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Max Falconer didn't have a very high opinion ofrGaln fact, she was just
the kind of woman that he wanted to avoid, Glamsyoheautiful,
immaculately dressed... He couldn't think of amghiworse! Cairo
Kingswood didn't care what Max thought of her. 8lad one thing on her
mind -- to make a success of her business fordmily's sake, And if that
involved a few white lies -- then so be it! Unfarately for the two of them,
they had ended up stranded in the desert togettheras a potentially
explosive situation.



CHAPTER ONE
'MAX FALCONER? You're in luck. That's him over there.'

Cairo's gaze followed the pointing finger to whatdean, dusty-looking man
was unloading equipment from the back of an equdlisty pick-up truck.
Unaware of her interest, he paused to take offiiisand wipe his forehead
with the back of his arm in a gesture that toldr€#nat he was as hot and
tired as she was.

Her green eyes rested on him a little doubtfullygxd\Falconer will help you,
they had all said. You couldn't have a better guidey'd told her. Max
knows his way around the plateau as well as anyetua

Cairo had been intrigued by what she had beendtaflde Englishman who
had made his home in the desert, and had secnedlgined a flamboyant,
rather romantic figure, but as she watched him oditally unload his truck
she was conscious of a pang of disappointment.miiiswasn't romantic at
all. He merely looked tired and bad-tempered.

'‘Are you sure that's him?' she asked the youngiergiwho had stopped to
give her directions.

He grinned. 'That's him all right. There's only dax Falconer.'

Cairo suppressed a sigh. Nothing was turning oshashad expected this
trip. There were no guides available in the towrt,Mthen she had been told
about the English geologist her spirits had riseteanore. It would be even
better if she had a friendly, English- speaking pamon for the trip,
especially if he was as interesting as he had beste out to be. Now, her
green eyes were unimpressed as she studied thelagdfalconer. He was
very far from being the flamboyant figure she hadigaged. In fact, she
couldn't imagine anyone looking less flamboyantefEhwas an austere,
contained air about him, a sense of deliberate setitrol, and, although she
had to acknowledge that he looked more than compdte certainly didn't
look very friendly. He had very ordinary-lookingdwwn hair, and what she
could see of his face held a. guarded expressi@iro'€ hopes for a
fascinating guide and congenial companion werentadapidly.



Still, beggars couldn't be choosers, she reminéeskelf. Shéhadto get up
that plateau, and, if Max Falconer was the onlysperwho could take her
there, then she would just have to put up with him.

Squaring her shoulders, she smiled her thanks agdrbto pick her way

across the grit and rubble towards Max. The enginegéched her go with

regret. Cool, beautiful girls were a rare sightthe rough and ready
surroundings of a desert construction camp, and dyss rested

appreciatively on the long, slim legs shimmeringhe heat haze as she
approached the pick-up truck.

In spite of appearances, Cairo was feeling anytburtgcool. The heat was
crushing and the harsh desert sunlight seemed tmceoaround her,
glancing off her bright hair like metal. For the pt@enth time, she wished
she were at home in a wet and windy London spi@tee'd been told that
Max Falconer had been in Shofrar for years, thaadtaallychoseto live
here. Cairo couldn't imagine anyone wanting to livehis brown, barren
furnace of a country. As far as she could seeeth&s nothing here but a
few rocks, a chaotic bureaucracy and mile upon mwiléat, featureless
desert.

Thinking wistfully of elegant city streets as shalked down the dusty road,
Cairo had momentarily forgotten about Max until shiddenly realised that
he had straightened and was watching her apprddécbugh the heat, her
gaze met his, and she faltered.

His eyes were intensely light in his sunburnt faoeicy and unexpected that
she had to resist the urge to step backwards. @idrct tell what colour
they were. She only knew that they were very caltl@illingly indifferent,
and that they made her heart lurch uncomfortably.

Max turned back to the truck, releasing her froat tilacial look, and Cairo
took a sharp, involuntary breath. She felt oddlyak&m. There was
something in his eyes that forced her to rearrdregadeas about him yet
again. The severity she had noticed from a distdmde an aura of

suppressed power that was unmistakable at closeegaial his was no dully
capable geologist. This man was tough, and far fnsommpressive.



She had been right about the bad temper thoughbitgiws were drawn

together over his nose and his mouth was set nmalme. After that one

look, he had ignored her, and something aboutehbatate way he went on
unloading the vehicle made Cairo's hackles rise.

'‘Are you Max Falconer?' Her voice came out muchrmrathan she
intended. She had been thrown off balance by tleepetted impact of his
eyes, but it was only because they were so lightigndark face, she
reasoned. She certainly wasn't going to let hebselhtimidated byhat\

Max hoisted a battered metal box off the back astdtscarefully on the
ground before he answered. 'Presumably Chris Batojd you who | am, or
he wouldn't have pointed me out." It was strange ghvoice so deep and
deliberate could sound so cold. "Why bother toraskif you're not going to
believe him?'

'Why not just say yes or no?' Cairo retorted widnap. It had been a long
day. She was hot and tired and fed up with treklangund Menesset in
search of a man who was turning out to be thorgudisiagreeable. If only

she didn't have to ask a favour of him!

Taking a deep breath, she took off her sunglasstsas he could see who he
was talking to, and forced herself to sound pleasdty name's Cairo
Kingswood.' Her eyes were screwed up against thee gbut she saw his
gaze flick up at her, narrowed and uncomfortablpgpeating, before it
dropped back to the dusty truck. Something tugdeatieaback of Cairo's
mind, something that might have been recognitiart, $he brushed the
thought away irritably. She was sure she would mes@embered if she had
ever met anyone as rude as Max Falconer beforet Bohim, carrying on
stacking up his wretched boxes as if she wasniethde hadn't even
acknowledged her introduction.

'I've got a bit of a problem," she said at lastewlt was obvious he wasn't
going to say anything. 'Everyone tells me thatngothie one person who can
help me.'

Max lifted the last box off the truck, and bangée ttailgate back up.
Brushing his hands on his khaki trousers, he lo@tedairo at last. 'Who's



everyone?His eyes, she saw now, were a pale grey-greerr, staatling
lightness intensified by a fringe of dark, almasdty lashes.

‘Just about everyone I've talked to since | arrive8hofrar yesterday,’ said
Cairo, forcing her mind away from his eyes and ldadke problem in hand.
She thought morosely of her frustrating morningjitrg around Menesset,
of endless shaking heads and charming shrugs dtragd the last word of
advice: find Max Falconer. Now she had found him¢g auddenly her
request didn't seem quite so simple.

She hesitated for a moment, then pointed with baglesses towards the
vast, steep-sided plateau that reared out of dtedBsert in the distance.
From the camp on the outskirts of Menesset, it apgzka vast table of rock,
but she knew that it stretched for hundreds of snils stony surface eroded
by unimaginable time into a weird moonscape. Tlgealu was about as far
from civilisation as you could get, and Cairo shedd at the very thought
of it, but that was where she had to go. 'l negdide to take me up there,’
she said.

'Plenty of guides in Menesset,' Max said unhelgfull

'‘But there aren't.’ Cairo's hair was dark, shirgolyl, and fell in soft waves
to her jaw. Now she pushed it away from her fadeustration. 'l didn't take
into account that Shofrar is a Muslim country. Rdaraends tonight so
everyone's celebrating Id-el-Fitr and no one's g@nywhere for the next
few days. | haven't got long, and | can't affordvat for them all to come
back from their holidays.’

Max was unsympathetic. "You should have thoughitatfbefore you came,’'
he said, opening the door of the pick-up and lepmnside to collect a
notebook from the dashboard. 'lt doesn't take ntactind out when the
local holidays are before you leave, and if yowthbred to do that much
research you'd have found out that this is no tori®e in the desert anyway.
It's much too hot to climb the plateau now. Theigitseason ended a month
ago.'

'l was told you go up to the plateau all the tin@&giro protested as he
straightened.



'I do—but I'm not a tourist.'
'Nor am |,' she said. 'I'm here on business.'

'‘Business?' he echoed incredulously, staring atwhigr that unnervingly
light gaze. 'How can you possibly have businesthermplateau?’

'I'm here to represent my clients, Haydn Deane éases,' said Cairo,
trying to sound professional, but the effect wdkeaspoiled by having her
face screwed up against the sun. To hell with esyrtshe thought as she
put the sunglasses back on her nose. It was wastddax anyway. The
dark glasses made her feel cooler and more buskeesklaydn Deane are
an advertising company,' she went on. "They'recrsxio do a fashion shoot
using the plateau as a backdrop.'

To her chagrin, instead of being impressed as e meant to be, Max
Falconer burst out laughing. ‘A fashion shoot anglateau? They must be
mad!" His teeth were strong and white and the lergimomentarily
dissolved the grimly austere lines of his face.

'Haydn Deane are very far from mad,' Cairo saidlgpinsulted and more
than a little disconcerted by the way his laughgfarmed his face. 'They're
a creative and extremely successful company whoresponsible for a
number of award-winning advertisements.’

‘They'll be responsible for an award-winning cogkitithey try and do a
shoot here,' said Max brutally. He had stoppedHawggand she decided she
must have imagined that glimpse of a suddenlyaitit@a man. 'They've got
no idea what it's like.'

Cairo struggled to keep her cool. She mustn't lesetemper now! That's
precisely why I'm here. My partner and | run a att@cy doing all the
liaison and preparatory work on one-off internadiloprojects like this. Far
from having "no idea", our clients are so well agvaf the likely problems
that they have employed me to do a reconnaissdmpuessible sites and iron
out all the logistical problems before they arri@eirely that makes sense?’
she added with artificial sweetness, but Max wasawed.



He pushed his notebook into the pocket of his dle Ishirt. It was very
faded and had an oil stain on one sleeve, anddusdrs weren't in much
better condition. 'If you think it makes sensedket a group of self-styled
creative city people into one of the hottest andgtimhospitable places of
the world in the middle of summer, you must beafutour mind!'

‘The end of May isn't summer," said Cairo stublyorhknow it will be hot,
but I've been told it's quite possible.’

'It's possible if you're very fit, very tough anaMe a good guide. You, Miss
Kingswood, don't seem to fit into any of those gatees.'

Cairo lifted her chin. 'I'm tougher than I look.'

'I'm sure you're quite tough enough when it coroegetting your own way,’
said Max, looking her up and down, his cold eyesessing her smooth skin,
the thick, glinting hair and effortlessly eleganibtbhes. She wore a
knee-length linen skirt with low-heeled pumps arsillky olive-green shirt.
''ve met your type before,' he said in a hard @ol¥ou look like a spoilt
brat to me. | don't suppose you've ever done adegtk in your life, let
alone had to rough it.'

This was uncomfortably close to the truth and Csaieyes slid away from

his, her jaw working in frustration. She was ticddbeing dismissed as spoilt
by people who never made the effort to know her lagtyer. It wasn't her

fault that her father had pampered and indulgedroen the day she was
born, and, if she hadn't had any experience of \before now, well, that

had all had to change. It had taken long enouglafgone to give her the
chance to do a day's work! Only Piers had beenapegpto give her a
chance, and the thought of her partner and whynstsehere stiffened her
resolve.

'I'm working now," she told Max and glanced disdiaig around her at the

stark prefabricated buildings of the camp and tstydroad which stretched
off towards the empty horizon. 'l can assure ywn,not here for the fun of

it! I've got a job to do up on the plateau, an@ done plenty of research
about what's involved.'



'If you'd done any research at all, you'd have kmakere's no way you
could get an advertising team up there." Max gedttowards the plateau,
which seemed to float above the heat along thartisiorizon. 'Did you find
out how long it takes to climb up to? Eleven hoarg] that's on a good day.
Eleven hours of climbing an almost vertical pathtemperatures of well
over a hundred degrees, and you can't stop andoretio long, or you'd
never get to the top before dark. And the platesamat a place to be
wandering around in the dark, Cairo Kingswood. fiti¥ of treacherous
crevices and gulleys. If you fall down them, yowereget up again.' Max
glanced at her appalled expression and shook lid. héou wouldn't last
five minutes,' he said with finality.

'Want a bet?' said Cairo, much more bravely thanfalh

'‘No, because it's not going to be put to the tiestsaid with flat refusal. He
retrieved a battered hat from the cab, brushedubeoff it and set it on his
head. 'I'm not prepared to take you up to the algtand that's that.’

Cairo took a deep breath. He couldn't refuse, fiet & had taken all this
time just to find him! She tried an appealing smidease,’ she begged, even
though it went against the grain to be grovelliadpim. 'It's very important.’

'What's important about advertising?' Max looked ragr with a
contemptuous expression. "The whole business msimorAll advertising
does is sell false images to persuade people taigpeir money on things
they don't need and probably don't even want. Aagd'm concerned, that's
dishonest, noimportant!

Cairo bit her lip, taken aback by the unexpecté@triess in his voice. Why
should he care so much about advertising? It cbaidly affect him much
stuck out here! 'lt's important to me to do my jehge said after a moment. 'l
can't do that unless | get up on to the plateadiyan're the only person who
can take me.’

'My heart bleeds for you,' he said shortly, shattine door of the cab, and
Cairo's heart seethed at his indifference.



He could have shown a little more concern at highglWhat was she to do

now? She couldn't go home and tell Haydn Deanéatie't been able to get
up on to the plateau. Piers was relying on herdkeya success of this, their
first job, and she couldn't let him down. If wordtgound that they were

unreliable, they would never get any more work, steaight desperately,

and what would happen to her father then?

She watched helplessly as he bent to secure thenlidne of the boxes.
'Won't you change your mind?' she asked, hatingelfefor the pleading
note in her voice.

'Why should 1?' Max asked, straightening abrughd at the expression on
his face Cairo took an involuntary step backwabPdsu don't impress me
with all your talk of business and award-winningedisers.' His voice was
scathing and she felt herself flush humiliatinghys far as I'm concerned, if
we had no advertisers, the world would be a faebgtace, and if you think
I'm going to waste my time on a totally irrespoteibenture like the one
you've described to me, just to indulge some beamlexecutive's ego,
you've got another think coming. Do | make mys&dac?'

'Perfectly,’ said Cairo in a frosty voice. She wiageed to being talked to
like that, and she didn't like it. 'If that's thase, | won't bother you any
more.'

'Please don't,’ said Max.

He really was insufferable! Turning on her heeljr@€atalked back along
the road to the guest quarters and slammed theodd@r room behind her.
She wished she had never heard of Haydn Deaneafraghwished Piers
had never talked her into coming here. The placg avaightmare and the
bureaucracy even worse, and to cap it all she ladtd end up pleading
with the likes of Max Falconer.

Cairo banged around the room furiously. What didhawe to feel so
superior about, anyway? He was only some grubbiogesb.

Her eyes ached from the glare outside and she wdstreface with cold
water. The confrontation with Max Falconer had lb&r tense and



frustrated, and her angry face glared back atioen the mirror above the
basin, cheeks flushed and slanting green eyegtargli

Turning up the air-conditioning, she threw hersigvn on the narrow bed
with a sigh. "There's nothing to it,’ Piers hadls@ll you've got to do is get
yourself up on to that plateau, find a couple addjmcations and then fix up
a few donkeys to take everyone up there next mdiithne easy.'

Easy? Cairo grimaced at the ceiling. It hadn't nakeng to find out that
things were going to be far from easy. She wouldeh@ wade through
interminable red tape to get all the necessary pefmom the government,
and that was nothing compared to the problem aingedn to the plateau in
the first place. If only she had arrived a weekiearshe could have found a
guide in Menesset and been up and down the pldteay before the
holiday, instead of being reduced to grovelling/tax Falconer—and much
good that had done her!

Why couldn't Haydn Deane have chosen somewhetteantiore accessible
for the shoot? Max was right, she admitted grudgin§ome bright spark
had probably seen some pictures of the plateauwaodied that it would
make a suitably dramatic location without giving/dahought to how they
were going to get all the people and equipmentirequp there.

‘That's where we come in,’ Piers had said excite@lyce they realised how
difficult it was going to be, they were only toadlto let us take care of all
the arrangements for them.’

He threw himself down at his desk and looked owat Cairo, who was still
reeling from the shock of finding that she was ¢csbknt off into the middle
of the Sahara. 'What's the matter? This is thekbnesve been waiting for,
Cairo! If we make a success of this job, word wél around, and we'll just
take off. They'll be beating a path to our doonantime.’

'Why do | have to go?' she demanded. When theyfihstdset up their
consultancy, they had planned to operate in Europiigs, not in the wilds
of North Africa. Cairo didn't know anything abougsirts, other than the
fact that she was sure she never wanted to see one.



Piers waved a casual hand. 'It has to be someoaspédaks French so they
can deal with the government officials.’

"You speak French,' she pointed out, unimpressed.

‘Not as well as you. Besides..." Piers hesitated,faldled with his pen ...
they particularly asked for you.'

'For me? Why me?"'

Her partner couldn't quite meet her eyes. "Theyghoyour Middle Eastern
experience would come in useful in a place likef&tnd

'My what?' Cairo gaped at him, and Piers had the grace tshbldaydn
Deane, it turned out, had been intrigued by Caumissual name when Piers
had first approached them, and he had been quidapdalise on their
interest by embroidering the truth about her exqrexe.

Cairo was horrified. 'Piers, being born in Egypt apending five years in
Bahrain as a child hardly qualifies me as an expethe Middle East! And
even if it did, Shofrar is in North Africa, in cageu haven't looked at a map
recently.'

'Haydn Deane don't care about that,’ said Piershemlefensive. 'All they
care about is getting the arrangements for the tsfiwed up. What
difference does it make? | know that you can dgdbewith or without any
experience, and the important thing was to gettmract.'

'It doesn't sound very ethical to me,' said Catiogently. 'In fact, it sounds
remarkably like lying.'

'You'd never guess that a girl who looks as sojhistd as you do could
have such old-fashioned ideas," Piers grumblednéimes | think an

uncomfortably puritanical heart lies beneath thatmrous image of yours.'
When Cairo still looked mutinous, he leaned forwpeidsuasively. 'Look,
you can't let stupid principles stand in the wawy®fgetting this contract. If
you're going to turn down opportunities like thiey might as well go back
to waitressing, and you'll never pay your fatheebts off that way, will



you?' It was an unkind shot, and Cairo's lips gglkd, but she knew that
Piers was right. Her father was depending on her. no

'It'll be easy," Piers went on confidently. ‘Ifgldontract goes well, we'll be
able to repay your godmother the money she lentyget started, and then
we'll start raking in the profits, you wait and s@# you've got to do is get

yourself up that plateau.’

How?

Cairo hoisted herself upright now, propped theopillup behind her and
leant back against the wall with a sigh. She habitk. There must be some
way she could get up the plateau. She could livl disappointing Piers
and Haydn Deane, but she couldn't let her fathevndd~or the first
twenty-five years of her life, he had given herrgtl@ng, and now it was her
turn to do what she could for him.

In her mind, she went over her conversation withxNFalconer again.
Perhaps she had just approached him the wrong Slaghad been hot and
tired and cross, and so had he. Thrown off baléycthose piercing eyes,
-she had probably been more brittle than she ietgn@airo decided. He
might not have understood that she was offeringabusiness deal. Money
hadn't been mentioned; he might well have thougditshe was asking him
to take her up as a favour.

That was it! Cairo sat bolt upright, convinced thlaé had found the reason
for Max's hostility. She would talk to him agaimight, when they were
both in a better mood, and explain that she wag ffuepared to pay for hi&
services. Judging by his shabby clothes and bdttelek truck, he might
welcome some extra cash.

Confidence restored, Cairo swung her legs off #etdnd rummaged in her
suitcase for her most flattering outfit. She wopld| out all the stops this

evening, and Max would be so bowled over by herratthat he wouldn't be

able to resist coming to a deal! Cairo had a moargmjualm as she hung up
her black dress and tried to imagine Max Falcom@ndbowled over, but

she shrugged it aside. After a shower and a beewduld be much more

approachable. He might even apologise for beingns@Ipful...



It was lucky that she had been able to stay atdingp, Cairo decided as she
washed her hair, remembering the primitive hotelMenesset with a
shudder. If she hadn't met Bruce Mitchell she covéldhere now. Bruce was
the administration manager of the huge construateamp some ten miles
from Menesset, and it was he who had told her whleeemight find Max.

'He comes and goes as he pleases, but he's bdkedatatp with the rest of
us, so you've a better chance of finding him thkes anywhere,’ he had
said. 'Why don't you come back with me? We've sguast rooms that don't
get used much in the hot season, so you couldis¢ag until Max turns up.
It's not very grand—just a bar and a mess wher¢hallunmarried men
eat—but | know they'll all be delighted at the grest of some female
company for a change.’

Max Falconer hadn't seemed very delighted, Cairoerebered as she
wriggled into her dress. Smoothing it down over higs, she studied her
reflection critically and wondered what he wouldnth Her face was so
familiar to her that she normally gave it littleotight, but tonight she leaned
closer to the mirror and stared at herself aseflséid never seen it before,
trying to see herself through Max's eyes. She hadasual, triangular face,
with a wide jaw and high cheekbones, and green slgeding like a cat's
below winged brows. Her thick, waving blonde haasabluntly cut to the
jawline. It was a memorable face, she decided. Maht not have liked
her, but he would recognise her when he met hanagad, at the thought,
she remembered with some puzzlement that moment sline -could have
sworn that she had met Max before. He wasn't ttgeftable type either.

His image rose before her, peculiarly vivid. Sheuldopicture those
startlingly light eyes with absolute clarity, coulldve drawn exactly the line
of his mouth and the angle of his cheekbones. Withyaite knowing why,
Cairo shivered.

The dress was one of her favourites, left oveg &K her clothes, from the
good days before the easy, luxurious world herefattad built for her had
fallen about her ears. Exquisitely cut, the softckl material flattered the
soft curves of her body and gave her skin a lumsnglow. In spite of its
demure design, it was an undeniably sexy dressalaval/s made Cairo feel
good when she wore it.



Would Max think it was sexy? Unaccountably, Caglb & blush steal up her
throat at the thought of his eyes upon her. Imthrenal course of events, she
would never even have noticed him, she told her3élére was nothing
special about him, except for those light eyes libaked through you, and
that quality of tightly coiled strength. He hadwarmth, no charm, nothing
to recommend him at all. She wouldn't care a bitualvhat he thought if it
hadn't been for the fact that she wanted to chammitito doing what she
wanted. That was what she convinced herself, anyway

When Bruce Mitchell took Cairo into the bar thagt, there was a brief,
stunned silence as seventy-five pairs of male ®gdsin the vision standing
in the doorway. Used to admiration, Cairo tooklliira her stride, but was
annoyed to find her own gaze straying round theroosearch of Max.

She spotted him eventually, leaning against theab#éne far end, and her
heart gave an uncomfortable jolt. He was half tdraeay from her, and,
even though he was surrounded by tough-looking i@airp couldn't help
noticing how distinctive he was. It wasn't anythittgdo with how he
looked; there were plenty of lean, rangy-lookinginaeound with deep tans
and dark brown hair, but there was a cool air fgEtainment about Max
that set him apart. He didn't smile very often, Wwhenever he did his smile
caught at the edge of her eye and her gaze wackdflover towards him.

If Max was aware of her presence in the bar, he gavsign of it, and Cairo

couldn't help feeling rather put out. She kneweuitll that she was a very
attractive girl, and just about every other manh@ place was eyeing her
with appreciation, but Max didn't even seem to haoticed she was there at
all.

The longer his shoulder remained resolutely turtogeards her, the more
determined Cairo became to attract his attentidve. Sniled and laughed
and chatted animatedly, gathering a cluster of adghmen around her, but
no matter how many times she glanced over at Macoh&nued to ignore
her. Cairo's green eyes began to take on a fradtglitter. How could she
charm him if he wouldn't even notice her?

'How did you get on with Max?' Bruce asked herha&ytwent into the mess
for dinner. 'Is he going to take you up with hirmtmrrow morning?"



‘Tomorrow morning?'

'Yes, he told me he was going straight back updhée plateau. Usually he
stays here for a couple of days, but | wonderédmnight have been because
you wanted to go up as soon as possible.’

It was far more likely that he was going back to @&t of her way, Cairo
reflected, but there was no point in telling Bryast how disastrous her
confrontation with Max had been.

'We haven't finalised the details yet,” she saiduedy. 'l can't quite
remember where he said he would be setting off from

'Probably up by Oued Misra.' Bruce was as helpdutze had hoped. The
quickest path leaves from there, and | know Mavallggoes that way. He
sends his supplies up by donkey, and they go lsaaier but much longer
route, but I wouldn't have thought he'd take yat thay.'

Cairo's brain was ticking furiously. 'Does it tdkag to get to Oued Misra
from here?' she asked artlessly.

'‘About forty minutes in a car. Max gets one of dneers to drop him off, so
no doubt he'll take you with him.'

Cairo ate her meal thoughtfully, her .mind workimgsily on contingency

plans. Her best bet was still to persuade Maxittktagain, she decided. If
he wasn't going to do what any normal man woulceldone and come over
and say hello, she would just have to go over . Aihere was no sign of
him in the mess, but when they went back to thesharcaught sight of a
lean, compact figure heading towards the door, smgmuring an excuse to
Bruce, she hurried after him.

The door swung to behind her as she stepped authetnight. Max was

standing a few feet away, hands dug into his tnopsekets, staring down at
the ground as if in deep thought. The light frora thess windows caught
one side of his face, highlighting the strong cliesies and the decisive line
of his jaw. A weird sense afeja vuswept over Cairo without warning, and



she hesitated, caught off balance by the suddeaimsrthat she had come
up behind Max like this some time before.

Probably a trick of the brain, Cairo told hers&he had read somewhere
about the effect being cause by nerve messaghs tordin getting ahead of
themselves. At least that would explain why sheukhdeel there was
something familiar about a man she could sweahabenever met before in
her life. It wasn't just a case of not remembelhirggface. She couldn't even
imagine a place where si@ighthave come across anyone as different as
Max Falconer. He was English, of course, but thas absolutely all they
had in common. No, she couldn't have met him befsihe was sure of that.

Still, it was a strangely unsettling feeling, anaii© made a deliberate effort
to shrug it aside as she stepped forward. 'Hele'said.

Max's head jerked up, but he didn't respond todmeeting. Instead he
watched her silently, with eyes that were shadowmd unreadable in the
darkness.

'l was hoping to see you this evening,' she sa& af moment. His grimly
silent presence was unnerving.

Why?'

Cairo suppressed a sigh. Couldn't he at legdb be pleasant? She tried a
charming smile. It had left Bruce Mitchell and h#ie men in the mess
looking dazed, but won absolutely no response fMax. 'l wanted to
apologise,’ she persevered. 'l suppose | didrKtgiery good time to pester
you this afternoon.’

‘There's never a good time to pester me, Miss Kiogsl,’ Max said
discouragingly, and Cairo gritted her teeth.

'l just thought | might not have explained myseadfywell.'
'I'm not stupid,’ he pointed out in a harsh volt&now exactly what you

want. You want me to take you up on to the plasathat you can make
plans to bring in a lot of people who want to watsteir time and money



taking photographs of something people don't neeldaon't use in a place
they won't even recognise.'

Cairo reminded herself of her resolve to be chagmamd managed a light
laugh. 'That's putting it rather bluntly!

'It's putting it honestly—not a concept much usethe advertising world, |
agree.’

Cairo took a deep breath and tried again. 'l didmthk you hadn't
understood what | wanted. | just thought you migsithave appreciated that
| was proposing a business deal. I'm not askingtgalo this for free. I'm
quite prepared to pay for your services.'

'The answer is0, said Max, dangerously calm.

'l don't care what it costs,' Cairo said recklesslse you sure you can afford
to give up a chance like this? You could earn nmowne trip than the rest of
the year.'

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, sheskhat she had made a
mistake. 'lI've had just about enough of you," $&&k with such contempt

that she winced. 'I've met your type before. YomkKlthat, just because
you've got money and smart clothes, all you hawotts crook your finger

and everything and everyone will fall at your fadfell, the desert's not like
that, and nor am |. Neither of us is for sale. ulin't take you or anyone
like you anywhere near the plateau, no matter hawhyou paid me, so

you may as well go back to the city where you bgland learn to take no
for an answer.'



CHAPTERTWO

CAIRO shaded her eyes from the glare and watched tréisegopear into the
distance. When it was no more than a tiny dot serethin a tell-tale plume
of dust, she swallowed. She must be mad!

The silence settled about her like a heavy blarRefore her, the desert
stretched out, flat and brown and empty as fahashbrizon and beyond.
Behind her loomed the plateau, an intimidating ns®ck that dropped
down to the boulder-strewn wasteland where shealstoo

Cairo had never felt so alone in her life. Nothingved. The silence was so
absolute that she could hear her heart beating, eweh this early in the

morning, the heat was already intense. She tuimézbk uncertainly up at

the plateau to which she had been so determingdb. The steep, narrow
path soon disappeared into a tumble of rocks; shdwever be able to

find her way by herself.

She would never be able to make it back to canpeeishe remembered
with a lurch of her stomach. Bruce's driver hadnbegtuctant to leave her
here alone, but she had assured him that she teatjad to meet Max and
that he needn't wait, terrified that he would harmund until Max appeared
and spoil her plan. Now she sat down abruptly oocl as the enormity of
what she had done hit her. She didn't want to tiwhkt would happen if
Max didn't come.

She didn't really want to think about what woulghpen if he did, either.

Well, it was too late to change her mind now. Caiifiened her spine. She
wouldn't have needed to take a risk like this if XMlaad been more
reasonable, she grumbled to herself. If she sucedntbheat exhaustion out
hergit would be all his fault. When Max had turned as heel last night,
Cairo had been so angry that her determinatioretag to the plateau had
hardened to a steely refusal to let him get awah wie last word. If he
thought he could get the better of Cairo Kingswuadith a few sharp words,
he was the one who had another think coming! H&ekme, Piers, even her
father were forgotten. All that mattered was nttirlg herself be beaten by
Max Falconer.



She had lain awake for hours, desperately turnitggretives over in her

mind. This plan had occurred to her early on, asnsas Bruce had

mentioned where Max began his trek up the plateaiushe had rejected it
at first as being too foolhardy. As the night worg though, it became clear
that if she wanted to get up to the plateau shddvaave to take the risk.

She had been ready early in the morning and ha@& gorfind Bruce
Mitchell's Indian driver as soon as she had esthét that Max hadn't yet
left. The driver had been surprised at her reqteestive her to the Oued
Misra, but as Bruce had put him at Cairo's dispbeaherely shrugged and
started the car. Now all Cairo could do was hoje Bruce had been right
when he said that Max would leave from here.

If he had decided to go some other way...

'Don't even think about it,’ Cairo told herself taud, jumping to her feet as
her voice echoed in the silence. Think about Dadstead.' Her determined
face softened, as she thought about her fatherntdt¢ier had died while

she was still a baby and Jeremy Kingswood had texdsend adored his
only child ever since, showering her with presemd every luxury money

could buy. It was too late when Cairo had foundtbat the money wasn't
his at all, but she had stood by him through al slskandal and disgrace,
knowing that he had done it all for her.

Now it was her turn to look after him. They hadds@verything they
owned—the cars, the yachts, the houses and apdstintka pictures and
antiques were all gone—and Cairo had vowed to laylwat remained of
his debts so that they could both start again withlean slate. If it meant
risking her life in the fierce desert sun, wellathkvas what she would do.

Her eyes ranged the landscape, looking for sonmeteag she had not made
the most appalling mistake, and, in spite of atlitravado, her knees shook
with relief when a cloud of dust along the horizzmounced the approach
of a vehicle. Let it be Max, she prayed as shehputrucksack out of sight

and slipped behind the boulder.

Cairo's heart was thumping as she peeked cautibostyher hiding place a
few minutes later. It was Max. He was exchanginge@ke with the driver



as he hoisted his rucksack out of the back of itleyp truck. His smile lit
his face with humour, and, as once before, Caitmdoherself thinking
irrelevantly that he could be disquietingly attraetwhen he smiled like
that. As Max turned away to dump his pack on thmugd, her memory
suddenly jolted, but the flash of recognition wasg before she could grasp
it. Shehadmet him before... but where?

Max was thumping the roof of the cab to let theveiriknow that he was
ready, and as the truck drove off with a cheeryanaw of the window and a
toot of its horn Cairo quickly ducked back behihd boulder. It was cooler
in the shadow of the great rock, and she leant lageknst it, closing her
eyes against the momentary panic at the thougfatoaig Max. She could
feel the cool, weatherworn stone pressing agaersback. He was going to
be very angry with her.

For a treacherous moment she contemplated stagidgrin before her pride
reasserted itself and her spine stiffened. She dwiullet herself be
intimidated by Max Falconer, and, anyway, she didave any choice. If
she stayed here, she had no way to get back satbgy of the camp.

Don't be such a coward, she reprimanded hersetflgtend forced herself
upright. What could he do to her, after all?

Taking a deep breath, Cairo walked out from betinedooulder. 'Hello.'
Max had his back to her and was bent over his agtkut at her greeting
he spun round and stared incredulously at Cainm, @hd elegant in long,

loose shorts and a sleeveless shirt. A large dtedwlangled from her hand.

'What the hell are you doing here?' he explodddr afmoment of stunned
silence.

"Waiting for you,' she said, trying to sound congabs
There was a menacing pause. 'Do you have someepnolbhderstanding

plain English?' asked Max with dangerous contitde 'told you before,
woman, and this is the last time I'm going to yelli, so you'd better listen



hard.' He leant towards her, enunciating very sjoavid clearly. 'l am not
taking you up on to the plateau.’

Cairo quailed at the blaze of anger in his eyeshbkld her ground. 'In that
case, I'll just follow you,' she said bravely. "Yiwan't be able to do anything
about it.’

"You'd never be able to keep up,’ he said with disive contempt. 'You'd be
lost within five minutes.’

'Perhaps, but you haven't left me with any otheioog Cairo said, her chin
still tilted at a belligerent angle.

'Oh, yes, | have. Your only option is to take yalirback to the camp, and
then to London, as soon as possible.’

' can't.'

'What do you mean, you can't? You got here, digmit? Now you can get
yourself back.'

'l told the driver | was meeting you here. He'satly left.’

There was a silence. 'Do you mean to tell me,'[8kid, in a quiet voice that
chilled Cairo to the bone, 'that you came out hergtand in a hundred and
twenty degrees and sent away your one chance af/al#’

'l knew you would come,’ said Cairo, forced badsmte herself, on to the
defensive. 'Bruce said you usually came this way.'

'Usually, yes! But not always.' Max stared at hedisbelief. 'How could
you be so stupidly irresponsible? | suppose yoliseethat if | had decided
to go another way this morning you'd have beemd&d? Nobody else
comes here at this time of year, and you wouldafica snowball's chance
of walking back to the camp from here!

