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A HARDENED LONELY SHEIKH

Prince Omar's heart was as barren as the desdit-beguiling Jana
Stewart, his daughters; tutor tempted the widoweeary soul like an oasis.
Though the powerful prince desperately desired'daomach, he resisted her,
believing that love was merely a mirage....

A WOMAN TO HEAL HIM

Jana was captivated by the sheikh and his breatigtakheritance, the Cup
of Happiness. But a taste from the goblet haddaiebring him joy. So Jana
tempted the prince to touch his lipshters and in his unquenchable desire
she glimpsed his hidden need to be healed..andl.ldveuld this beauty
restore Omar's faith in family..and make this sojitsheikh lonely no more?






Omar's Inheritance
The Cup of Happiness

To Prince Omar's lot fell the Kingdom of Central Bakat, a
land of sometimes rich, sometimes desolate desang the
high, rugged, white-capped mountains of Noor witheir many
valleys. To him also was given the cup of his amtiancestor
Jalal, a magnificent pedestal cup of ruby, emeraldd gold that
was said to confer happiness on its owner. It haat sonferred
happiness on Omar. From the moment his father's whiad
granted him the cup, his life had seemed a bittetdayal.

There was once a king of ancient and noble line@lge ruled over a land

that had been blessed by God. This land, Barajyaaig lon the route of one
of the old Silk Roads, had for centuries receiveddultural influences of
many- different worlds. Its geography, too, wasedse: it bordered the
sea; then the desert, sometimes bleak with itseahacuins, sometimes
golden and studded with oases, stretched inlandrfany miles, before
meeting the foothills of snow-capped mountains tiegitured the rain

clouds and forced them to deliver their burdenhia tich valleys. It was a
land of magic and plenty and a rich and diversatage.

But it was also a land of tribal rivalries and notfrequent skirmishes.
Because the king had the ancient blood of the @hbra&ings in his veins,
no one challenged his right to the throne, but mainthe tribal chieftains
whom he ruled were in constant jealousy over thairds and rights
against the others.

One day, the king of this land fell in love witfoeeign woman. Promising
her that he would never take another wife, he nearher and made her his
gueen. This beloved wife gave him two handsome Shaking loved them
as his own right hand. Crown Prince Zaid and histher were all that he
could wish for in his sons—handsome, noble, braamiors, and popular
with his people. As they attained the age of mgjptine sheikh could look
forward to his own death without fear for his caynfor if anything should



happen to the Crown Prince, his brother Aziz watép into his shoes and
be equally popular with the people and equally styamong the tribes.

Then one day, tragedy struck the sheikh and his. Bidth their sons were
killed in the same accident. Now his own death tvecthe great enemy to
the old man, for with it, he knew, would come dartavil war as the tribal
chieftains vied for supremacy.

His beloved wife understood all his fears, but sl@s by now too old to
hope to give him another heir. One day, when alrituals of mourning

were complete, the queen said to her husband, tAoapto the law, you

are entitled to four wives. Take, therefore, myblamsl, three new wives,
that God may bless one of them with a son to iblerir throne."

The sheikh thanked her for releasing him from h@rpse. A few weeks
later, on the same day so that none should aftedevalaim supremacy, the
sheikh married three beautiful young women, and ninght, virile even in
his old age, he visited each wife in turn, no oaeeshimself knowing in
which order he visited them. To each wife he precikat if she gave him a
son, her son would inherit the throne of Barakat.

The sheikh was more virile than he knew. Eachsohlw wives conceived,
and gave birth, nine months later, to a lusty semd each was jealous for
her own son's inheritance. From that moment thekbhelife became a
burden to him, for each of his new young wives diffidrent reasons for
believing that her own son should be named thefugheir to the throne.

The Princess Goldar, whose exotically hooded greges she had
bequeathed to her son, Omar, based her claim offaittethat she herself
was a descendant of the ancient royal family ofdvem homeland, Parvan.

The Princess Nargis, mother of Rafi and descendsd the old Mughal
emperors of India, had in addition given birth tdeys before the other two
wives, thus making her son the firstborn.

The Princess Noor, mother of Karim, claimed thesinitance for her son by
right of blood—she alone of the wives was an Afaibble descent, like the
sheikh himself. Who but her son to rule the desbgsmen ?



The sheikh hoped that his sons would solve hisndile for him, that one
would prove more princely than the others. But&yigrew to manhood, he
saw that each of them was, in his own way, worthi@throne, that each
had the nobility the people would look for in thking, and talents that
would benefit the kingdom were he to rule.

When his sons were eighteen years old, the shad that he was facing
death. As he lay dying, he saw each of his yourgsain turn. To each of
them again he promised that her son would inh&htn he saw his three
sons together, and on them he laid his last commahen, last of all, he
saw the wife and companion of his life, with whoenhad seen such
happiness and such sorrow. To her willing care bemitted his young
wives and their sons, with the assistance of zigniNizam al Mulk, whom
he appointed Regent jointly with her.

When he died the old sheikh's will was revealed: kimgdom was to be
divided into three principalities. Each of his sankerited one principality
and its palace. In addition, they each inheritec @f the ancient Signs of
Kingship.

It was the will of their father that they shouldnsalt the Grand Vizier
Nizam al Mulk for as long as he lived, and appainbther mutual Grand
Vizier upon his death, so that none would haveigamtadvice in the last
resort.

Their father's last command had been this: thatsleiss should never take
up arms against each other or any of their descatgjaand that his sons
and their descendants should always come to edwdr'staid in times of

trouble. The sheikh's dying curse would be uponhtbad of any who

violated this command, and upon his descendantsefen generations.

So the three princes grew to maturity under theafybe old queen and the
vizier, who did their best to prepare the princesthe future. When they
reached the age of twenty-five, they came inta thberitance. Then each
prince took his own Sign of Kingship and departetis own palace and
his own kingdom, where they lived in peace andraoaith one another, as
their father had commanded.



