for the life of a man &e Wworked closely
with, even though his first allegiance was to Xar&hph Mr Kozim
definitely had an air of stress about him. He @ddris throat with a
nervous little cough.

‘Your Excellency, the...uh.. .geologist's daugigdrere.'

Amanda had no doubt the Sheikh of Xabia was awfditegb He was
letting her stew, wanting to unnerve her. What wawse, he was
succeeding. She could feel his wish to torturewitr his silence, to
keep her on tenterhooks until she snapped intoudioucst that he
would use against her.



She grasped at the straw that Mr Kozim represeartelcdid her best
to turn the situation to her advantage.

‘Mr Kozim, you are a man of great understanding famdanity," she
appealed, not knowing if he was or not, but aelitthttery could not
go astray. 'l appeal to you on behalf of the man wdrried the orders
of Jebel Haffa at the Oasis Hotel at Fisa. | agktpantervene on his
behalf to Xa Shirag himself.'

Mr Kozim's face went pale. His hands fluttered oesly along the
desk. He coughed. 'You do not know what you ask,5&d in a
strangulated voice.

Not much help there, Amanda thought, and her eyemg away
from him so they would not reveal her despair.

She said no more. She grimly held her tongue, oheexd to outplay

the sheikh in this contest of wills. She knew instively she would

win nothing by grovelling. She had to convince himat the crystal

caves meant nothing to her. Only then might herisd her appeal to
free the man who had gone against his will.

Amanda had the sinking feeling that few people wegsinst Xa
Shiraq's will without suffering horrendous consates. She had to
quickly decide on her course of action.

Any lack of control on her part would raise suspns about the
reliability of the promises she would give him. Aamsuch as he
would only respect strength. She must show thaingth and let
nothing daunt her.

She straightened her shoulders more rigidly thag bad even been
set before. She turned to face him square on. &ble dne step

forward to draw his attention, then stopped. Shaldvgo no further

until he gave his response.



The book in his hands was slowly clapped shutalt veplaced in the
empty slot on the shelf behind him. Amanda felt lodrest
constricting as he started to turn towards her.riaed jammed with
desperate prayers.

His profile came into view and shock hit her likesladgehammer,
completely smashing all her fiercely held resolusio

"Youl'

The cry burst from her lips in a released avalaruthpgent-up tension
and frustration, combined with all the pain anddoisuffering that
had tormented her waking hours since she had ésst With him.

Blazing black eyes scorched over her with scatleogtempt. 'l
trusted you...and you betrayed my trust.’

The condemnation in his voice lashed deeply inteaAda's soul. It
stung, yet shock anaesthetised the sting momentaBhock
demanded explanations that would make sense oinihelievable.

‘You're supposed to be entombed in the crystalscavbat was the
reality that had tortured her. Questions tumblednfiher lips. 'How
did you get out? How did you escape? How did ydihgee?"

'How much satisfaction it must have given you @vkEeme to die as
you thought...'

'l did everything | could to try and save you,' stefended hotly,
aghast that he had interpreted her actions so Wrong

'How clever you are, Amanda,' he said sardonicéallyisting the
truth of your flight down the mountain to give ysalf another
chance to justify your father's behaviour.'



His offensive manner riled her into pointing ouew little truths to
be taken into account. 'You set out to deceive roenfour first
meeting and you've obviously deceived me aboutme{mowing
where we were. You were never really in troublesensou?'

His silence goaded her on. 'And | almost killed ellyzying to save
you, worrying myself sick over whether you weredleaalive, while
all the time... all the time...'

She was rendered speechless by the base calcslafidre man who
was now revealed as Xa Shirag himself! There maste hbeen
another way out of the caves and he'd had some smeén
communicating with his people. That was why thedogiter had
flown towards the peak.. .to collect him! He haéim@own home in
comfort, perhaps even seeing her manic ride owtye

‘Do you think I can still be seduced by your lidgg2'demanded. 'You
knew | would stop you from doing What you wantedd arou
sacrificed me for the secret of the crystal caves.'

It focused Amanda’'s mind on refuting the abominathda of base
treachery. 'l did not! The hydraulic jack brokeotle for help but you
ordered people not to listen to me,' she flungrat butraged that he
could accuse her of such dreadful things—premesditaiurder, no
less—when he was so palpably at fault for reactma totally
extreme and unjustified manner, making her suffgsnées for a
crime she hadn't committed.

‘Nor will | listen to you now," he bit out in icgrrogant pride.

'‘Examine the jack,' she challenged in similar bitione, glaring her
scorn for his unreasonable stance.

'l disdain to prove more clearly what is alreadgved.'



'‘How can you call yourself just if you will not l&@at the evidence?'
Amanda retaliated, smarting over the fact thatdw dways been in
control, never once risking anything while he tddter to the limit!

'‘Be thankful | choose not to." His eyes searedwitlt a blistering
indictment. 'l prefer mercy to justice. If your pdy were proved
beyond all doubt | could show you no mercy at all.'

Amanda felt a quiver of fear. She suppressedidttaok another pace
forward. 'Are you too proud to face the truth?' Bbhded at him. 'Is it

your will to believe the worst of me? | thought raf you asji man

than that.'

His lips compressed into a thin, bloodless lines Hicial muscles
tightened grimly. "You cannot hurt me with your w@sy he said, his
black eyes boring into her with hard and unrelentintensity. 'l
admired and respected your cleverness, the quigktyaof your
mind at seeing through to the end of what was ptes€But you have
used it against me.’

He was hurt. Deeply hurt. The realisation slammed into akha's
heart and pumped a different perception throughtied. This was
why he was so unyielding. He had let himself begtdble to her and
he hated her for supposedly fooling him, and himgal being
fooled.

‘All my thoughts and energies were directed toifigcand bringing

back a rescue team to get you out,' she said guleiping to reach
into him again. 'l couldn't move that huge rockatl no choice but to
leave you there until..

'You had a choice, Amanda. | gave it to you indaees... whether to
reveal the existence of the neodymite crystaloas father wanted...
or whether to leave Xabia the way it is,' he rerathther savagely.
‘You did not give a reply.’



'I needed time to think.'

It must have seemed to him...afterwards...that hedck fobbed off
giving a reply, but Amanda knew it wasn't true. \Whe had kissed
her and asked her to give herself to him, that $@eimed more
iImportant than bringing up something she had alrettided and
was no longer an issue between them.'l had madsyupind to keep
the secret and let my father's dream die with haie pleaded. 'l
would have told you so once we were outside.'

Even as she spoke the words she realised it wdat®to say them.
The wrong time and the wrong place. There woulden®e a right
time now. For years she had worked towards the gfogkaring her
father's name and proving him right. That singleated purpose was
burned into Xa Shirag's memory, reinforced by wstee had done
and all she had poured out to him in the intimady theeir
togetherness.

'l showed you the crystal caves,' he said simplyd'you betrayed
my trust and left me to die in darkness.'

Amanda cracked. She lifted her hands to her fadespair. 'That's so
untrue,' she cried brokenly. 'So untrue.’

‘You've had a taste of the choice you could havedewmdth me. Now
you can have a taste of the choice you nfadene.'

‘You've got it all wrong.' It was a desperate loiddnderstanding. She
pulled her hands down, spreading them out to hiapipeal. 'Surely

what we felt together meant as much to you aglit@ime. How can

you imagine | would sacrifice that for. . .?'

She faltered under the terrible look in his eyethe pain... the dull,
black emptiness that followed it.