'l have to get up on to the plateau,’ Cairo saitilsbrnly.



'What is it with you?' Max's voice rose to a shafigheer frustration. 'What's
so important about this wretched advertisementybhathave to risk your
life for it?'

Cairo felt her cheeks burning, and set her jave jlist set up in partnership
with a friend. It's taken ages to get our first,jabd now that we've got it |
can't go home and say that | couldn't even get Ihisé¢he location.' Her
green eyes met his squarely. 'l don't want to cluphto this plateau any
more than you want to take me, bhialveto get there. If | don't, our business
will fail. We won't get another chance like thi$here was no need to
mention her godmother's loan weighing heavily on $teulders, or her
father, a broken man, waiting patiently for hes&b him back on his feet.

"You were stupid to take on a job like this," Maidsunsympathetically. 'The
desert's no place for a girl like you.'

Cairo lifted her chin proudly. "You don't know wHam like.'

'l can make a pretty good guess.' He looked aithrdislike. 'You've been
pampered and indulged so much of your life that ylwnk the world
revolves around you, and you're prepared to ridghishod over everyone
just to get your own way. Never mind that | miglot mvant to take you.
Never mind that you might hold me up or distractfroen my work. Never
mind that if you were stuck here other people waidk their own lives, let
alone their time and money, looking for you." Hasvjworked furiously. 'l
ought to call your bluff and leave you here.'

Cairo held her breath as he turned away and swoatching off his hat and

raking his fingers through his hair in frustratiévou're a damned nuisance!
he ground out between his teeth. 'l can't affoedtitme to take you back to
camp, and, as you've so cleverly calculated, Ihzadly leave you to die of

thirst, no matter how much you may deserve it.'

'So you'll take me with you?' Cairo beamed withefebut her smile faded
as Max stepped towards her and took her chin inrsteag, brown hand.

He forced her face up so that her defiant grees exgge staring up into his,
and she swallowed at the menacing expressiontieaesd there. 'You may



have won this round, but | wouldn't feel too smbgw it if | were you,
Cairo Kingswood," he said. 'l don't take kindlyoing manipulated, and if |
hear one word of complaint, omeurmurof protest about the conditions, |
swear I'll abandon you right where you are.' Higyérs were digging into
her jaw, hurting her. 'Is that understood?’

'Yes,' she said. She wanted to sound cool and wasiated to find that her
voice came out as no more than a whisper.

'‘Good.' He released her, and she stepped badkgimnatly rubbing her face
where he had held her. The soft skin seemed towitihnthe imprint of his
fingers.

She would probably have two huge bruises tomorr@airo thought
resentfully.

'l presume you brought some supplies with you?' Mlart on, impervious
to her aggrieved looks. Having accepted the stinatiowever reluctantly,
he was suddenly all brisk efficiency.

'I've got a backpack,' she said huskily.

'Show me.'

Cairo retrieved her rucksack and handed it ovéas, who emptied it out
unceremoniously on to the ground. 'What are yougi®di

‘The more you have to carry, the more you're ganglow me up. You
won't need half of this stuff. This can go for arst He took her make-up
bag and chucked it to one side.

'‘But that's got my cleanser and moisturiser irshe protested.
'If we find a guelta—an oasis—you can wash. Othsswiou'll just have to

go dirty," Max said curtly. 'There isn't much pointtrying to impress me,
and I'm the only person you'll be seeing.’



'l wouldn't bother to waste my time impressiay,'Cairo snapped back. 'l
was thinking more in terms of personal hygiene.'

Max threw a towel over to join the make-up bag.dAm thinking in terms
of survival. You can do as | say on this trip, ouycan stay behind. The
choice is yours.'

Cairo subsided into muttering silence, watchindesily as Max tossed out
half the things she had carefully packed that rmgynShe had read a book
about desert survival and had been rather pleagbdcherself for being so

practical. When the compass went sailing throughathto join the pile, she

was stung into protest.

' might need that!
'What for?'
'Well... something might happen to you.'

"You'd better hope that it doesn't,’ Max said gyirtA compass isn't any use
if you don't know where you're going. You'd neverdfyour way down
alone, compass or no compass.'

'I'm not leaving my Filofax.' Cairo pounced on @ftre Max could chuck it
on to the rapidly growing pile, and clutched it f@atively to her chest as if
she held her life in her hands, which was whaelt fike. She couldn't
imagine functioning without it. It held addressesl @hone numbers and
bank account numbers and notes about the businddsts and birthdays...
everything she ever needed to refer to had beesfutigrentered into the
black book and she wasn't about to leave it bemadnatter what Max said.

'You won't need to make any appointments wherergogoing,” Max
pointed out sardonically. ‘And there's not muchnpai having someone's
fax number when you're dying of thirst.'

'l don't care. I'm not risking leaving it behindl feel lost without it.'



He shrugged. 'Suit yourself. But don't blame memwi@u're struggling to
carry your pack.' He ran a critical eye over whasweft in the dust; a torch,
two large water bottles, a bag of food, a sleegimget and mat that a friend
had lent her, an oversized T-shirt and spare uregTwThat's more than
enough,' he grunted and began repacking it allietaucksack, while Cairo
surreptitiously retrieved her make-up bag.

When he came to her frivolous pants, he lookeldeaht shaking his head as
he stuffed them into the pack, but contented hifwgigh an ironic look.

Cairo flushed. 'What about my other things?' slke@dsharply.
'What about them?"
'l can't just leave them here. Someone might stheah.'

'If I thought anyone would be along to steal thédleave you here for them
to deal with," said Max bluntly. 'Leave them behihdt boulder over there
and put a white stone on top of them. Then if aeydid come along, they'd
know it was someone else's property—always supgosiiey were
interested in that rubbish. | can't imagine anyfom&ing a use for make-up
in the desert.’

Cairo shifted her make-up bag to an unobtrusivétipas and managed to
slip it into her rucksack with the Filofax while Mavas hunting for a white
stone. She straightened quickly as he came backantis suspicious look
with an expression of limpid innocence.

'What are you doing?'
‘Nothing. | await your next command.’

His brows drew together at her flippant tone. "don't seem to realise what
a serious position you've put yourself in. You ntipave escaped being
stranded, but you've still got to survive the niext days, and | don't think
you're going to like it very much. Quite apart franything else, you're
completely dependent on me, so, if you don't wariind yourself in for a



nasty shock, you'd be wise to treaery carefully he said with a note of
unmistakable warning.

Cairo tossed back her hair defiantly. 'I'm not gai$ helpless as you seem to
think. I've got myself this far, haven't I?'

You've got yourself into a very risky situatioMax retorted. 'lIf you had
any brains at all, you wouldn't be making flippanmments. You ought to
be very nervous indeed about putting yourself m ltnds of an entirely
strange man, with no way of getting help.’

'l trust you,' said Cairo sullenly. She could dee truth of what Max was
saying, but she hated looking foolish, and, altiowie disliked him
intensely, for some reason it had never occurrdgbtdo distrust him.

'‘More fool you," said Max. 'l might be a sex-stalveadman for all you
know.'

She had got the point the first time, Cairo thowgbssly. 'You don't seem to
be mad," she said in a cold voice. 'Rude and usaigayes. Mad, no. As for
sex--'starved, well, it's perfectly obvious thatiyaon't like women.'

Max's eyes narrowed. 'What makes you so sure abatf?' He moved
towards her, and, suddenly nervous, Cairo backeay awtil she came up
against the big boulder. Her heart was thumpingwagaer ribs, but she met
his eyes defiantly.

"You've gone out of your way to give me that imgres!

He was standing very close. 'You're so sure ofsa@fjraren't you?' he said
softly. 'Just because | haven't shown any intenegbu, you automatically
assume that | couldn't possibly be interested yoaa else." Taking her
wrists, he pinned them against the boulder. Thie @ohis face made Cairo
struggle to free herself, but his grip was likeekt&/Vhat's it like to be that
vain?' he asked conversationally.

Cairo had no chance to answer, for the next mommeitad bent his head to
kiss her. She tried desperately to turn her facgyalut he anticipated her,



capturing her mouth with his own. The touch of ljgs sent a shock of
electric awareness surging through her, and she gavinvoluntary gasp
which opened her lips to his demand. His mouth hasl, insistent as it
explored hers, and, horrified at her instinctivegpl®f response, Cairo fought
to contain the excitement uncurling treacheroukip@her senses.

Max shifted position slightly, letting his body geeher back against the rock
while he dropped her wrists to tangle his fingarser thick golden hair. The
vast desert landscape had spun and shrunk arounaol Gatil there was
nothing except the massive solidity of the boulaehind her, and Max, his
mouth on hers and his hands against her face hartdut, tantalising power
of his body. Her hands had fallen limply when hieased them, but as his
kisses deepened they crept instinctively up hissatmar fingers tightening
against the rough khaki cotton of his shirt asidertain whether to pull him
closer or push him away.

Cairo felt as if the ground had dropped from bemdwr feet. Her body
seemed to have acquired a will of its own, relaxagginst Max; ignoring
her frantic attempts to keep control, her lips Bhdndoned themselves to
the thrilling pressure of his mouth, and her eyad blosed as they gave
themselves up to the dangerous, shocking, shanagyre of his touch.

With a muttered exclamation, Max drew away abrymiyd Cairo sagged
back against the boulder, grateful for its suppdet legs felt weak and her
eyes were huge and dazed by the sudden returalityre

A muscle was beating furiously in Max's jaw, ansldéyes were blazing with

an emotion Cairo couldn't identify, but otherwisehad himself well under

control. He wasn't even breathing hard. As she nelpeeed how she had
melted into his kiss, a tide of colour swept upr@aithroat and stained her
cheeks crimson. She spread her hands againstuldeband pushed herself
upright rather shakily.

‘That wasn't fair," she whispered.
"You asked for it,’ said Max in a hard voice. 'Asappens, | do like women,

but only some, and your brand of rather, unsubitlrm leaves me stone
cold.'



'Why kiss me, then?’

‘To teach you a lesson. You've put yourself entiremy power, and you've
no one to blame but yourself.” Max looked at hethva contempt that
deepened the colour in her cheeks. 'l don't likeagmd | don't want you with
me, so don't ask me be fairwith you, Cairo. You haven't earned the right.’
Swinging up his rucksack, he shrugged it on toldask. 'As far as I'm
concerned, you can stay here and die of thirstsam# as he fastened the
buckle at his waist and adjusted the straps. 'Bybu're coming, you'd
better get a move-on. I'm not wasting any more ytime.' Without waiting

to see whether she had moved or not, he turned amaghget off up the path.

Cairo stared after him with loathing. Her heart wal pounding from his
kiss, and she was struggling to bring her breathinder control. At that
moment, dying of thirst seemed infinitely prefemlb ever seeing Max
Falconer again. She would have given anything shesgssed to have
walked away in the opposite direction, but as heniliation cooled reason
returned. As Max had pointed out, she hadn't lefsélf with any choice.

He was walking steadily upwards, his brown skin dalll clothes blending

into the stony background. He hadn't looked badeo@airo bit her lip and

pulled herself together with an effort. She woulghuit it past him to leave
her behind. Hoisting her pack on to her back, anahing her hat on to her
head, she set out after him.

The first bit of the path leading up to the vergeaf the plateau was steep
and narrow, and every now and then her trainerddasdip, skidding rubble
in all directions, It was oppressively hot and sum bounced off the rock,
enveloping her in its harsh glare. Cairo's breaéls woon coming in short
gasps. Beneath her hat, her hair was damp with tswed clung
uncomfortably to her neck.

Ahead of her, Max walked with a loose, rhythmiedstr He looked cool and
comfortable, and his indifference grated on Cairesentful nerves. He
hadn't so much as glanced to see whether she Wasifay or not! He was
obviously hoping that she wouldn't be able to kegp and Cairo was



equally determined to prove him wrong. Gritting Heeth, she toiled
upwards.

Hating Max made it easier to ignore the hot airchhiried in her lungs,
making it hard to breathe, or the way the strapshefbackpack rubbed
against her shoulders. She had never met anyonenatie so little effort to
hide his dislike. He had every right to be angryhat way she had forced
herself upon him, but there had been no need tuldter like that!

Cairo's hot face grew even hotter as she rememiengdumiliatingly she
had responded to his touch. It was only becausati¢aken her by surprise,
she argued to herself. Max Falconer was the vstytyae of man she would
find attractive. That cold, hard look had neveregpd to her, and, if his
mouth had been unexpectedly warm and exciting,, Wedt was just part of
the sudden shock of being kissed like that. Shehedsshe couldn't
remember how it had felt quite so vividly. Her sesistill quivered, and her
stomach churned at the thought of the hard streoigtier body. Havasn't
attractive. He was just... unexpected.

Cairo paused for breath and wiped the sweat oftipper lip as she looked
around her. The path was twisting its way up aavargorge, and the rock
walls soared above her, trapping the heat sottpa¢ssed down on her like
a leaden weight. It was a terrible place, she thowgth a shudder, bare and
menacing. She longed for the soft greenness ofdadglifor a glimpse of

trees and fields and houses. Even the immensereesptof the desert below
them would be preferable to this!

Trudging on with her head bent, it was some tim@reeshe noticed that
Max had stopped above her and was waiting in tedesbf an overhanging
rock. The thought of a rest quickened her step.v&hdd expire from heat
and thirst if she didn't sit down for a while.

Max sat on the stony ground, arms resting on hee&nand head turned to
watch her plod the last few yards uphill towardsnhiCairo was very
conscious of her red face and the sweat tricklmgrdher back, and she was
bitterly resentful of the cool amusement she calgtict lurking around his
mouth. She knew he was comparing the elegant womha had
approached him yesterday afternoon with the hehelielled girl who was



puffing and panting towards him now. She scowledmtas she unbuckled
her rucksack and pulled out her water.

You'll have to make better time than this if yoanvto make it to the camp
site before dark," said Max.

'I'm going as fast as | can,’ Cairo shapped, inbentinscrewing her water
bottle. The water was warm and brackish, but ghpetl back her head and
let it splash over her face and pour down her matdhroat as if it were
nectar. Satisfied at last, she took off her hashed her sunglasses on top of
her head and wiped her wet face with the back ohhad.

Max got to his feet as she screwed the top baandrput the bottle back in
her rucksack. 'Ready?'

Cairo opened her mouth to protest that she hadd'time to rest when she
met his eyes. He was just waiting for her to conmplé/ell, let him wait!
She wasn't giving in that easily. She lifted hanat him, green eyes bright
with challenge, and swung her pack back on her.bRelady," she said, and
pushed the straw hat back into place.

There was a flash of reluctant admiration in Ma¥yes before he turned
away. Cairo felt insensibly cheered as she seltégdglasses back on her
nose and took a deep breath. She would show himlegs felt shaky, and
she longed to collapse in a heap in the shadetheuthought of Max's
contempt forced her to put one foot in front of tither, and she trudged
doggedly after him.

If she hadn't known better, she would have thotlggt it was for her sake
that Max stopped again, not too long afterwardssittegged off his pack in
the deep shade of a crevice as Cairo climbed slap/tpwards him.

'We'll rest here for a while.’
She dropped down beside him and closed her eyetred to even find her

water bottle. Her heart was pounding with effod &er head felt as if it was
held in a vice of heat and glare and thirst.



'Here," said Max gruffly, and she opened her egeseé him holding out an
orange which he had cut into quarters with his&nithey were green on the
outside, but juicy and orange within, and Cairck&akcat them greedily. She
had never tasted anything as delicious before.

‘Thank you,” she mumbled through the pith. The $wess had an
immediate effect, and when she had found hersdlirkk and wiped her
face, she felt much better. Taking off her hat glagses, she ran her fingers
through her damp hair and lay back against her pgakn with a sigh.

'Why are you doing this?' asked Max abruptly. tAi$ talk about doing your
job just doesn't ring true somehow. You don't strike as a career type.'

He was right there, thought Cairo. Until a year,agjee had never had to
work at all, but that was a year ago. Things hahged since then.

'I'm doing it for the same reason most people @@ fbbs,’ she said. 'l need
the money.’

‘There must be easier ways of making money thatmgugourself through
this." Max glanced over at Cairo, slumped agaiestgack, her golden hair
dark with sweat and her long legs sprawled outaontfof her in the dust.
Her trainers and short white socks had been peistimte that morning; now
they were brown and ingrained with sand. 'This atiaacy business sounds
like a lot of hot air. Why don't you get yourselpeoper job?’

Cairo fanned herself with her hat. 'l haven't goy gualifications,’ she
admitted. There had been no need for her to gebaijter she had left
school, and she had drifted on, always talking adoing some course, but
never getting around to it until it was too late.

'It's hard to believe it from the way you've cadran since you've been here,
but | presume you've got a brain somewhere in yoead," said Max
caustically. 'There must be something you can do.'

That was whashehad thought, thought Cairo, remembering bittehly t
long months when she had tried to get a 'job, aby jhose humiliating
agency interviews when she had to admit that sdenbagualifications and



no experience, the endless letters of rejectian stbw, painful realisation
that as far as the world was concerned she was letehpuseless. Her
confidence had been gradually eroded, so that enetid she had been
delighted to get work as a waitress. That was lkesbre'd run into Piers
again. He was the one who'd picked her up andressteer confidence and
made her realise that she had been on quite thegvirack.

"You can get by on ordinary jobs,' she said to VBt if you want to make
big money, you've got to take a risk. If our .cdtemcy is a success, we'll
make far more money than if we'd stuck at a niate pb.’

'Oh, money sneered Max. 'l might have known that it woudsthe down to
that. Is that all that's important to you?"

Cairo thought of her father's face as he addedisiébts. 'It is at the
moment,’ she said evenly. Suddenly, she wantedyard make Max
understand, but he had obviously given up in disgigetching out in the
shade and tipping his hat over his eyes.

It was the first time she had been able to lookiat properly. He was

wearing shabby trousers and an old khaki shirtoitg sleeves carelessly
rolled up above his wrists, and open to reveastreng brown column of his

neck. She found her eyes drawn to the pulse besliingand steady at the
base of his throat. His hands were linked behirsdhgiad and he looked
utterly relaxed and at home in this stark, aliemi@mment.

She glanced around her. The rocks seemed to press every side, the
walls of the chasm looming above her, and the patting up and up above
them, littered with rock falls. The silence hung aond heavy. Far, far above
her, in the narrow strip of sky, an eagle hung agm#y motionless on a
thermal current.

Cairo shivered. How could Max look so...sght in this awful place? She

shifted imperceptibly closer, remembering what b kaid about her utter
dependence on him. His solid strength was overwingimnreassuring, and

her fingers tingled with the unnerving realisatibat she wanted to reach
out and touch him.



Cairo remembered wryly how disappointed she had bd®n she had first
seen him. She had been distinctly unimpressedyrmitook in his eyes had
been enough to realise that Max was no more thet,qaridinary man he had
appeared from a distance than he was the flamblgyamhantic figure of
her imagination. There was an intriguingly detachadlity about him, an
air of self-sufficiency, as if he had not the stiggt interest in anyone else or
what they might think of him. Cairo doubted if hadh

Her gaze lingered on him speculatively. He woul@asier to deal with if he
were as cold as he appeared at first sight, shegttipbut his eyes revealed a
man much more passionate beneath the surfacé.Qidigo with a feeling of
potentially explosive tension which was as unggitlas it was elusively
familiar. She had sensed it before, she knew stie ha

Her eyes strayed to his mouth, the only part offéii® not covered by his
hat. Just looking at it gave her a strange feelngl, her lips seemed to burn
once more with the memory of his kisses. No, hewvagarly as cold as he
liked to appear.

Unaware of her scrutiny, Max wriggled his shouldento a more
comfortable position, and Cairo drew a sharp bresttirtled by a sharp jab
of sudden, unaccountable, unwanted desire.

'What's the matter?' Max lifted his hat at her avdn gasp and squinted at
her. Even in the shadow, his light eyes were unoawbly penetrating, and
Cairo looked quickly away.

‘Nothing," she said in a strangled voice. Horrifacher own reaction, she
cleared her throat and improvised hastily, 'That was just wondering if
we might have met before.’

Max gave a hard look and then, much to her rediefpped his hat back over
his eyes. 'l hardly think we move in the same es¢cldo you?' he said
dismissively.

'No." He was irritating, overbearing, arrogantplatant and downright rude,
Cairo reminded herself fiercely, unable to stopdwes sliding back up his
throat to that unexpectedly sensual mouth. The imeiat have affected her



more than she had thought. She searched arounsofoething to say,
desperate to keep on talking and keep her mintMak's mouth and Max's
body and the way Max's fingers had tangled in la@r. h

"What do you do, exactly?'

'I'm a geologist." Max sounded resigned at hertgures!'m doing a survey
of the structures and potential minerals of thetgala for the Shofrar
government at the moment.'

'Do you work for the same company as Bruce Mitéhell
'‘No, I'm an independent consultant.’

‘A consultant?' Cairo was unable to prevent minmigkiis comment to her.
'Why don't you get a proper job?’

'l work best on my own," said Max, unperturbed, huteluctant smile
bracketed his mouth, sending a disquieting jolvafmth through Cairo.

She jerked her eyes away. 'Have you been workirglbag?

'What is this? A cocktail party?' He tilted his bkasend her a sardonic look.
This kind of interrogation reminds me of Londonrtpes. Everyone
interrogates you in the same way—"What do you da® ybu enjoy
it?"—and all the time their eyes are sliding oveurshoulder, looking for
someone more interesting to talk to. It's all gasti superficial charm. Why
do you bother if you're not interested?’

'l aminterested,' said Cairo, wondering about the finiges that edged his
voice when he talked about London. 'l wouldn't lkeotivasting any charm
on you, superficial or otherwise, but, for bettemmrse, we are travelling
together,' she added reasonably. 'l just thoughbiild be nice to know a
little more about you. If | hadn't really wantedkimow how long you'd been
here, | wouldn't have asked.’'

Max sighed. 'If it's that fascinating, the answabsut seven years.'



'Don't you ever want to go home?'

'What to?' He pushed back his hat and sat upngehis back against the
rock. 'l grew up in a city, and | never want tolgak there. It's all nice and
civilised on the surface, but underneath it's rotte the core. Most of the
people | knew were obsessed with money- just lige—and if it wasn't

money, it was with protecting appearances at afls;avith pretending to be
what they weren't. Corruption starts at that leaat] | found it nauseating."'

Cairo winced. Her father had been vilified in thre$3 for being corrupt, and
the label still stung. Corrupt suggested someon@ds and rotten, as Max
had said, but her father had never been that. Bahth perhaps, even
dishonest, but nddiad.How could she explain to Max that someone who had
broken the law in his business dealings could aksd&ind and loyal and
absurdly generous?

'Things aren't always as black and white as youenmak," she said after a
moment.

'‘No," he agreed unexpectedly. 'They're not. But Hre in the desert. That's
why | like it here.' His eyes were on the eagleglitig effortlessly high
above them. 'The desert strips a man down to genéals. Time takes on a
different meaning out here. There are no imagekdrdesert, no worrying
about making an impression. You are what you &te.glanced at Cairo
suddenly, his eyes light and sharp. 'You oughtpend more time in the
desert. It might make you less tense.'

'l am not tense!' said Cairo, nettled, and turnexddface away deliberately,
determined not to show any more interest.



CHAPTER THREE

THEY sat on in silence. Max had an ability to sit absaly still, Cairo
noticed, watching him huffily out of the corner loér eye. His eyes were
shadowed by his hat, and it was impossible toatk#dt he was thinking.

He baffled and intrigued Cairo. He was so unlikg amn she had met
before, and, much as she wanted to ignore hingahlen't help speculating
what had brought him to the desert in the firstpléSomething must have
caused that burning hostility to city life. Wasiivoman? Had his heart been
broken by a girl who loved money more than sheddven? He didn'took
like the kind of man who would break his heart ckeavoman. He was too
self-sufficient for that.

Cairo slid another glance over towards him, wontdgwhat sort of girl Max
would love. She wouldn't be tall or blonde or ssphated, that was for
sure, she thought with a pang of something that allm®st like jealousy.
She had never met anyone so unresponsive to hengha

Tracing patterns in the dust with her finger, Caalised that she didn't like
imagining Max with another woman, smiling at heni¢hing her, running
his hard hands over her skin... She felt her splmeer at the thought, and
she glanced at him again, only to find him watchieg with an unreadable
expression.

Their eyes met with a jarring contact, and the ienseemed to jump
suddenly between them. Cairo found herself flushoegtain that he knew
she was remembering how he had kissed her.

'We'd better go,' said Max abruptly.

"Yes.' Cairo scrambled to her feet, too glad otliversion to remember how
tired she felt, but she grim-aced as she heaveduttksack back on to her
shoulders. It seemed to have doubled in weight,rabded uncomfortably
against her skin.

'It looks like you've got a bit of sunburn therMax's finger brushed
inadvertently against her shoulder as he pointed she flinched as if from



an electric shock. He raised a sardonic eyebrowhoilight you weren't
tense?"

'I'm not," she said between clenched teeth. tiss3g bit sore.’

Max was typically unsympathetic. 'Serves you rigihtvearing a sleeveless
shirt. This is no time to be getting a tan.'

‘Actually, I was thinking of staying cool,’ said i@acrossly.

"You'll stay much cooler with a thin layer on." Mgave an irritable sigh and
opened his rucksack. After digging around for a rantnhe pulled out a
faded shirt in a dull, muddy green colour. 'Hehe,'said, tossing it over to
her. 'Put that on. | don't want you on my hand$siinstroke.'

His expression warned her not to argue. Wrinklieg imose at the colour,
Cairo slipped it on over her sleeveless top. Shidedt get any hotter than
she was, and anyway it would be worth it to stop $traps rubbing her
shoulders. The shirt was far too big for her, sesled up the sleeves and
knotted the tails loosely over her hips with artimive sense of style.

'Very haute couturg said Max maliciously.

'Sludge-green is in this year," she retorted wititkpretension, and the fact
that Max almost smiled was enough to make her hardiice her back as
she heaved it on again.

Cairo lost track of time as the path wound its wpaythe gorge in an endless
series of hairpin bends. At times, she found heesdjing along the rock
wall, with a vertiginous drop down to the bottomtbé& gorge at the other
side of the narrow path, and, although she didifésfrom vertigo, she was
glad that Max waited for her at those parts.

Her face was white and tense after the first ok¢herdeals, and Max
frowned as he saw her wipe her face with a trergland.

‘Are you all right?' he asked brusquely, and imragdy Cairo's head came
up.



I'm fine.'

Still, she was immensely relieved when they finatigde it to the top of the
gorge, hours later. "You've done the worst bitd 84ax. 'It's relatively flat
from now on.’

Cairo was breathing too hard to reply, or even veorad his encouragement,
but she nodded her head gratefully as she reacindgef water bottle. Her
fingers felt as if they had swollen to the sizesafisages in the heat and she
fumbled with the fastenings on her pack until Maewed it for her and
unscrewed the water bottle with an exasperatedesbflkis head.

‘Thank you," she gasped, tipping it back, too tlfartk resent his irritation.

When she lowered the bottle, she saw to her astoeist that Max was
smiling and holding up a hand in greeting. Blinkishe looked over her
shoulder to see two men loping towards them thrabghrocks, and for a
moment she wondered if she were hallucinating. Wene plastic sandals
and each had a string bag hung over his shouldey might have been
popping down to the shops for a pint of milk.

'What are they doing here?' she whispered to Malxegscame up, grinning.

‘They're smugglers,’ he said out of the corneriohiouth. 'Libya is just at
the other side of the plateau. They bring in tehtake back chewing gum.’
He squatted down with the two men and chatted ay #moked the
cigarettes he offered them. Clearly excluded as ceman, Cairo sat
awkwardly to one side. Max had an astonishinglsaative smile when he
chose to use if, she noticed grudgingly. He neweitesl like that ather.
What was so special about the smugglers?

The two men had been giving her curious looks, asthey made to leave
they smiled at her and called out some comment a&. Miis reply made

them laugh, and they dropped over the lip of thggg@n to the path with a
cheery wave.

'What was all that about?' asked Cairo suspiciously



‘They think you're very beautiful." Max's tone matlelear that he didn't
share their opinion. 'They were just envying mewaynan.'

'l hope you made it clear that | was no such thi@giro said, piqued.

'Of course | didn't, he said with an irritable kodDo you really want it
known that a single, unprotected girl is wandeangund the plateau up for
grabs? Those men wouldn't be averse to smugglinigrade girl into the
country. You'd probably be worth a good deal mbenta bag of chewing
gum.’

‘Nice of you to admit it!" said Cairo in a voiceathdripped acid. 'I'm
surprised you didn't offer me in exchange for thiea while you had the
chance!

'It would have been a bargain,' he retorted naskiyish I'd thought of it. A
bag of tea would be lighter, easier and a lot nuz&ful to take along with
me than a spoilt blonde!’

Walking across the top of the plateau proved todagly as hard as climbing
the gorge. It was flatter, but there was no path, the ground varied from
ankle- wrenching stones to flat, fissured rock scattered boulders.

The sun was setting in a blaze of gold as Caimgeed up a sloping seam of
rock to where Max seemed to be standing at the efiglee world. His
distinctive silhouette was sharply etched agaihst glowing sky, and in
spite of her exhaustion she caught her breatheagigit.

When she reached him, she realised that they wemmdiag on the edge of a
wadi. Max pointed across it. 'See that tree overeh That's the camp.’

Cairo stared, speechless at the sight of the hedarcapparently growing
out of nothing. After the unrelieved brown of tleeks she had been walking
through all day, its green leaves seemed incredilile fiery evening light
suffused the air, softening the rocky landscapetandhing the tree with
gold.

'What a magical place,' she breathed.



Max glanced down at her. 'They say that tree ig ttuee thousand years
old.

'‘But how can it live that long? There's no watathmg.' For once Cairo
forgot to be snappy with him.

‘The desert used to be a much cooler, wetter plegeit is now. When this
tree was growing there was much more water aroand,its roots are so
deep now that when it does rain it can make thet ofas'

Cairo was silent as they climbed down into the waadi up the other side,
thinking of how much the world had changed sineetthe had first started
to grow. Now that the end was in sight, her exhansthreatened to
overwhelm her, and the last yards seemed to takeda This time, though,
Max walked beside her, and when she stumbled anddweave fallen he
caught her arm in a hard grasp and held her upfigi# jolt of feeling at his
touch revived Cairo, and she stiffened her legkhabshe could walk up to
the tree on her own.

Max let her collapse under the leaves, too tiredldoanything but stare
blankly up at the swollen water bag which hung frome of the branches.
Made from an entire goatskin, it was hung up byegs and dripped slowly
on to the dusty ground.

‘This is the camp used by tourists,’ he said, magdi some ragged canvas
tents. 'Normally you have to stay in one of thresignated areas, but as I'm
working for the government | can camp whereverdch®.' He shot Cairo
an amused look. 'Make the most of your last takstévdisation.'

Cairo looked up at the skin and then at the tattyst Civilisation? She gave
a weak laugh. 'What have | done to deserve alldxisry tonight?'

'I've arranged for my supplies to be brought upnoye,’ said Max, unruffled
by her irony. Much to her annoyance, he was lookimgool and fresh as he
had nearly twelve hours earlier. 'It means | cam&back here and stock up
with food and water when | need to, instead ofyag it all up the gorge
with me. They come a much longer route, so theytéere yet. We'll have



some tea with the caretaker while we wait." He wdl&ff towards the tents,
ordering her over his shoulder to .stay theref sise were a dog.

She wouldn't have any trouble obeying that commadairo reflected
wearily. She was so stiff and sore and tired that souldn't have moved
even if she had wanted to.

A few minutes later, Max reappeared with a gravieened old man who
greeted Cairo serenely and calmly set about matkiegn tea while Max
talked to him. Cairo found his unhurried movemestteingely soothing.
Sitting cross-legged by the fire, he brewed soraetel mint with a pinch of
sugar in a blue enamel teapot. When it had bolledpoured the tea back
and forth between the pot and a small glass. Higefis were deft as he
flipped the lid of the teapot to pour in the teanfrthe glass and then held the
pot high to let a long stream froth into the glagmin. At length he was
satisfied, and handed them a glass each.

Cairo sipped at the tea curiously. It was delicipusinty and reviving.

"You must drink three glasses, and three onlyd' B&x. 'The first is said to
be bitter, like life. The second is strong likedpwand the third is sweet like
death.’

His deep voice seemed to quiver against Cairo’s Sikie was very aware of
him. He sat cross-legged like the old man, his kordg inches from hers,
with his back to the sun so that the slanting liglotved around him. His
head was bent courteously towards the caretakdrsla@ was struck once
again at how different he was with other peoplewHould the man who
bandied jokes with smugglers or talked quietly vaithold man be the same
man who looked at her with such hostility, or kis$eer with such savage
passion?

It was completely dark by the time a jingle of hess and the sliding sound
of hoofs on rocks announced the arrival of Max'ppées. Cairo was
beyond feeling hungry by then, but Max made heseate of the couscous
he heated up on his stove.



'It's all right," she said when he offered hemabiow! of the steaming stew.
'I've got my own food.'

'Don't be ridiculous, woman," said Max irritablyfou've got to eat
something.'

'I'll have a biscuit." She tugged the battered paokt of her rucksack. They
looked stale and dry and unappetising.

‘A few biscuit crumbs aren't going to get you veawy'
'I'm not that hungry. I'm too tired to eat muchaay.'

Max banged a spoon into the bowl and shoved ithetdchands. 'l don't care
how tired or hungry you are. You're going to da,'said forcefully. 'If you
don't eat properly, you won't be able to walk, &ddn't want to deal with
you fainting with hunger halfway across the platelde paused. 'Of course,
it's just occurred to me that | could leave youehend send you down with
the mules...'

‘No! I'll have some.' Having got this far, Cairossdamned if she was going
to allow herself to be sent back down without cagtipg her job. She
inspected the contents of the bowl dubiously, butnvshe tried it she found
that it was deliciously spicy, and realised that slas ravenous after all. She
cleaned the bowl and handed it back to Max ratldtily. As there was
only one bowl, he had to wait until she had finsbefore he could have his
own meal. 'Thank you," she said humbly.

Afterwards, Max made coffee and they shared thenehaug, passing it

wordlessly between them. Every time Cairo's findgeushed against Max's
on the handle, something within her would tightangkerously. Nobody had
ever had this effect on her before, especiallysumheone she disliked so
intensely, and it made her feel edgy. Cairo pdowwn to exhaustion and the
alien surroundings. It was very dark, and onlydigant murmur of voices

from the men by the mules reminded her that shevimdwere not the only

people in the world.