One

A black stallion, its tail tossing, galloped ovdretdesert. Its hooves
thundered against the hard sand, sending notiite pfesence for miles on
the silent air. His sweat-glossed sable coat gliesieand gold threads in the
embroidered saddlecloth and gold studs in the bbaicke were picked out

by the rays of the early-morning sun just risingeiothe rugged white

mountains in the distance.

The tall, straight figure of the rider on its baaemed one with the graceful
horse as the beast pounded towards a rushingngo@er. The man's hair,

as black as the stallion's pelt, waved thickly b&dkn a high forehead,

stirred by the wind of their speed. His slim, bredmbuldered body moved
in rhythm with the horse as his knees urged itefaahd faster, until it

seemed that the rider intended to jump the rivat titow cut across the
horse's path.

The feat would be impossible over the broad, wildent. Yet the man

urged the horse on towards the wild rush of waied, the horse obeyed. At
the last moment, just when it seemed as if its ghlyice was to dash itself
and its rider into the churning waters, he pulled The horse reared and
snorted; his forelegs danced on air and came taaré=swv inches from the

edge.

On closer view, it could be seen that both the smhair and the horse's
mane were not completely black, but were thread strands of silver.

The man's broad, intelligent forehead was pulléd & frown over deep
green, troubled eyes.

They paused there, horse and rider, while the rcanred the horizon and
the horse stamped and snorted nervously at thg neer. The frowning

eyes seemed to take no pleasure from the sighiteofugged expanse of
desert turned golden by the rising sun, nor theraigs blue-black of the
chilly river that rushed by at his horse's feet, the ferocious white-topped
mountains in the distance. His small pointed beard moustache neatly
framed a once-generous mouth that now seemed timgt sorrow and

bitterness. His eyes gazed across the river dowartts the ocean, which
he knew was there, in the distance, invisible stidguishable from the sky.



His brother's land. The river marked the boundémye land his father had
bequeathed to him. Everything he saw on the oider mcluding the miles
of distant shoreline, belonged to one of his bnsthié he turned to ride west
he would, after many miles, come to the borderhHarexd with his second
brother.

His brothers. He had no brothers now. His fatherranther were dead, his
wife was dead, his brothers were lost to him. Whdthe have left in the

world? A land of desert and mountain, much oflitaspitable, and even so,
his right to rule over it was disputed by a foolomlould stop at nothing to
gain power. Two young daughters, whom he scarce®nkand could not

love.

He did not love anyone, he realized with the cwienlightenment that
recognition of the obvious sometimes brings. Helbadd his father, but his
father was dead, and had betrayed him in deathjinigahim this
inhospitable land. If he had ever loved his motkke had killed that love by
her ignorant ambition for him. She had wanted rorbé king, without ever
thinking of his happiness, and she had destroyathahce of happiness for
him when she had forced him to marry a woman heftwad it impossible
to love. And her ambitions had backfired when, |afigr his father had
died, leaving him the least share of the kingdors wife had borne only
daughters.

He had once loved his brothers, but they had betdraym and their father's
last command. His wife had died as a result, aodgh he had not loved her
as a woman, as the passionate partner of his géstihad once, long ago,
dreamed of meeting, he had felt responsible foahdrsuffered at the loss.

His heart was cold and hard, as toughened as Hig Bxcept for the basic
sexual needs which there were many women willingatiisfy, he had no
desires now, no love— only a diamond determinatmikeep this land,

inhospitable as it was, under his own hand, apdssible pass it on to his
daughters. He had no desire, even, to love. Headlambthing that would

disturb his hard reserve, his ability to face, with protest, whatever the
world handed him.



He had no son. His daughters might be rejectechéyribes, they might
never be allowed to inherit. In that case his lamdild be divided by the
heirs of his brothers, and his name would disapfpear the earth; but he
wanted no wife, and he would not take anotherterdake of producing a
more acceptable heir. He wanted nothing from lde/n

Minutes passed. The sun rose a little further ia #ky to his left,
disentangling itself from the mountaintops so ttingir shadow retreated
across the foothills, revealing the huddle of hsusethe village that had
been his resting place in the night. Still the mreade no signal to the restive
beast.

It was the sound of hooves that roused him atffast his reverie. The
faintest signal from the man's knees turned theéhor the direction of the
noise, and then he cursed himself for a fool. They crept up on him, and
now they were spread out in a line between him thredsafety of the
foothills. Six riders, their white burnouses blogim the wind as they rode
at him, their rifles held in one hand above th&adhs, their throats giving
forth the high ululation of attack.

The horse tossed its head, almost making the mam tthe rifle that he
swiftly withdrew from its home on the saddle. Ungithe horse into a
gallop towards them, guiding only with his kned® teins loose on its
neck, the man fired the rifle three times in guckcession without raising
it to his shoulder, and three men as quickly coatl Two rifles and one
man fell into the sand, but still three horses caméowards him.

They did not want to kill him—he had that advantagleey wanted him
captive, whereas he did not care whether any ahtined or died. If he
killed them, they would lie in the desert until ithiellow tribesmen came
and collected the bodies. If they escaped, humhburt, they would return
to their desert home and their leader. He wantedehel captives in his
prisons, providing a rallying cause for the diseartid.

He fired again as they were almost on top of himd, @ahorse stumbled into
another and two riders were brought down. He gatliopast the last rider
and quickly urged the black stallion to wheel Lk faced his attackers
again.



There was one man still on his horse.

"We meet again, son of Daud!" called the bandit] aow the man
recognized the rider in the centre of the splirdeg®up.

"For the last time,” Prince Hajji Omar Durran ibrai@ ibn Hassan al
Quraishi agreed grimly. He raised his rifle, bwg httacker flung down his
own gun into the dust. "My gun is useless!" theditleader cried.