'You will be placed in the deepest cellar of thevdst basement
within the granary that supplies the palace,' bened, as though he
had pulled a hood of judgement over any last twinfgeeling he had
for her. 'There are no windows. There is no ligfu will be in
darkness... as | was in darkness... when you left m

Amanda shivered, remembering the claustrophobitnfgen the
tunnel. 'l don't like being alone.’

"You will not be alone,' he said with dark derision

'‘Who...?" She swallowed hard and tried to correetguaver in her
voice. 'Who will be with me?'

‘The cellar has another name. A sobriquet. It isem@mmmonly
known as... the rat-hole. The rats are huge. Theey@acious. | hope
you will enjoy your new friends and acquaintances.'



CHAPTERFIFTEEN

AMANDA stared at Xa Shiraqg in glazed horror. Her skickbed in
revulsion. Her stomach turned queazy. Beads of tskwe&e out on
her forehead. Her hands went clammy. Her whole lsbayldered.

'You can't do that to me,' she whispered. It wasaihly defence her
mind could construct against the terrifying pictine had drawn of
the rat-hole. She would go insane in such a place.

The black eyes glittered with vengeful satisfacti@all the escort,
Kozim,' came the merciless command.

'‘No...no!" Amanda cried, turning a frantic look appeal to Xa
Shiraq's personal aide. 'I'm innocent of this chaltgwear it!'

Mr Kozim's gaze determinedly evaded hers. He picked bell from
his desk and rang it loudly. He obviously didn'tivi hear any more
from her,

Amanda swung back to Xa Shiraq, her heart poundisgeer panic.
‘You're supposed to know everything. That's whay thay of you.
Why don't you know | couldn't do what you accuse ofi¢' she
argued, hoping against hope he meant to relent.

He pointedly shunned her, walking off to a ieat@nchair on the far
side of the library. He flung himself listlesslycadispiritedly into it
without so much as a glance at her. His eyes facosesome empty
spot on the ceiling.

Amanda heard the doors opening behind her, thepti@mmilitary
feet coming to take her away to the rat-hole. Shadn't bear it.

Xa Shiraq waved a gesture of dismissal towards her.



He should know better, Amanda thought, her mindngato find
some solution. He would never do this if his emationveren't
involved. But they were... they were!

'‘Wait!" Amanda cried imperiously, raising her exted arm above
her shoulders.

It stopped nothing. The military feet kept advagcirXa Shiraq
ignored her. Mr Kozim found another empty spot loa ¢teiling for
himself and gazed steadfastly at that.

Amanda was thinking more furiously than she had es®ded to
before. Xa Shiraq might have submerged the linteliavith her but
it had been a powerful, compelling link. Somehowe $&lad to find
that link again.

'l have a better plan,' she announced.

Boldness be my friend, she prayed wildly. If theses any substance
in the form of address used by the old serving warshe had to have
some chance of changing what was happening.

The guards halted around her in escort positicagye¢o about-turn
and take her out as soon as the order was givemndaswiftly
forestalled the order.

'‘Will you not allow me one last word?' she demanadieda Shiraq..

His black eyes slashed at her. His fingers presagédgely into the
armrest, indenting the cushioned leather one by leaek and forth.
He said nothing. The guards remained at attenf\omanda seized
On the tacit permission to advance on Mr Kozim.

'Is it constitutionally correct that a princess caa sent to the
rat-hole?' she asked, pulling his gaze down froenctiling.



Mr Kozim not only looked sheepish but very, venhappy at being
chosen to interpret the sheikh's will.

'‘Over the centuries,' he said ponderously, 'maregsses ended up
in the rat-hole, per capita of population, than atiyer category of
our people. It was... uh... standard procedurases of...' he coughed
.. .rebellious intransigence.’

That certainly fitted, Amanda thought, but did thst follow? 'Am | a
princess?' she pressed.

‘A proclamation was signed that you were to betékas such,' Mr
Kozim mumbled, shooting a worried glance at thek$he

Uh huh! Amanda thought with satisfaction. A chinkhe armour. Xa
Shirag was in two minds about her. Or rather, bgrhwas warring
with his head. He wanted his people to honour h&neas he
condemned her as unworthy of being his true congmani

His mind was set on punishment to fit the crimébbkeved she had
committed against him, but it wasn't what he reaiyted. Not deep
down. He wanted the fulfilment of the promise thatl shimmered
through both of them in the crystal caves. Andisiostie.

Clutching that conviction to her heart, Amanda wedllkacross the
room to where Xa Shiraq indolently lounged, heaclaguamarine
eyes reflecting strong and unwavering purpose.

‘There has to be a better way of resolving whdeisveen us,' she
said.

'‘Name one,' he invited, his face stonily closedh&y, his eyes
watchful but giving nothing away.



She knelt beside the armrest of his chair, closeigm so that only he
could hear her words. 'Tell me of your secret @ssand passions,’
she said softly, caringly, her eyes openly prongsam answer to
them.

'l do not desire you,' he replied curtly, contenmoigly. "You could
not provoke it in me.'

Amanda refused to be deterred. 'Let me try to chaegr mind,' she
persisted, trying to bore past his wounded pride¢ht® primitive
mating instinct that yearned for fulfilment.

His hand curved over the end of the armrest, Img,lcestless fingers
lying still. She lifted her hand and stroked hagers over the bare
skin of his. She saw the sudden tightening of leiskrmuscles, the
leap of his pulse at the base of his throat. Hargprto his feet,

whipping his hand out fromunder hers. He toweresl trer, his black

eyes ablaze with fierce turbulence.

‘You do have the capacity to gall me," he gratéa more of this talk.
You know nothing of men nor of their pleasure.’

'‘How can you pass such judgements?' Amanda imnedgiaplied,
whirling up off her knees to confront him head-on.

‘At the Fisa hotel you inflicted on me a fat cowarfrthe bazaar whose
dancing was supposed to entertain me," he mockexysly. 'She
bored me more thoroughly than I've ever been boredy life.’

I can do much better than the fat cow from theabaz Amanda
promised quickly, thinking any promise was bettert the rat-hole.

His eyes derided her claim. 'Are you suggestingar@unot culturally
inept?’



'l chose the fat cow from the bazaar for other agmasthan
entertaining you,' Amanda excused.

‘You have the temerity to remind me of your dupyiei

'l have no trouble remembering yours,' she retottedso remember
the link that crossed those barriers. | doubt &van you can crush
that memory.'

His eyes burned into hers, seeking truth, doultigintegrity. 'You
want another way to resolve things between ussdié softly, a
dangerous glitter leaping into the black blazem8ihing other than
the justice of the rat-hole.’

‘Your justice is blind.'
‘Then open my eyes, Amanda... by dancing for me.'

He was calling her bluff. If she didn't do bettean the dancer she
had chosen for him in Fisa, she would end up indhéole. Amanda
figured she had one advantage. However bad heindganueght be,
he would not be bored if she could stir the desiee was so
determinedly repressing.

'‘How many veils would you allow me?' she asked.
He raised one finger.

It didn't give her much to use in the way of tegsan tantalising. Not
that she was particularly adept at that. In fdet,\8asn't adept at all in
the ancient art of seduction. But she would try.

This was more a mental challenge than a physical sime assured
herself. If she was to prolong her time with himiletshe danced,
what she needed was the longest veil in the w&ie also needed
time to learn what had to be done.



'‘Agreed,' she said. Already she was quickly plgttan few more
moves she could make to break down his presemstaese to her.

His eyes narrowed into slits. He obviously didnist her one bit. 'Do
not think my admiration for your cleverness wilbat my vision,
Amanda. You have much to prove to me. As a woman.'

The rat-hole wouldn't have proved anything, Amartdaught

petulantly, but she wisely held her tongue on thatter. She had
won a stay in judgement. Better to leave him nowenthe going was
good.