Max seemed quite unperturbed by her presence. tHesdtag his arms on
his knees, his hands loosely clasped togetherngdhoughtfully out into
the darkness. Cairo watched him covertly. It wast tlguality of
self-containment that was so naggingly familiar stkecided. Perhaps not
preciselyfamiliar, she amended to herself, but somehow recognisthie.
lurking sense that she had met him before was hagjrio annoy her. It had
happened too many times for it to be explained meee trick of the mind.
Somehow, somewhere, she had come across Max—ormseméio was
very like him.

'Have you got any family?' she asked him, breaktiegsilence.

Max turned his head to look at her. She half exggebtm to be as brusque as
when she had asked him about his work, but headid 'A sister. Why?"'

'It's just that | keep getting this weird feelidgt | know you. | wondered if
you had a brother | might have met somewhere.’

‘No, there's just me and Joanna.'

‘Joanna’s your sister? Maybe I've rhet.' Sometimes brothers and sisters
could look quite different and yet share certamifg characteristics. 'Is she
like you?'

In the flickering firelight, Max looked almost amag ‘No. If anything, she's
more likeyou.'

'Me?' Cairo echoed in astonishment.

'Oh, she doesn't look anything like you. Joannestypin a quiet sort of
way, but she certainly doesn't have your flambogtyle. She doesn't have
your confidence either, but you're alike in othespects. You're both city
girls, for a start. She can't understand why | sleco live in the desert any
more than you seem to. Joanna's idea of the outdeois sitting on a
terrace, with perhaps the occasional trek all thg across the pavement to
the car.'

'I'm not like that!" Cairo said indignantly.



'‘Aren't you? | can't see you going out for a brgeiralk in the country when
you could be in some overheated shop or restaurant.

'Well..." Cairo tried to remember the last time $ta@ even been to the
country, let alone for a walk. 'l don't need tofgioa walk,' she said at last. 'l
take plenty of exercise. | go to the gym every dajhome," she added
proudly.

'Still safely inside," he mocked. 'l don't know wiiyls like you and Joanna
are so afraid of fresh air. You seem content te iiva completely artificial
environment.'

'Rubbish!’

'It's not rubbish. You expect electricity at akliaf a switch, water at the turn
of a tap, you go everywhere in cars, individualahbbxes that seal you off
from the rest of the world. It doesn't really matteyou what the weather is
like. All you care about is what you're going toanewill it be the silk dress

or something you can wear with a jacket?' He miexclan agony of

indecision, and Cairo gave an uncomfortable latdghreminded her all too
clearly of the days when she had had nothing toudevonder what to wear.

'Are you like this with Joanna?'
'Like what?'

"You seem very critical of her lifestyle—not to nien mine. | hope she
tells you what you can do with your opinions!

Max gave rather a twisted grin. 'That wouldn't lmanha's style. She
wouldn't dare, and | suppose, because | know tldat)'t criticise her.".

"You don't seem to have had any of those inhibgtiith me," Cairo pointed
out tartly.

"You're more than capable of standing up for ydfjr$e said with a hint of
amusement. 'l haven't noticed you not daring tevangack.'



'l don't suppose anyone ever answers you back,6 @aumbled. 'In fact,
there probably isn't anyorte answer you back out here. No wonder you
don't like anyone disagreeing with you. You'rettaw used to having your
own way.'

'Funny, | would have said exactly the same thingualyou,' said Max, a
touch acidly. 'You've been pampered and indulgkewoalr life. You're like
some hothouse plant that can't survive out of dsefally controlled
environment. A breath of cold air, a nasty brusthwhe real world, and
you're lost. You don't stand a chance in a harsiramment like the desert.’

'Perhaps,’ said Cairo. 'But here | am.' She thidchin and her defiant eyes
met his across the fire.

'Yes,' Max said slowly, as if the idea was newita.HHere you are.’

There was an uneasy pause. Cairo dropped her gaalele to look at him
any longer. She felt as if she had stepped on dalesdy shaky ground
without being sure why.

'Er—where do | sleep?' she asked awkwardly. Angthirbreak the silence.
'In the tents?'

'If you want, but | suggest you sleep with me d9dax, and Cairo's nerves
jerked at the image his words conjured up.

'With you?' she squeaked, and Max lifted an eyebrow

‘There's no need to carry on like an outraged sging wasn't about to
suggest a night of unbridled passion,’ he saig.dMbu're already an object
of much speculation among the men, and I'd advise not to spoil the
impression that you're my woman by going off alahef's all.'

Cairo bit her lip. She found the thought of slegpimear him infinitely
disturbing, but she could see that his suggestas avsensible one. 'Where
are you sleeping, if not in the tents?' she askeldsd, trying to sound
reasonable.



'Right here." Max untied a sleeping mat from thg ¢ his rucksack and
tossed it down by the fire.

'What, on the ground?'

'Yes, on the ground,’ he confirmed with exaggergtience. 'What were
you expecting? A five-star motel?’

'l don't know... | hadn't thought..." Cairo stoogksolute. 'A tent, perhaps?'
She glanced over her shoulder to where she cosildarjake out the shape of
the tents behind the tree. 'Why don't we sleep thexe?'

'‘Because | like to sleep under the stars. | dd€td roof over my head, it
makes me feel trapped.’

Cairo looked at him curiously. Trapped? It was\aeading choice of word.
"You must have to sleep under a roof sometimes. dimywou manage when
you're in England?'

'I'm not neurotic about it." Max shrugged. 'Butagivthe choice, I'd rather
sleep outside than in.’

‘That's all very well when you're on your own, ltat about when you're
with other people?’

'Like you?"'

'‘No, | meant... someone closer. A wife, for inseghshe suggested.

Max glanced at her as he unrolled his sleeping Bagnot married.'

'‘But if you were?' Cairo persisted. 'Would you daagife up here and make
her sleep under the stars?' * 'Most of the timeethen't anywhere else to
sleep,' he pointed out. 'You seem very concernanlpQONhat does it matter

to you what my wife—admittedly a very unlikely eveality—would have
to put up with?'



Cairo could feel herself flushing, and was gladhe darkness. ‘It doesn't
matter," she said,, studying her hands. 'l wascusbus about whether you
imagined yourself spending your whole life alon¢ loere. Don't you miss
your family and friends?’

'My friends are here," said Max. 'And as for familyvell, there's Joanna, of
course, but she leads such a different life. |gast't fit in there any more. |

don't think | ever did." He stared into the flam&ometimes | imagine

myself living in a nice house like hers, going imtork every day, sitting in

some office week after week, and | come out in ld sweat at the very
thought. So yes, | suppose | do see myself stayuidnere—or somewhere
like here.'

'Don't you ever get lonely?' she asked.

He seemed to have forgotten she was there, bugrajuestion, he looked
across at her with a sardonic expression. 'Whatranine question! Don't
you mean, why don't | get married?'

'Well, why don't you?'

'‘Because the only females | ever seem to come saaresmore at home in
nightclubs than lying under the stars,’ Max satlyl 'If | marry anyone, it'll
be a girl who can cope with the desert, who lovas much as | do, not one
who's forever pining for the comforts of home.'

His eyes rested on Cairo disparagingly, and shéedutip, certain that he
was thinking that she was exactly the type of gealwould least like to
marry. Well, he needn't think it bothered her! $lidn't have the slightest
desire to spend her life in a place like this. Maxld sneer all he wanted at
his sister's house, but Cairo would have giventangtto have been there
now. It would be clean and warm. There would betelelight, and a bed
with a mattress and sheets. All they had here tvagdlitkering light of the
fire and a sleeping mat to lay upon the stony gdoun

"You'd better get some sleep,’ said Max abrupfyf eegretting having said
as much as he had. 'You've a long walk in the mgrhi



'‘Can't | wash first?' Cairo asked, glad of the ¢eaof subject.

"You can if you're prepared to make do with a wiethc There's no
bathroomen suiteas you can see.’

Cairo was grimy with dust and sweat, and there ma@hking she wanted
more at that moment than to be safely at home iirclean blue and white
bathroom with its deep bath and soft towels andfoding clutter of jars
and bottles on the shelf below the mirror, but shek the flannel Max
handed her with only a tiny sigh.

'Where shall | go?' she asked, looking round her.
'What's wrong with here?'
'I'd prefer to take my clothes off in private," st@d coldly.

'I'm sure you would, but if you wander around ia ttark with no clothes on,
you're likely to tread on a scorpion.’

'A s-scorpion?' Cairo echoed uncertainly. 'Are eéhrexally scorpions around
here?'

Max gave a grim smile. 'And snakes. And spidersd,Aike most creatures
of the desert, they come out at night, so I'd befadwhere | was treading if
| were you.'

Cairo glanced nervously about her, half expectiogsée swarms of
creepy-crawlies lurking at the edge of the firelighuddenly the darkness
didn't seem quite so invitingly private.

'Look, stop dithering around,' sighed Max at ld§tyou're going to wash,
wash—but don't use too much water." He thrust sagoer of water towards
her, adding sardonically, 'I'll be a gentleman praimise not to look, but for
God's sake get on with it. You're not the only wi® wants to get to bed.'

He turned his back ostentatiously to face the famregd Cairo seized the
opportunity to pull her make-up bag out of her maxtk. She was glad she



had brought it along now! At least she was ableléan her face properly.
She retreated to the shadows, very conscious ofdyiaaximity, but was so
desperate to wash that she stripped off her cla@hdslid the best she could
with the flannel.

'Haven't you finished yet?' demanded Max as sherulasing moisturiser
into her legs.

'Don't look round!

'I'm not going to look round," he said, exasperatepist wondered what
you'd found to do with that flannel that could pbistake you that long. It's
obviously far more versatile than | ever gave édit for!"

'l like to feel clean," Cairo explained, wrigglimgto a T-shirt. It was long
and loose and fell halfway down her thighs, andws glad Max had left
her something clean and comfortable to sleep in.

She-could practically hear him rolling his eyesddn't know why you're
bothering. You're only going to get dirty again mwmnow.'

Cairo ignored him. His perfect woman might not cafrether she washed
or not, but she wasn't in the running floatrole anyway, and it would take a
lot more than Max Falconer's disapproval to intetrher beauty routine.

Unrolling her sleeping mat, she laid it out near xMdabut not too

near—with a show of unconcern. She would take kiaca about not

sleeping on her own, but she didn't want to getdlose. She had had
enough of Max Falconer for one day!

'Decided you prefer me to the scorpions?' He hadagld over his shoulder,
and for a moment his expression was arrested asught sight of Cairo
bending over her rucksack. Her legs were long deddsr beneath her
T-shirt, and her hair caught the firelight as It ferward to hide her face.

'‘Marginally,' she said coldly, without looking ath



He watched her as she shook out her sleeping ahdéaid it on the mat. It
looked flimsy and very close to the ground, sheugfimd nervously. There
wouldn't be much between her and a scorpion, noigiation the snakes and
the spiders.

'Why on earth didn't you bring a sleeping bag?d3Wax sharply, almost as
if he could read her mind.

'l didn't think I'd need one. This is the Sahafteraall.'

'‘And in all the famous research you supposedlybdibre you came, did
you never come across the information that the i@abets very cold at
night?'

'l can't believe it gets that cold," said Cairo tloa defensive.

Max pinched the bridge of his nose in a gesturdesfpair. 'You've got no

idea, have you? If you're an example of your cdasaly's planning, | dread
to think what's going to happen when you're resibba$or other people. On

present form, you couldn't organise a day at thside, let alone a complex
trip to one of the most inaccessible parts of tloedaV

'Look, I'll be perfectly all right," Cairo said @sly.

But as the hours passed, it got colder and coltitier that day, as she had
climbed up the furnace-like gorge, she had decttiatl what she wanted
was to spend the rest of her life in the cold,rimw she tossed and turned in
an effort to get warm. This was an awful place! figtling was so extreme,
and it was impossible to get comfortable. Every cteugh her body ached,
and the fact that she was shivering didn't help.

If she turned on her side, she could see Max, warthsound asleep in his
sleeping bag, only a few feet away. It was all rifgr him, she thought

resentfully, but she couldn't help wishing she laadi her mat a little closer.
The darkness was so intense that every sound wgsfied. She could hear
Max breathing, and the mules shifting their hoofsoag the stones.
Mosquitoes whined annoyingly around her head amdphled the sheet



over her face, but that made her feel even moreevable. What if she
didn't see all those snakes and scorpions creespaadthily towards her?

Suddenly, the night was rent by a blood-curdlinggh@airo sat bolt upright
with a gasp, her heart pounding and her eyes widetexrified. The howl
was answered by another, and soon the darknesdilledswith eerie
yelping. How could Max sleep through it? She dethataking him up, but
lost her nerve at the last minute. He would onlgéeastic. It was a wonder
the sound of her teeth clacking like castanets hagiken him up already.

Cairo clutched the sheet around her. What was slreg dhere in this
godforsaken place? Max was right. She should haared herself a proper
job. She had been made to let Piers talk her m$octazy consultancy idea.
She wanted to go home.

She was shaking with cold and fright. Too scareddbout of her sleep
sheet, she leant over and managed to haul heratickswards her so that
she could scrabble around for Max's shirt. Anotager might help.

'‘Can't you keep still?' Max demanded in sleeptaition out of the darkness,
making her jump. "You've been thrashing aroundhigiht. The desert used
to be a peaceful place before you came aldn@eacefuP’ said Cairo
bitterly between chattering teeth. 'How can yousgayg call this... this
nightmare of a place peaceful? I've had to put up with smpriand
mosquitoes dive-bombing me, all sorts of horrivkatures scuttling around
on the ground and now werewolves howling for blood!

‘They're only jackals," Max said with infuriatinglm, and Cairo's voice rose
to a squeak.

‘Jackal® Wonderful!" She was teetering on the edge ofehigst'Not only
are there millions of poisonous insects lining apite me, but I'm likely to
be torn from limb to limb by a pack of scavengiagkals as well"

‘They're not interested in you,' said Max, exadperdScorpions and snakes
will only attack in self- defence, so if you staills/ou won't come to any
harm.' He rolled back on to his side and closedies once more. 'Just lie
down and be quiet.'



Cairo lay back gingerly, but she was still freezi8be might as well put that
shirt on now that she had got the pack. Sittingpope more, .she began
pulling things out of the top pocket. Where had gheit?

'What are you doingow?'Max sounded as if he was controlling his temper
with an effort.

'I'm looking for your shirt," she said sulkily.

'My shirt? Surely you're not cold?' His sarcasm wasistakable and Cairo
cast him a look of loathing.

'Yes, | am! You'll be delighted to know that I'noZen, exhausted and scared
stiff. | ache all over and | wish I'd never heafd/ou or your rotten desert!'
She was struggling with the zip on the lower pock&thy won't this...?
Agh!’

Max sat up with a muttered exclamation. ‘Now what?"
"I've broken a nail!' Cairo wailed, and burst it¢ars. It was the last straw.

Swearing fluently, Max disentangled himself frons lsieeping bag and,
after a wary shake for scorpions, thrust his fietet his shoes. He strode over
to Cairo who was snuffling miserably into her slsbpet, and picked her up
bodily.

'What are you doing?' she spluttered, her flailihgnds clutching

instinctively round his neck and brushing agairst tvarm skin of his

shoulders. She was a tall girl, but he held hellyeagainst his bare chest.
She hadn't realised quite how strong he was.'trgimg to get some sleep,’
said Max distinctly, depositing her, sleep sheet ah on his sleeping bag.
'‘And I'm not going to get any with you fussing dntheting away over

there.' He threw her sleeping mat down besiderdsnaoved her over as if
she was a parcel. Then he unzipped his sleepinglbéige way round to

make an eiderdown, lay down beside her, pulledriierthe warmth of his

body and threw the bag over both of them.



'If I'd known that tearing one of your nails wa®egh to break your spirit,
I'd have broken one back at the camp,’ he said.

Cairo found herself held against his hard body)cessc by his arms. Her
cheek was resting on his bare chest, and she wascgdingly aware of the
warm, matt texture of his skin. He had evidentlereuite unmoved by
carrying her scantily clad body close to his bdia,dut her heart was still
thudding painfully against her ribs.

'My spirit isn't broken,’ she said, rather muffled.
‘Then why were you bawling your eyes out?’

'l wasn't bawling,' she said, trying to sound digui. 'l was just... tired. I'm
perfectly all right.'

Max loosened his hold on her. 'Oh, well, if you wengo back...'

'‘No," said Cairo quickly. It felt safe and warmhrs arms, and she didn't
want to leave them. 'l mean, | don't want to distyou again,’ she added
lamely.

'‘Good. In that case, will you please shut up antbgideep?'

'l bet you say that to all the girls," she muttesedrly, and felt rather than
saw his reluctant smile above her head.

She was so cold that it took some time for theesinng to subside, but Max
rubbed his hand rhythmically up and down her armd as his warmth
seeped through her gradually her tired musclesrbemaelax. She could
hear the steady, reassuring beat of his heartpakdver the broad chest at
the still, black outlines of the rocks against #kg. Their silent looming
presence no longer seemed threatening, and evegigpering jackals
seemed to have faded away.

For the first time, Cairo noticed the stars. Shetf@ver seen so many. They
crowded together, blurring the inky blackness efgky with starlight. Why
hadn't she seen how bright they were before?



She thought about Max, who must have stared ugeanh tlike this on
countless nights. How remote her world must seemirtd Even after her
world had fallen apart, she had still stayed indityg where she felt at home.
Max was right, Cairo admitted to herself. Her k@s narrow. She could
have claimed that London was a vast, cosmopolitacep full of interest
and activity, but, if she was honest with herdedf;, life was as limited as if
she lived in a small village. She always went te slhme places, saw the
same people, they all lived in the same sort oEkeuHow long was it since
she had met someone different? A few minutes'ahatparty, perhaps, but
until she met Max she hadn't realised quite howriotsd her experience
had been.

For the first time, Cairo felt a pang of regretttble couldn't have met him
under other circumstances. Lying in his arms, gfteals if all her senses
were preter- naturally heightened. Strange thaaa who made no secret of
his dislike of her could make her feel so safe.nhie security of his body
beside her, she felt as if she could see everytrengclearly. Would things
have been different if she had met Max in Londordult¥ she have started
to notice the shadows of the trees on the paveroettie exuberance of the
summer windowboxes, or the pink haze of a wintesstiover the Thames?
Was the truth that she had never bothered to stddamk before because
she knew they were there for free and had no eixelusachet to make them
worth her attention?

Cairo grimaced at the stars. She hadn't come taldkert for a course in
self-knowledge. That was far too uncomfortable. #has here to do a job,
even if it wasn't exactly what she had expected.

She smiled sleepily as she remembered how excitechad been when
Piers had first proposed that they go into businegsther. 'We may not
have qualifications,' he had said, 'but betweenelge got loads of contacts.
You've been jaunting around Europe for years;hdélleasy for you to set up
social programmes, and even if we concentrate emtisiness angle you'll
know lots of people who'll be able to point youthe right direction.'

Cairo had been enthused, lured by the glamorouarpiof life Piers had
painted for her. She had imagined herself jettietyveen Paris and Milan,
perhaps running around Madrid with a clipboard,coolly sorting out



transport problems in Frankfurt. She had neverrdtélaat she would end up
on top of a plateau in the Sahara, sleeping wittaa she had only met for
the first time yesterday, a man for whom she wadmrdutiful, capable Cairo
Kingswood, but a thorough nuisance, and not aqaatily attractive one at
that. His heartbeat was slow and steadig.senses weren't careering out of
control just because she was lying in his arms.

Unconsciously she sighed and nestled closer. At Isiae was warm and
comfortable. Max was asleep. She could feel histchsing and falling
beneath her cheek, and she shifted slightly, sohiraface was turned into
the warmth of his throat. Her eyelashes feathegathat his jaw and her lips
were almostalmost,touching his skin. If she moved just a fractiohe s
would be able to taste him ...

Cairo's eyes, which had been closing slowly, fleckgen. What was she
thinking of? This wadMax.

But she was too tired to wonder what tricks herybads playing on her.
She would just lie here quietly as Max had insedctand worry about it all
tomorrow. Tomorrow she would be herself again, trete would be no
strange yearnings to kiss the skin so tantalisiotyige to hers.

Drifting in and out of consciousness, she felt Maix in his sleep, and
mumble something indistinct into her hair. It sedrtfee most natural thing
in the world for Cairo to turn then, and presslipsrto the pulse in his throat
with a tiny sigh of release. She was vaguely awéMax's arms tightening
instinctively around her, and, giving herself umtsense of infinite security,
she slid at last into a deep sleep.

When Max shook her awake just before dawn, Cainmbied in protest and
tried to draw the sleeping bag over her head.

'‘Leave me alone!'

The next moment, the comforting warmth of the bag yerked away and
Max was stirring her roughly with his foot. '‘Come, get up!'



Cairo struggled upright, rubbing her leaden eyesah't possibly be time to
get up,’ she yawned. 'I've only just gone to sleep.

'If you'd spent less time making that appallingsflast night, we might both
have had a longer sleep,’ Max pointed out, andshklieed uncomfortably,
remembering how she had burst into tears overrieeh nail. It wasn't like
her to behave so hysterically.

'l wasn't myself last night, and you know it," Sad coldly.

'On the contrary,’ said Max with an ironic lookd 'have said you were
behaving quite in character, although even | didrjpect that a broken
fingernail would provoke quite such a tragedy!

Cairo flushed. 'It wasn't the nail. It was just #eEumulation of events that
got to me when | was tired, that's all.’

'What events?' Max asked with a glint of amusemlesit night's fire had
been reduced to a circle of cold, white ashes,fendias busy setting up a
small paraffin stove to boil some water. 'It waatinary, peaceful night in
the desert. You were the only one creating a sture. I'd have thought if
you could sleep in London you could sleep anywh€éoer must be used to
cars and sirens and pubs and televisions and pgoateelling next door all
through the night. Last night should have been labsly silent by
comparison!'

‘They were different sorts of noises," Cairo sai#iky.

'Well, you'd better get used to them,' said Mavaightening, and regarding
her with a complete lack of sympathy. If anythingge seemed to be
positively enjoying her suffering, Cairo thoughttérly.

'‘Don't tell me," she said. "There's no five-staehim look forward to tonight,
either.'

Unexpectedly Max grinned. 'Got it in one, Cairo!dAsince you will have
noticed the lack of room service here, | suggestget up and keep an eye
on the stove while | go and have a word with theteker.'



Cairo eyed his back with resentment as he walkédStfe didn't like the
way he found her discomfort so amusing. If he had Any sense of
decency, he would have been trying to make thiagy ér her instead of
watching her with that mocking look in his eyes am@king barbed
comments about how out of place she was. She dikinthe way her heart
lurched when he grinned either.

She had a rather uneasy memory of snuggling irt@tms last, night. She
had been cold, of course, she reasoned, and ihatasal to seek his body
warmth. It had absolutely nothing to do with wagtto feel his arms around
her or the solid strength of his body close to h&ise could remember
looking up at the stars too, and being glad thattsd met Max, and as for
that bizarre compulsion to touch her lips to hi;miskshe must have been
dreaming, or so tired that she had been deliridlsink heaven Max had
been asleep, or he would have got quite the wrdea. iAttractive he might
be when he smiled, but he was just not the kinnarf she would ever want
to kiss!



CHAPTER FOUR

CAIRO extricated herself with some difficulty from hangled sleep sheet.
A narrow strip of sky was just beginning to lightever a line of weirdly
shaped boulders as she pulled on Max's shirt attriaad it with chill
fingers. She had been too tired to behave norntatiynight, but she had
herself well under control again now. She didntedaow ridiculous Max
Falconer thought her. She would never be ablertoharself into his ideal
woman, so she might as well carry on just as sl wa

When Max came back, she was sitting cross-leggeteorsleeping mat,
peering into a tiny handbag mirror as she smoothedsturiser over her
face. 'I've made some coffee,’ she said withoutifgpat him. 'The mug's
over there by the stove.’

After an incredulous stare when he noticed whawsmedoing, Max picked
up the mug with a grunt. 'l thought I told you éave all that stuff behind?'

‘You did.'

'So you deliberately ignored my advice?'

‘This isn't the Army, Max.' Cairo lowered the miriand looked up at him
with truculent green eyes. 'You gave me some adsaite | chose not to take
it, that's all. I'm quite capable of making my ogetisions. Contrary to what
you think, I've got a perfectly good mind of my aivn

'l haven't seen much evidence of it so far," Max{eal out.

Studiously ignoring him, Cairo finished moisturigiler face and began
carefully applying sunblock.

'How many lotions do you need, for God's sakeX¢tevled down at her as
he drank his coffee.

'l don't want to get sunburnt. You may be happyhawe a skin like old
leather, but | certainly don't intend to have one.’



'l sometimes wonder if you've appreciated just whegyu are, Cairo," Max
said in a tone of exasperated resignation. 'Thenaapi aren't up here
waiting to jump out and take a snap of you not inglat your very best, so
| hardly think you need to bother with full maketup

'I'm not putting on any make-up,' said Cairo, séngvthe top back on the
sunblock. 'I'm just taking care of my skin.'

'‘And in the meantime you expect me to stand heingngagpatiently while
you fuss over yourself?'

'l haven't noticed you being particularly patiesihé snapped. 'Surely it's not
the end of the world if | spend five minutes givimgself a bit of protection.
You'd be the first person to complain if | collapseith sunstroke.’

Max chucked the dregs of the coffee away with atabsle gesture. "Your

hat's all the protection you should need. You deedm to appreciate that
I've got a job to do up here. | haven't got all ttayhang around waiting for

you.'

'l thought time "takes on a different meaning ie ttesert",’ Cairo quoted
him nastily as he glared at her.

'‘Believe me, it seems twice as long when it hasetgpent with you! Now,
hurry up!'

Cairo was still stiff and aching from yesterdayalky and she grimaced as
she hoisted the pack on to her back. Max had madéake another large
container of water, as well as some food, and &ggered at first under the
extra weight.

'I'll never be able to carry this!'

'If you can carry all those cosmetics as well agry@lofax, you can carry
food and water that might well save your life,tsisliax bluntly. 'If you want

to leave something behind, | don't need to tell wnat it should be!"Cairo
lapsed into sullen silence and plodded after hifterfa while, her muscles



loosened up with the renewed exercise," and agahesed to the weight on
her back she began to look around her.

They were walking through a bizarre landscape afteped boulders and
vast pillars of rock, eroded by the wind into festita shapes. There was no
path and Cairo couldn't help marvelling at how lgagiax moved among
the stones, always knowing-exactly where he wasggdie walked with a
cat's deliberate, instinctive grace, never hesigatinever stumbling or
puffing or puzzling over whether to go to the righthe left. He didn't seem
to notice the heat. He just kept on walking witlttsure tread, a quiet,
capable figure that seemed part of, rather thamidated by, the harsh
surroundings.

Panting behind him, Cairo envied him his utter agrice. She was sure
that she must look quite, quite alien out herdl, 8te desert was somehow
less threatening today. After the barren, loomiggg, this part of the

plateau seemed full of life. ‘It rained here abauhonth ago, for the first

time in thirty years,' said Max when Cairo stoppeéxclaim at a clump of

brilliant yellow flowers growing out of bare rocK.ou're lucky to see it like

this.'

After that, Cairo noticed clumps of flowers everys among the stones,
and in the wadis, where the water had run, there ween great bushes of
pink dog roses apparently thriving in the parchexigd. Butterflies danced
in the air, and for a few yards Cairo was accomguary what looked
suspiciously like a cabbage white, far from the lishggardens where she
was used to seeing them.

If only she hadn't been accompanied far more ferdly by Max's

disapproval, she might even have been enjoyingelieBairo thought in

some surprise as she followed his lean figure dua marrow passage
between the rocks and stopped in delight at thiet €ifja pale green field
spread out before her.

'How lovely!" she exclaimed and walked forward watlsmile, only to stare
in horrified disbelief a moment later as the "gfassgan to rise up around
Max as he moved through it ahead of her.



Looking down, Cairo realised that she was standiribe edge of a carpet of
insects, and she gave a strangled cry of revuésa@he clapped her hands to
her eyes and took a rapid step backwards.

'What is it?' Max demanded impatiently, turningnidu

‘These... thesthingd' she stammered in horror as she lowered her hands
cautiously. 'What are they?'

'Locusts.' He cast a dispassionate eye over therswBhey'll have started
breeding with the rain. Looks like they might hakie making of a plague
here, doesn't it?"

'How can you be so casual about them?' Cairo ciitdlike some kind of
horror story! They're absolutely revolting!

'On the contrary,' said Max. 'The locals grill themskewers as a delicacy.'
He glanced at her and grinned. 'Want some for suppéeght?'

Cairo screwed up her face. 'Ugh, how disgustinigt Brew him a pleading
look. 'Do we have to walk through them? Couldn'tgeeound?’

'‘No, we couldn't.' Max gestured at the carpet &feats stretching out
towards the sides of the valley. 'lt would take fisow find an alternative
route, and I'm not going out of my way just becayse can't cope with a
few perfectly inoffensive creatures.’

'A few! There are millions of them!'

'Don't be so pathetic,” he said unsympatheticakting off once more.
‘Come on, they won't hurt you.'

'l can't!’
*Yes, you can,' he called over his shoulder. 'If gan deliberately strand

yourself in the desert and climb that gorge withmarhplaining, you can do
this.'



Cairo looked after him in surprise. It was the esahe had ever come to a
compliment, and it was enough to make her screhengourage and take a
tentative step into the loathsome mass of ins@tts.baby locusts sprang
out of the way of her feet and, disturbed, the iotdees rose up with a whirr
around her knees. She shuddered as they brushedtager bare legs. If
only she had some trousers instead of these shorts!

Max had turned round and was watching her haltingggess with a
resigned expression. 'Hurry up!

'I'm coming,' she snapped, and then cringed asobtige locusts flew up
around her face. 'Ugh!'

Max sighed, exasperated. 'For heaven's sake!' iddesback towards her
through the locusts and seized her hand, pragtidedigging her along with
him. 'We'll never get anywhere at this rate.’

Cairo clung to him, pathetically grateful for theassuring clasp of his
fingers. His hand was strong and cool, callouseddnatjthe softness of her
palm, and she focused on the feel of his fingeosiradt hers as the locusts
sprang and whirred around them.

She must have clutched at him, for he glanced dawrer tense face. 'All
right?' he asked.

Cairo nodded without speaking. She was staring igéiraahead,
concentrating on not looking down at the mass sédts around her feet.

'Poor Cairo; | don't suppose you counted on locwsisn you planned this
trip.'

At the unaccustomed note of sympathy in his va@agro did look up. His
expression held a strange mixture of exasperatgsngnation and reluctant
amusement, and the colour rose in her cheeks agherdropped.

'l didn't count on any of it,’ she admitted. Sheaialy hadn't counted on
Max Falconer. "You must be delighted.’



'Why?' Max sounded puzzled.

'Every time | make a fool of myself, you must thitvk just proving your
point about how useless | am,’ she said a littienby.

"Your trouble is that you're just not designeduo/sze somewhere like this,’
said Max, not ungently. "You've got that gloss of@ature made for luxury.'

'It doesn't take long for the gloss to wear off wh@u can't have a hot
shower or wash your hair," she sighed, and Max gaeeof his unexpected,
heart- shaking grins.

‘This is obviously going to be a character-buildiexperience for you,
Cairo. Surviving swarms of locustd not washing your hair for a few
days. What greater test of character could a giveR'

'l don't want my character built,” Cairo said, ad sulkily, hating the fact
that he was finding her loathing of these horribkects so amusing. The air
was filled with the strange click and hum of mili®of wings, and, in spite
of herself, her fingers tightened around Max's hand

'l think you might find it getting built anyway,’agl Max with some
amusement. 'Still, if you think you don't need &®yp..."' He made as if to
release her hand, and Cairo gasped, clutchingdediytat him.

'‘Don't let me go!'

She spoke instinctively, and regretted it as s@ai@ words were out of her
mouth. They seemed to hang in the air, charged higitien meaning. Max
had raised one eyebrow, and Cairo met his gazegreen eyes mute with
appeal. 'l mean...please..."?'

Max gave a strange, rather twisted smile and tobkragrip of her hand
once more. 'Don't worry, Cairo, I'll keep good hofdyou.'

They crossed the plain in silence. Cairo was hatmigly aware of how
pathetic he must think her, but she clung to hisdhantil at last the swarm



thinned and then cleared. Once back on clear, sjomynd, Max stopped
and looked down at their linked hands.

‘Are you OK now?"'
'Yes.' Cairo's cheeks beneath her hat were scaithetnk you," she muttered.

She felt stupidly lop-sided walking on her own with Max's fingers
clasped impersonally around hers. He walked ahthérpand she watched
his back, trying to ignore the absurd tingling ef lnand where he had held
it.

She must pull herself together, Cairo scolded lfeiSke was supposed to
be doing a job up here, not mooning along wishiraxMas still holding her

hand. She took her camera out in an effort to cmevinerself, and Max,

how professional she was at heart, and took seskats as they went along
to give Haydn Deane some idea of the scenery, bep dlown she was
beginning to think that Max was right. Now that $iael climbed the plateau
for herself, she could see that there was no way tiould do a shoot up
here. It would be impossible to get everyone upehand, although she
supposed she could hire some mules to carry updbgment, she could
just imagine how it would go down when she toldfdshion team that they
would have to sleep out with the jackals. They wesed to five-star hotels,
not a sleeping mat under the stars. Just like her.

Cairo looked around her at the dramatic rockscayktiaed to visualise a
shoot in progress. Expensive outfits on elegaris,gboxes of make-up,
cameras, people with clipboards; they would albtzarrely out of place,
she realised. Max thought the same thing about der,thought with an
unconsciously wistful sigh.

Depressed at the thought that this whole nightrtrgrenight have been for
nothing, Cairo trudged after Max. The worst thingsnknowing that she
couldn't just give up and go home. She would hexatitk with him until he
decided to go back down to the camp.

Max had stopped in the shade ahead and was wéotiriger. Cairo had yet
to get used to the fact that a landscape whichist@asexclusively of rocks



could be so varied. Sometimes it was flat and nybddl others they had to
walk through narrow crevices between high rock svalbne minute they
would be picking their way around enormous bouldensd the next
crossing a plain studded with tall, thin pillars raick, with huge round
stones perched precariously on top, as if somet diad been amusing
himself in seeing just how big a boulder he cowthbce on each narrow
base.

Max was waiting below a massive outcrop that juttetl above his head.
The cliffs here were fissured with crevices andraar gulleys. Cairo

glanced down them as she passed. Some disappesvathrkness, other
opened out into a warren of rock passages andruisar

Max's eyes narrowed slightly as he saw Cairo'sirtisgp expression.
'What's the matter?'