For a moment two men on two heaving, sweating Isoiaeed each other
with the desert dust swirling between them. Throtighsights and the dust
Omar saw the man who wanted his throne, whose ptseta gain it had
caused the death of his wife. His finger tightenadhe trigger.

"You are a warrior, not an executioner, Princehaf People!"

Not disturbing the aim of his rifle, Prince Omdtdd his head and gazed at
the man. The two were close enough to see eachoéyes.

At last Omar lowered his rifle. "Jalal, son of thandit, be warned!" he
called. "At our next meeting you will be dependentthe mercy of God. |
will show none!" Then he wheeled his mount and witigent knees
encouraged it to a gallop again. Once he turnéldersaddle to look back at
his attackers. None showed any intention of folleyvor firing at him.
Beneath him the exhausted horse galloped on.

"Darling, take the Rolls," her mother pleaded, &n lkead-crystal voice. "It's
going to be a very hot day, and anyway, parkind el impossible. Let
Michael drive you."

"Michael will get just as hot as | would," JanadssdWhy should he take the
heat for me?"

"Because Michael is a chauffeur." Her mother igdottee joke with the
irritated calm of one having to explain the samegtor the millionth time
but determined not to let it bother her. "It's jois."



Well, it was and it wasn't. For the first seven rgeaf her life, until her
parents had separated, chauffeured limousines éad & normal part of
Jana's existence. But then she had moved to Calghere her mother had
taken a job. There, apart from going-to a privatkosl, Jana had led a
pretty ordinary life. When her parents reconcil&draten years—an event
Jana had longed for every day of those years—sthéoliad that the return
to her old life in the Scottish manor house thas \mwar father's ancestral
home was more difficult than she had imagined. \Bag impatient of the
restrictions that both her parents suddenly sedme@nt to impose on her,
in keeping with her position as the daughter ofssaunt descended from
the Royal Stewarts.

After university, determined to make some contitiutto the world that
was a little more intensive than opening the nérity ball or fete, Jana
had gone to teach school in an underprivileged af&andon. Her parents
had not objected too strongly until they discoveiteat instead of living in
their apartment in posh Belgravia, where they keptousekeeper and
chauffeur full-time, she was determined to rentlacg not far from her
school and drive her own little Mini. But as timassed and no disaster
befell her, they had stopped protesting.

Last week the school year had ended, and withett¢aching career Jana
had once looked forward to with such excitement,voltich had been an

indescribable mixture of joys and sorrows, frustrag and achievement.

The sorrows and frustrations had won in the end.

Her mother was in town now to discuss Jana's fugite had been horrified
to discover that that future was already all butidied, and in what
manner—Jana was preparing for a final interviewafgb to go abroad and
teach English to a foreign family.

"In any case, he won't, because the Rolls is amditioned."

Jana sighed. "Why is it such a big deal, Mother?"

"If you will insist on taking a job with some orieh despot he should know
who you are."



"He knows who | am. I've never been so thorougklyed in my life. | think
he's checked the family all the way back to RotiextBruce,"” Jana pointed
out mildly, looking at her mother curiously. "Whg gou say he's a despot?
I've been told it's a wealthy family with miningénests."

"Darling, all important families in the Middle Eaate connected to the
ruling house in any country. It's simply the waynts are."

Jana forbore to suggest that things were not Serdiit right here in
England. "No one has said a word about royal caiore"

Her mother shrugged. "Even so, it beats me whyigwagine you'll meet
less restriction there, Jana. In half those coestthe women are being
forced to wear the veil again.”

"I've been assured that the family and the couateyiberal on the issue of
women's rights. And after all, the job is teachifrgglish to the seven- and
nine-year-olddaughtersof the house, so they can't be that backward. And
anything will be less restricting than not beintpakd to teach with a
method that works," Jana added, with a dark thedalitterness in her
voice.

Her mother frowned worriedly. "You are so impulsivehe observed for
the thousandth time in Jana'’s life. "Darling, péetisnk it over. Please don't

go."

"I want to get away, Mother." She repeated it dafgelike a mantra,
because she had nothing else to say.

The pain was still raw.

"You are not absolutely prohibited from using thessching methods, Miss
Stewart,” the inquiry board had announced, andhstieknown then that
what was coming was the end of her career in teg¢chibut you may not
abandon the national curriculum. You must teact &ind foremost by the
established method but may use your own methodssapplement if you
wish."



"It isn't possibleto teach both!" Jana had shouted. She had poouta
hundred times that her method worked, that it digtitaught children to
read.In addition, because the children were achievorgething, there was
far less class disruption.

The national curriculum method for teaching readaoged and defeated
them, and they became unmanageable. When shedgid tg she, like so
many others in the system, had been reduced togaasi a cross between a
babysitter and prison guard.

The council had sat impassive while she railed lmt for their
narrow-minded ignorance and cowardly sticking &ffiective methods, but
when she resigned they had accepted it with obviglief. She had finished
out the school year, but as of a week ago, Janaimasployed.

Of course, the media had been on her side. It wsighe kind of story they
loved, but Jana had very soon tired of being foddethe entertainment
industry that masqueraded as news broadcastingnaarty case her story
had a brief lifespan. It would take more than neapg&p articles and talk
shows to change the national curriculum, thouglemeration of children
had already emerged from the schools unable to read

Fighting was what was needed, but Jana had tenilyoran out of the
famous Stewart fighting energy. She felt like hestaht ancestor, Bonnie
Prince Charlie, after the Battle of Culloden: défela Her father urged her
to enter politics and run for parliament—that, ta@s a part of the family
heritage—and one day she might do that. But fornimenent, Jana just
wanted to get away and lick her wounds.

The ad for a private English tutor to "an importéarhily in the small but
prosperous Barakat Emirates” had caught her eyentaoths ago. The
position was for a minimum of one year. She knewas the escape she
needed.

"There are better ways to get away than a joberBrakat Emirates," her
mother said.