"'l need time to prepare,’ she said.

‘Undoubtedly,’ he dryly agreed, stepping back aadimg her to join
her escort again. 'Send a messenger to me wherargueady.
Remember | await the outcome of your.. .plan. hwdme disbelief.’

‘Thank you for the reprieve,’ Amanda said with gveir of
confidence, and gave Mr Kozim a friendly nod as sdsimed her
place in the middle of her elite squad of soldiers.

The command was given to return her to her quarters

Amanda found her legs were quite wobbly once thay keft the
library but she managed to keep them moving, oter #fie other,
until they had traversed the necessary distance.

After all, a princess didn't collapse in a heap mvitlee going got
rough. A princess was supposed to be tough. Aesmbeld her head
high and sailed through the storm to a safe port.

If she was to be a princess she had to find prigdise right sail to get
her there.

Amanda's practical mind descended from the clouds.



It wasn't the right sail she needed.

It was the right veil!



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

KNOwWING she had been officially proclaimed a princess ga
Amanda the confidence to issue a few orders.

For a start, she was not going to be pushed arbyna pack of
women who thought they knew more about her body gtee did.
She took a leaf out of Xa Shiraq's book. They caaldly outherwill
instead.

Once she was back in the royal quarters, she ardeigood solid
brunch; sausage, fried tomatoes and a piece adéredttoast. After
the episode with the sheikh she was not hungrgteiforced herself
to eat some fruit to stiffen up her wobbly kneéshie was to deliver
the performance of her life, energy was a necessauyirement.

The matter of the veil was more complex. Amandaid bolts of
filmy cloth in shades of blue and green and sitedye brought to her.
They were the colourisehad suggested at Fisa.

Amanda intended to please. She had a vested intemeasing him.
If she could, she would make him eat his words aldwr not
knowing anything about a man's pleasure.

In a way, Xa Shiraq was right. Amanda had receiveddvice on
such matters from her mother who had died beforeada had
reached the age of puberty.

At the school she had attended during her teenagesythe list of
attainments thought desirable for a modern womanndt include
any knowledge on how to please a man. The genitada was that
if it did happen, it would occur naturally all bigelf.

The natural occurrences that had come Amanda'swiaye? years
had not taught her much. She hadn't been partigykased herself,



and it seemed that all that was required of herlveagonsent. Being
kissed by Xa Shirag had been totally different ngthing she had
experienced before.

Amanda had the feeling that Xa Shirag would be muabre
demanding in his pleasure than anyone she had ef@teh both in
giving it and receiving it. If she kept thinking tife feelings he had
aroused while kissing her, it might help her tgpsteorrying about
what response she was drawing from him while stievtliatever was
going to be done.

By the time her tiny appetite was fully satisfied) extraordinary
number of bolts of cloth had been lined up for toeview. With the
fear of the rat- hole ever present in the backgidpamd her poor,
sick, empty stomach nicely filled, Amanda considettas matter of
dancing her way out of trouble and into the hebXa Shiraq where
she rightfully belonged.

There flection that she shouldn't be in this trewddlall pricked a little
resentment. The manner in which Xa Shiraq had disedi her
sufferings as though they were nothing prickedegaitot more. To
balance that, her crimes of illegal entry into ttwntry', and the
charges of grand larceny seemed to have been teng@&@he hoped
the unfortunate experiences on the Gemini Peakdvalsb soon be
forgotten.

What she could not forget was all the hours he ket her in a
waiting torment of ignorance as to his fate. Itrsed absolutely fair
to her that he do his share of waiting for her.ies being trapped in
the caves like that—she shuddered—had obviousiyénted his
mind about her.

He needed time to consider all she had said indeéence this
morning. He needed time to come to the conclusemust have the



hydraulic jack examined, and then more time to sidjuthe fact that
he was wrong, and she truly loved him.

That might assist him to be more receptive to led stop this
terrible misunderstanding between them. She wawotéeé his lover,
not his murderer.

She cast her eyes over the bolts of cloth, thehfesea messenger.

'Please inform Xa Shiraq that there is no clotlthe sheikhdom in
shimmering shades of blue and green that meet omyirements.
Mindful of his pleasure, | request permission tdesrthat some be
dyed to the desired colouring | need. The procedisonly take
several days.'

Then, of course, the veil would have to be madeaAda's agile
mind thought up several more delays, as well. Tdwns would
break. The woof and warp would be wrong. The sefatelays she
could invent would know no bounds.

She was tempted to add a rider to the messagbelsitould use the
time to have the broken hydraulic jack examined,dacided not to
raise that sore point yet again. Perhaps, tomor@whe day after.

Amanda was humming happily to herself when the praps
returned with a reply from Xa Shiragq.

' "Permission granted. Be prepared to leave witlr @scort within
the hour. Enjoy your stay in the rat-hole until dheeing process is
completed.”

Amanda's delightful little bubble of hopes and glaourst into
droplets of despair.



But Amanda was a fighter. She would not go dowmeut making a
stand. If she was going to be submerged for thre titne, she was
determined to take someone down with her. Thatopergas Xa
Shirag.

'Please inform Xa Shiraq that a suitable clothritag been procured.
The women who will do the silver thread-work reguine for fittings
to ensure their design will be pleasing to hisminsimating eye. Since
there is no light in the rat-hole, | request permiois to remain in these
guarters until such time as the veil is ready tavbm to its best effect
for his pleasure.’

Let him argue against that, Amanda thought withstadtion. She
could spin out the silver embroidery for a good fdays. Perhaps a
week. Clearly his vengeful mood was still in fudr€e.

The longer she held out, the more likely he mighaven second
thoughts about what had happened.

His reply did not exactly demonstrate that a sofigrprocess had
begun.

'"Thread or no thread, you will dance for me adimnght tonight.
Midnight!

Amanda checked the current time. Almost three okcldde had
given her nine hours. If she didn't deliver whas $slad promised to
his satisfaction at his deadline, Amanda had Idtebt she would
endure the same fate as many illustrious princessfse her. Xa
Shiraq was not a man to be crossed lightly.

Amanda gave her reply much deep thought. Xa Shiadjto be
forcibly reminded of what they had shared togetiefore they met
tonight. Amanda's understanding of his grievancdyg stretched so



far. If he didn't open his mind and heart to hexiagthey would both
end up very lonely people.

The prospect of that inner darkness weighed mormvilye on
Amanda's heart than the prospect of future darkness

She addressed the messenger one last time.

‘Tell Xa Shiraq that the women's fingers grow momable by the
minute. His will shall be done.

‘Then you are to advance upon him. You are tdiellthe words you
utter cannot be said aloud, and they are for honal

'‘When permission is given, you will whisper to him tones of
love—Maythe stars shine brightly for us tonight.’



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Kozim shifted uncomfortably in his chair as the messengirned
for the third time.

Xa Shirag was being highly unpredictable today. ¥sirences had
lasted longer than five minutes. Kozim was deeplyssed.

It was clear to him that the geologist's daughtas Waving a very
strange effect on the sheikh. What had seemed swoluably firm
decision about the rat-hole had not turned outma diecision at all.

How was he to understand anything if everythingt latfanging? It
had been alarming enough when the geologist's daugad turned
to him for succour, although Kozim assured him$elfhad acted
creditably. It was even more alarming to witnessSk&aq's reaction
to her messages.

The first one had evoked a burst of derisive lagiglKozim had not
thought it a laughing matter. The message had smlrglite
Impertinent to him. However, the sheikh's reply badainly-put the
geologist's daughter in her rightful place. Kozimdhheartily
approved of that.