‘Nothing," Cairo sighed as she dropped into thelshglad to escape the
hammering sun. 'At least, nothing more than uduaas just thinking how
impossible it's going to be to organise a shodtang.' She looked up at him,
green eyes bright with a touch of her old defiar\d&ell, go on, say "I told
you so"!'

Max squatted down beside her and pushed his hktdrelsis head. His cool
eyes were light with amusement. 'l told you so shiel obligingly.

Cairo shot him a sour look. 'I'll have to find somigernative locations, |
suppose, but | can't do that while I'm stuck ugeheith you. When are you
planning to go back down?'

'When I'm good and ready, Cairo, and not befoeegd Max unhelpfully.
'You are, as you so graciously put it, stuck ugath me until I've finished
what | came up here to do. | don't need to remiod that you weren't
invited, do I?' The grey eyes looking into hersevienplacable.

'‘No," she muttered sullenly. 'l got myself intosthso now I'll just have to
lump it.'



'l couldn't have put it better myself,’ said Maxtlwa grim smile as he
straightened. 'l want to check out this area,lsl@#ive you to feel sorry for
yourself. You'll feel better about things afterest; anyway. Stay here and,
whatever you do, don't wander off where | can'l fjou again. | won't be
that long.'

Cairo nodded dully and watched him disappear doma af the crevices,
her mind already worrying away at the problem ofatvto do about a
location for the shoot. She would have to be vemgful not to set up any
backs at Haydn Deane by telling them that the adesing the plateau for a
shoot was totally impractical. The best thing torduld be to come up with
some alternatives and take back the arrangememt&aésaccompli ..but
when was she going to have the time to do that? Wesquite capable of
keeping her here for longer than he needed tdgustach her a lesson!

Somewhere in the distance, she could hear him hvigsinconcernedly. It
was all right forhim. He didn't have to report back to Haydn Deane next
week. Piers had grandly promised that she wouldecbactk with all the
arrangements in place, and they were unlikely toripeessed if she turned
up late with nothing to show for her recce but Jeet!

Cairo's mind circled fretfully around the problemtilithe timeless silence
of the desert began to take effect. She couldndardahing about it at the
moment, she realised, and leant back against thiestane. She wondered
what Max was doing. He must be delighted that stteltad to accept that he
had been right in the first place. Still, some meuld have crowed a lot
more, Cairo admitted fairly. He had been much riicéay, now she came to
think about it. Once or twice she had surprisetidhaused look in his eyes,
and he really looked quite different when he smiled

There was something reassuringly capable abouttbion He had kept her
warm last night, and helped her through all thaseilble locusts, although
he could just have easily told her that she woalkehto cope by herself. He
had been pretty dour yesterday, but it wasn't gingr that he hadn't
welcomed the idea of some hopeless female foistmgelf upon him, Cairo
went on to herself in large-minded spirit. She badn argumentative too.
No wonder he had been so grumpy. It wasn't hig &hé had made such a
rash decision. From now on she would be quiet aedramodating, and



perhaps he might realise that she had learnt Bsoheand change his mind
about staying on the plateau.

It was very quiet. Cairo sat quite still, speculgtabout Max and whether, if
she got to know him any better, he would turn oui¢ much nicer than she
had given him credit for up to now, until, like ald@ trickle running down
her neck she realised she hadn't heard Max's wlficstsome time.

She glanced at her watch. She had been sitting foeneearly an hour.

Surely he should have been back by now? The silseemed to intensify
until it was like a dead weight, and she got tofleet in a sudden rush of
panic.

'Max?' she called in a thin, high voice, but thdyaanswer was a deep,
mocking silence. 'Max?' she called again, morentigéhis time.

Nothing.

She forced herself to wait for five more minutesilevther heart thudded
apprehensively. She had never felt so alone; dwemutterflies seemed to
have deserted her. She wouldn't even have minaaagse locust right then.
At least it would prove that she wasn't the onlgature alive on the planet.
Her ears strained to hear some indication that Mag near by, but the
harder she listened, the more deafening the sileacame.

When the five minutes were up, she moved hesitdatyards the crevice
where Max had vanished. He had told her to stayevbiee was, but what if
something had happened to him?

Cairo peered down the crevice and called his nance eore. It echoed
eerily off the rock, and she shivered in spite led heat. The thought of
disappearing into an opening like this was all tixminiscent of the horror
films she had seen where the heroine went off orowe. Cairo had always
groaned and knew she wouldverbe that stupid.

'Oh, pull yourself together,' she snapped out Endistepped cautiously into
the crevice. Max might be lying hurt while she ditld around out here.



It was dark and narrow inside, but she felt her wegerly through to the
far side where she came out suddenly into a blblzght. She found herself
in a large well, strewn with boulders. A numbepatsageways led off from
the sheer cliffs that rose up all around. Max miggndown any of them!

Cairo pressed her hands to her cheeks and trigtink sensibly. She
mustn't panic! She moved warily into the light jastMax materialised from
a cleft in the rock. »

'What are you doing here?' he demanded behind her.

Cairo's nerves were so taut that she screamedpaimdasound, both hands
clasped to her throat, green eyes wide with shock.

Max raised an irritable eyebrow. He looked solidl aiistinct against the
pale rock and his hat was tilted back on his h&&tat on earth's the matter
with you?'

'You startled me,' she gasped. Her heart was hamgneo hard she could
hardly breathe.

"You shouldn't be wandering around here," Max s&dnly. 'l told you to
stay where you were. Can't you ever do as youd@'tdhe lightness of his
grey-green eyes unsettled Cairo every time. Theg a@ unexpected in that
severe, sunburnt face. It wasn't even as if hepagscularly handsome. The
angular planes of his face were too hard, the dhenouth and jaw too
uncompromising. There were creases at the edgeis efyes, as if he had
spent too many years narrowing his gaze againgl#ne.

Suddenly realising that she was staring, Cairo alred her eyes away from
his face, embarrassed to realise how joyful shetavase him again. 'l came
to look for you,' she explained awkwardly. 'You'deb gone so long, |
thought something might have happened to you.'

'I'm quite capable of looking after myself," hedsangratefully. 'Which is
more than | can say for you. You could easily hgeg lost wandering
around these crevices. In future, please do aseytmidl and stay where | can
find you.'



'‘Well, when you're trapped somewhere with a brdegndon't expeamneto
come and find you!" Cairo snapped, quite forgettirgearlier appreciation
of how difficult she had made things for Max and lmesolve not to
aggravate him any more. 'l won't waste any effastrying about you in
future!

‘There's no need to get on your high horse," Meottel. 'If you bothered to
think at all, you'd realise that I'm merely con@srabout/our safety.’

They glared at each other, tight-lipped, until Mark off his hat, ran his
fingers through his hair in a gesture of exaspanatand jammed the hat
back on his head with a sigh. 'Since you're heye,might as well come and
see what I've found.’

He led her down the cleft to another, smaller ahgarLook over there,' he
said, pointing towards an overhanging rock. It t&ret a series of primitive
rock paintings done in ochre. Hunters, women anttrem, giraffe and

cattle and dogs and abstract figures covered thek, reometimes
overlapping each other.

Cairo stood silently before them, marvelling thatts simple lines could be
so expressive of life and movement. 'Who paintéesPtishe asked at last.

'We don't really know,' said Max quietly. The bdttension between them
had subsided as quickly as it had exploded, ang gtwod close together,
awed by the vivid images of a vanished past. Tdtea& used to be a much
more fertile place,' he went on. 'We assume tharetivere nomadic tribes
who passed through here thousands of years agayéuton't know for
sure.' He pointed towards a painting of a man jleéanning with a spear. 'It
looks as if they were hunters, but these paintergsalmost all they left
behind. You can find them all over the plateau. Mdghem are still to be
discovered; | only came across these by accident.'

It gave Cairo a strange feeling to be standingetlnath Max, knowing that
they were probably the first people to see thosetipgs for thousands of
years. Her gaze lingered on a woman bending preébgover a child in an
age-old gesture. She found it surprisingly moving.



'Some things never change, do they?' she saidsatmberself. The people
who painted these lived totally different livest ey must have been just
like us, loving each other, loving their childreBhe leant forward to look
more closely at the graceful figure. "This womathsusands of years old,
but she and | are just the same."

Max eyed her with a glint of amusement. 'l don'agme sherefused to
move without her personal organiser, or was alloteespend hours on her
beauty routine every day!

‘That wasn't what | meant,’ said Cairo, tryingdarsd frosty< but unable to
prevent a reluctant smile tugging at her mouth. fésas the important
things in life go, we would have had lots in commahme added, more
seriously.

'Oh, yes?' Max was patently unconvinced.

'l was a child like everyone else," she insist¥du’ can tell from these
paintings that those people loved their childrest jike my parents loved
me. And one day, I'd like to get married and havécen that | could love
just as that woman must have loved her child.'

'Funny, | wouldn't have put you down as a matetyya,' said Max with a
curious look. He stuck his hands in his pockets a&tddied her
dispassionately. 'No, I'd have thought you'd thifla baby as a designer
accessory and hand it over to a nanny so that gold enake yourself up in
peace.'

Cairo looked back at the woman bending over heldcland her face
softened. 'No, I'd love to have children,’ she saitonsciously wistful.

'It should be easy enough for a girl like you twdfia husband, surely?’

Cairo thought of the men she had been out withyTfael been attractive
and charming, but somehow she had never been @lié herself of the

notion that they might not have been so attenfiveii father had not been
quite so rich. After the scandal broke, there heehba lot fewer invitations.
She sighed. 'Perhaps I'm just choosy.'



'Or waiting for someone rich enough?' Max's voi@es \Wwarsh.

She looked up at him, her eyes very clear and goeaeath her hat. 'I'm
waiting for someone who really loves me,’ she said.

There was an odd little silence. Cairo was veryscmus of Max standing
beside her, looking down into her eyes with a paceixpression in his own.
If she lifted her hand, she would be able to touich, and with the thought
came an urge to take a step closer and lean adpsristoad chest and listen
to his heart beating. It was so strong that for appalled moment, she
thought that she had swayed towards him, and skedéer gaze away,
almost stumbling as she stepped back.

They spent that night in a sheltered gully. Theegenshallow caves at the
bottom of the cliffs, all carpeted with drifts o&red, as soft and white as
talcum powder, and glittering in the last slantrags of the sun.

Cairo was unusually silent. She felt awkwardly &3, as gauche as any
teenager. She was terrified of meeting Max's eyease he could read the
sudden, inexplicable desire that had seized hedidh't make any sense.
She didn't everike the man! Why did her pulse thump insistently a th
mere thought of his mouth, his hands? Why did ker Isurn whenever she

remembered how it had felt to be held in his arms?

She ought to be thinking about Haydn Deane, shiehetself feverishly.
She should be worrying about what she would telif&er if this trip was
the disaster it was shaping up to be, but all shedcthink about was Max
and whether she would share his sleeping bag agaight.

Her stomach churned at the prospect. She didn kvftether she longed to
lie beside him, or whether she was terrified atrtble that her body might
betray her.

Max seemed preoccupied too, and the long silenetgeen them jangled
with tension. Why was her body doing this? Cairondered helplessly,
watching him light the paraffin stove. His trousemsre stretched over the
taut muscles of his thighs as he hunkered dowméystove, and she could
see the line of his spine through his faded s&he wondered how he would



react if she ran her finger down it, and her hkadcked nervously against
her ribs at the idea.

He was just an ordinary man, she told herself dasglg. She just happened
to be in an extraordinary situation with him. Thais all. In a few days, they
would be back to normality, and they would bothdody too glad to say
goodbye to each other. Cairo let the sand tridklely through her fingers.
How long had she known Max? Three days, was thatAdieady it was
impossible to imagine never seeing him again.

The heat evaporated into the clear air as darlieis€airo did her best to
behave normally and make conversation as theyatsiple meal of soup
and chewy bread, but it was hopeless. Max seemieavi® lapsed back into
bad temper, and made no effort to keep the conwensgoing. Her voice

sounded brittle and her sentences kept trailingnodf a taut silence.

They shared the mug of coffee as they had the bigiore. Whenever their
hands touched, a current of electricity seemedotw between them, and
Cairo would gulp at the hot coffee, burning hergiog. In the end, she
decided that she would just have to broach theestibf where she would
sleep herself. Max obviously wasn't going to hedp. h

'l should have brought a sleeping bag with me,b&gan nervously.

Max shrugged. 'It would have been more sensibleydw can't do anything
about it now. You'll just have to carry on sharmge.’

'I'm sorry,’ she said. 'It makes it rather awkward.

'What's awkward about it?'

'Well... sleeping together."

'It doesn't bother me,' said Max brusquely. 'Skegs the operative word,
after all. If you think I'm having trouble contamg my animal lusts, you can

stop worrying. Girls like you just don't interesem

'Girls like you just don't interest me'.



Cairo stiffened as the sense of recognition thdtriegged at her ever since
she had first met Max clicked suddenly into plaa®] she sat bolt upright,

staring at him incredulously. How could she havegdtten? She should

have known as soon as he kissed her!

Max frowned, at her expression. 'What is it?'

'l doknow you," she said slowly. 'l thought | did. YreuDavina Fothergill's
son.'

When she was younger, Davina had been a celeldrastess, famed for her
beauty, her parties and her succession of wealtblgdnds. Gerald Falconer
had been her first, Cairo remembered now. He haaleden the richest, but,
after Davina had left him and their two childrem foman more prepared to
indulge her jet-set pretensions, he had become amatenore reclusive. She
hadn't heard his name mentioned in years.

"It is you, isn't it?' she asked, when Max didayt anything.

He swilled the coffee dregs around the mug beforeking them away on

to the ground. 'lt's not the way | think of mysélfit yes, she is my mother,’
he said with a bitter edge to his voice. .He wadsoking at Cairo. 'You're

out of date, though. | believe she calls herseld Mellerman now.'

That was right. Cairo remembered there had beeplasts in the gossip
pages a couple of months ago when Davina had goiaddor the sixth
time, looking as glamorous as ever. It was hatebteeve that she had a son
as old as Max, but Cairo knew that it was true. &membered meeting
him.

She looked at him out of the corner of her eye.hgicemember? She hoped
not.

It had been New Year's Eve, about ten years ageinBamarried to her
fourth husband by then, had thrown a huge partyiavited a glittering
array of the rich and famous. Jeremy Kingswood teken his adored
daughter. At sixteen, Cairo was just learning howse her undoubted good



looks, and had enjoyed herself enormously flirtmith all the men. Only
one had remained impervious to her charm.

'Who's that?' Cairo whispered to her friend, Emily.
'Who?'

‘The guy standing next to Phil over there. The whe looks completely
uninterested in anyone.' Even in his early twenfiéax had had a remote
quality that had set him apart from the hectic tyag@ound him.

‘That's Davina's son, Max," Emily told her. 'Davinsually ignores her
children, but she's playing at being a mother @tisistmas. It's part of her
new image. | think Max would rather have stayechwits father, but his
sister likes being with Davina and she made himeamd play at happy
families. He looks as if he'd rather be anywhereheue, doesn't he?'

Cairo was intrigued by Max's air of cool inaccestband, flown with her
first taste of success at this glamorous, adultypahe made a giggly bet
with Emily that she would get him to kiss her beftine night was out.

With all the confidence of a pretty sixteen-yeat;adhe set out to charm
him, but Max ignored her inviting smiles and looks)d was patently
uninterested in her chatter. Piqued, Cairo wasrchéted to win her bet. As
the party revved up towards midnight, she saw Himautside on to the

long terrace, and, grabbing a piece of mistletbe,fsllowed him through

the French windows.

He was standing by the balustrade, with his hamtissipockets, looking out
over the frosty gardens. The severity of the biioker-jacket and tie suited
him, and the moonlight threw the lines of his fade austere relief.

Cairo strolled up to him with studied casualnesi.alone?'

Max closed his eyes briefly and a nerve hammerdusifaw. 'As you see,’
he said between clenched teeth.



'Wouldn't you like some company to see the new yedrasked Cairo with
what was meant to be a seductive smile.

'Frankly, no." Max swung round to face her. 'Siyoe seem to be too stupid
to take a hint, I'll make it as clear as | can.fot interested in girls like you.
| prefer a more sophisticated technique.’

Cairo's green cat eyes narrowed. She had been paargred adored all her
life, and she wasn't used to being spoken to hiat. tShe didn't like it one
bit, but she was too used to getting her own wagyite up without a fight.
She had made a bet with Emily, and she was detedrimwin it." Don't |
even get a kiss for New Year?' she said, spinfiagytistietoe provocatively
between her fingers.

'Is that what it will take to get rid of you?' Magached out without warning
and jerked her towards him. His fingers dug crugltg her bare arms, and
suddenly Cairo was frightened.

‘Let me go!

'‘No. You wanted a kiss,' he said as he bent hid.ldaw you're going to get
one.'

Cairo's experience of school dances hadn't pregaetbr a kiss like that.
Max's mouth was cool and ruthless, and Cairo fetground rock beneath
her feet, discovering too late that she had beaying a dangerous game.
Max was no schoolboy, and she was shattered by@oston of conflicting
emotions when he dropped her rudely down to earth.

‘There,' he said coolly, putting her away from hidou've had your kiss.
Now run along and practise your technique on some&dm doesn't mind
spoilt, silly little girls.’

Cheeks burning with humiliation, Cairo had fled.
Now, as the memory swept back all too vividly, $lé her face grow hot

once more, and she was glad of the darkness shlthatouldn't see her too
clearly.



"You probably don't remember me,' she said lightbping desperately that
it was true. 'We met at a party once.'

Max turned his head, and his piercing eyes gleamdte moonlight. 'l
remember you all right," he said. "You were théwho was determined to
have what she wanted. You haven't changed that . much

Cairo bit her lip at the sardonic note in his voiv&hy didn't you say if you
recognised me?'

"You didn't remember. Why should | remind you ofiacident that wasn't
particularly enjoyable for either of us?"

If only she could forget again! Cairo felt all thege and humiliation and
deep, secret excitement that she had felt at sixiseshe had rushed away
from him. All the time she had been trying to belcand businesslike, he
had been remembering her as an adolescent! No wémdbad been so
contemptuous!

She tried to carry her embarrassment off with ghatDo you know, I'd
forgotten all about that kiss!" She had been soilated that she had
deliberately wiped it from her memory. ‘It was\ary silly, wasn't it?'

'Very,' Max agreed. 'l hope you didn't make a pcacbdf throwing yourself
at every man like that?'

Cairo's fists clenched. He wasn't making it anyegder her! 'As a matter of
fact, it was just a silly bet | had with a friedtlwasn't anything to do with
you.'

She had hoped to sound cutting, but Max was unixed. 'So you won your
bet?’

Cairo hesitated. 'No,' she said at last. 'No, hdidShe hadn't wanted anyone
to know about that kiss. 'l didn't tell her. | jysetended you'd gone.’

'l see.' Max's uncomfortably penetrating eyes ceste her profile. 'Well,
that explains your attention, anyway. | didn't thlrwas your type.'



"You weren't,' she said shortly.
'If I'm not your type, what is?' he asked in a mogkone.

Cairo thought about touching her lips to his thraat night. She thought
about the strength in his arms, and the warmth isfdody and the
heart-clenching set of his mouth. Then she pushesdet thoughts firmly
aside. She wasn't going to be humiliated a sedarel t

'If | said the complete opposite of you, that outghgive you some idea of
the kind of man I like," she said. Out of the edfjeer eyes, she could see his
mouth curl in quiet amusement, and her chin tiltéthat about you? What
type of girls do you like?'

Max stretched his long legs out before him, andtléack against the sand,
linking his arms behind his head. 'A girl who isa'type,' he said. 'A girl
who's just herself.’

Cairo felt her heart twist with jealousy. "Who Ingst paragon?"

'I'm not sure that she exists,’' said Max with ageedf bitterness, and she
wondered how cynical his beautiful, faithless motied made him.

'If she does, you're not going to meet .her studgkio the middle of the
desert,’ said Cairo, more sharply than she haddet:

Max looked up at the still desert night. 'l mighg' said.

Cairo spent ages getting ready for bed. She sptinleaning her face and
brushing her teeth and packing everything awayag &s she could in the
vain hope that Max might have fallen asleep be$tiegot there, but at last
she could put off lying down beside him no longgne kept thinking about
Max, about how he had been then and the man heneas He had
broadened out, become tougher, harder, and theeegnality that she had
first noticed had intensified into that distinctigelf-sufficiency. But his
eyes were the same, and he had the same devastaitingto make her feel
edgy and unsettled.



Lifting her side of the sleeping bag, Cairo slicheath it and lay rigidly at
the very edge of her mat, but it was so narrow shatwas still bare inches
away from Max. She tried to wriggle into a more ¢ortable position, just
as he shifted on his mat, and their arms brusteati/grtently. Cairo flinched
away as if she'd been stung.

'What are you so tense about?' asked Max testily.
‘Nothing. I just don't find sleeping like this pattlarly comfortable.’
'Does it bother you that you once asked me toyass’

'Of course not!" Cairo gave an unconvincing ladtym. hardly likely to be
bothered by the memory of a silly little kiss litteat!'

Max propped himself up on one elbow to look dowto imer face. 'What sort
of kiss would bother you?'

'None!'

'l don't believe that," he said softly, leaning okeelift a strand of hair from
her cheek. 'I've kissed you twice now, remember?’

The breath dried in Cairo's throat as her heawestioto a painful, irregular
thud. 'I'd prefer to forget,' she managed throughlips.

'Would you?' Max leant closer until his mouth wam@st touching hers.

Cairo was mesmerised by his eyes. She wanted kodaay, but she was
held, helpless beneath him. His body was tantagligiolose, and she ached
with a dark, desperate need.

'Would you?' he whispered again against her lipd,@airo's hands lifted of
their own accord and slid instinctively up his aramsl over the muscles in
his shoulders, luxuriating in the feel of the wasmooth skin that covered
such steely strength.

Low in her throat, she murmured what might havenbaeorotest, but as
Max's mouth found hers at last it was swept awag bige of sheer desire.



Her arms tightened, pulling him closer so that hady crushed her
slenderness, and her lips opened eagerly to histiqgegongue. His mouth
was warm, insistent. Dimly she realised that thaswhat she had been
thinking about all day: Max's kiss, deep and denrandnd his hands hard
against her skin. He had slipped beneath her T;<lmd she quivered
beneath his touch as his fingers burned over tkersiength of her thigh.

Excitement was crackling along her senses, and Wheenlifted his head
abruptly, she gasped for breath. He was breathang too, but the suddenly
shuttered expression in his eyes shocked her babdvastating reality. Her
arms dropped from his neck.

T-I thought you weren't interested in girls like ,mshe said shakily,
moistening her lips with her tongue.

'I'm not," said Max. 'Let's just say that | wasnested to see whether your
technique had improved.' His gaze rested on herthmimn a moment. It
has.' Then he rolled back to his mat and straiglitehe sleeping bag over
them both as if nothing had happened.

Cairo couldn't speak. She was shaking with reactienbody burning with
rage and humiliation and unsatisfied desire. Sheetiiher back on him so
that he wouldn't see the devastation on her fadegride came to her rescue
at last.

'Yours hasn't,' she said, but she knew that sHe lie



CHAPTER FIVE

RiciD with humiliation, her body still throbbing witheaacherous need,
Cairo expected to lie awake all night, but in thd she fell into a deep sleep
brought on by sheer exhaustion.

She stirred as the first rays of the sun fell axtwer face. Opening her eyes
slowly, she blinked. The air was suffused with & parply-gold light, and
for a moment she lay contentedly, aware only of dieep silence and
strangely haunting beauty of the place, but, aspsiissolved, memory
seeped back, and she stiffened.

She was lying on her side, staring at rock piltheg guarded the entrance to
the gully where they had slept. She could sense IMag still beside her,
and very cautiously, she turned her head to dee was still asleep.

He lay on his stomach, his face turned towards®airo's mouth twisted as
her gaze rested on his sleeping figure. The muscdethe powerful
shoulders were relaxed, but she could recall adwividly the feel of their
strength beneath her fingers. In sleep, his fagledd younger, less hard, and
his mouth was slightly curved, as if he smiled whike dreamt.

Cairo's stomach clenched, remembered how its tbadldevastated all her
defences. How was she going to face him this mgrnwith his kiss still
strumming along her senses? Easing herself out frensleep sheet, she
slipped on her shoes. She didn't want to risk wagkim by getting fully
dressed, so she crept to the entrance of the @tillyin the long T-shirt she
had slept in. She just needed to be alone for gewhi

Below the rock pillars, she hesitated. Facing has what looked like an
almost identical gorge. If she walked down themeaavhile, she wouldn't
get lost, and it would be easy to find her way backlax.

Max. The early morning light threw the texture of tloeks into patterns of
pink and gold, and softened the shadows to blueChiro barely noticed.
She had wanted to be alone, but the memory of Max s vivid that he
might as well have been walking beside her, higltfanher thigh, his mouth
against hers.



Cairo walked more quickly, trying to shake off tiemories. She would
pretend nothing had happened. If he thought shegoeg to make a big
scene, he would soon discover his mistake. Shedameiicily polite when
required, but ignore him for the rest of the timed with any luckhewould
be the one to feel ashamed.

The gorge twisted slightly, and without warning plvped away into a steep
slope, covered with rocks and rubble. Wrapped in theughts, Cairo
slithered and scrambled down. The last bit wasearstirop down eight feet
or so, but she swung herself down from a bouldéraut thinking, so intent
was she on how to show Max that his kisses didattanto her in the least.

The morning air was clear and fresh, and she beg&eel calmer as she
walked on. She had been letting Max and this ebelutiful plateau get to
her. It wasn't like her to get so worked up aboct@ple of kisses, she who
had always prided herself on her cool sophisticativell, it wouldn't
happen again. All she had to do was get throughetkecouple of days, and
then she could put Max Falconer out of her mindecared for all.

Deciding that she was more than capable of facimgrfow, Cairo turned

and made her way back along the gorge, and it wiswhen she reached
the steep drop she had jumped down so carelessyshie realised that
getting back to Max was not going to be as eashadad thought.

She bit her lip as she looked up at the bouldemeedbout halfway up the
sheer slope. It was just too high for her to cliagbto, and its smooth sides
offered no hold if she tried to jump. Cairo walledefully along the bottom

of the slope, looking for some other way to climii,dut it was hopeless,
she realised in consternation. It had been suittieedrop on the way down,

but now the rock seemed as sheer and unscalableval$ of glass.

If she could just get up on to that boulder, sheldde able to haul herself
the rest of the way. Cairo tried a few futile jumasd then launched herself
at the wall, but there wasn't so much as tiny cet dig her fingers into,

and her feet scrabbled helplessly against the $mook.



Gasping for breath, she stepped back. This wasutalis. It wasn't as if she
was stuck at the bottom of an abyss. All she hatbtawas climb a few feet.
Theremustbe a way!

She wondered whether Max was awake, whether hertisged her yet.

Would he come looking for her? The very thoughthimh was steadying.

Cairo took a deep breath and jumped again for thader, but as she fell

back, she stumbled and twisted her ankle badlydibarieer. She cried out as
she felt the wrench, and for a minute could orlyrsthe dust, biting her lip

hard until the pain subsided to an ache.

She hadn't broken it, anyway, she thought, stretcher leg out gingerly to

examine her ankle. It was just a sprain, but it kilely. She would never

get up that rock now, she thought in rising pakiow could she have been
that stupid?

Stupid, thoughtless, criminally careless. It wathimg to what Max would
say to her when he found hérhe found her.

Cairo struggled awkwardly to her feet, wincing a Isprained ankle
touched the ground. 'Max!" she called. 'Max!" Sbeld hear her voice
echoing off the walls of the gorge. The emptinesthe sound chilled her
before, incredibly, there was an answer, faint askembodied in the
distance.

‘Cairo?'
'I'm here," she called, almost sobbing with relief.

A couple of minutes later, Max appeared at theotfojhe slope, and Cairo's
world, which had been rocking as the full realsatof her danger hit her,

steadied abruptly at the sight of him. From belbgyvas silhouetted against
the sky, and she couldn't see his expression ggopert it was clear that he

was livid. Cairo didn't care. He was there, andwhs safe.

'What are you doing down there?' he asked furiouBly you realise how
long I've been looking for you?"



'l just wanted a walk,' said Cairo. 'It didn't setem difficult to get down, but
now | can't get back up again, and I've twistedamiie.'

'l hope it hurts," Max said savagely, relief atlfimg her merely fanning the
flames of his anger. 'lI'vi®ld you about wandering off on your own, but do
you listen? No! Anyone else would have learnt bwiloat the plateau is a
dangerous place, but not Cairo Kingswood! No, silsegets out of bed and
strolls off, without letting me know that she'smggiat all, let alone where! |
don't suppose it occurred to you to wonder howdhnfeel waking up to
find you gone?’

If anything, she would have thought he'd be gladiycCthought, but she
didn't want to provoke him any further. 'I'm sorghe said meekly.

'One of these days you're going to find that dts late to be sorry. If | had
any sense I'd leave you down there and teach ylmssan!" said Max,
refusing to be placated, but he negotiated hisdwayn the stony slope with
care and then lowered himself over the tip to thelder Cairo had been
trying to reach.

Lying on his front, he stretched his hands downai@s her. 'If you can get
hold of my hands, I'll pull you up.’

It took a couple of attempts, but at last Cairo agged to grab hold of him
and feel the strength flowing through his handsd-Reed with effort, he

hauled her slowly upwards, while she braced heesginst the rock with

her good foot until she was able to collapse imaatidy heap against the
hard comfort of his body. For a long moment, naghtould be heard but
their wheezing as they tried to get their breattkbthen, suddenly aware of
the T-shirt rucked up to her thighs, Cairo pulledglown awkwardly and

struggled upright, unable to prevent a gasp of paiher injured leg took her
weight.

'Let me see,’ Max ordered. He took her foot inra fyrasp, and although his
probing fingers were unexpectedly gentle, his esgion was grim as he let
her go. "Twisted," he confirmed. 'Which means §@i've become even

more of a liability than you were before, if thaitsssible.' He got to his feet
carefully in the limited space. 'l don't think I'eger met anyone capable of



being as stupid, selfish and totally irresponsdseyou, Cairo,’ he said in a
cold, quiet voice, and she quailed, even thoughrebegnised dimly that
much of his anger stemmed from the after-effecteaffor her. 'You forced
me to bring you up here, you've slowed me downdastdacted me from my
work, and now, when we're a whole day from the camg we're running
low on food and water, you go and sprain your afideause you're too
self-centred and stupid to listen to my advice abmur own safety! |
suppose you realise that if it hadn't been for yawuld have finished here
today and started back to the camp? Now we're goifgve to wait until
that swelling goes down and you can walk again.’'

'l can walk today,' said Cairo in a small voice.W#es right. She had thought
only of herself. She had been just as selfish arahant as he said. 'l just
need to strap it up.’

'Don't be even more stupid than you've shown ydiutsde already! You
can't go anywhere on that ankle today.' Max toalahm roughly and pulled
her up from the boulder, continuing to harangue dshe half led,-half
dragged her up the slope.

Cairo bit down on her lip to keep from crying ostshe limped behind him,
but the stones underfoot kept skidding beneath teet, and she was almost
at the top when she slipped and would have faitedncto the bottom again
if Max's grip had not held her. Her weight pullesmhoff balance; he
stumbled but managed to save himself by grabbittgeagtones with his free
hand before he could slide back.

Cairo saw his hand slip between two stones, dighgdthem, and heard a
sharp, indrawn breath that was somehow more oithian a cry of agony.

'Max?' She clutched at his arm with both her hasdsis face went grey and
he sank to his knees, holding his wrist. ‘Max, what?'

The muscles in his neck were standing out like €@sihe fought the pain.
'Bitten," he managed to say with enormous effSge'what it was.'

Cairo looked around frantically, and her horrifexges fell on the tail-end of
a snake slithering away between the rocks. Herimtary recoil dislodged



a shower of small stones which slid down and fe#irahe drop. 'Max, we've
got to get off this slope,’ she said urgently. '‘§an move?'

Later, Cairo never knew how they managed to matkesitast few feet to the
top of the slope, and Max buckled at the top. Igrpthe pain in her ankle,
she dragged him over to the deep, cool shadeanfky outcrop and dropped
to her knees beside him. His lips were drawn backterrifying grimace of
pain as he leant back against the rock, and hiplesmmvere wet with sweat.
He was clutching his hand protectively to his chasstl when she leant over,
she could see the two ugly puncture marks.

'Did you see what it was?' he croaked. 'Any markmg

She shook her head. 'lt was a snake, but | justtsawail, not enough to
describe it.’

Max closed his eyes. 'Have to wait and see," heemeat. 'Don't know how
poisonous.'

Cairo was terrified by his appearance, but shesfbieerself to sound calm.
'Max, I'm going to get the first-aid kit from youucksack,' she said clearly,
hoping he could hear her. 'Keep as still as youurdih | get back.' His eyes
were still tightly closed, but he managed a nod, stme touched his hair in a
fleeting gesture of reassurance. 'l won't be It promised.

She limped back down the gorge as fast as she.déuéty step jarred her
ankle, but she clenched her teeth and wouldntidegelf rest. She couldn't
believe how far she had walked without noticindtitvould take her ages to
get back to Max at this rate. If only she couldegbit faster. If only she
hadn't twisted her ankle. If only she hadn't seétasuthat wretched walk at
all!

Cairo's face was white and set by the time she ntdack to where they

had camped. Max's rucksack was already packedsplgeping mat rolled

and strapped on top, and she decided to take ladire was no question of
moving Max, so she would just have to make him @sfortable as she

could. She could come and get her own stuff later.



She was desperate to get back to him, but forcesgli¢o strap up her ankle
first. She would be able to make better time if Bad some support, she
realised, and dressed awkwardly before struggbrigtst his pack on to her
back.

Bent double by its weight, and limping heavilywis only force of will that

got Cairo back along the gorge. Later, when sleel tio pick up the pack,
she simply couldn't do it, but at the time, witle thision of Max lying there

in agony, she simply blocked out everything butribed to get back to him
as soon as possible.

He was lying so still when Cairo got back that @ore heart-wrenching
moment she thought he was dead. 'No!" she whispagethe world went
black, but then he moved his head, and she fetletoknees beside him,
careless of the pain that jolted up from her ankliex! Oh, Max! Can you

hear me?'

With tremendous difficulty, he opened his eyes boked into her face.
"You came back,' he mumbled.

'I'm sorry | was so long. | couldn't go very fa€iro fumbled with the lid of
the water bottle and held it to his lips so thatbeld drink. Then she found
the flannel, splashed water over it with an unstdehd, and wiped his face
and neck. She didn't know if it helped at all, bBbhe was desperate to do
something. His lips were white and pressed firnolgether. '"How do you
feel?' she asked, hoping her voice didn't reveabthrk terror that she. felt.