Jana shrugged. Her mother's suggestion of a saibhday in the Maldives
or a villa in Greece, either of which friends cobkel counted on to supply at
short notice hadtempted her.. .until she saw what her mother walyre
planning. Jana had no intention of taking such lad&y if Peter was also
going to be a guest—and her mother would make ipettiat Peter was a
guest. Peter was the man her whole family adored.

"Mother, we've been over it."

"I really think, Jana, that a few weeks in—"

"Mother."

"Yes, darling."

"l am not going to marry Peter,"” Jana said, sloawvig unmistakably.
"Oh, darling, why do you keep saying that? He'siglot—"

Jana couldn't help laughing. Her mother was corajylétansparent. Peter
was right for her parents, and would be a greahlerdor Julian and Jessica,
her younger sister and brother. She knew all thafortunately, he was not
right for Jana. They agreed about nothing in ke sighed and shrugged.
She was so tired of fighting?lease, God, let me get this jathe prayed
silently. Don't let me end up married to Peter.

Her laughter cut her mother off. She looked at Jama lifted her hands
resignedly. "At least take the Rolls," she urged.

Jana gave in. She knew her mother had manipul&iedad made it seem
like a small concession when she was holding owt prajor issue, and her
own weakness frightened her. Her resistance waslfalwe whole family
started pressing her to marry Peter...Jana clenbkedaw. If she was
offered the job she would take it even if the atlger was an oriental
despot.



Two

An hour later Jana slipped gracefully out of thelbseat of the navy Rolls
and into the heat of the city streets, lookingrastf as a spring morning. She
stood for a moment looking up at the facade oDDbechester Hotel. Under
the caress of the hot summer sun it had a riclsfieat glow.

"Thank you, Michael,” she murmured to the chauffeur
"Good luck, Miss," he said. "l hope you get the.job
"Thank you. | do, too," she said, a little grimly.

She thought her chances were good. Her experieaseright for the job.
She had had three interviews over the past six sveel with
intermediaries—and she knew the numbers had bedtiedhdown to a
shortlist of three or four. Now the father of theldren she would teach was
in town and she was meeting him for the first titShe had been told that
their mother was dead.

She flashed a quick smile at the doorman as hetheldoor for her, and he
seemed to take in her slim, vibrant figure, heinghg red hair, wide-spaced
eyes and dramatic flair with one comprehensiveyepative glance that
managed to indicate that he wouldn't mind holdiggdoor all day for her.
"Good afternoon, Miss. Lovely day," he offered.

Then she was being ushered to the enquiry deskgevehstern, handsome,
dark-eyed Barakati took her in tow, led her intcedgvator, and then, as the
doors closed, said, "Forgive me, but may | have yamdbag?"

Jana stiffened. "What?"

"l request to search your handbag, Miss Stewart."

She stared at him down her nose. "Certainly ndt¥ said, in her best
imitation of her mother.



The minion shrugged. "I am sorry, Madame, | musisin"
"Nothing was said to me at any time about beingchesl!"

The elevator arrived at the floor and stopped heuthad turned a key in the
panel and the doors did not open.

"l say it, Madame."
"And who are you?"

"I am Ashraf Durran, cousin and Cup Companion tca®Burran ibn Daud
ibn Hassan al Quraishi,” he said, with a nod ohsegal condescension that
she blinked. "Please, Miss Stewart, allow me toctesou. He is waiting
for you."

Jana hadn't run away from the restrictions of vem éamily life all these
years to go to work now for someone who had thaff physically searched
and who was apparently worried about assassinatiempts. Maybe her
mother was right.

She asked with angry amusement, ' 'Whose pay, lgxdoes he imagine
I'm in?"

"There are many fools in the world, Miss Stewatitg man said simply.
"Please," he said, lifting his hands in a gestowing reason.

Her hands tightened on her bag. She was damnéd'd submit to this! "I
was invited here for an interview, and no one saigithing about being
searched. | think there's been a mistake," shefisanly.

Ashraf Durran stared at her, shrugged and reaaftedhis pocket. For a
chilling moment she thought the narrow black objeetpulled out was a
gun. She laughed with reflexive relief when hetsthto speak into it. After
a moment he saidBaleh, baleh,"and put it back in his pocket.

"I must search you and your bag, Madame," he said.



"Or?"
"Or escort you back downstairs."

She glared furiously at him. "Welllo tha—" she began, but immediately
broke off. She thought of Peter, of the vacatiom heother would
engineer—for Janand Peter—if she did not get this job.

She handed her bag to Ashraf Durran, waited asdrelsed it and handed it
back to her. "Excuse me," he said, and she gaspld eeached for her and
then stood in cold, stony fury as he ran his haigtisly, impersonally over
her body.

"Thank you," he said. "I am sorry for the neces$ityhen he turned the key
and the elevator doors opened.

She stepped out into a large furnished foyer. Asmasmirror directly

opposite reflected her image. She was relieve@éalisat her irritation did
not show. In her white dress she was neat andlooklng. There were
several men, all in Western suits, but some wedrurgouses in addition,
standing and sitting around the room, and thewwahed to watch her
progress as Ashraf Durran led her across to a & had the humiliating
conviction that they all knew that she had justrbsearched.

Ashraf Durran tapped on the door and opened ithAsloor opened into the
elegantly furnished hotel sitting room, the two wgants turned towards her
and got to their feet.

Behind them an expanse of Hyde Park showed greeugh a wide
window. One man, she saw, was the old man with geay tall, thin, and
perfectly erect, whom she had met at a previowesvigw. Hadi al Hatim's
dark eyes sparkled with a smile of welcome.

The other was much younger—in his mid-to-late it she thought—a
little taller, lean, a good build. He had sea greges, strong cheekbones, a
broad forehead, thick black hair and a neat ddwaard. His expression was
hard and closed. He might as well have been cdreed stone, for all the
feeling she got from him. He did not smile.