To Kozim's mind, the second message should have@dhe same
result. Xa Shiraq had mused over ft, a knowing sruitking on his
lips, his black eyes glittering with calculatiofe did not share them
with Kozim. His reply, when it came, seemed an axinary
concession,

Kozim had found it extremely difficult not to expohis surprise. He
reflected that the sheikh's mind often worked irstasious ways. Yet
there was a lack of consistency over this busingtsthe geologist's
daughter that Kozim found disturbing.



The messenger had barely finished bowing when theikis
commanded her to speak, not waiting for the usarat bf salutations
and address.

Xa Shiraqg's obvious impatience, indeed, his aarticipation to hear
what the geologist's daughter had to say, was erdiky manner
Kozim had witnessed in his long years of servicénthe sheikh.

The messenger intoned the words.

'‘Go on. Go on,' Xa Shiraqg urged, waving his armsncouragement.
‘There must be more. She would not leave it there.'

The messenger advanced. 'These words are for gogioaly.' They
were whispered in his ear.

For some reason Kozim could not fathom, Xa Shirag 8o struck by
this private communication, his unusual burst ofbiity was
instantly cut dead. He went absolutely still. Kozietognised the
quality of stillness. It was always thus when theikh was absorbing
every shade, every minute detail, every nuance noingortant
problem.

He remained in this state of intense introspedooseveral minutes,
revealing nothing of his thoughts. 'Did the prirkesy anything
else?"

The question ended the long, tense silence.

'‘No, Your Excellency,' the messenger smartly replie

‘Then you may go.'

The messenger's departure did not end Kozim's gmpwense of

Insecurity. Several more minutes passed beforsitbikh deigned to
notice him.



'Is there a full moon tonight?' he asked in a vditat rang with
decision.

'‘No, Your Excellency. What moon there is will sefdre midnight.’

Kozim had already checked his calendar. It was thaitla full moon
could induce a temporary madness in a man who waesruhe spell
of a woman. Kozim had thought it worth checkingsiich a
dangerous phase was looming on the horizon.

'‘Order the freshest and finest samples of Xabiamijge, Kozim. |
want it placed in every room.'

'l will see to it,’ Kozim said, wondering if partianoons could have
the same ill effect.

There was a gleam in the sheikh's black eyes tmdirmed Kozim's
suspicions. However, if what followed after midrigid not live up
to the sheikh's expectations... Kozim thanked u&y stars Re was
not the geologist's daughter!



CHAPTEREIGHTEEN

FRUSTRATION edged into desperation as Amanda tried o
experiment after another with the veil. She hadednourse in pareu
tying as practised by the Polynesians. The onligiihce between a
pareu and a veil was that the latter was more diapbhs. She had
thought one style or another would produce a dalsiraffect but
none of them did.

What was fine on a tropical beach simply did notehthe seductive
elegance she was searching for. She needed tmentta enthrall.
She didn't think she could achieve that by lookingbvious.

The harem women followed her activities with amusegdrest and
much chatter. Amanda felt she was in centre rirgg@fcus. Irritation
added to her edginess and despair. 'Do any of gee & better idea?'
she demanded, discarding her last effort as uttespeless for her
purpose.

The old woman who spoke English rose from a se€tgssa,’ she said
with a confident air of authority.

The other women clapped with enthusiastic excitdmen
Amanda had no idea what it meant. 'l want helpssi.
The old woman nodded approval and sent off a mgssen

Amanda pulled a robe over her nakedness and sat towait for
whatever was going to eventuate. She felt totaigpidted. The
one-veil idea was a disaster and she was only wareathat her
ability to outdance the woman from the Fisa baraes pure fantasy.
She closed her eyes and imagined the blisteringp ssd<a Shirag's.
She prayed for mercy.



A hubbub from the harem women aroused her attenfiosmall,
sharp-nosed woman was being ushered into the sditime royal
guarters. She was brought to Amanda and introdigethe old
woman who had sent for her.

‘This is Gaia. She is the best one-veil design&eabab. She has a
national and international reputation.’

Gaia's eyes were as sharp as her nose. She maasvd sppraisal of
Amanda as she bowed. Then she stepped back apedlapr hands.
It was the signal for an entourage of models t@agarn a dazzling
variety of single veils, long flowing designs tlind all and revealed
everything.

Amanda ruefully realised how amateurish her oworeffmust have
seemed compared to the sophisticated creationswibe¢ being
displayed for her benefit. She should have asketditp sooner.

As the last of twenty models filed past, Gaia céoneard to inquire,
'‘Which design would the princess prefer?'

Amanda shook her head, too dazed to make a desmieetion. They
were all superb, far beyond anything she could ewmec

‘You are right,’ Gaia declared, bewildering Amandéh this
interpretation of her silence. 'lIf you are to whetsheikh's heart
forever, Princess, only the best will do.’

Like a grand impresario she snapped her fingerslandoor to the
salon opened once more. A solitary figure enteAddthe women
gasped in awe and admiration.

‘This model," Gaia said, 'is based upon the exaitca of the one
worn by the Queen of Sheba when she arrived atdabhg of King
Solomon.'



It was a brilliant scarlet, looped gracefully owse shoulder where it
was fastened by an elaborate gold brooch. Frorbribnech there fell
a rainburst of gold thread, running in cunning dizgs around the
model's body, emphasising and highlighting evenyiféne curve.

'For you, Princess, it can be copied in shimmesimades of blues and
greens with a silver accent,’ Gaia assured hery 'Maspectfully
suggest that it is not only appropriate for yolb&so dressed, but
also essential?'

Palace gossip must have been running hot, Amandaglki.
Probably everyone was more aware of what was rgallyg on than
she was. But the outfit was absolutely stunning.aAda felt a
stirring of excitement. And hope.

'We use a little artifice,’ Gaia explained. 'Anisilsle stitch here. An
invisible stitch there. Men are so transported lhatithey see, they
never notice.'

'l believe it," Amanda agreed. A man wouldn't benan if he paused
to deliberate on the engineering skills that hadtims little number
together.

'‘We have little time, and much to do,"' Gaia prordpta design such
as this has to be fitted. | have brought my bessible stitcher with
me. The art is to get the best result with the mum of interference
to the natural flowing of the drapery.

'‘Legend has it that Solomon was so taken by thee@oé Sheba, he
granted her all she desired,’ Gaia continued. “émirance to the
sheikh's quarters must effect the same resultaddabend can repeat
itself.'

'l hope so," Amanda said fervently.



'‘Come with me," Gaia demanded, leading Amandatirgmext room
where her assistants waited with the necessary riaatefor
Amanda's requirements. '‘My art must remain a sécfgaia
explained, closing the door on the harem women.

Amanda's robe was quickly removed. She was drapsldimmering
blues and greens, the material measured for tigghereeded for the
design. Busy hands fluttered around her, tuckindjusiing,
smoothing.

Gaia pointed to a bolt of midnight blue silk ta#ety ou will require a
cloak. This will be most suitable. We shall attachood so that your
initial presentation will be one of hidden mystéry.

Amanda eagerly agreed to the idea. 'Who pays farfahis?' she
asked a little nervously.

'No... 0... 0 problem. I will invoice the palace.’

More crimes, Amanda thought, but she had no chbuteto put
herself completely into Gaia's hands. She needethalhelp she
could get.

Under Gaia's private ministrations, Amanda fourattime flying all
too rapidly. In between fittings of the veil aneétbloak she attended
to the rest of her appearance. She bathed andendain washed and
dried and brushed until it shone and felt like .sllke harem women
persuaded her to have her body rubbed with a Idhah made her
skin glow. Her nails were manicured and varnishedpalescent
pink. She eschewed exotic make-up in favour otdlasinighlighting
of her eyes and a lip gloss that matched the calbher nails.