‘Alive," he whispered, and, in spite of the paintjrey smile touched the
corners of his mouth. 'That's a good sign. If d b@en any of the snakes |
was worried about, I'd have been dead by now.’

Cairo examined the first-aid kit, her hands shakiity exhaustion and fear.
There was no anti-snake serum, but she found s@mieiltin tablets and

made him take four. Unrolling the sleeping mat, stemaged to haul and
push Max on to it and tucked the sleeping bag atdiim. He was very

drowsy and sweating profusely, and his eyes wei@used when she lifted
the lids.



Why was she so useless? Max had been right; shevasn't capable of
dealing with an environment as alien as this oine $ad read a book on
desert survival before she left, and there had beghole section on how to
deal with bites and stings, but it was a compléambonow. All she could
remember was that she had to keep his arm asastfflossible. Cairo sat
back, being careful not to jar her ankle, and tteethink. What she needed
was some kind of splint. A search back along thrggoevealed some dead,
sun-bleached branches of an ancient acacia trezhvidri some mysterious
reason had chosen to grow in this inhospitable §jw chose the straightest
and smoothest for the splint and gathered the sfioera fire that evening.

'Do you know what you're doing?' Max asked in a kvgaice as she
crouched beside him and began bandaging his arin miich more
confidence than she felt.

Reassure the patient, Cairo remembered. 'Oh, sles Said breezily. 'I've
done a first-aid course.'

'Really?’

She looked down into his face and faltered. The/-gggeen eyes were
clouded with pain but managed to glint with moreartha touch of
scepticism.

'Well, no," she confessed. 'l thought it would mgke feel better if you
thought | was confident. I'm just using my commense.’

'l didn't know you had any of that," Max whisperbdt a taut smile lifted the
corners of his mouth once more.

'l haven't given you much reason to think so, havehe said, and bowed
her head over her bandaging, overcome with remorse.

His good hand reached across and touched hersoiiy | shouted at you,
Cairo," he said with difficulty. 'l was so afraid hever find you, and then
there you were suddenly. | don't know why, | justtimy temper...'



His voice died away, and Cairo clasped his handstinctive reassurance.
'It's all right, | understand. | deserved everythyou said. It doesn't matter
now, anyway. All that matters is getting you bett&he looked down

anxiously at her handiwork. 'Is the bandage toot#g

Max managed to shake his head. 'Perhaps you kn@awyaeh're doing after
all,;" he muttered.

He seemed to lapse back into drowsiness after @zaito finished tying on
the splint and then sat back, pushing her haulliirbehind her ears. He was
still sweating profusely and in obvious pain, bl slidn't think there was
much more she could do for him at the moment.

Desperate to keep herself busy, she turned hettiatteto sorting through
Max's pack to see what supplies they had. Watenwas immediate
problem, but she didn't know how long it would lésthey had to stay there
any length of time. She would have to be carefth i

Max carried the tiny paraffin stove in his packvesll, and, after some
fiddling, she managed to make it work so that shldc make him some
sweet tea. It seemed to revive him a little, anénvhe had finished she had
some herself. She hadn't had anything before sheus®n this morning's
fateful walk, and hunger and exhaustion were comgito make her feel
faint. She wouldn't be any good to Max if she pdsa#t as well, so she ate
an orange and a couple of dry biscuits.

It was the longest day of Cairo's life. About faiclock, when the savage
midday heat had lessened, she struggled backdo fetr own rucksack. It

was far lighter than Max's had been, but, evernt $0ok all her reserves of

strength to carry it to the gorge. The walk jaresery nerve in her injured

ankle, but she just gritted her teeth and tolddiethat she deserved every
moment of pain. She felt burdened down by guilt eerdorse and fear.

Max hardly seemed aware that she had gone. Whepusteer hand on his
forehead, he was burning with fever, and the gldwthe setting sun
deepened the flush in his cheeks.



It was the most beautiful sunset. Cairo watchedstieows lengthen and
darken until every ripple in the sand, every textiarthe rock was etched in
black and red. She found herself noticing tiny dietathe perfect curve of
each pile of sand blown against the sides of thhgegdhe grains glittering
like metal, the shadow thrown by the battered ehamug as it stood on the
ground- as if by concentrating on them she coutddbabout the nagging
ache of fear for Max.

As the darkness closed in, she built a fire for fwytn using the acacia

branches she had found. She had some trouble gydtistarted, until she

remembered her Filofax. It seemed so long sincéhadeamade such a fuss
about bringing it with her, and she held it betwhenhands, staring down at
it as if it were already part of a past life. Hadeally been so important to
her? She remembered bitterly all those years wherhad been so spoilt
and indulged. She had had nothing to do with hgred@&ept enjoy herself.

Couldn't she at least have done something uséalalfirst-aid course? It

wouldn't have taken much of her time, but at |sagt wouldn't have been
guite so inadequate now.

She flicked through the pages of telephone numbeesgnising the names,
but as if they were people she had met in some fHlow many of them
would be any use or comfort now? Fair-weather tiggrshe thought sadly,
remembering how few of them had stood by her whenreeded them.
Piers had been a good friend, but she knew he Witk lost as she was in
a situation like this. Max would never let thinggeovhelm him, she
realised, but then Max didn't need a telephonedarose his life. Slowly,
she tore out several pages and screwed them iitig sp

'What are you doing?' Max whispered through cradipsgdand her stomach
lurched with relief at the lucid expression in biges.

'Making a fire," she told him, touching a matchatwe of the spills and
watching the flame flicker and then burn high asamight hold. 'l thought |
would heat up some soup. You should try and hawesung.'

'Isn't that your precious diary you're tearing ugig voice was weak and
thready, but there was still a touch of the oldlddex in it. 'l thought you
couldn't function without it?"'Cairo added a few mapills to the fire and



slanted a smile at him. 'l can't. Look how usefusinow.' She assumed a
virtuous expression. Knewit would come in handy.'

'‘And there was | thinking you didn't know what yaere doing in the
desert!" Max said feebly, and managed a smile.

He seemed so much better that her spirits soangdalthough he drank half
a mug of soup, he soon slipped back into a rediess which threatened to
burn him up. Cairo wouldn't let herself sleep. $hmuched by his side all
night, holding his good hand between both of hehdevhe tossed and
mumbled. Sometimes he called her name as if hdas&eng for her, and

she felt her heart twist with guilt. It was all Hault.

'I'm here," she said, the tears running down heg.fd'm here. | won't go
away. I'll do anything you say if you'll just getdtter, Max. Pleasélease.’

By dawn, she was almost incoherent with exhaudtemself. She had kept
the fire going all night, and was stoking it upntake some more tea when
Max croaked her name behind her.

'‘Cairo?"

Cairo spun round. She was grimy with dust and aahdshere were huge
black circles under her green eyes, but her faogplias she saw that his
fever had broken. 'Max!" she exclaimed in delidgfiteeling down beside

him, she examined his face. He was looking ravalgeithis eyes were clear
and the terrifying flush had died from his cheékaw are you feeling?’

'I'm fine—thanks to you.' Max reached out and taatlner hand very
lightly. 'Who'd have thought you'd make such a goose?’

'l was useless,' she said bleakly, thinking of Hhmlpless she had been to
stop the onslaught of the fever.

"You weren't useless,’ said Max. His eyes helddalem glint of humour.
"You know I'd be the first person to tell you ifybad been, but for once you
weren't! | don't remember much about last night,valoenever | surfaced,
you were always there, mopping me down, talkinghgg giving me drinks



of water.' He paused, and his hand tightened cates. H needed you to cling
on to, Cairo. Perhaps the fever would have rurtaisrse anyway, but it
would have been a lot worse without you.'

The release from tension let exhaustion wash oa@oCcrashing through

the barriers of her fragile self- control. Her faeasted. ‘It wouldn't have

happened at all without me,' she cried, and somdiemwhead was on his
chest as she burst into tears. 'Oh, Max, I'm sy%she sobbed exhaustedly.
'It was all my fault. Everything's my fault. I'm sorry." She knew that the
last thing he needed was a hysterical woman weegirayer him, but she

couldn't help herself.

Max stroked her hair with his good hand. 'It'srighht,” he soothed. 'It's over
now. You're exhausted, Cairo. Did you get any skdegdl|?"

'l couldn't,” Cairo wept, muffled against his che$er shoulders heaved. 'l
thought...I thought..." She couldn't finish, coutidiop crying.

He let her cry for a bit, and then made her sitkiquckling her eyes like a
child. 'I'm sorry," she gulped between jerky litdebs. 'I'm behaving very
badly.’

Max tucked a strand of hair behind her ear withra smile. 'Why don't you
make some tea?' he suggested patiently. ‘'Thengmobave a sleep.’

'l couldn't sleep!" Cairo was still on the vergéehgéteria. 'What about you?'

'I'm not going anywhere," he pointed out. 'I'llderight." He didn't look all
right to Cairo. His face was drawn with pain andvae still very weak. 'You
can lie down next to me and then we bathsleep,' he said.

‘But--'

'‘No arguing,' he interrupted her, and, in spitéisfweakness, the teasing
note was unmistakable. 'l might have been halldicigaof course, but

some time last night | could swear | heard you psemgou'd do exactly as |

said in the future!’



Cairo flushed. 'l did, and | will, but--'

'‘But nothing,’ said Max, sounding more and more hknself. 'You'll be no
good as a nurse if you're too tired to think strgignd, anyway, you need to
rest that ankle of yours." He frowned as he saw kawllen it was. "You
shouldn't have been carrying those packs with jegim that condition!

'l had to,' said Cairo, touching the ankle ginge8ikie had been too worried
about Max to think about it last night, but now sloelld feel its dull, angry
ache once more.

'l know you did,' said Max more gently. He hesitatédidn't think you had
it in you, Cairo. | thought you were a spoilt bveto'd fall to pieces at the
first sign of a crisis, but | was wrong. You may ib&riating most of the
time, but last night | was glad you were herewdts a rather backhanded
compliment, but Cairo felt a glow of warmth at r@pproval and was
suddenly, stupidly shy. 'I'll make the tea,' shdtered, unable to meet his
eye.

They shared the mug of tea in silence. Max hadeddss eyes as if the
effort of talking had exhausted him, but he opetieain as he drained the
mug. 'You look terrible," he said.

"Thanks!'

'Why don't you clean your face? You'd feel bete since you insisted on
lumping all those lotions and potions along withuymu might as well use
them!'

Cairo touched her face, grimacing at the sandpajaeeiyof her skin. 'Are
you sure you can bear to watch?' she said, remamgbéis caustic
comments last time. How long ago that seemed!

'l survive," Max said. That disquieting glint amusement was back in his
eyes again. 'You've been through enough traumeoutithaving to cope
with the possibility of a wrinkle as well.’



Cairo was horrified when she examined her grimgt-tetained face in the
little mirror, and she had to use the cleanserrsg¢venes before she had
finally removed the last of the grime. It was ertdinarily comforting to do

something as ordinary as clean her face. Max had bight. She felt ten

times better already. Smoothing on moisturiser,giaeced over the top of
the mirror to tell him so, only to find him watclgirher with a curiously

arrested expression, and for some reason, sheefsielf blush.

She snapped the mirror shut. 'Do | look any betsr® asked, for something
to say.

'Yes.' Max's light eyes still rested on her fabefact, you look the best I've
ever seen you.'

Taking it as a joke, Cairo dropped the bag baak Ingr rucksack and went
to lie rather awkwardly on the sleeping mat begiae. 'l didn't realise |
looked quite that bad at the camp,' she laugheggmgoering wistfully how
cool and clean and soft she had been then.

"You looked all right,’ said Max gruffly, settlifgs splinted arm into a more
comfortable position. He glanced at Cairo. She l@aking thin, and the
high, distinctive cheekbones stood out. The flaw/kgn was burnt brown,
making her eyes look ever greener, but her featwm® blurred with
exhaustion and her eyelids were already droopinigink | prefer you like
this, though,' he said quietly, so quietly thatrGavasn't sure that she was
meant to hear.

She slept all day. When she finally woke, she wasgl with her face
pressed against Max's shoulder, but she didn't masxay immediately. It
was cool and comfortable lying there in the shadideening to his steady
breathing, and in the end it was only hunger thadierher stir.

There was a packet of dehydrated stew in Max's.piduk fire had long died
down to a circle of white ashes, so she heatethted on the paraffin stove,
and they shared it companionably. It was as ifraltension and animosity
between them had burnt out with Max's fever. Cdett completely
different. They leant back against the rock togetired watched the stars
appear in the blue-black sky.



'Where did you get that damn-fool name from?' Mskea suddenly. 'Even
at that wretched New Year's Eve party | can remerttideking that it was
typical of you not to have an ordinary name likemone else.'

Cairo winced at the memory of the party. It rempohder too much of the

spoilt, silly girl she had been. 'l was born in 1©di she said. 'l don't

remember it at all, but my father always said thaly were so happy there
they decided to call me after the city.' She garenainiscent smile, thinking

of her father. 'He was always very romantic.'

'Romantic? Jeremy Kingswood? You are his daughten't you?'

She nodded, wondering if Max knew about the scasdaiounding her
father, but his next words seemed to indicate that news hadn't yet
reached the Sahara.

'l wouldn't have guessed he was romantic," he wéld an ironic look. 'l
always thought he was one of the most successéihéssmen around—and
the most ruthless.’

Cairo was silent. Many people had thought thatesffather, and most had
rejoiced at his downfall. 'He wasn't ever like thath me,' she said at last.
'My mother died when | was very small, so we wéwneags close. He used to
spoil me. | think a lot of people thought he wobldy me presents to stop
him feeling guilty about not being around all tived, but it wasn't like that
at all. I just loved being with him.’

She paused to watch a shooting star drop intol#ukibess. Until she came
to the desert and met Max, she had never realigitd lgow spoilt she had
been. She had taken her father's love for grasteslrealised. The luxury
she had grown up in had made her just as vain @hdentred as Max had
said, and she remembered uncomfortably how shédfaaved with Max at
the beginning. No wonder he hadn't liked her.

'It wasn't the presents that spoilt me, thougle' wknt on slowly. 'lt was
growing up knowing that for my father | was specalored no matter what
| did." Cairo gave a rueful smile. Max would netlenk of her like that. 'l



suppose | got too used to having my own way. Miadanever criticised
me. | used to think he was perfect.'

Max looked at her curiously. 'Used to?' he echdedn't you think he's
perfect any more?'

Cairo thought of the revelations that had comeirotihe newspapers when
the Company Fraud Office had first been calledimvestigate her father's
affairs. She had learnt then of a man who seembaue no connection with
her adoring father.

'No, I don't think he's perfect,’ she said quieBwyt | still love him. He's my
father. Nothing can change that.' Forgetting thaixMvas unaware of the
scandal surrounding her father, she sent him alecizahg look, half

expecting him to scoff, but the eyes that met hHeslkl an unreadable
expression.

"You're more forgiving than | am," he said, lookiagay. His voice was

bitter. 'l thought my mother was perfect until Iswaine, but as far as | was
concerned she stopped being my mother when sheldeftna and me
behind. Joanna's four years younger than | am.céoumagine what it does
to a little girl of five to be abandoned by her tmart'

Cairo said nothing. She could also imagine whiaad been like for a small
boy of nine, who had thought his mother was perfect

'‘Our father didn't want anything to remind him air another, so we were
left to our own devices a lot,’ Max went on aftemament. 'l always felt
responsible for Joanna.' He shrugged. 'l suppstiédo. She's always been
so vulnerable. Because she was so young when diemeft, she used to
glamourise her, and then tried to imitate her whlea was older. She let
herself be swept into that social world, but skt gan't cope with all the
hypocrisy and double dealings.’ He sighed, andoGaas conscious of a
pang of jealousy thathecouldn't provoke that look of concern on his face.
'Whenever things go wrong for Joanna, | have tbapk to London and sort
her out.'



'‘Can't she sort herself out?' Cairo asked, motd tdvan she intended. 'l
thought she was supposed to be like me?"

'Only superficially. Joanna's not strong like you.'

'l wasn't strong until | had to be," said Cairanking of how quickly she had
had to learn to cope when her father's world cekalp

'Perhaps, but | don't think Joanna would ever hmen able to cope with a
crisis the way you did. She's always been so ursfunerself. Joanna does
have charm, but she's a pastel person, whereas' yteibroke off, and his
eyes rested on Cairo's face. "You're more vivid.'

Cairo's eyes met his with a jolt that caught thesabr in her throat, and there
was a moment of taut silence before he turned aasyf regretting his
words. 'Joanna needs someone to look after hexgritenued, and Cairo felt
disappointment settle coldly around her. She hahls® sure that he was
warming to her, but it seemed he was far more aoieckwith his sister.

His face had darkened. 'That ought to have beehusdyand's job. | never
liked him—he was a typical advertising executive+Boeanna would
marry him. It was obvious he was only interesteldeanmoney, and now that
he spent most of it he's decided to dump her inodavof some
eighteen-year-old model. Joanna was devastategljsilgs she seems to be
getting over Toby she's gone and got herself iredlwith someone who
sounds just as unsuitable. The same type of smopérator, full of
pseudo-charm and practised lies. Not only that, thingks he's already
having an affair with another woman.' Max rubbegllthidge of his nose in a
worried gesture. 'Joanna’s letters are getting raocemore fraught. If it
goes on like this, I'll have to go back to Londonl @ee her.’

Cairo couldn't help thinking that Joanna might cbpter if she didn't have
her capable elder brother to rely on. Max obviouwslpred his sister, she
thought with another pinch of jealousy. She wistleel hadn't coped so well
now. Perhaps if she had been more pathetic, MaXdvaalise thatshe
needed someone to look after her as well.



She wondered if he would go to London as he hatl €siro found it hard
to imagine him in the city, wearing a suit andditrg along the crowded
streets. She couldn't imagine him anywhere but, hetas battered hat and
shabby, oil-stained clothes, completely at homeeutite vast desert sky.

If he did come to London, she would be able to see him agaie thought
slid insidiously into Cairo's mind with a smallithof expectation, followed
immediately by the cruel realisation that Max miglat want to see her.
Why should he? He had been so much nicer sincehatlenursed him
through his fever, but it didn't mean he had chdrige mind about her. She
would still represent everything he most despisedug his mother's
lifestyle. She had behaved like the spoilt, arrodgaat he had accused her of
being, and in the end she had even put his lifislatWhy on earth would he
want to see her after she had made such a thorauggince of herself? Max
had every reason to dislike her, Cairo realisechdily, and would probably
breathe a sigh of relief when he finally got ridhefr.



CHAPTER SIX

TwISTING the enamel mug round in her hands, Cairo glanté&tha under
her lashes. He was looking up at the stars, his Bggowed in thought, and
as her gaze drifted over the planes of his facer, the angular cheekbones,
along the stubborn line of his jaw, to rest ineviyaon his mouth, she felt a
slow trembling start deep inside.

It was just reaction, she told herself in panicyé&me would feel strange
after a sleepless night. She didn't really wame&zh over and touch him, to
make him turn and smile and kiss her and say fl@aiwse he wanted to see
her again. Of course she didn't. She was simpliesng from a classic
patient-nurse syndrome. She had been worrying dbouso much over the
last few hours that now she was obsessed withthiamwas all.

Without warning, Max turned his head to find hertat@ng him, and their
eyes locked before she had a chance to look avaaso &lt as if a hand was
squeezing tight around her heart. She couldn't mosaldn't breathe. All
she could do was look helplessly into Max's eyask dnd indecipherable in
the moonlight, and wonder if he could read the loggvritten in her own.

You're .not in love with him, she told herself de day next to him that
night, trying not to think about how close he w#su've got nothing in
common. He belongs in the desert, you belong incttye He's cool and
self-contained, you're frivolous and spoilt. Heism@y not your type.
Falling for someone who despised you was just gskintrouble.

| can't be in love with him, she decided. | wort b

'Our water's not going to last much longer,” Caaod to Max the next
morning. She was being studiously brisk and prattand was making a
point of keeping a careful distance from him.

She doubted if Max even noticed. He lay on hismtee mat, drawn and
rather listless. He had slept restlessly, and stesvkhe was still in pain,
though he refused to admit it.



He pulled one of the empty water containers towhnasnow, grimacing as
the movement jarred his arm, and shook it wittoavir. 'I'd better go and get
some more,' he said. 'There's a guelta a couplews from here where the
water table comes to the surface. | could fill knere.’

"You can't walk for a couple of hours,' Cairo psbésl, horrified. 'I'll go.’
'With your ankle?' Max struggled to sit up. 'Yonlver make it.'

'l haven't had a raging fever,' she pointed outytahd my ankle's much
better. Look." She tested it on the ground to show, although it took a
heroic effort not to wince.

Max was hauling himself to his feet, putting hisitiaut against the rock to
steady himself. "You can't possibly go on your o\Wwa,said, irritated by his
own weakness. 'You'd get lost.'

"You could draw me a map."'

'No," he said as they faced each other stubbdfmhynot letting you go.’

If only he meant it, Cairo thought wistfully, artten pulled herself up. She
wasn't in love with him, she'd decided that lagthhi No matter what
happened, she would have to go back to Londoneretid, and she didn't

want to think about how desolate she was goingébthen.

'Max, you're not strong enough to go,' she told fiimly. ‘Look at you, you
can hardly stand!

'I'm all right," he said obstinately.
"You'renotall right! You're sick!

'Don't nag, woman!" snapped Max, exasperated.olfrg going to make
such a fuss, we'll both go.'



It took them much longer than two hours, and thé&kwas a struggle for
both of them, but neither would admit it, and tlkept each other going until
they arrived at last at the guelta.

There, where the water table ran near the surtdeanders flourished in a
riot of pink flowers, their narrow grey-green leawalver-bright in the sun.
The pool itself was still and secretive, edged witkhes and lilies, and a
lizard with a bright blue back lay sleepily sunnimgnself on a rock.

An air of peace and profusion hung over the tingimaCairo forgot the
jabbing pain in her ankle as she limped beside bErw a line of cedar
trees humming with bees. They shared an orangye atdter's edge, and she
felt a sensuous lethargy steal over her. The orainge was sweet on her
tongue, sticky where it dribbled down her chin, gémelfaint fragrance of the
oleanders drifted on the hot, dry air.

Max sat beside her, listening to the bees. Evargthbout him seemed very
distinct. Cairo could see the dust on his hat &edlihes of exhaustion at
either side of his mouth. The walk had been a nigin¢ for him, but he had
refused to give in, and it was only by pretendimat ther ankle hurt that she
had persuaded him to stop frequently and rest.

The water from the guelta looked green and unagipgtibut Max rigged up
a filter, and then they boiled it before pouringnito their containers and
dropping in sterilising tablets for good measureey talked easily together
as they worked, and, when they had finished, sahéyuelta and shared a
mug of tea. Cairo had always been a girl who likdchmpagne and
cocktails, but sitting on a boulder next to Maxthwthe air sweet and vibrant
with bees, passing the enamel mug between thenkrsve that no drink
would ever taste better than that tea.

'It's beautiful here, isn't it?" she sighed, hexsegn the cedar trees and the
stark grandeur of the gorge beyond.

Max glanced at her. 'l never thought I'd hear yay that the desert was
beautiful. | thought you hated it?"



'l did,' said Cairo, wondering just when she haahged her mind. 'l suppose
| just got used to it,' she added lamely. 'l $iiitl it all a bit overwhelming,
but it doesn't terrify me the way it did before.'

'Perhaps you'll have got something out of this &ffer all,’ said Max.

"You've had to learn a lot about yourself overlt#st few days. It's probably
not what you wanted to take back with you from thlateau, but

self-knowledge is a far more useful thing than ifigda few locations for

some ridiculous commercial.'

'l suppose so,' said Cairo glumly. Max's words beasught back all the
problems she had pushed to the back of her minédtWas she going to do
about arranging a shoot for Haydn Deane? They woelleixpecting to hear
from her any day now.

Max seemed to read her mind. 'At least you tri€d.rot your fault that
some idiotic executive chose somewhere totallyaessible for the shoot.’

'‘No," Cairo sighed. "You were right all along. lasva stupid idea." She
looked around her, at the still, silent magnificewnc the scenery. 'Even if it
werepossible, | don't know that I'd want to bring arteof fashion people up
here, all giggling and gossiping and complainiegg said slowly. 'It would

spoil everything.' She glanced at Max. 'l can ust@rd now why you didn't
want to bring me with you. I'm sorry. | shouldréie forced myself on you
like that. You must have thought | was just as bad.

Amusement touched the corners of Max's mouth. @&itul thought you
were worse.'

'‘Worse?'Surely she hadn't be¢at bad? Cairo's lips tightened in chagrin,
but when she stole another glance at him she savhéwas smiling.

'I've changed my mind," he assured her. His voiag @eep and very warm,
and Cairo's heart leapt. Careful, she remindecetfers

"You mean I'm only "just as bad"?' she said, detegthnot to be caught out
twice.



'‘No,' said Max. 'You're better." There was a pdiech better," he added
softly.

Cairo didn't dare look at him. She could feel @& tad heat surging up her
throat and spreading over her cheeks. She clearetthioat.

Er—I... good... good...' Heavens, she was stanmgdike a schoolgirl! 'I'll
tell the advertisers that a shoot on the plateallyressn't practical,’ she said,
desperately forcing herself back to normality. Meice sounded horribly
squeaky, and she cleared her throat again. 'ltpessn't look very good for
our business if our first job turns out to be ajeebfailure.’

'Suggest somewhere else,' said Max. He must haweedder confusion,
but gave no sign of it.

'Where?' Cairo's voice had returned to normal drvel\gas worrying in
earnest now. 'l haven't got time to scour the déseanother location and
make all the arrangements.’

'Why can't you just go back and tell them the tPuthat the desert's no place
for them. They could make just as effective an d@th@ment in a London
studio!’

'l know,' said Cairo. 'But if | say that, they wiooffer us any more jobs and
they won't recommend us to anyone either. Theysk jthink | wasn't
capable of making the arrangements.’

Piers would think that too. Cairo's green eyes shad as she remembered
how much depended on her making a success of dbisHer father's
haggard face swam into her mind.

'I've got to go back witkomething,5he said, determinedly.

'Is this job really so important to you?'

Cairo thought about the promise she had made tharfeshe thought about

her godmother who had had enough faith in hentd ker the capital to start
up the business, and about Piers who had sweptidreg on the tide of his



enthusiasm. The job wasn't important, but they wehe didn't want to go
back to London to battle with her father's deblge #anted to sit on and on
with Max in this tranquil oasis and never havedawvie, but she couldn't let
them down.

'Yes,' she said quietly. 'lt is.’

Max's eyes rested on her face. 'l could take yaudouple of sites when we
get back to the camp if you like,’ he offered abisupThey'd make a
spectacular backdrop to any photographs, and yeuadble to reach them by
four-wheel-drive from Menesset without any probléms

'‘Could you?' Cairo's face lit up, and then her srféided in puzzlement.
'Why would you do that for me after all the troublee been?'

There was a pause. '| know what lengths you'llogio tget this wretched job
done,’ Max said gruffly after a moment. 'l dreathiok what would happen
if you decide to go jaunting about the desert byrgelf. At least if | go with

you, | don't need to be wondering just what kindtroiuble you've got
yourself into. Besides, I've got to collect somengkes from that area. |
could do that at the same time.’

Cairo glowed at the thought. She would still havdetave, she reminded
herself hastily, and this tingling warmth was juoslief at the prospect of
finding a possible site for Haydn Deane. It hadbéliely nothing to do with
the fact that she could spend an extra day or titlo Max.

‘Thank you," she said simply, and, without thinkiege reached over and
touched his hand. 'I'll do whatever you tell mk¢ promised.

'Tll believe that when | see it,’” Max grunted, s mouth twitched, and
when his eyes met Cairo's neither could resistisgiHis teeth looked very
white against his tanned face and the light eye® waarmer than she had
ever seen them.

Careful, Cairo told herself as her heart soareslotly a smile. So what if
his eyes crease with secret laughter and just hgoét his mouth makes it



hard to breathe? It doesn't mean you're in lovk k. It just means you've
been alone together for too long.

His grin was fading, but his eyes held hers. Cagold feel the air tighten
between them, and she took her hand uncertainiy fines. The bees
humming in the background seemed unnaturally |bigk going to kiss me,
she thought with a queer mixture of panic and @xatlon, and she knew
that she would never be able to control her reastibhe did.

.. .1..." She swallowed. 'What about some moa2@'te

Max's eyes shuttered. 'Good idea,’ he said.

Two days later, they were climbing down towards pfek-up truck which
was waiting for Max in the shade. Far below thearaaked like a model car
left by some child in a giant sandpit. Cairo wattitewith mixed feelings.
Part of her longed to have finished this gruelimgk, and part wanted to
stop time so that she could stay on the plateaneaddth Max. Reaching that
truck would be like stepping back to reality.

He had promised to show her some different locati@airo found herself
clinging to the prospect. At least it meant tha didn't have to say goodbye
as soon as they reached the foot of the plateau.

The last two and a half days had been difficulbc8ithat moment at the
guelta, Max seemed to have withdrawn. The rathey warmth they had

established together had dissolved into a new aor@ nnsettling tension.
One minute they would be talking quite easily thget the next their eyes
would meet and conversation would falter while #teosphere between
them tightened yet another screw.

Lying stiffly next to Max at night, Cairo would wder whether it would
have been different if she hadn't jumped up to nthketea. Would Max
have kissed her? Would his lips have been coopansliasive against hers,
and how would he have reacted to the aching neé@rofesponse? Cairo
told herself she was glad she hadn't allowed Hetfsglchance to find out.



It was impossible to know what Max was thinkingn&imes she would
look up to find him watching her, but his guardegression gave nothing
away. He might never have intended to kiss heldlaH#&s arm was still
bandaged, but he had recovered remarkably quickiy fthe fever, and
sometimes she wondered dismally if his illnessleeh the only reason for
the unexpected understanding that had floweredistiyobetween them.

It's better this way, Cairo reminded herself as shaded another sharp
twist in the path. Her ankle was much improved,eptdor the occasional

twinge, but going down was proving to be even wadins@ climbing up the

plateau. The weight of her pack threatened toarddrwards, and her knees
trembled with the effort of keeping her balance.

Max was even more remote and withdrawn today. Cawaied that he
might be still suffering the after-effects of themom, but he brushed her
concern aside.

'l thought you were in a hurry to get home?' hel selhen she suggested
resting at the camp for a day before starting ding itrek down.

Cairo thought of Haydn Deane drumming their fingergheir glossy desks
as they waited for her to report back to themni| aut it's not worth you
collapsing halfway down.'

'I'm not going to collapse,’ Max said irritablyh& sooner we get off this
plateau, the better.’

Did that mean he was anxious to get rid of her?PadGaondered miserably.

The things Max had made her leave behind were stilhg behind the

boulder with the white stone on top of them. It visasd to believe that she
could ever have thought that she would need thdray BRIl seemed quite
irrelevant now, Cairo thought as she packed themwlgl away in her

rucksack.

After one surprised look, the driver seemed to t&kdro's presence for
granted, and he chatted cheerfully to Max in Arasdhey jolted over the
corrugations, evidently exclaiming over the stofytlee snakebite. Cairo



wondered if Max was telling him that it had all beleer fault. She was
squeezed between the two men on the bench seattasd out of the
window, trying not to think about the lean strengtiViax's thigh pressed
against hers, or the arm which he was resting alloadpack of the seat. If
she tipped her head back, she could lean against it

She might have been a rather awkwardly shaped aukKsr all the notice
Max took of her. He talked to the driver the whaigy while she sat silently
between them with a brittle look of unconcern onfaee.

When they got to the camp, Cairo climbed out andduncertainly by the
truck. It felt strange to be surrounded by buildingnd people again.
Everything seemed small and unimpressive aftetavering gorges on the
plateau.

'l presume you left your things with Bruce?' Maxdséifting her rucksack
out of the back of the truck and dropping it on ¢gmeund beside her in a
cloud of dust.

Cairo nodded. 'He said | could use the guest ro®toray as | wanted.'

'I'll bet he did," said Max nastily. 'You've gonight here, so I'm sure he'll be
only too delighted to catch up with you again.dtiywant to go and see these
sites, we'll have to leave at five o'clock tomornmerning. I'm sure you're
desperate to get back to civilisation.'

'Yes,' she said flatly. This was the old, hostilexMNothing had changed.
How had she ever thought that it could? Making aifew cups of tea while
he had a fever wasn't going to convince him thatvehs anything other than
a thoughtless, superficial city girl like his mothe

Cairo looked down at her rucksack, remembering \Wwhdtad said about her
learning something from her experience on the alatele had said that she
had coped, that she had guts. Once or twice, halnaaist seemed to like
her. It was as if coming back to the camp had rdednhim of all the
things-she represented, and that he hated so much.



She wanted to shout at him, to tell him thatlshdchanged, that she wasn't
quite the same girl who had demanded to be takeheaiplateau. Max had
done more for her than simply guide her throughrtioks, and it suddenly
seemed very important to tell him that.

'Max, I..." she began, and then stopped, unsunewfto thank him properly.
He looked at her, his light eyes suddenly alegs™¥
'l just--'

'Cairo!" Bruce had caught sight of them as he waang past, and he
brought the car to a stop with a squeal of brakesjamped out. 'What a
wonderful surprise!' Before Cairo had a chanceoadl she wanted to Max,
he was bearing down on them, a delighted smilei®fabe.

'You're a sight for sore eyes,' he said. 'Only r& ltie you could spend
several days on the plateau and still look as fehas when she set out!

Cairo had found Bruce charming before; now his domgnts seemed
empty and ridiculous, but he had been more thaerges in giving her the
use of a room and his car, and she could hardly kim.

'Hello, Bruce.' She smiled and let him catch hdlth& hands and kiss her
on both cheeks. Over his shoulder, she could seeldking boot-faced.
He obviously thought she was being superficial mgéihat did he expect
her to do? she thought in a sudden burst of aRyesh Bruce away?

Bruce was picking up her rucksack, insisting orvidg her along to the
guest rooms. Cairo felt stifled by his effusiveqmerality. Max would' have
made her carry her own pack and walk.

He was watching Bruce fussing round her with arsate expression. Cairo
glanced at him, hoping against hope that he wawddest meeting her later,
but he merely gave her a curt nod.

Tll see you tomorrow morning. Don't be late,” $&d, and walked off
without another word.



Was that all he could say, after all they had bieough together? Cairo
was hurt and angry, and too proud to show it. bstshe turned to Bruce
with a brilliant smile and let him bear her offtier room.