"Miss Jana Stewart, Your Highness," Hadi al Hatmesented her, then put
out his hand. Jana shivered as she put out herhawd to take it. "Miss
Stewatrt, it is a pleasure to meet you again. Thiblis Serene Highness
Sheikh Omar ibn Daud, the Prince of Central Barakat

"Prince?" she repeated on a wailing note. "My mother wast¥i@h, damn
it!"

Of course she shouldn't have said it. His Sereglidiss Prince Omar ibn
Daud stiffened—Jana didn't think it was possiblgéb any stiffer than he
already was, but he managed it—and stared at twer déiyes as cold as the
green, green sea.

"What is the matter, Miss Stewart?" He spoke withaacent, in a deep,
hard, unresponsive voice.

"You were described to me as an influential Barakanhily with mining
interests!" she said.

There was an arrogant tilt to his head. "We owngblel and the emerald
mines of the mountains of Noor."

"Congratulations!" she said dryly. She was irritatey his icily arrogant
manner. She realized that she had no idea hovwe# grsheikh. Should she
curtsey? She was pretty sure that the curtsey \wasady Western tradition,
but the Eastern genuflection before princes, ifhemory served, was the
kind of prostration where you touched your nose¢hi® ground, and that
seemed too incongruous, even for the Dorchester.

"But | don't want to work in a palace. And | dortkil might have—"

Been warnedshe was going to say, but he cut across her. "Wétiy" His
voice was flat, emotionless. Not even curiosityvsbd.

The interruption annoyed her, and she snappedtlyHar all the reasons
that make you think you can interrupt me wheneer like."



He stared at her. "Miss Stewart, | do not undetstgour hostility. You
seemed to my vizier very eager to take this jobe" dlanced at Hadi al
Hatim, but the old man, the suspicion of a smilera corner of his mouth,
was saying nothing. "What is the reason for yotituake?"

"I've just beerbody searcheth the damned elevator,” Jana said, waving an
indignant arm back towards the door. "There's amyasf bodyguards out
there, and it turns out to be because you're @@rihat's the reason!”

"I have no army of bodyguards,” he informed hetl\fld'You are not yet a
member of my household staff. When you are, you mot be searched
when you approach me."

Approach meHe sounded like something out of the fifteenthtesn
"That's not the point. The point is, | wasn't tbldlas applying for a job in a
royal family."

"Now you have been told. You do not want the job?"

Faced with the stark decision, Jana suddenly, éadilgtbegan to think. To
wonder if she was handling this in the best wayt féo nothing did her
family and friends accuse her of impulsiveness.

One thing was sure—her mother and Peter would lo& tutake advantage
of her situation if she agreed with what His Serkighness had just said
and walked out of here.

"Well—I..." She hesitated and bit her lip.

The vizier intervened. "Miss Stewart, before thisating, His Highness and
| had decided that you were very much the bestidatelfor the job. If you
are now determined not to take the job, there tking to be said. If you are
in doubt, | suggest you sit down and discuss thieeméa

It was a very gracious way out.

"All right," she said gratefully.



Prince Omar indicated the sofa and they sat ddveptince in a chair set at
an angle to her. Hadi al Hatim retired to a windawbrasure.

"In your last interview, | think, you were informéiat the job requires that
you will live with us, teaching two girls,"” he saitirou are aware of their
ages and their level of proficiency." Although hise of English seemed
very good, she sensed that he did not really feetfortable with the
language, and she wondered why.

"The only thing | wasn't told about them, | thinkas that they are
princesses." Jana looked into his eyes, and wésdiday a gaze that seemed
to both draw and repel her at the same time. Stiéesurge of a mixture of
feelings—surprise, confusion, discomfort, nervogsneritation. "I'm right
in that? They are your daughters?"

"Yes, they are," he said, without any hint of paakfeeling. Just stating a
cold, hard fact. Jana wondered if there were someuth a little more
warmth of feeling closer to the girls. "If you hagaestions, you may ask
them now."

"How much would you personally expect to dictaten®in my teaching?"

"Terms?" he repeated, frowning slightly. "We do hate school terms. The
princesses are taught entirely by tutors withinghkce. Most of them are
now absent for the summer. | prefer that you stanv because the
princesses have been without English lessons faesoonths.”

She laughed lightly at the misunderstanding. "Np,Ieant..." She flailed
for another way of explaining, and then gaspedsflke hardened and his
eyes glinted with cold rage.

"My English is very far from perfect, Miss Stewdrtiope you will not be
moved to laugh at every error | will make."

Jana sat up straight. "l wastlaughing at any error!" she said indignantly.

Prince Omar raised a disbelieving eyebrow. "No? WWteused your
amusement?"



She gritted her teeth. "The mutual misunderstanding
"l see."
"Do you forbid laughter in the palace?"

He sat for a moment watching her. She didn't tisimd had ever seen such
resignation in a human face.

"No, | do not forbid it," he answered, but she cbsée that laughter rarely
happened, even if it was not actively forbiddene S¥as starting to feel

seriously sorry for his daughters, raised with saiclirb as this cold-hearted
father must place on their spirits.

"What are your daughters' names?" she asked intawllyn

His dark green gaze flicked briefly towards HadHaltim and then back to
her. "Masha and Kamala are their usual names."

"Kawmeh-leh," she repeated carefully. "Masha. Thelyoth very pretty
names." She smiled. "Masha. Isn't that Russian?"

"Masha is short for Mashouka, which meapslovedin Parvani, my
mother's tongue. It is true that | spent many yeaRussia. There it is short
for Maria. But | did not intentionally give my daligr a Russian name."

He sounded as though it would be the last thing ¢ie! "If you hated it so
much, why were you there?" she asked impulsivepeaRing without

thinking was one of Jana's most determined faBitshe time she reminded
herself to think before she spoke, Jana had usaképdy spoken.

"l did not say | hated it." Another glance at thiers vizier. "l attended
univ—"

"But you did hate it."