'‘What of the dance?' Gaia asked. 'Do you needuiictgin?'



It was clearly in Gaia's interests that Amandarditllet the designer
down by failing in other areas.

'l have a plan," Amanda answered, projecting aidente she didn't
really feel. She knew there simply weren't enougtrs to turn her
into a skilled dancer, no matter how masterly tstruction. What
happened between her and Xa Shiraq would depeadiance of the
mind and heatrt.

Midnight approached.

The veil was a triumph of erotica by the time Ga&hed arranging
it to emphasise and enhance Amanda's curves. Anfaadianever
thought of herself as femme fataldout she certainly began to sec
what had induced King Solomon to dally with the @uef Sheba.
There was a definite art to looking and feelingssexh and seductive.

The midnight blue cloak was carefully lowered oker shoulders so
as not to disarrange the effect of the veil. Her was gathered back
and hidden by the hood which formed a shadowy freomber face.

Amanda practised undoing the fastening at her thsoashe could
open it in one fluid movement.

I'm ready,she told herselfAs ready as I'll ever be.
She took several deep breaths.

Her nerves were playing havoc with her stomach. tigples had
tightened into hard little buds. Her thighs wereiagr. She was sure
her blood had turned to water.

The clock ticked on.

Near midnight her escort arrived to take her to sheikh. Her
attendants' well wishes rang hollowly in her e@aia accompanied



her to the door that led out of the harem. 'My @eBs... my queen...'
she whispered, a last benediction that Amanda dasbehoped was
prophetic.

With her heart pounding a painful yearning for g¥eing to turn out
right, Amanda stepped out of the harem and movedris her
fateful encounter with Xa Shirag.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE doors softly closed behind her. Amanda stoodadmae of light
cast by two wall-lamps. The rest of the room redeidé darkness.
She was spotlit as she had been in their origiredting at the Oasis
Hotel in Fisa. It made her feel like a rabbit tragpn the headlights of
a car with nowhere to escape.

Where was he?
Music was playing. Soft, romantic music.

In front of her was a magnificent room thickly ceigd in royal blue,
with rich furnishings in the same colour combinedhwvhite and
gold.. .deeply cushioned sofas in velvet and siticade, beautifully
grained marble tables, exotic lamps, gold urns ihglduxurious
plants, exquisite vases from which trailed arrang@shof tiny white
flowers.

Xabian jasmine.

The scent was unmistakable, stirring Amanda's sersmeusing a
tingle of anticipation, soothing her fears. Hergautjuickened. Surely
it meant he wanted her to be excited. Or was hsertgdner with what
could have been?

At the far end of the room was a row of high, gfakarches. Beyond
them was total darkness.

‘Do you call that a veil?'

The mocking question had a cutting edge to it tlated into
Amanda's assurance in her appearance. So muchnfairaof
mystery!



Her trembling hands went to the fastening at herat With the one
fluid motion she had practised, the cloak partéek @ushed back the
hood then tossed the long coverall from her shasldeer hair
dropped like a waterfall of spun silk, caressing ltlare skin around
her collarbones. She held her hands apart asifpplication.

‘Do you want other men to see me like this?' skedasoftly.
She heard the voluble intake of his breath.

Her gaze swung to the source of the sound. Higslithié body was
framed in the last arch on the right-hand sidehef toom. He was
clothed in a pure white robe and headdress, tlek lalad gold coiled
'iqal circling his head like a crown. He looked everghnthe

formidable ruler of Xabia.

Amanda took a few steps away from the circletgtitito merge with
her own shadows. It suddenly seemed important &i e on equal
terms, person to person, regardless of dress asiigno

His black eyes were hidden but Amanda could fesithiveted on
her, burning with intensity.

'If the beauty of your mind reflected the beautyodr body | would
love you for an eternity.' There was a curl of eonpt in his voice as
he tried to vanquish the feelings she was arousihgn.

Amanda knew he was affected, deeply affected byBwgrhe didn't
believe in her, she thought despairingly. Not inWwerds, her love,
her need for him.

He gave a derisive laugh. 'Perhaps it was apptepttat you came
wrapped in darkness... a phantom of the nightidésiwhat is best
not seen.’



He was trying to negate what he felt, wish it imonexistence.
Amanda knew she had to reach out to him beforeehénisnself
irrevocably on a path that would turn him away frber forever.

'I'm as human as you are,' she said quietly. "Yowkit. You've felt
it. | didn't come here because you ordered me tanme because |
wanted to. | wanted to be with a man who has ampassions in me
that can never be forgotten. | wanted to...'

‘Enough!" The tortured command was driven frontlimeat by forces
he could no longer master.

He said nothing more. He stood utterly still.

Amanda bravely held his gaze, willing him to rememkhe had
chosen to go with him and be with him whereverdtg hot knowing
he meant to reveal the crystal caves to her.

It seemed that the very air between them thickemebthinned with
the sheer force of feeling that flowed and swirtetirbulent currents
from one to the other. Amanda sensed a mental shiftim, a

decision made or a barrier moved aside.

His gaze dropped from hers, gathering a differet@nisity as it ran
slowly over her body, touching every part, heatingr blood,
sensitising her skin, making her breasts ache \aitlswollen
heaviness, brushing her nipples into taut peakdjrg her stomach
with an erotic sensation that arrowed down to tkatre of her
womanhood, stirring the warm moistness of desire.

He moved. It was as though he drifted along higisiten wires that
were strung between them, each step a tug on lzet, leetremor
guaking through her body, a wild exhilaration g her mind. His
eyes feasted on her, drawing on her innermost peiagting her to
be all he desired.



'Dance for me," he commanded.

Amanda thrust her breasts forward against the yligikk chiffon,
wanting to feel the imprint of his hands upon th&he swayed her
hips in rhythm with the chords of the Eastern musamscious of the
veil sliding and shimmering with every slow, undulg movement.
She felt sensual. She was sensual.

‘Dancewith me,' she invited, holding out her arms to him, vace
throbbing with intense emotion and the deeply iieled to be once
more taken into his embrace.

'‘Never!" he said, halting several paces away frem'l¥ou twist and
turn as it suits you. Prove to me you can keep yoand. Dance as
you said you would.'

Amanda fought against letting this further evideontdis mistrust
hurt her. He didn't want it to be this way. She wage he didn't. 'l
thought it would give you more pleasure,’ she algggawaying to
the music in seductive invitation.

He looked at her with hard, scornful pride. 'Do yamow nothing of
our culture? For centuries, milleniums, women hdaaced for the
pleasure of men.’

Amanda did not have the skill or knowledge to mateh Xabian
dancers. To try would only invite derision. Shedexzeto reach him,
touch him.

She advanced towards him, uninhibitedly provocativae way she

moved as she pleaded her cause. 'That may bentiabia. Where |

come from, men dance with their women. It has asaagen so, not
only because it is more equal, but because it gjuester pleasure to
both.’



‘You are inmycountry,’ he reminded her.

Amanda opened her hands in a gesture of givirg.we not beyond
race and cultur@ she whispered, repeating the very words he
spoken to her in the Presidential Suite in Fisa,words that had
tapped so powerfully at her resistance to him.

He stiffened. His chin lifted fractionally, tighteryg as though she had
hit him. She sensed the conflict raging within hihg strong impulse
to accept what she was offering, against his sgidse of what was
owed to him.

'You said you would dance for me,' he bit out] bolding her to her
word.