She was horrified when she caught sight of hersathe mirror. Her face
was sunburnt and so thickly covered in dust andl dhat she hardly
recognised herself. She looked tired and thin, legrdhair felt like straw.
Only the blazing green eyes were the same.

'l prefer you this way'. She could remember thébtamof Max's voice, the

exquisite relief of knowing that she could sleepowing that he was there
beside her. The shade had been deep and cool,lerdsihie had woken her
face had been pressed against his upper arm sshinabuld breathe in the
smell of his skin...

Cairo shook herself free of the memories, horriiethe look of dark, naked
longing in the eyes that stared back at her froenntiirror. She mustn't do

this to herself. She must think about finding aatoan for Haydn Deane,

about going home, about seeing her father anchgellim she had made a
start at paying off his debts, about anything othen Max and the way he
walked and the way he turned his head and the vgayamds felt against her
skin.

She felt better after a shower. She had to washdiethree times to get out
all the sand and tangles, but at last it bouncidysabout her jawline in
thick, streaky golden waves. Her face was stili\@own, but at least it was
clean, and her slanting eyes shone a deep, clean.gr

Cairo slipped on a cool, silky blue dress andrfedte like her old self. Bruce
was openly admiring when he picked her up and whler over to the
mess, but although she tried hard to respond shidricohelp missing Max's
astringency. This was ridiculous! She had only begay from him for two

hours, and already her pulse had quickened athiheght of seeing him
again.

He wasn't there.



The disappointment was so sharp that Cairo wamtenyt She had never
cried over a man, she reminded herself fiercelywexeBruce didn't seem to

notice anything amiss, so she supposed she musttalked and smiled

automatically, but later she had no idea what heghlsaid. All she could

think about was that Max didn't even care enougtotoe along and have a
drink with her.

If he had walked into the bar then, she would havewn herself into his
arms, but the realisation made Cairo so angry wéfself that she pulled
herself together sharply. She was being utterhhgiat! What had she
allowed to happen to herselfshe,Cairo Kingswood, had let herself get into
this kind of state about some grumpy geologist2ude more interested in
his precious rocks than he was in her!

She wasn't going to waste any more time thinkirauahim. Her chin lifted
in unconscious pride. If she hadn't known that laes Wwer best chance of
finding a location in such a short time, she wolié&le told him that she
never wanted to see him again. As it was, she otwedPiers and Haydn
Deane at least to go, but this time it would beswittly businesslike terms.
She would take some photographs, arrange guidepeandts in Menesset
and go home. Cairo told herself she couldn't wait.

She pretended not to notice Max when, he finallyesped, even though her
heart gave a great lurch at the sight of his caadtere figure in the door of
the mess. His eyes flickered towards her, but da'tdeven smile. He just
went calmly up to the counter, helped himself toesl and went over to sit
on the other side of the room.

Cairo sucked in her breath through clenched testie had practically
crippled herself carrying his rucksack along theggoto give him some
water, she had worried herself sick about him, Ishe& even torn up her
Filofax to make him tea, and he couldn't even iedred to come over and
say hello!

Her green eyes glittered dangerously. Turning eeditely to Bruce, she
gave him a dazzling smile that made him blink, apdnt the rest of the
evening showing Max, if he had cared to look, judtat a charming,
seductive, witty woman he was ignoring.



Bruce clearly couldn't believe his luck. Cairo agkan occasional glance
beneath her lashes at Max to see how he was rgabtit, to her fury, he
merely looked dour and quite uninterested. He stenkal, exchanged a few
words with the other men at his table, and walketd leaving Cairo feeling
curiously deflated.

She slept fitfully that night, unaccustomed to Huodt bed. It was hard to
imagine how scared she had been the first nighhabeslept out under the
stars. Now the walls and ceiling confined her, ahd rattle of the

air-conditioner grated on her nerves. She missed Mare than she was
prepared to admit. Somehow she had got used émilgg to him breathing
and knowing that she only had to reach out to tdusheassuring strength.

The restless night left her tired and irritabled adax was clearly feeling
much the same when she hurried up to him the nextinyg. It was twenty
past five.

Cairo had been unable to face the prospect ofnqgutth her grubby shorts
again, and had pulled a dress out of her suitdbsas a cool, comfortable
cotton in soft pinks and greens, buttoning downftbat of her waist and

then hanging in soft folds around her slender Iéigsiould be ideal for

sitting in a car all day, she had thought as shikegut hurriedly out of her

suitcase at five o'clock. After tossing and turnafignight, she had dropped
into a deep sleep in the early hours and had e®mrsMax would be

unimpressed—if he was still there.

He was there, but the sardonic expression on hestf@d her that she had
guessed correctly.

'Where do you think you're going?' he demandedadlen party?'

Cairo's lips tightened. She had hoped to overwheax with her cool
femininity, but he showed no signs of being overnwlesl. She was
determined not to let him guess how long she hadtgpinking about him,
and tattered pride was making her tense and defrigVhat's wrong with
my dress?' she demanded. 'We're going in a velia;t we?'



'We are," Max confirmed. He nodded his head atteitesl old jeep standing
near by. 'That's it over there.’'

Cairo stared at it, appalled. 'l thought we'd began the pick-up.'

‘The pick-up isn't mine. | just get a lift in itcasionally. The rest of the time
| use the jeep.’

'‘But there's no roof!" she wailed. 'I'll get filtlagain!"

'It'll just be a bit of sand. You have to expedttin the desert," said Max
with a predictable lack of sympathy.

'I'm going back to put on my shorts,' said Caivoning, but was brought up
by a hard hand oh her arm.

'Oh, no, you don't. You're already twenty minutge,| and I'm not waiting
any longer.'

'‘But my dress is going to get ruined!"

‘Tough,' said Max. 'lIf you didn't learn about wegrsensible clothes when
we went up the plateau, that's your problem.' K&gu up Cairo's pack and
tossed it in the back of the jeep. 'Get in.’

Sulking, Cairo wrestled with the door, opened itrwdifficulty and brushed
fastidiously at the dusty seat before she sat down.

'l don't know why you bother with doors if you hattegot a roof," she
grumbled.

'Stop complaining,' he said, starting the engivieu'wanted to come, and
there are no other vehicles available at this shotice. You're lucky I'm
taking you at all. You're the one who's in suckainhg hurry to get back to
London.’

'If we went later, would we be able to have a céhwir-conditioning?'
Cairo was unable to resist asking.



'You've changed your tune, haven't you?' said Maglaasantly. 'At the
guelta you were panicking about not getting homine.'

'l do have to get back.' Cairo sighed, rememberRigrs will be waiting
and--'

'Piers?' Max interrupted her.
She threw him a curious look. 'He's my partneg'skplained.

‘Not Piers Ward-Willoughby, by any chance?' he dskea strangely grim
tone.

'Yes.' Cairo turned to look at him, astonishedhat ¢oincidence. 'Do you
know him?' Where on earth would Max have come a&cthe sociable,
charming Piers? They were chalk and cheese!

'I know of him,' Max said in the same ominous voi®éhich means | also
know all about you.'

‘Me?'

'l gather you and Piers spend a lot of time togéthee went on with heavy
sarcasm.

Cairo was completely baffled. 'He's my partnerc@irse | see a lot of him.’

'l don't suppose it bothers you that he's runnnogired with two women at
one time?'

'l don't suppose you could tell me what you'reitegkabout?' Cairo retorted
in a frigid voice. She was fed up with this!

Max changed gear angrily. 'Joanna's in love widrd2+-or she thinks she is.
Her letters are full of him. She's just got over dworce, and this Piers is
making her miserable.’



What did that have to do witier? Cairo wondered angrily. ‘It doesn't sound
like Piers," she said curtly. He had always preftrto make his way by
charm rather than hard work. He could be tiresorflglgant at times, but
never cruel. 'He's not a heartless schemer, ifstivahat you're worried
about. | can't believe he'd hurt anyone delibeydtel

‘That's what Joanna says. Apparently there's anotteman in the

background who's got her claws into him. From alih gather, this Piers is
just after her money, but Joanna says he reallgsldner and it's this other
woman who's determined to have him. She's afrats going to lose him.’

Cairo was sick of hearing about Joanna and hetgare 'It sounds to me as
if your sister is being completely wet,’ she saidndly. Nearly as wet as she
had been about Max last night, but she was overnba, she reminded
herself hastily. 'If she's so in love with Piergyyndoesn't she stand up and
fight for him?"

‘Joanna's not a fighter like you." Max's jaw wasasehe glanced at Cairo.
'She can be pretty when she tries, but she's govmiadence in herself. She
wouldn't stand much of a chance against you.'

Cairo stared at him, as the realisation strucku™on't really think this
other woman isne,do you?"

'It seems fairly obvious," said Max tightly. 'Acdarg to Joanna, Piers
spends an awful lot of time with this woman, whzgswutiful and glamorous
and confident—all the things Joanna isn't, and a@u Not only that, she's
trying to get Piers involved in some shady busiredseme that Joanna
thinks will ruin him.'

‘Joanna doesn't know what she's talking about' Gairo in tight-lipped
emphasis when she could speak. For a moment sheeleadso taken aback
that she could only gape at Max, but now whiteflaot was searing through
her. 'Piers may well be having an affair with hathough I've never so
much as heard him mention a Joanna, but he cerianit having an affair
with mel’



CHAPTER SEVEN

MAX looked at her suspiciously. 'You don't deny yourrdusiness with
him?'

'No. Why should I?' Cairo shook back her hair dggiBut if you think that
I've slogged all over that wretched plateau faghadybusiness, you and
your precious Joanna have got another think comimg! for the record,’
she swept on, 'l didotinveigle Piers into the business. It was his iahex,
mine, and we're partners in the purely businessesefthe word, so you can
tell Joanna that, too!

Max was silent, a muscle working furiously in hasvj obviously unwilling
to be convinced. 'l can understand why Joannatiedtatened by you,' he
said after a while.

'It's more than | can,’ said Cairo tartly. 'I'vereeeven met her.'

'She must have seen you somewhere. You've gothallldoks and
confidence that she lacks, and enough wealth tgttéters. | gather he
hasn't got any money, and is the sort of man orotbleout for a rich wife.
He couldn't do much better than Jeremy Kingswodalgyhter, could he?"

Cairo began to laugh. If only he knew! Jeremy Kimgsd's daughter had
nothing but debts and liabilities, as Piers wekwn She and Piers were as
desperate as each other to make some money. 8seligpu could say that it
was money that brought us together,' she gaspedtat

'I'm glad you find it so amusing,’ Max said coldlydon't happen to find it
funny that my sister is being made miserable, fbatever reason, but I'm
prepared to accept that you're not having an affair Piers if you say so.'

'Big of you!" said Cairo in an acid voice, and wadnher face deliberately
away. He was unbearable. Arrogant, pigheaded, ¢icgd and absolutely
insufferable! How could she ever have ewemsideredoeing in love with
him? She hated him! How dared he accuse her ohfan affair with Piers
just because his sister was too stupid to ask Bigrgght?



Chin tilted aggressively, Cairo stared throughdrecked windscreen. She
wished she'd never embarked on this awful trip.dhever been in such a
dilapidated vehicle before; it was little more thesand-encrusted chassis
with tattered seats and a jumble of wires holdimg whole thing together
under the bare metal dashboard. It was a wondeult go at all.

They were driving away from the plateau, and theedewas flat and
featureless and monotonously brown beneath a Hugajngly blue sky.

The track itself was well used, ridged with corriggas, and the jeep rattled
and protested madly as they raced over them, golicross a tyre track
every now and then with spine- jarring impact.

Cairo 'was not enjoying herself. She had lookeavémd to the luxury of
travelling by car rather than on foot, but she hadgined a smooth,
air-conditioned vehicle, not this boneshaking aldtbucket which seemed
to suck in the dust. It got everywhere, lay thicktbe metal dashboard and
the seat between them, stuck to her skin and heahé coated her dress in
a layer of dull brown. To add insult to injury, M@amehow managed to
look as cool and clean as when they had set out.

| hate him, said Cairo to herself again.

They drove for a couple of hours before Max sudgeekred off the piste
and headed over towards a ridge in the distanceo Qaeserved an icy
silence and refused to ask where they were gougadbthey got closer the
ridge resolved itself into a mass of black, dramatbcks, their stark
silhouettes softened by the sweep of glitteringdsdumes.

Cairo got stiffly out of the car. She could seesatty that it would be a
perfect site for the shoot, but she didn't feet liiving Max the satisfaction
of telling him so. Instead, she ostentatiously rgaohim and took a whole
roll of film from different angles. When she lookedund, Max had
disappeared, presumably to survey some of his queaiocks. Much she
cared! Cairo sat on a rock in the meagre shaddaamebd herself with her
notebook. There was no doubt that this was thd ghes.

After a while she began to get bored and look awach. Max was taking
his time, but she was damned if she was going tangblook for him. The



sky glared down at her and the heat bounced offdblks as the minutes
ticked away, and when there was still no sign okMhe was sure that he
was keeping her waiting deliberately.

'Where have you been?' she demanded when he fstadlyed back into
view holding some obscure surveying instrument.

'Working," he said shortly. 'Contrary to what yaems to believe, | have
other things to do than dance attendance on yauding you a big enough
favour letting you come along at all without jumgito attention whenever
you snap your fingers.'

‘There's no need to be such a martyr about ifymethCairo. 'You offered to
bring me,if you remember. If it was going to be such a tratongou, you
should have kept your mouth shut.’

Max threw the instrument in the back of the jekgit too much to hope that
you could keep yours shut?' he said unpleasantly.

Cairo had to struggle with the door again, ancveld her feelings when she
finally got in by banging it shut.

'Don't slam the door!" snarled Max.
'Why not? Afraid the whole thing will fall apart?"
‘There's nothing wrong with this jeep!

'‘No, nothing that a new chassis, new doors, newdsdreen and a new
engine wouldn't cure!’

'It works perfectly well,’ said Max through grittadeth. 'That's what's
important. Of course, it's typical of you to be mopncerned by how a thing
looks rather than how it operates. Personally, pitd reliability over
appearance any day—and that goes for people assvelirs!

He turned the key in the ignition as he spoke, ¢olproduce an ominous
grinding noise, followed by silence.



'Sorry, what was that about reliability?' Cairoeksugar sweet.

Max shot her a filthy look and tried the key agaiith exactly the same
result. Swearing under his breath, he groped beribatdashboard for the
bonnet-release handle.

'What's wrong?'

‘'The engine won't start,” he said curtly, and Chiridled..

' may not be the world's best mechanic, but evauld work that one out!

Max straightened. 'Do you know one end of a combustngine from
another?' he asked between clenched teeth.

'l know how to check the oll.’
‘That'll be a big help,’ he said sarcastically.

‘There's no need to be so patronising,’ Cairo se@dp'l only wanted to
know what was wrong. | don't want to be stuck mdlesert with you again!

‘The feeling is quite mutual,’ said Max in an iayice. 'l don't happen to
knowwhat's wrong yet. For a start, | can't see thraughal, so | don't know
what's going on in the engine, and, even if | the, answer wouldn't mean
anything to you.'

'It might,' lied Cairo. 'I'm not a complete idiot.’

‘Then why do you behave like one?' Max asked, predobeyond
endurance. Jumping down from the jeep, he bangedidor shut with
unnecessary force and strode round to the frotiteo¥ehicle.

'Don't slam the door!" she shouted after him.

Max glared at her through the windscreen, but gudate himself with
jerking up the bonnet and cutting her from his view



Cairo sat, arms folded defiantly, and glowered uhio the cracked
windscreen at the lid of the bonnet. It had besartiof dull green once, but
was now so ingrained with sand that it looked brown

Why was Max being so obnoxious? For a dangerousengr@airo allowed
herself to remember the man she had known on #teaal. He had stroked
her hair when she had cried, and held her in Inis &0 keep away the terrors
of the night. She could remember every time he draded at her, every
time he had touched her. Cairo's mind veered avesy femembering how
he had kissed her, and she scowled at the borimeth&In't ever liked him,
really. She had just been dependent on him, andasisa't going to be
dependent on him much longer. He might have hadnuments on the
plateau, but they had been exceptions, and siegetdd come down he had
been downright unpleasant. Well, that was fine ley, lCairo thought
huffily. She would just ignore him.

She concentrated on ignoring Max for a few minueswhen he still didn't
emerge from behind the bonnet, she succumbed tosdyrand climbed
down, after another short, sharp altercation withdoor, and went to peer
over his shoulder at the engine.

'‘Well?'

He glanced at her with dislike. 'If it means angthto you, the carburettor
has seized up.'

'Oh." Cairo tried to look as if she knew what abcaettor was. '"Will you be
able to fix it?"

'Probably. I'll have to strip the carburettor riglatwn, though.'
'‘Can | do anything?'

Max sighed irritably. "'The most useful thing younao is sit down and shut
up. | can't concentrate with you hanging over rke that.'

'l was only trying to help,’ said Cairo, affronted.



'‘Well, help by keeping out of my way and not askemyy more stupid
guestions!'

Offended, Cairo turned on her heel and went badietcseat. Let him do it

all by himself, then! She had left the door opes time to save her nails and
her temper any further wear, but still her resemirsenmered as she swung
her legs up on to the bench seat and settled hase&omfortably as she
could. It looked like being a long, hot wait.

The minutes crawled by in oppressive heat, thes#droken only by the
sound of Max tinkering away at the engine and &asgl fly which had
appeared out of nowhere and was buzzing around'€#ace. What was it
doing out here? Cairo wondered irritably, flicking it away witheh
notebook. There was nothing here for a fly or amglelse. Only rocks and
sky and sand.

The fly landed on her arm and she slapped at ity @itin't it go and buzz
around Max? Cairo was thoroughly hot and bored Iy time she
remembered a magazine she had stuffed into hesaiaklat the last minute.
She hadn't had time to read it on the plane, archald brought it along in
case she needed a good excuse to ignore Max.

Clambering over into the back, she rummaged arouhdr pack and pulled
the magazine out triumphantly. At least she coaltirto take her mind off
the sweat trickling down her back and how horriMex was being.

The magazine looked glossy and somehow out of pfatiee dusty jeep.

Cairo weighed it in her hands and then, on an isgdifted it to her face so
that she could smell the paper, overcome by a wawnestalgia for people,

places, civilisation, anything other than this ydsbwn emptiness. She
didn't belong here any more than the magazine did.

An image of the plateau popped unbidden into hednthe was sitting by

the guelta with Max, drinking tea, listening to thees, and wishing that she
could stay there forever. Cairo stared unseeingiyrdat the magazine. The
memory was so vivid that it hurt, and she had tengh her mind away from

it.



She was glad she had come with Max today, shénarkklf as she turned to
the interview page. It had put paid once and fbtoathat bizarre idea that
she might have been attracted to him, and remirgdjust what her
priorities were. She was going to pay off her fathdebts and then settle
down in the city, where she belonged, and she woeer give Max or the
desert so much as another thought.

Determined to believe it, Cairo adjusted her susgga and absorbed herself
in the magazine, so successfully that she waswateathat Max had come
round to stare at her until he spoke.

'‘Are you sure you're quite comfortable?' he asketh leavy irony,
watching her incredulously over his door. There wasnudge of oil on his
cheek and his eyes looked very light in his dadefa

'Yes, thank you,' said Cairo absently, her mintiatithe winter collections.
She had used to go to Paris and Milan to see thedesigns; how long
would it be before she could buy herself any nemhels? Recalling where
she was, she laid the magazine down on her krié¢gge you finished yet?'

For one terrifying moment, she thought Max was gadia lean in and
strangle her, but after a visible struggle he nyssald through his teeth, 'No,

| havenotfinished. It's a hundred and twenty degrees owg-héotter under
the bonnet—and I've had to strip down the carboretbmpletely. If you
think you can do it any faster with your renowneectmanical skills, you're
very welcome to come and try, alitl catch up on where the hemline is this
year!'

‘There's no need to jump down my throat!" With mddnsolence, Cairo
reopened her magazine. 'I'm sure you're goingsasafayou can.'

The next instant, the magazine was torn from hadfias Max opened his
door and lunged in. His face was suddenly veryeclashis own, and his
grey-green eyes were ablaze with anger.

'I've had just about enough of you and your spedlifish attitude! You don't
appreciate how lucky you are to be seeing the tisethis. Oh, no! You're
so narrow-minded that you'd really rather sit thara flick through a



magazine that's so full of deceit and pretensian ithprobably means a lot
to you. As long as you get your own way, nothirgeahatters, does it?' A
muscle jumped furiously in his jaw. 'First of atitymake me drag you with
me up to the plateau, make it virtually impossioleme to do any work up
there and now, when I'm sweating my guts out toygetto your precious
locations, you have the nerve to sit there calrabding thatripe and ask
me if I've finished!

Cairo's eyes narrowed to an intense, glitteringigies she snatched back the
magazine'Youwere the one who wanted me to stay out of your. \Wwaigin't
realise that what you really wanted was for me d@eln over you with a
handkerchief to mop your brow and tell you how ne#lous you are just
because you're weird enough to like this place! \&tguld | appreciate the
desert? It's hot and it's uncomfortable and itisnigo and I'm stuck in the
middle of it with some latter-day Lawrence of Arabivho's so full of
prejudices about London that it's almost funny ahd dares to lecturme
about being narrow-minded!'

"You'll be stuck for longer than you bargainedifgrou don't put that down
right now and give me a hand," Max threatened.

'Oh, for heaven's sake!" Cairo threw down the miagaand glared at him.
'What do you want me to do?'

‘Just start her up+-it's not too much trouble for you.'

He went back to lean over the engine, and Caingetlithe ignition key
when he gave her the order. The engine spluttetedmiraculous life and
there was a muffled shout from behind the bonnet.

'What?' she yelled over the racket.

'l saidturn her off!'bellowed Max.

Cairo cut the engine and listened as the envelaglagce descended once
more.

‘All right,’ he said. 'Come here.'



‘Yes,sir,' she muttered, clambering down. 'What now?'
Max handed her some spanners. 'Hold these whik tighten up the bolts.’
'Please?' she reminded him in a saccharine voice.

'How would you like me to drive off and leave yoer&?' Max directed his
guestion pleasantly to the carburettor.

'You wouldn't dare!'

'l wouldn't push the point if | were you.' He thrasspanner into her hand
and helped himself to one of the others she wadirimpl The way | feel at
the moment, it would be justifiable homicide andljably a great service to
society in general!’

After a couple more adjustments, he slammed doemdmnet and told her
curtly to get back in the jeep.

'l don't know why you're being so unpleasant,’ €ado as they set off once
more. 'I've told you, | haven't got anything towlith your wretched sister's
problems.'

'It just seems very funny that Joanna'’s life imgeurned upside-down again
by a woman who is beautiful and heartless and siness with Piers... but
not you, apparently. Tell me, how many beautifidatless women does
Piers do business with?"

Cairo gritted her teeth. 'l am not having an afféath Piers. | never have and
| never will. We're business partners and frienlat's all. Why won't you
believe that?'

"You can't tell me a man like that could keep faads off a girl like you!"

"You seem to be able to do it without any diffigiiltCairo retorted before
she could help herself.



‘That's because I--' Max broke off as the jeep éahtp a halt, its wheels
turning uselessly in the soft sand. Banging hist feggainst the
steering-wheel, he swore fast and fluently.

'‘Now look what you've done!' Cairo accused him.'"é&/bogged.’

Max slumped back in his seat. 'Marvellous! Howybd work that one out?’
he asked, rubbing his temples in frustration. "T$isll your fault.'

'My fault?' she squeaked indignantly. 'How does ittgebe my fault? |
wasn't driving.’'

'If you hadn't been arguing, | might have been &bleoncentrate on what |
was doing."'

'Who did you blame for all your problems until hea into your life?' Cairo
asked acidly.

'l didn't have any problems until | met you!'

They jumped out of the jeep at the same time, bething their feelings on
the doors, and shouting across at each other shijdiDon't slam the door!'

The jeep was so deeply bogged that its chassiburaetl into the sand. Max
swore and kicked the wheel arch.

‘That'll 'help,’ said Cairo acidly.

He looked murder and threw a shovel towards hevsacthe jeep. 'Get
digging,’ was all he said.

Cairo managed to sidestep the shovel and it lamdigda muffled thud in
the sand. Picking it up reluctantly, she beganmogathe sand away from
the front wheel on her side, until Max gave an axwtion of disgust.

'l said dig, not flick grains of sand around!" lzeds '"We'll be here all day at
the rate you're going. Put a bit of elbow grease iih



'Oh, shut up!" Cairo snapped, but she redoubleeffients.

It was back-breaking work. For every shovel sheoped out, half of the
fine sand seemed to trickle back into the hole fthensides, and they had to
dig out the back wheels and under the chassis hasvine front. The back
of Cairo's dress was drenched in sweat and thesking kept getting in the
way as she bent with the shovel.

'Why didn't you stop as soon as you felt yoursgifidg into all this sand?’
she demanded, wiping her scarlet face with the babler arm.

'l would have done if you hadn't been yakking at' ivlax snarled. 'Keep
digging!

The sun beat down mercilessly, and the heat washgnékhard to breathe.
Cairo got herself into a rhythm—bend, scoop, beedpp—by chanting, 'l
hate him, | hate him, | hate him," under her breathl it was the only thing
that kept her going.

Max worked with characteristic efficiency, and fihed digging out his side
long before her. He could easily have come rouretp dig on her side, but
instead he stood, leaning on his shovel and wajcher sweat with a
sardonic expression on his face. Cairo would hase dhther than ask him
to help. She pressed her lips together firmly agwl lover her shovel once
more.

'I hate him, | hate him,' she muttered to herself.

By the time she was finished, she was utterly esteliand could only
collapse over her shovel, wondering if she wouldrdeel cool again. Max
laid sand mats in front of the front wheels and tweand the jeep lowering
the tyre pressure.

'l should be able to drive her out now," he sai@aao, ignoring the fact that
she was lying in an untidy heap on the sand, gdiping for breath. 'But |
won't be able to stop until the ground feels firnterlose momentum, she'll
just dig in again.’



Cairo struggled into a sitting position. She cotilgio through that again!
IOKlI

'So you'll have to follow on foot with the sand sjahe went on. 'l can't stop
and pick you and them up, and I'm certainly notilegthem behind.’

'Why can't you stay behind?' Cairo demanded, ugiiegshovel to haul
herself to her feet.

'‘Because you're not experienced in desert drivikigx explained with
exaggerated patience. "You'd probably bog us dgain.

'l could hardly do worse than you so far,’ she sadpishly.

'If you don't stop whingeing, | won't wait for yat all,’ said Max, starting
the engine to drown out any further protests.

Cairo blew the hair wearily off her forehead andaliad the jeep drive up
the sand mats and bowl off into the distance. Jarginer hat back on to her
head, she hoisted a sand mat under each arm aad tvadging after Max.
The jeep shimmered through the heat haze like agajmever seeming to
get any closer. Cairo was convinced that Max haeedrfurther than he
needed to just so that she would have a longer,\@atkshe was livid by the
time she finally threw the sand mats into the bafcke jeep.

"You did that deliberately!

Max was leaning against her door, looking cool egldxed. He raised an
eyebrow at her. 'What?'

"You could have stopped at least half a mile baCkliro waved an arm
behind her.

'l couldn't be sure of the sand,” Max said blantypu might feel like
digging out the jeep again, but | certainly dorie'looked her up and down,
from her battered hat and red face, to the limgsloaked with sand, and, to
Cairo's fury, his light eyes creased with malici@msusement. "You look
rather hot, Cairo. Would you like a drink?'



He held the water bottle out, and she snatchednt his hand with a black

look, but as their fingers touched, she felt sushack of electric awareness
that she nearly dropped it. Max had felt it tooe Sbuld see it in his eyes
before he turned away, and her hand shook as gpedtiback the water
bottle. How could someone treat you as ruthlessi\ax had done all

morning, and still be able to make you thrill ae tmerest brush of his
fingers? It wasn't fair.

She could feel the awareness of that one briefnt@immering between
them as they drove on over the sand. Just one tbutht was enough to
relight those other memories she had tried so toaimiget today: his hands
against her skin, the taste of his mouth, the wammoth strength of his
shoulders beneath her fingers.

Cairo slid a glance at Max under her lashes. He sgaw/ling at the sand
ahead, dark brows drawn together and jaw thrustsfat. His mouth was set
in a tight, angry line, and his hands gripped teersng-wheel so tightly that
his knuckles stood out. What did he have to bessscabout? she wondered
resentfully. She was the one who had had to trémigeiles in the burning
heat with the sand mats.

Then she wondered what he would do if she leardsacand kissed the
corner of his mouth.

Cairo's lips tingled at the thought. Stop it, stld herself and wrenched her
eyes away. You hate him. Don't even let yoursetfktlabout how it would
feel.

The roar of the engine seemed to come from milesya®airo felt as if
there was a pocket of silence enveloping her ang. Mavas alive with
hostility and a relentless tension that clawedeatrterves. She found that
she was breathing very carefully, and although ls@ her eyes rigidly
ahead she was horribly aware of Max driving taut @ontrolled beside her.
If she closed her eyes, the image of his mouthethtauntingly behind her
eyelids, and when she opened them again to stéine ampty horizon, the
memory of his touch burned in her mind.



It was a relief when Max turned off the piste agaia headed towards what
appeared to be a solid wall of rock rising out e tdesert. It gave Cairo
something else to look at and something else tkthbout.

'Where are we going?'

‘There's a guelta in here," he said briefly, negoty a path through an
opening in the rocks. 'We'll spend the night bywla¢er." They emerged into
an expanse of small boulders, bleached white bguihe like a vast pebble
beach adrift in the desert. The jeep bumped its veay slowly over the
smooth stones until it dropped gratefully back orsmoother terrain and
there, in front of her, was the pool, so deep dadrand green among the
rocks that it looked almost unreal.

There were a couple of acacia trees near by, anteander bloomed at the
edge, its pale pink flowers looking almost surgdinst the bare backdrop
of stone, but nothing else appeared to take adgardathe water. It just
gleamed there mysteriously, with nothing to cluttetimpid depths. When
Cairo peered in, she could see every pebble ohdtiem.

Max was unloading the jeep and ignoring her. It yuss$ as well she had
brought that magazine, Cairo thought resentfullfteAthe way he had
treated her all day, she wasn't going to sit araalhévening and wait for
him to notice her!

Hoisting out her own rucksack, she ostentatiousig her sleeping mat as
far away from Max's as she could. 'You'll be glaknow that I've got my
own sleeping bag this time," she couldn't resigingpto Max.

'l thought you didn't have one,’ he said with adlstare.

'l asked Bruce to lend me his," she said, shakiadag out and spreading it
over the mat.

'I'm surprised you didn't ask him to come along ahdre it with you,’'
sneered Max.

Cairo's eyes narrowed dangerously. 'What do yownrbgdhat?'



‘Judging by the way you were fondling each othst faght, | thought you
might have tried it out with him already.’

'l suppose | should be grateful that you deignediotice that | was there at
all," said Cairo in a voice that dripped ice. 'Butas certainly nofondling,
and nor was Bruce.’

'It looked like fondling to me. I've never seenlsacevolting display!" Max
yanked savagely at the cord of his rucksack ani@guwoiut his own sleeping
bag, which he threw on to the mat.

"You'd think anyone behaving in a vaguely civilisadnner was revolting,’'
said Cairo, too angry to notice that she was emgtjier pack quite
unnecessarily.

"You call thatcivilised? | can think of plenty of terms for the way youreve
batting your eyelashes and fawning all over Bribcg civilised isn't one of
them! The poor man didn't know what had hit himaxX\feered. 'Of course, |
might have known you wanted something. All thatosgffjust to get a
sleeping bag off him... or was it something elbe?added nastily.

Cairo had kept her back pointedly turned, but nbw swung round. ‘It
wasn't anything! I happened to be enjoying Brucefapany, which is more
than | can say aboyburs.’

'l didn't get that impression when you were snugglip under my sleeping
bag,’ Max taunted her. 'Or was that just you befwin a civilised way?'

Provoked beyond endurance, Cairo advanced on maangyes blazing. 'l
wouldn't waste my time being civilised to you! I'mever met anyone so
arrogant and inconsiderate andufferableand if you think I'd ever goear
you unless | was absolutely desperate, you must yma& head examined! |
can hardly bear to touch you!

'Oh, yes?' snarled Max, grabbing her roughly anithgwg her up into his
arms before she realised what was happening. fihetloing | need my
head examining for is ever agreeing to have angttardo with you!'



'Put me down,' ordered Cairo as he strode overrtissthe pool.

Max stood at the very edge of a boulder and gavea lfierocious smile. 'Of
course. You can't bear me touching you, can you®, We can soon do
something about that," he said, and threw herrdatthe deepest part of the
pool.

Her mouth still open in outrage, Cairo plunged ithe water with a
tremendous splash that shattered the desert datouldn't have been all
that cold, but the contrast between the water &edhbt air gave it the
impact of diving into a pool of ice, and she wasitle herself with shock
and fury as she surfaced.

'You... you...!" She spluttered and coughed intfai®n, unable to think of a
word bad enough. 'l hate you!" she managed to stioldiishly in the end.

'‘Good,' said Max with a nasty grin from the bouldéhat makes it mutual.’

Cairo's flailing feet found the pebble bottom ae slruggled towards the
edge, hampered by her sodden dress. When she th&t bwulder she was
standing up to her chest, and she reached up atbdeidMax pull her out.

He took it instinctively, leaning forward. Caircéyes gleamed a sudden
vivid green, and with one sharp, vicious tug shikegihim off balance and
brought him crashing into the water beside her.



CHAPTER EIGHT

STAGGERINGIin the backsplash, Cairo backed away as Max sealfdds hair
sleek and wet.

'Why, you little--!" he grated, and reached for, liert she fell back out of his
reach.

"You started it,' she pointed out. The bodice ofdress clung to the curve of
her breast, and she tugged at it in a vain eftonbéke it less revealing. Her
hair hung in dripping rat's tails of dark gold, airdps of water clung to her
eyelashes.

Max flicked his head to get the water out of higeyThey caught the
sunlight reflecting off the water, and looked eweore startlingly light than
usual in his dark face. His khaki shirt was damg dark, stuck to his broad
chest like a second skin.

Standing chest-deep in the desert pool, they glateghch other and then,
quite suddenly, the accumulated tension of thestiapped at the absurdity
of it all, and they both began to laugh.

Their laughter rang across the water and echoedvautthe bleached rocks.
One by one, the tight ropes of strain that had dahem all day loosened
their grip and fell away altogether as they thréwirt heads back and
laughed and laughed.

"You are without doubt the most infuriating womahalve ever met,' said
Max, gasping for breath, still laughing, and heged towards her, dragging
her back down beneath the water.