His eyelids drooped, as if to hide his reactiomrfrieer, and, released from
his gaze, she suddenly was free to notice how paljgiattractive he was.



His face and head were beautifully shaped, andthetburving eyelids and
the full lower lip held a sensual promise. His lobegave him the look of a
Hollywood pirate. But the coldness in his eyes seto undo all that.

He heaved an impatient sigh.

"Yes, | did hate it. Why do you insist on this, BliStewart? Is it important
to you?"

Jana's cheeks were suddenly warm. "I'm sorry,'saltk

He was watching her curiously. ' 'Do you yourself/dn some connection
with Russia?"

"None at all,” she replied hastily, hoping he wontt press the point. She
could hardly confess that she had felt an impusedake him admit to some
feeling! So the Prince of Central Barakat was wigtwich! It was not her
business.

"Do you have a picture of them?" she asked.

"Of the princesses?" He frowned, as though theasigwas unusual. "I
don't know—" He turned in his chair and called t® Vizier, "Do we have
such a photograph, Khwaja?"

Hadi al Hatim smiled and crossed to the tableantfof the sofa where they
were sitting. He pulled a file out of a briefcased aextracted a colour
ten-by-eight photograph, handing it to the prirkethat moment the Cup
Companion who had searched her appeared at the dodrthe vizier
crossed the room and went out with him, closingdber behind him.

"Baleh," Omar replied to something the vizier said asdfe He hardly
glanced at the photo before passing it to Jana.

With a little shiver of response at his clinicalldiess in looking at a
photograph of his daughters, Jana leaned forwatakethe picture. In one
of those slightly awkward moments of misjudgeménoth she and Prince



Omar moved a few inches more than either expetiedther to do, and
their hands brushed. She drew in her breath witdexshock.

Two young girls half smiled at the camera, themsraround each other.
They were very pretty, and would probably be bdalutvhen they got

older. Wide dark eyes, delicately shaped eyebronesy father's curving

eyelids and full mouth. Beautiful, but lacking cmi@nce, their gaze at the
camera shy, their smiles tentative. Jana foundeleieeling as protective

towards them as she had for any of her school@nléhom troubled homes.
Wealth and position had never protected childreaire misery, she

reminded herself, and these two had lost their erothnd, if His Serene
Highness's attitude was anything to go by, had meze a real father.

And yet, one was called Beloved. She wondered veldochosen that name.
"They are very lovely. You must be proud of them."

"They are like their mother. She was consideretkatdeauty,” he said, as
if he were discussing a database or import duty.

"What does Kamala mean?" she asked, looking up fr@photograph to
discover that he was watching her.

"It meansperfect,Miss Stewart." He paused, and they looked at edutr.
In the silence, they were abruptly aware that thexe alone together in the
room. Prince Omar lifted a long slender hand todaidk beard and stroked
it, and she watched the motion of his fingers withioeing aware that she
did so.

She could not think of anything to say. There weoeds, but they seemed
caught in her throat. She stared at his mouthpfutlheld so firmly in check.
His lips moved, and she caught her breath on atgjksp.

"Your own name has a meaning in our language,'aite $Jana."

He lengthened the firgt. Jahn-eh.

Jana swallowed. ' 'What does it mean?"



"Soul," he said. "Really, 'the soul of—it is incoleje. Jan-ammeansmy
soul,for example. What is your middle name?"

Jana shivered. His deep voice had softened on tirdswand he was
watching her as he said them, and her skin resgoasld to a touch.

"Roxane."

"This also is a Parvani wordRoshanmeans 'light." Therefore your names
together mean 'light's soul,' or 'a soul of light.'

Jana swallowed and nodded. "I see," she said. 'Ki'yan."

There was a pause while the prince consideredhbaf ©f papers in his
hand. She recognized her resume and applicatiothéuest was written in
the Arabic alphabet.

"You are descended from the royal family of Scallan
"We lost that battle many generations ago, YouhiH&ss."

"But you will have an understanding of royal lifeat the others did not
have. This is always the problem, that the foreigachers cannot
understand the restrictions. You, | think, wouldlerstand."

She thoughtQOh, yes, | would understand. It's just what 1"mays fought
against, the restrictionsShe looked down at the photo of those two
guestioning, uncertain little faces, and a welpivy washed up in her.

"Yes," she said.

"And your work in the poorest schools tells me tijati understand the
nature of duty. The princesses must also undershandduty."

Poor, poor little princesses. She looked agaiheatphoto still in her hand.
He was going to offer her the job. And in spiteegérything, she realized,
she still wanted it. Not entirely for the sake oietlittle lost-looking

princesses. But for her own sake, too. However c¢bkl sheikh was,



however restricted the environment, it would orgyftr a year. If she ended
up married to Peter...that sentence would last nwuder.

She looked at Prince Omar and decided not to pauntfor him the
significance of those ten formative years in Calgérsee."

"This method you have for teaching children to reédu developed this
yourself?"

"Only partly. It's really a variation of the old g@hetic system, which
everyone over the age of forty in this country heak by. But it was thrown
out and now they teach English as if it were Chereas though we had no
alphabet, but only pictures depicting words. It'seaible waste of an
alphabet." She could feel the soapbox forming urerfeet and forced
herself to shut up.

"The princesses—" she noticed that he hadn't yet 'say daughters”
"—can speak English quite well. But they cannotdrebhey read Arabic
and Parvani and French very well, they are intefiig but they say they
cannot understand English reading. Is this theorga's

"Well, without knowing who my predecessors wereshe shrugged.
"These children you taught—their mother tongue m@sEnglish?"

Jana nodded.

"What language was it?"

"Nearly any language you care to name." She smiiledn saywery goodn
fourteen languages.”

' 'Khayli khoub,"said Prince Omar.
Jana raised her eyebrows.