'For you...with you...so you can feel the dance ihanly for you.'

'l would not be able to see you,' he said, dismgsier argument,
turning aside in disdainful rejection of it.

She quickly reached out and touched his shouldeestang his
movement away from her.

He did not pull away but he did not turn back to, legher.

"You will see all you need to see,’ she promiseskifyl "You will see
my eyes.'

Amanda trailed her hand down his arm. She sensedthiggle to
exert control over the desire she stirred in hifowly he turned, the
swing of his body dislodging her hand so that dpjred away from
him. It didn't matter because his eyes told hergtetouched him in
far more than a physical sense. The violence offéeéings was
reflected in their dark turbulence. His chest raxse fell several times
before he spoke.



‘Your eyes have the depths of oceans, and holdngrstery of the
skies. They hold the promise of unknown delightsytwould tempt
any man... beyond endurance.’

She moved closer to him. "Take what | can giveganelto you alone.
Feel my body pulsing in harmony with yours.'

His fingertips bridged the distance between thearelly brushing her
waist, yet his touch was magnified by the fineredshe material that
barely separated his flesh from hers. An electigyingle raced over
Amanda's skin. It was as though the shimmeringtvafsmitted the
compelling power of his desire for her, making hledy more

responsive, more aware than if she'd been naked.

Amanda knew she had to show this man she loved Herhad to
know it beyond all doubt. Only by giving him thesalute assurance
that she held nothing back from him, now or everyld he come to a
true appreciation of what she felt for him.

She let the music seep into her body, breathed lylespthe
intoxicating jasmine scent and moved forward, uatilndy against
him, provoking, prompting, her thighs sliding oves, the tips of her
breasts rolling across his chest, and not for e@wersd did her eyes
leave his, challenging him to see, to know, todyedi

His loins hardened into rigidity.

The fingertips at her waist drifted down, tracihg turve of her hip,
then slowly tempted to move over the soft mounkesfbuttocks. His
other hand joined the voyage of discovery, cargssiar back,
following the sensual curve of her spine. She sk his arms and
saw the leap of exultant pleasure in his eyesktiogviedge that her
response was beyond any design or control.



Amanda slid her own hands over his shoulders, utiteflowing
headdress, finding and stroking the bare napesofiéck. A muffled
cry was torn from his lips. He gripped her body enfirmly, moving

it to the rhythm she had incited in his, crushieg lbreasts against the
hard masculinity of his chest.

Amanda felt the heat suffusing her body, becomiagcentrated
between her thighs, the sharpening awareness arailg sensitivity
growing, strengthening, spiralling towards involanmyt orgasm, and
her eyes clung to his, mirroring the sweet drownimgide her, her
lips parting on a gasp of wonder, a breath ofthfat she offered to
him as a gift of utter abandonment to the feeling®voked in her.

If he could see her heart, he must know it pouridedim.

If he could see her mind, he must know he oblieetaverything else.
If he could see her soul, he must know he resideckt

'‘Amanda...’

It was a whisper of seeing and knowing and belgwvtte carried it to
her parted lips, his mouth closing over hers, waansual, the breath
of his life mingling with hers, so softly, caringlyurturing her gift of
love with infinite tenderness, tasting it as thoughkvas the most
exquisite wine in the world, incredibly, wonderfyll uniquely
intoxicating.

His fingers found the brooch that fastened the. W&fith a single

movement he undipped it. He parted the flowing [gr®ring her
shoulder, and his mouth moved from hers, trailioig Isurning kisses
down her throat. Instinctively, Amanda arched hekito the beat of
his pleasure. Her hands moved restlessly, throwfhbis headdress
in her need to touch more of him, her fingers rawglin the silky

thickness of his hair.



He eased the chiffon over her breasts with hisuengbsorbing the
texture of her skin, sensitising it to his tasegving her with hot,

licking imprints of himself that burned into a deegossession Of
her consciousness. As the veil undraped and sha fner hips he

followed it, adoring her body, the revelation ofr makedness, her
satin- smooth flesh, all the way down until what Queen of Sheba
had once worn lay as a pool of formless cloth abeutfeet.

Agile fingers, never still in their ceaseless roagpisent ripples of
pleasure down her thighs. His mouth began its tielen march up
her body towards the object of his pleasure. Amafettaherself
going limp, overwhelmed by the almost unendurakelesations he
was evoking. She had to restrain herself from gryont in case it
made him cease his exquisite ministrations.

Her breasts heaved. Her legs trembled. In a flowingon he picked
her up into the warmth of his arms, cradling heoss the strong wall
of his chest. Amanda was beyond caring where Helten She clung
to him, wanting him with a deep, desperate acheybarned to be
filled by this man and only this man.

He carried her through the archway to a terracg hane the scent of
the Xabian jasmine was stronger. The air was warmere sensual.
Amanda could see the sky. The stars were brighttyirgg.

He lowered her on to an opulently cushioned diaiskly strewn with

the soft petals of wild mountain roses. Frondsreslily cut jasmine
leaves formed a semicircle around her upper boblg. rEalisation
that this had all been prepared for her was swadtrmation of her
faith in the feelings they had shared together. Hael hoped...
dreamed ... wanted... and like a gently wafting membreeze his
fingers caressed her waiting breasts.

'‘Come to me,' she moaned. 'Love mel!'



His clothes were tossed aside. Her eyes feastetiomhysical

beauty. He was perfectly proportioned, his bodgldie honed to

tight flesh stretched over the curves of muscled tiere strongly
delineated. The smooth sheen of his skin lookexlpidished bronze
in the starlight. She was enthralled by the powdn®maleness, the
visible pulsing of his need for her.

She was aflame with desire. She did not try to e willing
receptivity and need for his embrace. She lay fedgosed, her back
arched in anticipation, her arms outflung across thshions in
complete abandon.

He came to her like a man who had ceased to funétioanything
other than joining with her. He slid between hesleéWith a hoarse
cry he plunged deeply into her body. Amanda feliesce and
triumphant satisfaction as at last their union waspleted. She
closed around him, squeezing, a wild, exultantg®asuring along
his manhood.

A gasp of astonishment emitted from his lips. Anmfelt a sense of
exaltation. She knew he had not experienced anyttke this before
in his life. She was putting her imprint on himspessing him as no
other woman had or would, making him as deeply hsrshe was
his... linked forever by this moment of mating.

He started a fierce stroking that super-heatednflemed responses.
Her thighs trembled. Her body tap-danced to the bkhis rhythm
and her need for climactic release. She gaspedumtasily as a
suffusion of moisture melted around his pulsinglile

Xa Shiraq appeared to take it as some kind of Eigiia back was
arched like a bow, his weight supported by his eéel arms, as he
drove faster and deeper and faster within herbiregathing came in
short gasps, feral and unrestrained. Amanda coesridsound him
again. Short, rapid, staccato thrusts precededtarguexclamation



of appeasement and release as the innermost skéds massion
spilled from his body into hers.

Instinctively Amanda's arms reached up to hug hma laring him
closer to her. She had to be close to him nowecliten she had ever
been. She had to prove her love and want and oe&dh. He had to
know that he was the one.

He did not resist. His torso met hers and he cdaldé in his arms.
His lips brushed across her forehead, her tempkscheeks, her
mouth.

He rolled to one side, carrying her with him, tloero his back so that
she lay on top of him. He rested her head uporsimailder, their
bodies still connected although the first rush ekice had been
appeased.

'‘Be at peace with me,' he murmured.