Cairo was ready this time. The first chill of thater had passed, leaving her
cool and exhilarated, and she closed her mouthegesl as she sank so that
when they surfaced, shaking their hair out of teges, they were both still
grinning like lunatics.

They were standing quite close together, smilirtg i@ach other's eyes,
when for some indefinable reason the atmosphenegelthabruptly again.



Their smiles faded slowly as their eyes held aegdehvas a long moment of
silence.

Cairo could feel the drips running down between beyasts. The late
afternoon sun was warm on her back and the wattiacal silky against her
skin. It rocked around them and then steadied si@sl the last ripples
shimmered across the surface towards the edge qiobi.

She looked into Max's eyes, and the expressiomesttethere set her heart
thudding with a slow, reverberating, almost paittfet. The vast landscape
shrank until there was nothing but the two of thetaring at each other in

the cool desert pool, the air tightening betweemthshortening their breath
and making it difficult to breathe. For Cairo, timself seemed to unwind

with each long, slow beat of her pulse until Maaateed out for her and it

stopped altogether.

He held her face between his hands, his palmsdgaihst her soft cheeks.
Cairo could feel their cool strength flowing thréuger, and she began to
tremble, but she made no move to step away. ,Aglcehld do was look
into his eyes, her own a deep, intense green,upisplark and dilated with
a desire that could be denied no longer.

She never knew how long they stood there, or whicthem it was that
made the first move. Did she step towards him,idheé pull her roughly
into his arms? All she knew was that the stillnasd the silence and the
deep, painful tremble of desire were suddenly urdida and as the spell
that had held them immobile snapped, she foundeliers Max's arms,
returning his hungry kisses with a sort of despenat

Her hands spread across his chest and then skl fioimn as she strained
closer, melted against the hard, exciting body. Mt cupped her face
greedily between long fingers, holding her as ifésed that she might pull
away, but her lips were warm and eager beneathahtshe let his hands
slide round to the nape of her neck and then dogmshine to hold her
closer still.

Their clothes were so wet that they might as wallehbeen naked. Cairo
could feel the heat and demand of his body, angsled his shirt out of his



trousers so that she could slip her hands benedtllary in the feel of his
wet, sleek, smooth, firm back, in the way his mesdlexed at the touch of
her hungry fingers.

'Cairo," said Max, with a rather shaky laugh ay thkeke apart for breath.
His arms held her tightly, and he bent his headnagianost immediately to

burn kisses along her jaw. 'How can you do thisn&?' he murmured

against her ear, kissing the soft skin just benteobe, and Cairo shivered
in response.

'Do what?' she asked with difficulty, and tipped head with a gasp of
inarticulate pleasure as his lips drifted downtheoat, setting her skin afire
with exquisite sensations.

'‘One moment | want to murder you, and the next...'

'Yes?' she whispered huskily. Her arms slid ounflmeneath his shirt and
wound around his neck. 'Yes?' she asked againn¢ekisses at the corner
of his mouth, smiling against his rough male javcéhese she knew the
answer. 'What do you want to do next?'

Max began to pull her over towards the shallow eafgbe pool, where the
pebbles shelved up a narrow beach. 'I'll show ymusaid, and his voice was
very deep and warm with promise.

The water rocked as they waded through the shalltdwswing shifting
reflections of light over their faces, and strearfredh their clothes as they
clambered out on to the beach. Neither of them emgited. As soon as
they reached dry ground, Max pulled Cairo hardraggdim once more, and
she lifted her face to meet his kiss.

'‘Show me now,' she murmured against his lips.e
Max's mouth was hot and demanding on hers, anchegésire grew

between them, threatening to spin out of contiig their kisses become
more frantic, the need more intense.



Fumbling with the buttons at the front of her drédax kissed her face, her
throat, the curve of her breast as he manageddo the top one, cursing
under his breath as the second one proved moeeiable. In the end Cairo
helped him, although her fingers were hardly méeady than his own, and
when they were all undone she stood still and quigewith anticipation.

Max took a sharp breath as he looked down intdfde®, then, taking the
sodden material of the dress between his fingerpeeled it slowly off her
shoulders, past her waist, over the slim hipspwalhg its path with hot,

lingering kisses against her wet skin, until it iaya puddle of water around
her feet.

Cairo's fingers tangled and clung in his hairfas anchor herself. She was
almost frightened by the gusts of sensation thadlsiher with every touch

of Max's mouth, by the aching fire of need thatsted tighter and tighter

within her until it was so acute that it veeredtloa edge of pain.

Max began to straighten, and Cairo shuddered astugh teased a trail of
fire up her flat stomach. She was completely nal@a, and his hands slid
insistently over her curves, making her gasp wxititement.

'Shall | show you more?' he murmured hoarsely asehehed the pulse
beating wildly at the base of her throat. His bnesg was ragged, and Cairo
arched her body, scarcely conscious of anythindnisubrown fingers at her
breast, his lips drifting tantalisingly below herre

'Yes,' she gasped. Her mouth was so dry with exeie that she could
hardly speak. Disentangling her fingers from his,lsne began to unbutton
his shirt with fierce concentration. Max stood qustill until all the buttons
were undone, looking down into her face with arrmmtsmile in his eyes.
She let him drag the wet shirt off himself when &lae finished and their
eyes met in acknowledgement of shared need asppdd to the ground.

Cairo's eyes were very green. She spread her heiddsagainst his bare
chest, and let them slide slowly down to the buaKiéis belt. Leaning
forward, she touched her lips to his throat, amhtfto each of his nipples.



'Yes,' she whispered against his skin, and this finsounded more like a
plea. 'Show me more.’

When he was as naked as she, Max lifted Cairosirmhms and carried her
across to his sleeping mat. They sank down ongetteer, their hands
moving hungrily over each other, their kisses newlgent, their bodies
glorying at the new awareness of skin on skin.

'Cairo." Max murmured her name against her breadtshe thrilled at the
note in his voice. His body was hard and insistertters, and she arched her
head back.

'Yes...yes," she said, almost sobbing, not knowingt she meant, knowing
only that the need was unendurable. She turneldaet feverishly, digging
her fingers into his shoulders until Max lifted hisad at her unspoken plea.

He braced himself on his elbows, he held her fades hands to look down
into her eyes. 'Cairo,' he said again, and hiseraias a caress. The sun was
sinking rapidly, the late, slanting rays burnishiveg skin with an unearthly
red-gold light.

Lowering his head at last, Max kissed her moutreanore, then again and
again. Cairo wrapped herself around him with aafrielease as at last he
sheathed his hardness in the softness of her laodlythey began to move
together in a timeless, instinctive rhythm. As aihey gave themselves up
to the whirl of sensation, to the soaring, gasmrgitement of touch and
taste and feel.

Max buried his face against Cairo's neck, and Bhegdo him as the passion
that burnt between them scorched her senses ahdgtieem remorselessly
higher, and higher, and higher still, until ther@asmo further to go. For one
heart-stopping moment, Cairo hesitated at the taeink of sensation, but

Max was with her, and together they took the fstap, letting their senses
dissolve in an explosion of ecstasy, and callincheather's name as they
spiralled down at last into the warm afterglow wififment.

Later, much later, Cairo opened her eyes. Somehewspected everything
to be changed, but the desert was still therepdoé still gleamed quiet and



mysterious in the fading light. Over the horizdme sky was streaked with
fiery red, and the stones which had seemed so wahitdebleached before
now glowed in sunset.

Max still lay heavily on top of her, but Cairo didmind. She wanted to stay
there forever, with her senses singing and her leodgngled with his.

Her fingers slid luxuriously down his arm, lovinigetfeel of him, and he
turned his head and kissed her neck before rasmgelf on one elbow.

‘All right?' he asked quietly. He tucked a stray bavay from her forehead,
and stroked his thumb along her cheekbone, lettiadgnand linger against
her glowing face.

Cairo nodded. 'Much better,' she smiled up at himd, he smiled back as the
memory of what they had shared shimmered betwesn.th

She had never seen him smile like that beforewmbt that warmth in his
eyes and that light in his face, and her heartotled at the realisation of
quite what he meant to her.

| love you. She wanted to say it, but for some@aahe hesitated, unwilling
to spoil the moment with doubts or expectationg. kaw, it was enough
that he was there, smiling at her like that.

'I'm sorry | was such a brute to you today," Maixl,sauddenly serious, his
hand tightening against her cheek.

'You were a pig,’ said Cairo, but she was smiliagshe linked her arms
around his neck. 'I'm sure | deserved it, though!'

Max laughed and kissed her. "You did!" He got ®fbet and reached down
a hand to pull her up. '‘Come on, time for anothens'

'I'd like to go in the shallow end this time," @agaid as they made their way
back down to the pool, and then shrieked as Maxysier up into his arms
and made as if to throw her into the depths after'@on't!" she said,
clutching at him and trying to look threateningts same time.



Max was grinning. 'Ask me nicely!

'Please don't,’ she coaxed, tightening her armsdrbis neck and kissing
his ear, then his cheek, then the corner of histmou

Turning his head, he met her lips, and they kisselde let her go, letting her
slide slowly down his body before setting her f@ethe pebble beach. "You
should have asked me like that before!"

'l don't think it would have had the slightest effesaid Cairo frankly. "You
were in such a filthy mood that nothing less thamging me into freezing
water would have satisfied you.'

'Whereas you were so sweet-tempered that you waaud done anything |
asked, | suppose?'

Cairo laughed and took his hand as they wadedth@@ool. 'l was only
cross because you were cross,’ she explained.

'‘And | was only cross because you were so infunggtiMax retorted
virtuously.

The water was cool and refreshing against theshihal skin. Cairo grimaced
at the temperature and she sank up to her neckyhari the first shock was
past she could feel sheer exhilaration floodingpulgh her. She swam
exuberantly across to the other side of the powlaon herself up and then
back to Max, shaking the hair out of her eyes dn@fe gleaming in the last
of the light.

'Was | really so infuriating?' she asked, treadiager. Surely she hadn't
beenthatbad?

Max drew her towards him and let his hands slidsspssively over her

sleek body. 'Yes,' he said, and laughed at heagetr expression. His grip
tightened as she made as if to pull away and shre gave up the attempt as
he held her close. Their legs entangled, and Gaitdher arms around his
neck and kissed him. The kiss went on and on, timy submerged, still

kissing, and surfaced, breathless and laughinkjstoagain.



Afterwards, they made a fire with some dead ada@aches, and heated up
a spicy lamb stew that Max had brought. Cairo esfirthe stew and was
filled with a deep, wordless happiness whenever Mached her casually,

resting his hand at the nape of her neck or lettitigger down her spine.

| love you. Why hadn't she said it? Because whargh@wondered whether
Max might love her too, doubt clawed at her min@. ld had plenty of
opportunity to say so, but he hadn't. He desired $tee knew that, but it
wasn't quite the same as love. Max was a loner,hendias unlikely to
change his life for a woman, no matter how muchkvaated her. And if he
wouldn't change, he wouldn't make false promiséeeriCairo didn't want
to see the apprehension in his eyes when he r@dhiaefor her it was more
than just physical desire. She panted him, yesertitan she had thought
possible, but she loved him and needed him too.

How had she fallen so hopelessly in love with M&e¢?was all wrong for
her, she thought desperately, but it didn't chahgeact. He was the only
man she would ever love like this, she knew it &r lones. Cairo
remembered wryly how she had read that magazinke Whax had been
fixing the jeep, how she had convinced herself siegt was longing to go
home. What would home be without Max?

They ate the stew as the stars appeared in thdimmsj massing together in
the deep blue velvet of the sky until Cairo gremzgliwatching them. It was
absolutely quiet. No distant sound of cars or peoplot even the

surreptitious night sounds she remembered frorpldteau. There was only
Max breathing quietly beside her as she leant agdimm, and the

occasional crack as a rock shattered in the faténgperature.

She wouldn't be able to bear the city after ther&thought with an edge of
panic, and then following swiftly on the thoughtsathe cold realisation that
she would have to bear it. She couldn't just givaliup and stay here with
Max, even if she had thought he wanted her to. dhers still her father to
consider.

Cairo didn't want to imagine what Max would thirfkhie knew the truth
about her father. She knew how he felt about coiwapknew that he would
be disgusted if he ever found out the real reabenvgas so desperate to



complete this job. She never wanted to see thesogottin his eyes for her
father, a man he would consider guilty and corrapfjan who was for her
only the other man who had ever been the centreroforld. Her father had
done everything for her, and she couldn't abandonriow, not even for
Max.

She turned her head slightly to look up at him. fdise was etched in
moonlight as he stared into the distance absorbki iown thoughts. Every
line of his face was achingly familiar, and her thedenched as her eyes
rested on his mouth and remembered how it haddglinst her skin.

As if he was aware of the renewed desire that stnedddown her spine,
Max's arm tightened around her and he looked dommnher eyes. 'You're
very quiet," he said. 'What are you thinking about?

For a brief moment, Cairo hesitated, wonderindhé should tell him after
all, but the night was too perfect. She would thialiout the future
tomorrow; for tonight, the present was enough.

So instead of opening her heart to him, she tumigan the circle of his
arm and knelt so that their faces were on a lévelas just thinking," she
murmured, pressing tantalising butterfly kissesgldis jaw towards his
mouth, 'that | won't need Bruce's sleeping bag afte

'So you won't,' said Max with a smile, and pullesat Hown with him on to
the mat.

This time their lovemaking was exquisitely slowaaguorous rediscovery
of joy without the wild urgency that had driven ihndefore. Afterwards,
Cairo lay curled against him, content to listerhi® steady breathing, and
when she was sure he was asleep, she pressegsuo his shoulder, and
whispered, 'l love you," against his skin.

She woke to the feel of hard hands drifting overdtender curves, lighting
a slow-burning fuse of desire, and she stretchedriously beneath them.



The sun was still hidden behind the rocky cragdhéoeast, but the air was
suffused with the pearly dawn light.

'l thought you were never going to wake up,' he ptended to complain,
dropping slow kisses along the breathtaking linbesfclavicle.

Cairo stretched again and smiled sleepily up at Isumprising a blaze of
expression in his eyes. She slipped her hands drbisneck. 'I'm awake
now," she said.

'It's late," said Max, trying to sound stern, big touch was anything but
stern as his hand slid lovingly along her thighrvawg over her hip and
caressing her breast. 'We ought to get up.’

'‘Ought we?' Cairo let her fingers drift enticinglgwn his body.
'Yes,' he said unconvincingly.

'Right now?' she murmured, letting her hands wbekrtown magic on him,
and shifting her body beneath his in wanton iniotat

'Yes,' said Max again, and then spoiled the etiggiressing her back down
on to the sleeping mat. 'Well, perhaps not quitg lge amended as he found
her mouth with his own.

'Let's stay another day," he suggested as thegrfwined in the shallows
after another swim. Cairo was tingling all overrfrohe invigorating water
and the aftermath of their lovemaking, and she wasrepared for his
suggestion.

Stay another daylt wasn't the same aton't go,but it was heaven all the
same. Another day alone with Max. It wasn't muchdk.

But she was so far behind schedule. Piers and H&e&hme would be
expecting her back tomorrow, and it would stilledier several days to clear



the permits with officials in Menesset and maketfadl other arrangements
about accommodation and transport.

'l can't,’ she said drearily as the dream vanishied.got to get back.'
Max released her abruptly. "'Why? Bored already?'

'‘No!" Cairo sat up, chilled at the expression anface. .'No, Max, it's not
that. You know it isn't. I've just got to get thib finished.'

'Forget about the job," he said, getting to hid fa®d stepping into his
trousers which had been drying on a rock next tooGadress. 'Surely
you've seen enough of the desert to know thatighisjust a backdrop for
some stupid advertisement in a magazine that'gygoibe flicked through
and immediately forgotten?' He pulled Cairo up ah his hands
tantalisingly over her shoulders. 'We'll stay heyéday and you can Send
them a telex from the camp tomorrow telling ther gan't find anywhere
suitable."Max, | can't,’ said Cairo in despairntby her loyalty and the
longing that his touch always roused in her. 'Tlaeegpeople relying on me.’

His hands dropped from her shoulders. 'Like Piersnstance?"
'Yes, Piers, among others," she said, trying tp&iém and reasonable.

Max wasn't even making the effort. ‘What is it abthat man that makes
women make fools of themselves for him?' he dendhbdeerly, shrugging
on his shirt and beginning to roll up his sleeves.

'l haven't made a fool of myself, said Cairo dyittStop blaming Piers or

me for your sister's problems. | don't know what #ituation is between

them, but Piers has always been a friend to nfeeAd,’ she stressed, 'not a
lover. It was Piers who gave me a chance to sét bpsiness when no one
else would.'

'It was also Piers who sent you off completely epared into the desert
when if he'd had any sense of decency he'd have tomself. He's using
you, Cairo, just as. he seems to use every otheramde comes across.’



Cairo snatched up her dress and pulled it oveihkad. She had lost the
battle to hold her temper. 'What would you knowwht?' she demanded,
buttoning it up all wrong. 'You don't even know Biel do, and even if he
wasusing me, which he isn't, | said | would do theb and I'm not going

back on my word!

'l can't believe that this famous job of yours Iyealeans more to you than
all that we have here," said Max, baffled and angry

'It doesn't.'

‘Then prove it by staying another day. Prove itnby bringing the shoot
here.'

Cairo pressed the heels of her hands against ker &jax, | can't.’
'Why not?'

He wouldn't understand about the chains of guit lyalty and love that
bound her to her father. He wouldn't understand haveh it had meant
when Piers had offered her a way to make some matriagt after the bleak
months of rejection.

'l... can't explain,’ she said dully.

Max's face closed. 'You don't need to explain.n wark it out for myself.
You can't wait to get back to so-called civilisati@an you? You can wear
your make-up every day, and spend your day goingutih your Filofax
and your nights at parties having meaningless asatiens with
meaningless people. You can tell them all aboulititesfling you had in the
desert. That should give them all a good laugh!’

'Oh, what's the point in arguing?' Cairo crieddslit. "You won't listen
anyway. You're too pigheaded and prejudiced taasgéhing but your own
point of view!" She marched over to her pack angabestuffing her things
back in it. 'If you ask me, you've just got a chipyour shoulder because of
your mother. It's not my fault she left you! Yourtk that everyone's like
her, but they're not, and I'm not eith&du'rethe one with the problem. It



might surprise you to know that cities are fullkofd, decent people who
manage to cope with life without cutting themselgésn the desert.’

Max was looking white about the mouth. 'Well, yobé&tter go back there if
it's all so wonderful," he said harshly, and thhesvpack into the back of the
jeep.

They drove straight back to the camp in bitternsile Max sat grim-faced
beside her, and Cairo was too hurt and angry tentelHe was so
unreasonable! Did he really expect her to dropgherg just to spend an
extra day with him? He hadn't mentioned staying domgger, she
remembered bleakly. She didn't mean that muchno hi

Everything had been so perfect last night. Howihall gone so wrong, so
quickly? Cairo's heart felt as if it were crackisglintering into a thousand
pieces of ice, but she wouldn't let herself cryr Jdev ached with the effort
and a dull pain thudded behind her eyes.

She loved him so much. Her body burned with thelneeeach across and
touch him, and she had to sit with her hands gdeetightly together that
the knuckles showed white. It would never have wdrkshe tried to tell
herself. Max's reaction this morning had proved.tite would always
associate her with the kind of life his mother |&laying another day
wouldn't have made any difference.

If she had agreed to stay, they wouldn't have lokeiing back in this cold

silence. Cairo couldn't stop imagining what thegimihave been doing, if
only she had said yes. They would have found sdradesamong the rocks,
and thrown down the mats. They would have talketitanched, and when
the heat of the day was passed they would have thadevay back to the
pool to swim in its cool waters and make love onu@e as the sun went
down. Cairo's body throbbed, so vividly she coutthgine it. She knew
exactly how Max's hard body would have felt bendethfingers, how his

lips would have felt against her skin.

All she had had to do was say that she would stajhar day.



Cairo stared unseeingly through the cracked wiredscrher green eyes
dark with regret. Another day, her heart whispeYgtat difference would it
have made?

It would have made it even harder to say goodbye.

As they drove into the camp, Max spoke for thet firme. He stopped the
jeep outside the guest quarters, but didn't tufrthef engine. "You'd better
get your stuff out of the back," he said tonelessiy going on.'

'Where are you going?'

'‘Nowhere that has any interest to you,' he saithénsame expressionless
voice.

Cairo hauled her pack out of the jeep and droppexhithe ground. 'l
suppose you're going to commune with some of yoecipus rocks?' she
said, unable to help herself, and Max was provo&ed of his careful
control.

‘They'll be better company than you,' he snapped.

‘They're welcome to you!" Cairo made a point ofrstang her door shut.
'I'm going back to the real world!

'"You're welcome to each other,' snarled Max, stopthie jeep into gear, and
he drove off with a screech of tyres, leaving Camaghing in the dust cloud
he left behind him, and blaming the drifting sandthe tears in her eyes.



CHAPTER NINE

PIERS was elated when Cairo showed him the photogrdphs is exactly
what they wanted," he enthused as he spread theaveuthe desk. 'Those
rocks against the sand will make a spectaculardvapkfor the shoot.’

Cairo thought of Max and her heart contracted. @beert isn't just a
backdrop, he had said. Piers would never undergtaaid

She stared down at the photographs. They lookednseal against the
clutter of the desk. There was the rock she hadrsathile she waited for
Max to reappear. She could visualise him so cletady she half expected
him to step out of the picture, and she closedeles in sudden anguish. If
only she could forget! Every detail of the day e taken the pictures was
etched on her memory: the arguments with Max, diggiut the jeep, the
icy water closing over her head as he threw héhénpool, Max throwing
back his head and laughing, his eyes reflectindigi: from the water, his
hands as they peeled the sodden dress from hedshau

Cairo moved abruptly away from the desk. 'Do yaokhHaydn Deane will
mind that it's not actually the plateau?’

‘Not if we present it to them properly. This lodike a great location you've
found, and they're bound to be impressed by ydigieficy in making all

the arrangements beforehand.' Piers gathered upphb&ographs and
banged them between his hands on the desk to makatgile. "You've
done a great job, Cairo. | told you it would beyas

Cairo thought of the long climb up the plateauM#Hx's grey face as he
clutched the hand the snake had bitten, of theadé in her heart, but she
said nothing. There was nothing to say.

'You don't seem your usual sparky self," Piers centad in concern. 'Are
you all right?'

'I'm fine," said Cairo with an over-bright smildust a bit tired, that's all.’



She couldn't remember much of the last few dayMémesset. Moving
jerkily like a robot, she had visited officials, alewith interminable red
tape, booked hotel rooms and arranged for threielestwith drivers to take
the whole party out to the location. Once or tvgbhe had caught sight of her
reflection as she nodded and smiled and charmeddyepast officials, and
she marvelled that she could look so normal wherhbart was breaking.

'So you'll be OK to see Haydn Deane this afternosail Piers with
undisguised relief. 'They've been champing at thevhiting for you to get
back. They want to get everything moving as quigdypossible. It's just as
well you didn't stay any longer."'

‘Just as well,” Cairo echoed desolately, pushindgeafe memory of that
morning at the pool when Max had asked her to atagther day. She
walked over to the window and stood looking downtla street. The
pavements were thronged with people, their umlgelfaagainst the spring
rain, and the traffic was banked up impatientlyibdrthe lights. This had
been home before she went to Shofrar, but nowastget for the vast skies
and empty horizons of the desert with an almostiglay ache.

Cairo turned to face Piers once more. 'Piers, do kmow a girl called
Joanna?' she asked on the spur of the moment.

His face lit up. 'Joanna Haddington? Do you know?he
‘Not exactly. | met her brother in Shofrar.’

‘That'll be the famous Max, | suppose,’ said Petttle glumly. ‘Joanna
adores him, but it doesn't sound as if he apprawesh of me. | gather he
practically brought her up after their parentstspind he's the one she turns
to for advice. I'm not quite sure why; apparentsHilthy rich but opted out
of things here to go and work in the desert. Hey @ames home to see
Joanna occasionally. He's obviously a bit of areet.'

'He's not an eccentric!' said Cairo, nettled. Aorisof Max rose before her,
silhouetted against the glare with his old hat,seiyarrowed as he looked
towards the horizon, and her heart cracked. 'He'sanest man | know.'



Piers looked unconvinced. 'l just wish Joanna wasmder his influence
quite so much. He's not much use to her out inr8hand besides, she's got
me to look after her now.'

‘That doesn't sound like you, Piers,' said Caline hever even heard you
mention Joanna before! | thought you were the lerreand leave ‘em type?'

'‘Not any more.' His handsome face lit up with bbyenthusiasm. 'We've
been trying to keep it a secret, but I'd marry deaand settle down
tomorrow if | could. I've never met anyone like tafore. She's so sweet
and gentle. She's so different from the other ¢ulsed to go out with. They
were like you, could look after themselves, butniaes not like that. She's
the sort of girl you want to protect.’

Joanna was a lucky girl, Cairo couldn't help rdftez She wished she
brought out the protective instincts in men. She wed of looking after
herself.

'If you feel like that, why don't you get marriedfie asked Piers.

‘Joanna went through a pretty ghastly divorce igsir, so she's still
vulnerable. | don't want to rush her into anythiggeryone would assume
I'd just married her for her money, like her lasitb of a husband did.' Piers
paced around the room. 'That's one of the reaseas 0 anxious to make a
success of this business. | want to show Joannaltieacan trust me, that I'm
not just a loser who'll never have any money ofdws," he said, smacking
his fist into his hand. 'If Haydn Deane OK this nkwation of yours this
afternoon, we'll be on our way. | haven't told Jwamuch about our
partnership yet," he went on. 'l wanted to waitluntould be sure it was
going to be a success.'

He would have told Joanna just enough to make tspisious, Cairo
thought wryly. She had probably followed Piers dag, had seen him meet
her, perhaps disappear into the office with hed, lzaxd obviously drawn her
own conclusions. Why hadn't Joanna just asked hestead of writing to
Max about her suspicions? Cairo wondered exaspiyatehe would have
saved a lot of trouble all round if she'd usedhesd for a change!



Cairo was nervous as they waited to see two ofadsmciates at Haydn
Deane that afternoon, but, as Piers had preditiiegt,were delighted with
the photographs and were soon taking all the crfeditleciding that the
plateau wouldn't have been a suitable locatiorr @ile They were even
more impressed by the detailed arrangements Cadortade, and asked her
to travel back with the group to make sure evenghwent as planned.

'We'd like to move as soon as possible on this' dmey said. 'The clients
want to use Jasmin, but she's only available flawvadays in two weeks'
time. Can you firm up all the arrangements for then

Cairo nodded, but her heart sank at the news Heatves going to have to
deal with one of London's top models. Jasmin wagalbknown that she
never used a surname, and she had a reputatidoeifog difficult. Cairo
dreaded to think how she was going to react to itiond in the desert.

Piers was beaming as they left, jubilant at thespect of having their fee
paid at last. The associates had also dropped beawy hints about some
other jobs in the pipeline, and he was burstingpwitthusiasm.

'We're on our way!" he said to Cairo, sweepingiti@ra hug. 'l can't wait to
tell Joanna! Thanks to you, we've got the firstijplthe bag. There'll be no
stopping us now, Cairo, just you wait and see. {@ubles are over!

His might be, Cairo thought bitterly, but hers werdy just beginning. She
had to learn to live without Max.

On the flight from Shofrar, she had told hersedtthnce she was back in the
routine at home it would be easy to put him beliiad but the differences
only served to emphasise how much she missed Himn#ssed his loose
easy stride and the way he wore his hat. She mikgealcidity in his voice
and the exasperation in his eyes when she madeross. She missed the
air of cool self-sufficiency that made her feeksde. Most of all, she missed
the touch of his lean, hard body and the way heshaitkd before he kissed
her.

Cairo tried to sound enthusiastic about the prdspeicthe business when
she went to visit her father. The fee for thestfjpb would enable her to pay



back the loan het godmother had made, and afteattyamoney she earned
could go towards paying off what remained of histde'lt'll take some time,
though,' she warned, unwilling to get his hopesagphigh. 'But if things go
as well as Piers seems to think they will, we cqudg off quite a few this
year.'

Jeremy Kingswood looked at his daughter. There avase-drawn look of
exhaustion about her and her bare face was buoatrbby the desert sun
but she was somehow more beautiful than befordrddened as he saw the
unhappiness shadowing the huge green eyes.

"You look tired,' he said quietly. 'This past yhasn't been easy for you, has
it?' Leaning forward, he took her hand and squeéz#tn sorry, darling, |
never wanted you to have to worry like this. | wygthu'd give up this idea of
paying off the debts. Now that we've sold everyghthere aren't that many
left. I'l manage somehow.'

Cairo put her free hand over his. "You looked after for all those years,
Daddy. Now it's my turn." She saw the emotion quiee his face, and
smiled at him, trying to turn the conversation torencheerful channels. 'I'm
lucky to have such an interesting job. Not everygets to jaunt off to the
desert as part of their work!'

Jeremy Kingswood contented himself with squeezimg hand, and
followed her lead. 'What was it like?'

Cairo thought of the stark grandeur of the platead the fierce light, the
perfect curve of the dunes and the shadows at sublse thought of the
guelta where the bees had hummed in the cedar ardshe clear green
waters among the bleached stones. She didn'tshimkvould ever be able to
explain what the desert had been like.

'It was very hot," she said. 'Hot and empty. Ldtsooks and lots of sand.’

Her father was looking horrified. 'Poor Cairo! YeuSuch a city girl, too!
You must have hated it!"



The green eyes darkened with memory. 'l didn't hatghe said, and to her
horror, her voice cracked. 'l loved it.'

Cairo couldn't believe how many people it appeaverk essential to take a
few simple photographs. They would need at leastren car, she realised
when Haydn Deane sent her the final list of persgrand she would just
have to hope that there were more hotel roomsahailvhen they got there.
At least this wasn't the tourist season.

She was longing to see the desert again, but drgadking other people
back to share her memories, and when she metdhe gt the airport before
the flight her heart sank even further. They wexacty the kind of people
Max would most despise, gushing and affectedyili¢etheir conversations
with 'darling' and extravagant gestures.

The model, Jasmin, drew all eyes. She was tallexadically dark, with a
wide, dramatic red mouth and sultry brown eyes.r@dhgas a steamy,
smouldering quality about her that made Cairo likela Brownie. She had
recognised her at once, of course, had even see adew parties, but she
was unprepared for the dislike she felt when sh&llfi met her.

Jasmin was a star, and made sure everyone knewerittrademark pout
could sell anything, but her temperament was notsiiand Haydn Deane
was well aware of what it would cost if she werenvak out on the shoot.
Jasmin must be placated at all costs, they insistedvhen Jasmin made no
secret of the fact that she despised Cairo quitewerh as Cairo loathed her,
Cairo just had to hold her tongue, grit her teettt emember her father's
debts.

Her stomach churned as the plane touched down meb&et. She was back
in the same country as Max. She knew that the éhahseeing him was

remote, but still her eyes searched the streetshimrfamiliar jeep as a

convoy of taxis took the group into the town. Whatuld she do if she saw
him? What could she say?



Ushering the group into the hotel, she tried targntheir exclamations of
horror at the shabby furnishings and lack of bar.

'I'm used to five-star hotels," Jasmin stormed. &dgnt never told me I'd
have to put up with cockroaches in the bedroomsl there's no bathroom
in my room!'

Shehad reacted in much the same way when she haddirge to Menesset,

Cairo remembered. That was before she'd met Mdardoshe'd learnt that
there were more important things to care abouerdlare showers at the
end of each corridor,’ she said, trying to keepvioere even. 'I'm sorry if it's

not what you're used to, but I'm afraid this is lblest hotel in Menesset. It's
only for two nights.'

When she had quietened them all down, she wenthetamwn room and
shut the door gratefully behind her.

Crossing over to the window, she opened the slsudiieal stood looking out
over the geometric huddle of win- dowless, whitdvesishouses with their
flat roofs and tiny courtyards.

An unnatural hush seemed to settle over the tovtheabght faded rapidly
from the sky. Cairo watched a blue-robed figurekdogt of a doorway to
avoid knocking the hugeheshhe wore wrapped around his head, and stride
off towards the marketplace. The easy walk remindsdof Max, and the
jab of longing was so sharp that she winced andedlher hand over her
heart as if to soothe it. How long was she goinlgatee to live with this raw
sense of need?

Outside, the stillness seemed to intensify foiiriseant before a loudspeaker
crackled into life near by and the mournful wail tbe muezzin began,

calling the faithful to prayer. As if at a signdhe silence lifted. Pans
clattered, somewhere a dog barked, voices weredars machine-gun

chatter and normal life was resumed.

Cairo's eyes blurred with tears. How could norrfalresume for her when
all she wanted was a man who lived alone in thertles man with cool eyes
and a touch that set her heart racing?



There was chaos the next morning when the vehiatesed. It was
immediately obvious that they could not all squeee the two cars that
she had ordered, and the group stood around cammgaabout their rooms
while Cairo embarked on a tortured conversatioh wie drivers to find out
whether they could get hold of a third car. Shetoastruggle to make sense
of their fractured French, and after a while Jasheaved an ostentatious
sigh.

‘This is obviously going to take all morning," sfed scathingly. 'l thought
all this had been arranged in advance?"l madeatte@gements before
another four people were added to the original' IiSairo pointed out
through clenched teeth.

'If you'd known anything about the business, ydade guessed that the
numbers would change,” Jasmin said with a shriyg Ho intention of
hanging around while you sort this out. I'm going & walk.' She strolled
off, patently enjoying all the attention her drain&boks always created.

Cairo pressed her lips together, counted to teriianéd back to the drivers.
She had just managed to establish that there wlasda third car available,
when Jasmin reappeared. Cairo had her back tamedidn't see her at first
until the drivers' look of blatant admiration mauks turn round.

Max was standing there, with Jasmin hanging oraiis

Cairo felt as if she'd been hit by a sledgehamirer.heart seemed to stop,
and then jolt into frantic life while she strugghed breath, and she clutched
the clipboard to her chest like a lifeline.

He looked exactly the same. The same cool, guagpression, the same
air of coiled strength. Cairo couldn't take herseg# him. She seethed with
conflicting emotions: shock, incredulous joy, anduaning resentment that
he could stand there and look as if he hardly reisegl her.

Jasmin seemed to be talking from a great distabuae,these was no
mistaking the smug look on her face. 'lt's all tjgHarling,’ she said
patronisingly to Cairo. "You can stop panicking atenother car. I've found
a gallant knight to rescue us from our dilemmae st a sultry look up at



Max. A muscle was beating steadily in his cheeknét Max here in the
market and told him what a disastrous time we'nénga and he's very
kindly going to give us a lift in his car.’