"That is how we sayery goodin Parvani, Miss Stewart. | hope you will
have reason to say it to the princesses many times.
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A week later the royal party filled almost the emfirst- class cabin of the
small Royal Barakat Air jet. Only half a dozen seakre empty, one of
them beside Jana, and so she read, and ate, atainpieted the amazing
step she had taken, in lonely luxury.

Her parents had remained nominally opposed to dhiser move, even
while secretly impressed by the thought of the Batraoyal family. Their

opposition had faded quickly in the face of heredgination. And as for
Peter's—it had never materialized. Had he eveg Yamdered, wanted to
marry her? Or had it been, for him, the "thing ¢3

Someone slipped into the seat beside her, disithén train of thought,
and she looked up from the book she had not besding to see the old
vizier.

She smiled a welcome, and they chatted about rgpthiparticular for a few
minutes. Jana had been deeply impressed by thmanidrom the first time
she met him. He had an air of humility that wouldka it very easy to
underestimate him, she thought, and she was sweuid be a mistake to
do so. Those calm black eyes saw into human motaresshe was a little
afraid of him.

He chatted to her about her new charges, Masha&anthla, and how

tragically unnecessary their mother's death twasyago had been. If she
had been taken to the hospital—but Prince Omaiblead away, and in his
absence no one had dared to take the responsibility

Jana frowned. "It can't have been much of a datisidake a sick woman to
a hospital!" she said.

"She did not want to go. No one had the authodtgwerrule her."

"You mean, no one would take the risk of defyingjck queen to save her
life?" she asked in disbelief.

"Would you have done so?"



"Well, I hope | would have! My God, is the placaltg that protocol bound?
What was Prince Omar's reaction when he got baek™hist have been
furious."

"He was very distressed indeed. But it was impdsgdblame anyone.”

Jana wondered why he was telling her this storyhdlp her understand the
princesses... or the prince?

She said tentatively, "Was...was Prince Omar veughmn love with his
wife?"

The vizier smiled and lifted his hands. "Who capkiinto the hearts of men
in such a matter?" he asked rhetorically, and tfamaght,You probably do
it all the time."He has said that he will not marry again."

Jana stared at him. "Are you—?" she began, but Bladatim was already
slipping out of the seat, and with a friendly nodvad on up the aisle.

She puzzled over his motives for a few minutes. I&tealmost said, "Are
you warning me off?" but it was ridiculous to thitkat anyone could
imagine she had her eye on Prince Omar! He wasldss—but then, what
was his motive for telling her? She had too much respacthe vizier's
capacities to think that he had spoken at random.

It was a minute or two before she thought to askdiewhy she had asked
the question. It was no business of hers if Prido®ar's heart had died with
his wife.

Prince Omar stayed in his seat at the front ot#ien throughout the flight.
People came and went around him, bowing over hag,dkissing his hand,
handing him papers, staying to talk. Jana got upgedo go to the toilet,
which was at the front of the cabin. She passe@igr's seat at a moment
when he was sitting alone, going over some paptranust have noticed
her pass, because when she came out of the twlédboked up and called
her name.

She obediently stopped in front of him. "Your Higiss," she murmured.



It was the first time she had seen him since th&rview at the Dorchester.
She had been ruffled and irritated then, but noewsas cooler, and behind
the coldness in his eyes she saw a bleak loolskigahad not seen before. Or
perhaps it was just because of what Hadi al Hatueh told her about the
gueen's death.

"l have only been out of England three hours anebaly | hear no English
spoken," he said. "Sit and speak to me."

She thought how much more pleasant the commanddwaue been if he
had troubled to smile while issuing it, but the nl@yked grim enough for a
hanging judge. She sat in the seat beside hirhystikrtain about what was
the protocol for such near contact with the monarch

"Why shouldyou hear English spoken?" she asked.

Looking a little surprised at the question, he séidis a language | have
always wished to speak well."

"You sound pretty fluent to me."

Prince Omar shook his head. "No. Compared to my.brothers, | have
only a poor grasp of English."

"Then your brothers must be native speakers," Saitbwith a smile.

There was no response. "One studied at a univenditye United States, the
other in France. In both places they had the oppdyt to perfect their
English.”

"While you learned Russian?" she guessed, rementpesat he had told
her about his time in that country.

"Yes, | learned Russian. It was my father's thouphat a small country
should be able to communicate with the leaderowfgoful nations in their
own language and understand their culture.”



"And | guess you can't really blame him for not Wireg what would
happen to the Soviet Union." True enough, but sippased it wasn't much
consolation.

"'l do not blame my father in any case. But it was—"

He broke off suddenly, and blinked at her, as thougndering why he was
speaking to her so personally. "Well, it is not ortpnt.”

"Where did you learn your English?" Jana asked kigicand the
impersonal question seemed to put him at ease.

"From my father's first wife. He married a foreign8he learned to speak
Arabic after she married my father, but she sa&d English was a useful
language and she spoke to us only in English. stmafather's wish that we
spend time with her."

"No wonder you speak so fluently."

His eyelids dropped in a brief negative. "When savgeople are speaking,
| find it hard to follow. Very hard sometimes."

He was such a closed man it was hard to accepthbapurpose of this
conversation was really what it seemed on the seyfaut Jana said it

anyway.

"If all you need is practice—" she shrugged "—I&dduite happy to provide
conversational English whenever you wish."

She was prepared for a rebuff, but instead he fixedwith a look of
surprise. "Will you have time?"

They had agreed that, as well as teaching the gss®s to read English in
formal lessons, she would supervise them at ceothier times, so that they
would learn spoken English as a part of their digs. But it still didn't
amount to a full working schedule. "I suppose ip&leds on when you're
free. We would have to organize it for times wheaprincesses are at other
lessons or something."



"Yes," Prince Omar said slowly. "Yes, this is aead shall consider. Thank
you.II

"Didn't you have such an arrangement with previguaglish teachers?"
Jana asked in surprise.

"No."