His hands moved over her back and shoulders wipjdysg a
sweetly scented lotion to her tingling skin. Hisokes were long and
languorous and mesmerising, weaving another dirornsof
intimacy. Amanda felt herself relax under the spélhis hypnotic
touch. He drew gentle, entrancing patterns oveibbdy, down her
arms, even to her fingers so that every part otlrerwas accessible
to him was caressed into tranquillity.

Amanda was almost asleep from his gentle pleasuneggvhen she
felt him stir and quicken inside her. She did neghiCuriosity as to
what he would do and how he would behave towardsmeouraged
her to give no visible sign that she was awareladtwas happening.

She felt him engorge to his full extent within hg§he forced herself
to remain limp and relaxed in his arms. She colamidher breathing
so that no alteration could be detected.



He found the contours of her breasts and traced sbé fullness
with the delicate touch of moonbeams upon a monmiast.

He stirred within her, yet with the waft of a sighs hands moved
away from her breasts and onto the cushions béswneHe moved
no more, leaving her to her repose.

Amanda waited. His desire for her did not abate. Hgudid nothing
that would awaken her. Slowly she shifted, as thoaigpused from
sleep. She lifted her head close to his ear.

'l had a beautiful dream,' she whispered, 'in wiyimln gave me great
pleasure. More pleasure than | ever thought itiptestor a woman to
have. Now it is my turn to please you.'

She started moving on him until he could bear itamger. When he
had to take control, Amanda did nothing to resttam. She gave of
herself with all the ecstatic bliss of knowing thieing in his heart.

Afterwards, as the stars faded from the skies, #iept together in
each other's arms.



CHAPTER TWENTY

Kozim could barely conceal his bewilderment. Life isrudp@ he told
himself, but the changes were so sweeping it wiisudt to adjust to
them and the rate at which events were unfurlings raly
staggering.

The wedding preparations were no problem. Kozim wssd to
organising huge ceremonial occasions. This, ofssurould be the
grandest of them all, but there was no set of edlarrangements he
could not handle with ease.

The proclamation that no future queen could be sefite rat-hole
was another matter entirely. It was a completekfean tradition.
Not only that, it was to be imbedded in the consbh of the country,
turning the proclamation into unbreakable law. Stachpering with
history had no precedent. Kozim found it deeplyutising.

The geologist's daughter, he reflected, had a vayetiing things

done that he himself had never possessed. Koziladbhimself up

on that thought. It was the princess, not the ggsls daughter. A
slip of the tongue on such a point over the futireen could result in
the most fateful consequences for himself. He e emltake care. Xa
Shirag was obviously besotted over his wife-to-be.

She certainly had the most voluptuous and exciiody... and the
radiance of her hair was entrancing...

Kozim sternly suppressed such thoughts. They ctedd to the
permanent separation of the head from the bodynesipment he had
once favoured, but upon more mature reflectiosgémed as extreme
as the rat-hole. Perhaps the mellowing effect thigst woman was
having on Xa Shiraq was also having an effect uporself.



Today had been very busy with the sheikh holdingnogourt for his
people. Themajlishad extended into the afternoon and still there w
one more deputation to deal with, yet Xa Shiraceappd amazingly
relaxed. His fingers were not tapping like a meagunetronome.
They seemed to be dancing on the armrest of his, chaime to
some light, frivolous melody.

Kozim shook his head. There was so much that waenake his

comprehension. How Xa Shiraq had changed his mbualitathe
geologi—the princess— and obviously believed harglbefore the
hydraulic jack was examined, was a total mysteri(eaim. But it

had proved right. The device had snapped unddo#ueof that huge
rock and the woman was not to blame at all.

Still, Xa Shiraqg could very easily have lost hfs liif he had not been
able to leap the chasm and work his way up thrabhghmountain to
the eagle's eyrie, from where he could use thetnéter in his signet
ring to summon the helicopter, Xabia could now beheut a ruler.
Kozim could be without a job. He shuddered at sackerrible
prospect.

And all for the sake of gathering those strangestatg for his

wife-to-be! It made no sense to Kozim. The crystakre quite

pleasant to look at, and for some reason the autathem seemed
sweeter and fresher, but obviously they were isically worthless.

Why Xa Shiraq had ordered them to be set in gaddngel ... Kozim

clamped down on the critical thought. The gold chdrease their
value. He still thought it a poor wedding gift thie future queen, but
undoubtedly the sheikh had his reasons.

Kozim noticed, with alarm, that more than five ntesihad passed
and Xa Shiraq had not said a word. Kozim gave aauer little
cough. 'l did send a messenger to the princess; Extellency,' he
said, anxious not to be found at fault.



Xa Shiraq bestowed a benevolent smile. 'lt is ofcoasequence,
Kozim. The princess will arrive when she is ready.’

That was another thing that disturbed Kozim. Thedrtiime-keeping
to a planned schedule had suffered considerabtg sire night of the
Queen of Sheba veil. It was totally incompreherstbl Kozim that
Xa Shiraq apparently accepted that the princesscised a will of
her own. Kozim did not like to think where suchhangg might lead.
He consoled himself with the assurance that Xa aghiknew
everything and it must therefore be a wise course.

The doors to the hall of government opened. Koanah Aa Shiraq
instantly sprang to their feet as the princessredte&She was a vision
of rare beauty. She wore a misty lilac gown thatBd enticingly
around her very feminine body as she walked forward

Kozim struggled to pull his thoughts into approfiarder. Of course
the gown was supremely modest, whispering downretoféet, and
with long graceful sleeves that caressed her sbépely arms. The
princess was certainly a credit to the sheikh. Koaad thought the
proposed marriage a mistake at first. It would petnent any
alliances or extend profitable areas of trade buab. man could
possibly look upon the princess for long and carito think of her
as a mistake.

Amanda flashed Mr Kozim a smile as she walked umézt Xa
Shiraqg. The stout little man was such a sweet peossge one got to
know him, a trifle uncertain of himself at timesitishe would help
him find his feet. He was always so anxious to gdeao get
everything right. He also thought Xa Shiraq was finent of all
wisdom, which made him invaluable as a personal.aid



She extended a much brighter smile to the manaresl! His eyes
were soft black velvet as he greeted her. A snaleshed on his lips,
giving them a sensual curve. He took her handad keer to the chair
that had been set beside his, and Amanda once mgavelled at the
pleasure of his touch, the tingling warmth of Hksnsagainst hers,
thestrength and the tenderness of his long, sdipglers.

'Why did you want me here?' Amanda asked, surptiss#ce should
ask her to join him at anajlis where he listened to the problem:
brought to him by his people.

His eyes twinkled wickedly. 'l want you everywhére.

She laughed. 'Not in front of Mr Kozim. He wouldfidgely be
shocked.’

‘You are right. | am not sure Kozim can sustain ynanore shocks.
We shall consider his feelings. There is a maltatr toncerns you.'

He saw her seated, and raised a hand to Mr Kozime asttled in the
chair beside her.

Mr Kozim rang a bell.
The doors opened.

Amanda was mystified as to what the matter couldTben Mocca
came bouncing in, his boyish face beaming with wivatked
suspiciously like mischievous delight. He performed elaborate
bow, then followed it with a long flattering addsesxtolling the
wisdomand generositpf Xa Shirag.

‘You may address the princess,' he was dryly told.

Mocca was not slow to pick up his cue. 'l have cawtik good news
and bad news.'



'What is the bad news?' Amanda asked, wonderirieife was
another mountainous pile of invoices about to lm tethe palace.

'‘We could not find the caves for which we were skiag,' Mocca
announced dolefully.

‘Then it is proven that they do not exist," Amaddalared. "You have
done well, Mocca. | thought it was a wild-goosesghhut | wanted to
know. Thank you. | am glad the matter is finallytiea.'