She looked around expectantly, evidently waitingdoish protestations of
gratitude. With a superhuman effort, Cairo pulledself together.

‘There's really no need," she began. Her voicedsalstiff and high, and
Max interrupted her smoothly.

'It's no trouble," he said. He smiled deliberatbyvn at Jasmin and then
looked directly at Cairo. He remembered her alhtiidin fact, it'll be a
pleasure.’

Cairo's green eyes blazed murder. How dared he?ddoed he stand there
in front of her and fawn over Jasmin like that? 8hd never seen him look
so fatuous. Look " at him, lapping it up! Jealoatywed so tightly at her
heart that she could hardly speak, and Jasminsreggreowed suspiciously
at the unguarded expression on her face.

'What do you mean, there's no need?' she askeplysH8m not squeezing
into two cars with everyone else, and that's tBatte you haven't been able
to make the proper arrangements, we really don& hay option but to take
Max up on his kind offer.’

Cairo had herself under better control now. 'liva prranged for a third car,’
she said frigidly, 'so there'll be plenty of rooon éverybody. We don't need
to bother Mr Falconer.'

'‘Let me give you a lift anyway, Jasmin,” Max sudgés That'll give
everyone else more room, and me the pleasure of goonpany.' He
glanced at Cairo. 'l know the way.'

Cairo's fingers tightened round her clipboard aa&imln preened herself at
another easy conquest. 'That would be lovely," piwed. 'Since this

godforsaken place doesn't have a bar, why dongavand have a coffee
while Cairo sorts everything out? It seems to héeen an absolute
shambles so far.'



She bore Max off into the hotel, leaving Cairo shgkwith fury, frustration
and searing jealousy. Max, of all people, to beetak by those obvious,
overblown looks!

So much for all his pontification about the desertl not being concerned
with appearances!

Unable to bear the prospect of watching Max drdbbaer Jasmin, she
refusal to join the others in the cool, and inslst@ waiting outside in the
pounding heat until the third car arrived. Wheavientually turned up, she
steeled herself to go inside and get everybodyrosgd.

'l think we're ready to go,’ she announced withiild smile.

"You all set off, darlings,’ drawled Jasmin. 'Widlalong as soon as we can.
Max has decided that his jeep isn't good enoughmiey so he's going to
borrow one with air-conditioning.’

'How touching,' said Cairo between her teeth.

'l don't like the thought of Jasmin getting covenedlust,” Max explained
gravely, and she glared at him. It was all rightHferto get hot and dirty in
his rotten jeep!

'l hope you're good at digging,' she said to Jasliidgls got a nasty habit of
driving into soft sand.’

Jasmin gave a complacent smile and ran her finggndax's forearm in a
way that made Cairo break out in a cold sweat eéshatred. ‘Max seems
like the kind of man who can deal with things bgnkelf,' she purred.

'l wouldn't dream of asking Jasmin to touch a shosaid Max, meeting
Cairo's angry green eyes blandly. 'You mustn't watvout your star. I'll
look after her.'

'Well, don't be late," she said curtly, hardly tiug herself to speak. "There's
a lot of money riding on this one day's shooting] e won't be able to do
anything until Jasmin gets there.' Unable to blearsight of them together



any longer, she turned on her heel and walked etdré Jasmin had a
chance to start throwing her perfect weight around.

As it was, they had to wait forty minutes beforexVand Jasmin finally
rolled up at the location, and everyone was fretfile they waited for her
to arrive. As soon as she appeared, she was whidkedbe made up in one
of the tent*; Cairo had arranged to have set ugdone shade.

She was furious to see that Max had gone to thebleoof borrowing a
brand-new Range Rover to transport Jasmin in siyterickety jeep or
clouds of dust for her! Sick with misery, Cairoregited to the shade and sat
on a rock, hugging her arms around her as if sheeasld. Max found her
there as Jasmin posed on the tops of the dundsetween the rocks.

'l hope you're pleased with this farce you've & tie said. 'l suppose you
prefer the desert with all these people carrying®if the world begins and
ends on celluloid?’

‘Not as much as you seem to," Cairo snapped. daswims to have made
quite a conquest! | must say, I'm surprised at youhave thought you'd
have gone for the goody-two-shoes, apple-cheekgeaky-clean type.'

Max looked down at her, and, although he didn'tlesmshe had the
infuriating feeling that he was amused. 'No,' hid.s&hat's not my type at
all.’

'‘Obviously not!" Cairo glared over to where Jasmas going through her
paces in front of the camera. 'It didn't take mtaclowl! you over, did it?
After all you've had to say about women, you go faldfor someone as
obvious as Jasmin. You're just as much a fool &syewe else you're
usually busy feeling so superior about. If it wasp'sad, I'd laugh!'

'Who said I'd fallen for Jasmin?' asked Max blandly
"You made it pretty obvious." Cairo mimicked Jasmhusky drawl. "I've

found a gallant knight. Max has decided that hepjesn't good enough for
me". You were lapping it up!



Max pretended to consider. 'l wouldn't say that.'

"You probably wouldn't, but, for someone who suggbg finds rocks such
good company, you were absolutely riveted by her!

'She's a very beautiful girl,’ said Max, as if teaplained everything, and
Cairo's eyes flashed green fire.

'If you like that cloying, overblown look and themperament of an
egotistical monster!'

Max tipped back his hat and regarded her thouditfifou aren't jealous,
by any chance, are you, Cairo?'

‘Jealous?' Cairo jumped up from her rock, manatraghieve a creditable
laugh. 'You're welcome to each other!

‘Then aren't you being a little dog-in-the-manger?'

‘Jasmin’s not interested in you,' she said bitte8fe’s only interested in
herself. She's the type that always has to havaratamhang on to. It doesn't
matter who it is. She only picked you up becausetsbught you could do
something for her, and then when she saw tha$ihe' broke off, appalled.
She had so nearly said 'That | was in love with.you

Cairo was convinced it was true. Jasmin had readrttih in her face, and,
being Jasmin, had decided to put a spoke in heelwtiédMax was going to

be in love with anyone, it would be with her. Sheedn't have bothered,
Cairo thought drearily. A dilapidated jeep with thest blowing in her face
had been good enough foer.

‘That you what?' Max prompted.

‘That | knew you,' she amended quickly. 'Don'ttgetpleased with yourself.
You're just a trophy as far as Jasmin's concelmgdshe still won't like you

so much as looking at another woman while she'sratb She glanced at
Jasmin, who was sending dagger looks in their timec'In fact, she's not
looking at all pleased now. You'd better run alang pant at her feet. She'll



want you where she can keep an eye on you, andh't dant to be
responsible for spoiling such a beautiful relatlaps

Proud of her self-control, Cairo got up and stalkedy towards the tents,
but she couldn't resist looking later to see wivda& was. There was no sign
of him anywhere near Jasmin, who was having herspaayed and looking
bad-tempered.

Everyone was wilting under the heat, but there ardg one more outfit to

go. Cairo prowled restlessly around the tents uhtred by the vacuous
chatter of the make-up girl, she escaped out tordbks to put them all

behind her. Once away from it all, it was posstioldelieve that she was
alone and that everything was as before. She waeaitfor Max to appear,

and there would be just the two of them here.

Cairo was so wrapped up in her dream that wherhshed the sound of
someone moving beyond a rocky outcrop, her steplks ber over there

without thinking. Max was crouched down beside antitically layered

rock wall, scribbling in a small notebook. Benetth battered old hat, his
head was bent, so she couldn't see his face, buésher eyes linger on the
clean, decisive lines of his body, allowed herdedfluxury of remembering

how it had felt against hers.

Max looked up without warning, as if the memory saduted out to him,
his light eyes as startling as ever and suddetdytnCairo had no chance to
wipe the yearning from her face, and as her eydshiseacross the stony
ground something blazed into life between them.

'Cairo?' Max stepped towards her, and her heagrbgpound with a wild,
incredulous hope that died as Jasmin's voice behéndcut through the
shimmering tension in the air.

''ve been looking for you both everywhere!" Thaelwdrawl had sharpened
with suspicion even thou; Max and Cairo were nowhezar each other.
'Did you hear me calling?'Cairo moistened her &pd wrenched her eyes
away from Max. 'No.’'



'You must be deaf as well as incompetent!" Jasemkef her head in the
direction of the shoot. 'We've finished now, so'gduetter go and get things
organised so we can leave this hell-hole as so@ossible. You're here to
do a job, not moon around, and if you want to getlpyou'd better start
being a bit more efficient than you've been soThat flea-pit you booked is
the worst hotel I've ever stayed in, and we wasiedoo much time this

morning because you hadn't arranged enough trarisftre threw an

alluring look at Max, whose face was carefully eegwmionless. 'If it hadn't
been for Max, I'd have had to squeeze in with evag\else.’

'l don't suppose it would have killed you,' saidr@avearily, and Jasmin's
face hardened.

'I've got a lot of influence with Haydn Deane, ahgou're not very careful

I'm going to tell them how sullen and uncooperatiga've been. If | object,

they won't give your pathetic consultancy any meogk, and | know that

you of all people can't afford to be out of a jdkhe paused meaningfully
and gave a cruel smile. 'lI'd do all | could to kepconsultancy, if | were

you, Cairo. With a name like Kingswood, finding@sfgion of trust must be

rather difficult nowadays.'

Cairo turned on her heel and walked away. She healgrsg. Clearly, Jasmin
knew everything about her father, and would enj@kimg sure that Max
knew too. Cairo's heart seethed with misery andllien. She longed to-tell
Jasmin exactly what she thought of her, but theet®eords had been no
less than the truth. Sided have to keep the consultancy going if she wanted
any chance at all of paying off those debts, ard theant doing exactly
what Jasmin said.

Somehow she got everyone back to Menesset. Theyhatrand tired, and
complained the whole way about the location. Celiemched her fists, and
tried not to think about what Max and Jasmin wesmgl in the car which
had fallen behind.

'We probably won't see Jasmin until tomorrow magnimmow," said the
photographer gloomily, echoing her thoughts. 'Yoww what she's like
once she gets her claws into a man. If she migeedight, Cairo, you'll
have to bring her back with you.’



Cairo had planned to fly back the following aftesnpto give her time to
pay all the bills and make sure that she had thhrekeeryone who had
helped her. She had been looking forward to aasglitight, and she didn't
think she could bear to sit next to Jasmin, espgaiat knowing that she
had spent the night with Max.

Her heatrt felt like a cold, heavy stone in her btglaut the weight on it lifted
slightly when the Range Rover stopped outside titvel hCairo was standing
talking to the manager in the dark entrance hatl, she saw Jasmin get out
of the car and go round to Max's window. She loo&egy, unwilling to
witness the lingering goodbye kiss that was undedligtgoing on. The
sound of the car driving away was one of the sveeetengs she had ever
heard. At least Jasmin wasn't spending the nigthit m.

Jasmin, in fact, was looking rather brittle as shme into the hall, and her
eyes narrowed as she saw Cairo. 'l told Max about father's disgrace,’
she said spitefully, ‘and he looked absolutely Hppal was amazed he
hadn't heard. It's not as if there wasn't enouglerage at the time.'

'‘No," said Cairo in a low voice, remembering justatvthat coverage had
meant to her and her father.

'l think he was surprised you hadn't told him,ndiaswent on inexorably.
‘There really isn't any point in trying to hide @adal like that, you know,
Cairo. It will always come out.'

"It will as long as there are people like you amhuairo agreed quietly.

Jasmin shook back her long, glorious black hagofi't know what I'd have
done without him today! | said | was sure you'd twém thank him
tomorrow, but he said he had to go off somewhekg, 30 there isn't any
point in you looking for him.'

'I'm sure you've thanked him more than adequat€biro said evenly, and
turned deliberately back to the manager. Her eyerse wlassy, but she
wouldn't give Jasmin the satisfaction of knowingvhmuch she had hurt
her.



Max's message was clear enough. He didn't wargetdner again, and now
she wouldn't even have the chance to say goodbye.



CHAPTER TEN

CAIRO lay on the lumpy bed and stared at a crack ircéiéng. When the
scandal first broke around her father, she had bheoked and distressed,
but there had been nothing like this numbing sehseisery. Then, she had
had her father to fight for and plan with. She badn desperately unhappy
the last time she had left Menesset, too, butst lghe had known she would
be coming back, and there had always been thagtdempe that she would
see Max again. Now, she didn't even have that.ddegone, without even
saying goodbye.

It was a relief to put the group on the plane tle&tmmorning and stop
smiling. Jasmin's taunting beauty was a constaninder of the last time

she had seen Max, and the mere sight of her |ate@airo with bitter

jealousy. Bearing the model's comments about fytls in mind, Cairo

had tried to appear cheerful and efficient as steered everyone through
the airport formalities, but the effort left heefmg drained.

She was going to have to get used to it, she eshldeakly. She had a
lifetime to get through without Max.

Back in Menesset, she paid off the drivers and @@dgenerous tip. They
deserved it after putting up with that lot, Caitwowght. The constant
complaints and negative attitudes of her compattimivards the desert had
been embarrassing. She hated to think that shideadlike that. No wonder
Max had despised her.

She spent the morning being diplomatic and thanliwnery official she

could find at his desk, though why she was thankimggn for making her
wade through reams of red tape and complicatedabaratic procedures
before they would stamp a permit or tell her she imahe wrong office she
wasn't quite sure.

She made a point of thanking everybody in the himtel Jasmin had not
been the only one to make no secret of her opimidme facilities, and Cairo
had been humbled by the staff's gentle courtetiyeiiace of such rudeness.
She managed to keep smiling throughout the mamsatmry speech of



appreciation, but escaped at last to carry hedioag to the market square
where the taxis waited in the shade of the tamaress.

Whenever she had seen them before, there had bebnola fleet of cars
parked together, their drivers leaning against hlbanets and smoking
cigarettes as they gossiped, or sleeping spravaiedsithe front seat. Cairo
had always wondered how on earth they all madeirgli Apart from the
airport and the camp, there wasn't anywhere elge to a taxi.

That afternoon, only two taxis sat in the shadehRirivers sat in the front
car, smoking, and watched Cairo's approach withempgtive eyes.

She put down her bag and bent to speak througWitidow, but when she
asked in French if they would take her to the airpbie men shook their
heads. Wondering if they'd misunderstood, she aalgath, and when this
met with no more response was reduced to spred&gingrms and making
aeroplane noises.

"You seem to be having some difficulty." Max's ceoice spoke behind her
and she swung round, arms still outstretched. Hewearing his hat and his
old khaki shirt, and the light eyes were unmist#kadimused as they
surveyed her.

For a moment, Cairo simply stared at him, whiledyars drank him in, until
she noticed the amusement in his eyes deepen askcesuddenly that her
arms were still imitating wings. She dropped theastity, struggling to

control the heart that was battering uncomfortadodpainst her ribs. His
obvious amusement annoyed her. Here she was, bgeakr heart over
him, and all he could do was laugh at her!

'l thought you'd gone,' she said rudely.
'Did you?' Max didn't sound very concerned.
"You know | did. Don't worry, Jasmin passed on ym@ssage very clearly.

You were going away and didn't want me bothering.'yGairo's chin came
up. 'Not that | had any intention of trying to figdu!



'Did Jasmin tell you | asked her to give you tha&ssage?' asked Max, his
eyes still glinting infuriatingly.

What was so funny? wondered Cairo bitterly. 'Nbog¢ said. 'But it was
painfully obvious.’

'l see." Max didn't even bother to deny it. He giathdown at Cairo's bag. It
looks as if you're leaving.'

'I'm trying to," she said with a vengeful look ke ttaxi drivers. 'My plane
leaves in an hour and a half, and I've got to gett@ the airport, but they
don't seem to want to understand.’

'Would you like me to talk to them for you?' he egkevidently determined
to make sure that nothing stood in the way of baving.

Cairo's pride wouldn't let her admit how much higw@de hurt, not even to
herself. It was agony to be near him and not be abtouch him. Having
longed to see him just once more, she was now csp® leave, terrified
of giving in and simply throwing herself at his fe8he didn't want Max to
remember her like that.

‘Thank you," she said stiffly.

He plunged into rapid, gesticulating Arabic witle tivo men. There seemed
to be a lot of laughter involved, Cairo thoughtmamusly. Surely it didn't
take this long just to tell one of them to take teethe airport?

Max turned to her at last. 'This one can't go beedwe's waiting for his
cousin, and the other wants to eat in half an hadrif he goes to the airport
he'll be late back.’

'Great!" Cairo pushed her hair behind her earsaiebd. "You'd think they'd
be grateful for some business, wouldn't you? 18¢ as if they've been
rushed off their feet all day. How am | supposeddbto the airport?’

'I'll take you if you like," Max offered. 'I'm gognout that way anyway.'



‘Thank you, but you did enough for Haydn Deanegyésty,” Cairo refused
with cold dignity. 'I'm sure I'll be able to findmeone to take me.'

The suspicion that he was making fun of her wasitaoh to bear, and she
turned quickly to walk away before he saw how desjedy hurt she was.
His heart wasn't breaking at the prospect of nevangder again, and she
clung to her pride as she walked stiff-backed dolenwide shady street.
Pride was all she had left.

Cairo walked around the market place, and up amdhdbe neighbouring
streets, but the taxis had all mysteriously vardsi# this rate she would
miss her plane, she thought, glancing worriedlyextwatch.

The Range Rover slid to a stop beside her. 'Youhtrag well get in," said
Max, leaning across to open the passenger door.

Cairo bit her lip and looked up and down the roathe desperate hope that
a taxi might suddenly materialise, but there wdyg ardonkey flickering its
ears in the shade, and two women shrouded in bidwktering as they
headed towards the market place.

She didn't have any choice. Climbing reluctantlipithe car, Cairo sat
rigidly upright. It was as if Max had determinednake things difficult for
her, to taunt her with his presence and the mockimgsement in his eyes,
and she clutched her hands together in her lash&llwanted now was to go
home; somehow she would have to get through fipisvith him, and then it
would be over, and she would be able to cry.

The air-conditioning was deliciously cool and thghalstery luxurious
compared to the wreck Max had taken her in befovat's wrong with
your jeep?' she asked after a moment's silencenddyer voice wouldn't
guaver with the threat of tears.

‘The jeep’s fine," Max said.

‘Then why are you borrowing this again? Or did Jaggive you a taste for
luxury?'



'It's not borrowed. It's mine.'

"Yours?' Cairo turned to stare at him, tears moaréyforgotten in the slow

dawning of outrage. 'Do you mean to say," shegaig carefully, ‘that you

took me out in that crummy old jeep and let mecgeered in sand when all
the time we could have been driving in this?"

The crease at the corner of Max's mouth deepenahisement. 'I'm afraid
so.'

'Whereas only this was good enough for Jasmin¥oOagas too angry to
remember that she had been determined not to simwdw hurt she had
been.

'"You see, Jasmin's not like you,' Max said, alat explained everything.
'l suppose | should be honoured that I'm beingedriin the same car as
Jasmin,’ she snapped. 'Or is that just becauseeyanxious to make sure

that | actually leave?'

'‘Not as anxious as you seem to be to go.' He tunisebead to look at her,
his eyes very light. 'Do you really want to?'

Cairo's jaw was clenched, her green eyes ablazant wait!
‘That's a shame,' said Max with no trace of regued, swung the wheel so
that the car veered off the road and raced offtahgent to the tarmac. 'I'm

afraid you're just going to have to wait!

'What are you doing?' cried Cairo, startled anagatig to dashboard, as the
car rocked over the ridges in the sand. 'I'll migsplane!

"You will,"” Max agreed cheerfully, changing gear.their wake, the dust
rose like a swirling cloud as they bowled acrogsgand.

Cairo pressed her lips together. 'This isn't futvigx. Take me to the airport
at once!"'Why?'



'Why! Because | want to catch my plane, of course!

'Well, | want to talk to you," said Max firmly. '{fou still want to get on the
plane tomorrow, I'll take you to the airport and/lyou a new ticket. That's
fair, isn't it?'

'‘But Max, this is madness! Where are you going?'

‘To the pool.' He glanced at her. "You remembeptha, don't you, Cairo?"
Cairo looked away. Of course she remembered. Wlsyveataunting her
like this? 'l don't see why you have to kidnap rak¢ said defiantly. 'You
had plenty of opportunity to talk to me yesterdayou wanted to.’

'l couldn't talk to you with all those ghastly pémpround.’

'l didn't notice you thinking that Jasmin was ghgsCairo said, unable to
disguise her bitterness. 'In fact, you gave a gegd impression of being
besotted!

'Did 1?' Max sounded pleased. '| must be a bettrahan | thought.'

There was a silence while Cairo assimilated thAstor?' she echoed
cautiously at last.

"You don't really think I'd be taken in by somedike Jasmin, do you?' he
said with an amused look.

'‘But...I don't understand," Cairo said helples8iyhy go through all that
pretence?"

"'To make you jealous, of course.' Max put his fmothe brake and changed
down as the car cruised to a stop. 'l thought & @lavious.'

He turned off the engine, and the silence enveldpeth. They sat in the
car, marooned in a vast expanse of sand. CairaddoaVve turned in a
complete circle and seen nothing but horizon, bmak@y by the occasional



outcrop of rock in the distance that was no moas th smudge shimmering
in the heat. Above them, the sky was a deep, umreteblue.

'‘No," she said slowly, hardly daring to hope. ‘#sw't obvious.'

Max sat forward and leant his arms on the steenwvigeel. The lurking
amusement had vanished, leaving him suddenly sereow somehow
uncertain. He didn't look at Cairo. 'l missed yolew you left," he said. 'l
told myself | was glad you had gone. | told mysalti didn't belong here
and that Piers was welcome to you, but | still misgou.' He paused, his
eyes fixed on the flat, limitless horizon. 'The eltseemed empty without
you.'

Cairo couldn't speak. She could only sit and waislprofile, hardly daring
to let herself hope again, while the cold clawsm$ery began to release
themselves very cautiously from her heart.

'Of course, you'd made it very clear that youry@s more important to you
than | was,' he went on after a moment. 'lI'd hapatlyou were beginning to
like the desert, and | was very bitter when it segnhat you couldn't wait to
get back to London after that night we spent togie#tt the pool. | decided
I'd been a fool to even think that you had changéden | left you at the
camp, | just wanted to forget about you, but | datil | kept turning round
expecting to see you. | wanted to hear your voitg see you smile. |
wanted to touch you.' His voice was very low. 'luln't even have minded
watching you fuss around in your make-up bag!

Cairo found her voice at last as a smile tremblether lips. 'l can't believe
you missed that!

'It was part of you," said Max. 'Of course | missedStill leaning on the
wheel, he turned his head to look at her. 'Evehtubjust gave in. | knew
you'd be coming back with the shoot, and as | krabwthe officials in
Menesset it was easy to find out when you wereiagi | hung around the
town, just hoping to see you. As soon as | saw ilgdrknew she must be
part of your group, so | attached myself to hevakn't sure if you'd want to
see me, but I thought if | could just tag alonghweteryone I'd be bound to
get the chance to talk to you.'



'‘But why did you make such a fuss of Jasmin?' Cainst out. "You must
have known what | thought!'

'It only occurred to me when | saw the look on ytage when you saw us
together." Max half smiled. 'You've got a very eegsive face, Cairo, and if
looks could kill, Jasmin would have disintegratedtioe spot. That's when |
began to hope. You wouldn't have been that jealbushadn't meant
anything to you, so | played up to Jasmin—a litde successfully! She
wouldn't leave me alone.

'In the end, | told her | had some urgent work dcadd wouldn't be able to
stay in Menesset to see her that night. The mesgagtought I'd sent you
was the only way | could think of to get rid of h&he did tell me that you
would be staying behind until the later flight, tigh, so | decided | would
just wait until everyone else had gone.’

Cairo looked down at her hands. 'Did she also/tellabout my father?' she
asked quietly. She couldn't let herself be happyl she was sure that he
knew everything.

'Yes, she did.' Max had still made no move to tdueh 'Why didn't you tell
me?' His voice was warm and gentle, and Cairostgliden tears sting her
eyes.

'l knew how you felt about corruption,’ she saidhwdifficulty, twisting her
fingers together. She always found it hard to &ddkut the shame she had
felt when she had first discovered what her faktael been doing. 'My father
was guilty of that, and now he's suffering the empgences, but | didn't
think you'd have any sympathy with him. To you hglst be a typical
example of city dishonesty, but for me he's dhiéd toving, generous father
he always was.’

‘Jasmin said you were working to pay off his délsad Max. 'Is that why
you were so desperate to make this job a success?'

Cairo nodded. 'l can't let my father down. | kndwatthe only did what he
did so that he could carry on spoiling me, andel o responsible,’ she
whispered in a sudden rush of anguish. "You wesayd telling me how



spoilt | was, and | thought that if you knew jushat had made all the
spoiling possible you would just despise me evenremo

Max reached out and touched her hair very lightlyould never despise
loyalty, Cairo.’

‘Jasmin said you looked appalled when she toldafmut my father,' she
said, unable to disguise her bitterness.

'l did, but it was only because | realised how midimisjudged you. | was

doing what | always accused you of doing, and jngdjiy appearances. You
carry this air of glamour around with you, Cairbdbesn't matter what you
wear or what you're doing.' Max hesitated, lettigyhands slide around the
steering-wheel.

'‘Because you were beautiful and self-assured, ughbyou would be as
vain and superficial as my mother, but | shouldenkrown better. I'd had
ample opportunity to see how brave and funny yorewand when Jasmin
told me about your father | realised how loyal yaere too. It wasn't a good
feeling to know just how wrong I'd been about yélis gaze rested on her
face. "Your father is a very lucky man. | envy Him.

'You do?' Her eyes were huge and puzzled.
"You love him very much, don't you?"
'Yes,' she said. 'Yes, | do.’

Max looked back towards the horizon. 'l haven'tegiwou any reason to
love me.l haven't spoilt you and cosseted you like yotinda I've shouted
at you and criticised you and deliberately madagsihard for you in the
hope that you'd give up and prove to me that yorewest like all the city
girls I'd ever met who were all froth and no substa But you never gave
up. You just gritted your teeth and climbed uphattplateau, and walked
through the locusts, and dug out the jeep, anthtire gutsy and determined
you were, the more | fell in love with you.' He gad. 'l didn't want to fall in
love with you, Cairo. | tried my very hardest net You were like a thorn in
my side. Everything about you seemed designeditaeme that you were



probably as spoilt and selfish and superficial gsmother. | remembered

you perfectly well from that party. I'd noticed yall evening, and | didn't

like the fact that | could find a girl like you edttive. It was exactly the same
when you turned up in the desert, absolutely detexthto have your own

way. | was equally determined not to like you, beduldn't get the thought

of kissing you out of my mind. Every night | hadiold you in my arms and

not touch you, and it made me very bad-tempered!

'Didn't you ever wonder why was so cross?' Cairo asked, a glow just
starting in her eyes, and Max shook his head slowly

'‘No. I'd given you every reason to hate me, arfibught you did. At the

guelta... | wondered, but you seemed so deterntmédish the job and go
home, | thought you couldn't wait to leave, sadidi even try. And after that
night at the pool, when | asked you to stay and wouldn't, | decided |

must have been wrong in thinking that it had meanthuch to you as it had
to me. | didn't know about your father then, or wioy felt you had to go

back.'

"You only asked me to stay for one more day," Caaml. 'l couldn't let
everyone down just for one day, no matter how nmuweanted to stay.'

'l didn't want to frighten you with talk of forevehe explained. 'l can't offer
you the kind of life you're used to, Cairo. I'mtjast that kind of man. | felt
| couldn't ask you to give up everything to stayehsith me in the desert. It
was only when | saw the way you looked at me ydatethat | thought |

would ask you anyway. You said once that you hagkengot married

because you were waiting for a man who really loyeal..' He trailed off.

Cairo had never seen him so unsure of himself.

Her heart was so full that for a moment she cotkly anything, and Max
misinterpreted her silence. 'It's a lot to askpdw,' he said with a show of
briskness, and glanced at his watch. 'l do undsistiajust wanted you to
know how | felt." He reached for the ignition kil take you to the airport
now. There's still just time to catch your plane.’

Cairo couldn't believe that he could be so obtigex?' she said, and
something in her voice made his fingers fall frdma key. He straightened



slowly and turned to face her. His face was taut,the grey-green eyes
were blazing with sudden hope.

'Yes?'

For a moment Cairo just looked at him, wondering/ lstie could begin to
explain, then she leant forward and kissed him gemtly on the corner of
his mouth. 'l don't want to catch the plane,’ stié simply. 'l never did.'

The look in his eyes made her heart turn over. ean you'll stay?'
'Yes.'
‘You love me?"'

Cairo smiled at last, a warm, radiant smile thatup her face and was
reflected in his eyes. 'Desperately,’ she admited, the next instant she
was in his arms, and he was kissing her with deepgry kisses. She melted
against him as joy exploded in her heart, holdisgieck between her hands
so that she could kiss him back.

They broke apart at last, breathless and giddy haibpiness. "Yodo love
me,' said Max, as if he was only just convincediecmg her face with
kisses.

'l told you | did," Cairo managed with difficulty.
'‘And you'll marry me? Soon?'

‘Yes... yes,' she gasped, drunk with the delighi®fouth against hers and
the incredible, wonderful, exhilarating knowledatthe loved her after all.

'I've been so miserable without you,' she saidjitepher head against his
shoulder at last. 'l couldn't bear the thoughteaiving, without even saying
goodbye.' In the distance, she watched a plandadhito the blue sky above
the airport. The sun glinted silver on its wingsitabanked sharply and
headed north.



'l might have been on that if | had managed to &n@xi," she said with a
shudder as the realisation hit her. '‘Oh, Max, Ihhigever have seen you
again!'

"You don't think | left it to chance, do you?' sdx, tightening his arms
around her. 'l paid every single taxi driver in Meset the return fare to the
airport to refuse to take you.'

Cairo pulled slightly away from him, scandalisédak! How extravagant!'

'l thought you were worth it,’ said Max, and kiseed again. '‘Anyway, | can
afford it. If the worst came to the worst, | thotigimight persuade you to
marry me for my money! I've got more of the st | know what to do
with.'

'It's a pity you didn't spend it keeping that jeepbetter condition,’ Cairo
pretended to scold.

Max looked defensive. 'She's normally very relidlie said, but had the
grace to laugh when Cairo did. 'It was just unfoate that she broke down
that day. | wished I'd taken this car after all.’

'Why didn't you? It would have been a lot more comable!

'Sheer bloody-mindedness,' he said, his handshgid against her. 'You'd
spent all night flirting with Bruce, remember. | svheside myself with
jealousy and determined to make you suffer for it!

'l certainly did that!" said Cairo with feeling,membering what it had been
like digging out the jeep.

Max laughed. 'l was a pig to you that day. I'm goiie took her hand and
pressed a kiss into her palm, curling her fingees as if to keep it there. 'I'll

spend the rest of my life making it up to you,'gremised and she sighed
with happiness.

"You made it up to me that night,’ she reminded With a wicked smile,
and his hands tightened against her.



'Exactly,’ he said.

'It wasn't just that day either," Cairo pointed,daasing. 'You were vile to
me most of the time on the plateau, and as for pleatormance with
Jasmin...well! You'll have to work very hard to neaddl that up!'

Max grinned. 'I'll make a start as soon as we @été pool.'
'Promises, promises!'

He kissed her once, hard, and released her. 'Hamé get a move-on, we
won't get to the pool at all tonight,’ he told hand Cairo slid reluctantly
back to her side of the seat as he set the camgavice more.

The pool was just as she had remembered it, a, qoelt green. Cairo held
Max's hand as she stood looking down into its aliegaths and thought that
her heart would burst with happiness. She wantep tfor a swim straight

away, but the light was draining rapidly from the fnd Max insisted on

setting up the camp first.

'We don't want to be blundering around in the ddwd said, and pulled her
against him. 'We've got better things to do thest'sLbe sensible now.’

'l haven't got a sleeping mat,’ Cairo said, mufigdinst his shoulder, as she
was struck by the sudden thought. 'l knew we'dtagirsy in a hotel, so |
didn't bring anything like that with me this time.’

''ve got an extra one," said Max casually. Caieswclined to think that it
was fortunate until she saw him unpack two mugstaadplates.

"You were very sure of me,' she accused him.

Max stood up and took her hands. His face wassrlbwasn't sure at all,
Cairo. I just hoped, but all I had to go on wag thee blazing look you sent
Jasmin. | wasn't nearly as confident as | pretenddxz, and | would have
taken you on to the airport straight away if thattgat you'd wanted.' His
fingers tightened around hers. 'l don't like tomkhabout what a lonely night
thiswould have been if you'd decided you didn't itarstay.'



'l never decide that,' said Cairo quietly. 'Bwtill have to go home some
time, Max. I've still got my father to think abdut.

'We'll go back together," he promised. 'We'll pyyour father's debts and
you can tell Piers he'll have to start lookingdarew partner. If he's got any
sense, he'll include Joanna in his schemes. Stentloeed to work, but
having a job like that might give her some of tbafcdence she needs. She
could also keep an eye on Piers that way!"

Cairo looked at him in surprise. "You mean you tdomhd about Piers any
more?"

'l don't mind nearly as much as | did when | thaug might be involved
with you,' Max confessed. 'You were right aboutheeng too protective of
Joanna. I've looked after her since | was nine,laugpose | got used to it,
but it might have been better if I'd let her lodteaherself a bit more.’

'l don't think the poor girl will get much chanae be independent,’ said
Cairo drily. 'Piers is determined to look after hmo!

'He wrote to me," Max said unexpectedly. 'He saididerstood that | might
not be too keen on the idea of him marrying myesjdiut that he loved her
and wouldn't rush her into anything before he'dvpdothat he'd made a
success of his business.' Max made a disgusted.rdis sounds a bit too
smarmy for my liking, but if Joanna's determinedh&ve him | suppose Il

have to make the best of it." He sighed. 'He exa@hthe cheek to finish by
saying that he gathered I'd met his partner, Misg$wood, and any help |
could give her on her forthcoming trip to Shofraould be very much

appreciated!

She laughed. 'l didn't tell him quite how much godone for us already,' she
offered as an excuse for Piers.

'For you,' Max corrected, catching her against him. 'Howare going to
show me your appreciation?'



Cairo slipped her arms around him and ran her fexgewn his spine. 'I'll
think of something," she promised in a silky voikissing his throat, and
Max smiled as he began unbuttoning her shirt.

‘Start thinking now," he suggested.

Discarding clothes as they went, he drew her oveghe sleeping mats. 'l
thought we were supposed to be being sensible ettidgsup the camp?"
Cairo reminded him, already breathless beneatldeliastating exploration
of his hands.

Max pulled her down beside him, and bent his heddht her mouth with
his own. 'It can wait," he said.