Xa Shirag squeezed her hand. She squeezed backeGiet would
remain with them.

Mocca's face lit with pleasure. 'In that case s&id cheerfully, 'there
Is only good news.'

'‘What is the good news?' Amanda inquired.
*Your bodyguard has performed an invaluable serfacgou.’

That was certainly news to Amanda, but she wasowfident that it
would be good.

‘They have caught the man who has been saying ¢isé ndiculous
and offensive things about people who have theucadd hair that
you have, oh, Princess,' Mocca continued.

Here, too? Amanda thought in exasperation.

'He has been saying you are stupid, you are durdbyan are a
female dog.'

Amanda bristled.

Xa Shirag leaned over and whispered, 'l rejectedrl€s Arnold's
petition to appeal against his dismissal from tlasi® Hotel chain.



Apparently he thought that gave him a license tadeffensive as he
pleased.'

So that was why Charles Arnold had come to Alcabiabdoubt he
was taking out his peevishness by insulting Xa &} choice of
wife. Amanda felt a warm glow of approval for hexdyguard.

‘What has my bodyguard done with him?' she askectcilo

'‘As you are aware, people of your hair colourirggrauch admired in
Xabia,' he declared fervently.

'l knew this was a wonderful country,"” Amanda desdawith equal
fervour.

'So we hung a sign of what he'd said around hi&k aed marched
him through the streets. The populace showeddm&pproval. They
booed him. They pelted him with camel dung...anctepot
evil-smelling refuse.’

'‘Oh, dear!" Amanda wasn't at all sure he deserfed Mmuch
humiliation. 'He is a creep and a slime, but I'ttdyego and see the
poor man in case he's damaged.'

'l wouldn't do that if | were you," Xa Shiraq remad very dryly.

Mocca flashed him his friendliest grin. 'We alsarieal out the
unspeakable. It felt really good doing it to him.'

A vision of the rat-hole flew into Amanda's mincheSsprang to her
feet. "'Take me to him at once!' she commanded.

'Princess!" Mr Kozim started up in alarm.



Xa Shiraq gave Kozim a knowing look as he rose doompany
Amanda. 'There's no stopping her once she getsitietween her
teeth, Kozim. The only thing to do is to satisfy.he

'‘Wise. Very wise,” Mr Kozim mumbled, but could nbide-his
distress at this highly inappropriate turn of egent

Mocca led off through the corridors of the palades they
approached a courtyard that opened out to one @fgtrdens,
Amanda's nose was assaulted by a revolting snieirérained from
comment but she privately decided the seweragemsysirgently
needed updating.

Mocca threw open the door to a room that overlodkedcourtyard
and stood back for Amanda to see the occupant.stémch was
dreadful.

‘We painted him with asafoetida,’” Mocca proudly amted. 'He
can't stand the smell of himself and no-one else egher. It is the
vilest-smelling naturally occurring substance oa fllanet. Wasn't
that a great punishment?"

Charles Arnold was a pitiable sight. He fell to lksees in a
grovelling plea for mercy. 'Mandy, for God's sakelease do
something! Help me!'

She fought for breath. ‘Mocca..." she gasped, entblshare his
boyish delight in the retribution taken, even thioutgcertainly was a
powerful deterrent to any human intercourse atGllarles Arnold

did deserve to know what it was like to have nastsnheaped upon
him. Nevertheless, enough was enough! 'Take hinyawand let

him wash it off,' she choked out.

'Oh, thank you, Mandy. Thank you, thank you, thgali," Charles
Arnold raved, clearly at the end of his tether.



Amanda was sharply reminded of the abuse she Hésresili from
him. 'In future, Charles, please remember that ammenis Amanda,
not Mandy.'

'‘Princess Amanda," Mocca corrected, 'and very doome Her
Majesty,' he added for good measure. Then he alapisehands and
the bodyguards started streaming in from the cauwityOkay, boys,’
he said cheerfully. 'Take him away and throw hito ithhe well from
which no-one ever returns.’

‘No, no, no!" Amanda cried. 'l meant take him awag give him a
scrubbing brush and strong soaps and deodoraBtse.gasped for
breath again. The smell was suffocating. 'I'm sdiyarles. You are
the most offensive person it's ever been my dispieato meet.
Please learn from this experience and treat pedgtently in the
future. I must go now.'

Xa Shirag took her arm and gave a stern, finishowggch to her
command. 'When he is deodorised, Mocca, he isaiel&Xabia and
never return.'

'‘Perhaps he need not wash until we see him ovebdhaer, Your
Excellency," Mocca suggested eagerly.

Xa Shiraq curbed his enthusiasm. 'Do as your pssm@®@mmands,
Mocca.'

'Yes, yes! Her will is my will. Your will is my wi| oh, most gracious
and generous ...'

‘How much did you pay him?' Amanda muttered as Kaa§ swept
her away from the putrid area.-

He chuckled. 'Such an enterprising young man desexveward. He
turned a problem into a triumph for you, my lovdeTpopulace of



Alcabab have taken you into their hearts. Thermigreater joy than
pelting camel dung at someone who richly deserve$erhaps
Mocca has even given birth to a future legend. fildey-tongued
foreigner who denigrated the beauty of the Queen...

Much later that evening Amanda was with Xa Shimadis private
apartment. She was comfortably curled up on orteeblue velvet
sofas as she questioned him about the guests whid Wwe attending
their wedding.

'Did you realise that Jebel Haffa is not on th#lishe asked, puzzled
by the omission.

Xa Shiraq gave her a bemused little smile. 'l axlgas told you, that
night in the tent outside the village of Tirhamattllebel Haffa does
not exist.'

Amanda shook her head in astonishment. 'The sanostimportant
man in Xabia does not exist?' she repeated inavadiyl.

'It goes a long way back to the time of troubleseéded someone
who was absolutely loyal to me, whom | could alwayst. There
was no such person | could find. | invented Jelsdfad

'You said he was part of you," Amanda mused, nmhetself than to
him. She realised now how truly he had expresseddir.

'It is why | have had to live a rather reclusivie lihe explained. 'So |
could play both roles as necessary. It made a tegjea. It made
Xabians feel doubly secure.'



The man who was never seen, Amanda thought, exceptlack
cloak and hood that kept his face in shadow. 'Aovbme knows of
this?' she asked.

'‘Not even Kozim.'
'So how will you explain his absence from the wad@i

‘It will be Jebei Haffa's duty to look after theah@ during the period
of our marriage and honeymoon. When we return,|Jéata will
have to die. He has served his function, the reladd to play.'

'l don't want Jebel Haffa to die," Amanda said. Vitss a wonderful
person. He was part of you. Can't he be retirdulstaountry estates?'

Xa Shiraq gave her a rueful smile. 'Enough,' hd.s#bu shall have
your way. When we return, we will mutually decidebdl Haffa's
fate.'

Xa Shiraq walked over to her, took her hands irahi$ gently urged
her up from the sofa. His arms slid around henvarg her close. His
black eyes shone with a brilliance Amanda had nseen before.

‘You are now my Jebel Haffa,' he said softly. 'Onlyre so, Amanda.
Much more so. In you | have found the true compaaiod partner of
my life. In you | place my absolute trust and kngou will give me
absolute loyalty. As | will give to you. For we asg one, as | was one
with him. In mind, in heart, in soul.'

He was completely open to her. No shutters. Newdimystery. The
brilliance of his eyes were the stars of a univesse had yet to
explore fully, but it was hers to travel with hito,share, to know and
to love.



She curled her arms around his neck and drew b ééewn to hers.
They kissed... tasting the future that was theiasid the goblet was
full.