He was looking stiff and kingly all of a suddent bbe had seen behind that
facade, however briefly, and she wouldn't let itlper off so easily. "Do you
mean they refused?”

"The subject was never mentioned." He paused. "@itly you."

In the curious way that sometimes happens, the svaahg with
significance. The silence was broken only by thentdrg of the plane's
engines as they looked at each other. Jana's peantded in her ears. "l
see," she said at last, for something to say.

Just then Ashraf Durran came up to the prince,aamdnute later Jana was
back in her own seat, trying to figure out what,aifything, had just
happened between her and Prince Omar.

At the airport in Barakat al Barakat, the party wast at the aircraft by

limousines. Everyone stood around calling and shgdor a few moments,

organizing the stowing of a mountain of baggaged,asJana stood waiting
by the car she had been directed to, she noticdPitince Omar slipped

away from the group and went striding across thrada alone. She watched
him for a moment, until he arrived at a helicogperked some distance
away and began to check it over in a very profesdimanner.

As the convoy of cars pulled away, she heard tlagirige of metal wings,
and watched out the window as the helicopter slidlove their heads and
headed out over the desert.



The palace looked as though a genie had just regpoto her wish for a
magic castle. Arches, minarets, terraces, domesafhite, blue and terra
cotta—seemed to cascade down the sides of the raszkypn which it sat,
brooding over the city. The late sun was throwirgpklen mantle over the
whole horizon, and the desert glowed.

Behind, palace and city were encircled by the nfaggmt snow-peaked
mountains that, in the distance, curled aroundbtioad desert plain from
north to east.

Jana rubbed her eyes and looked again. It hareéiynese possible that this
would be her home for the next year—or more. Sltedpent ten years in
the shadow of the Canadian Rockies, but this sgemas harsher and far
more rugged. Not so picture-postcard scenic, bertyelvit as stunning to the
senses.

She saw a helicopter landing pad as they swepgteaipurving drive to stop
at the palace, but no sign of the black helicopdshraf Durran came over
and asked her to identify her bags, and a few reglaiter, as they followed
the servant leading them to her room, she tookofigortunity to say as
casually as she could, ' ‘Prince Omar did not netoithe palace?”

"Ah, no. He had...other business to attend to. Hlbe away a matter of a
few days, perhaps."

So he had not troubled to stay and introduce thetrglish teacher to his
daughters. It was ridiculous to feel disappointet] of course she didn't.
But she found herself wondering where he had gone.

Her "room" turned out to be a beautiful apartmeifthva wide terrace
looking east out over the desert. On her leftafaay, the mountain range
curved protectively around the desert; on the rigitet had a glimpse of the
city and of a long, rushing, sparkling river.

The rooms were full of what seemed to Jana magmiipieces of Oriental
art: carpets and bronze jugs and miniature paistamgl beautifully carved
furniture and openwork shutters. Ashraf Durranadtrced her to the
woman waiting there.



"This is your personal servant, Salimah. She spEagtish. Salimah, this is
Miss Stewart."

"Hi," said Jana, as Salimah bowed and murmured fiooneal greetings.

"Salimah will help you unpack. Is there anythingeel can do for you at the
moment?"

"l would like to meet the princesses,” Jana salte ®ould not meet the
other tutors for several weeks. The princesses aldfinad a long summer
holiday while the tutors returned to their homes.

He lifted one hand and smiled. "Salimah also wilaage that. If you wish,
she will show you around the palace. But first,hags, you would like a
cup of tea or coffee or other refreshments. | leauein good hands, Miss
Stewart."

With that, he bowed and was gone, his air an indesgde mixture of
formality, humility, and arrogant nobility that tdier breathless.

When the door closed behind him, Salimah smiledhallSI help you
unpack?" she asked, leading a resistless Janaytheobroad doorway into
the bedroom, where a huge double four-poster bes dvaped with
beautiful greens and blues, and a magnificent waelwas covered in the
tiniest mosaic work Jana had ever seen.

An hour later, having unpacked, showered and deusidiciously cool fruit
drink, Jana told Salimah, "I would like to meet Masand Kamala now."

Salimah bowed. "Yes, Miss. | will take you to theurse."

She led Jana through such a series of halls amdsrtizat Jana thought she
would never find her way unguided. She noticeddingous fact that, like
the stately homes of so many of her parents' fagtigkre were discoloured
rectangles on the walls. Several of the glass-fmabinets that mostly
held antiques and treasures were empty, too, orehgaty spaces where
something had once lain.



In Britain the cause was always the same—deatleslthat forced the sale
of family heirlooms. She wondered what had put é&ifOmar under
financial pressure.

"But where are the princesses' rooms?" she askedewturned yet another
corner.

"They are beside their nurse's room, of course."”

Beside the nurse's, but a mile from the Englislcheds. Jana raised her
eyebrows over the arrangement, but Salimah wathaqterson to argue the
matter with.

Umm Hamzah, the old woman who, Salimah explained] bheen the
personal servant of the princesses' mother andhaxigheir "nurse,” was a
short, stocky, dark-skinned woman with thick, giezizgrey hair hanging in
a braid down her back, a wide unsmiling face, aan#t duspicious eyes. She
had about half her teeth remaining, and her wrohKece had seen the
burning sun of many, many summers.

She greeted Jana in Arabic, and then explainedighr&alimah why it was
not possible just at this moment for her to meet phincesses. Later it
would certainly be more convenient.

Jana nodded. "Where are the princesses now?"

"l think they are having a bath, Miss," said Salimacomfortably.

Jana smiled at Umm Hamzah and asked exactly wheeslshuld return.

"Someone will bring the princesses to your roonerlaMiss,” Salimah
translated.

But no one brought the princesses to her room.|dgara was served a
delicious dinner in her apartment, watched thesstays fade and the sky
darken, watched the lights of the city come onchvatl the fat, heavy moon
rise and sparkle on the dark river, and went toveigal a book.



For two more days it was not "convenient” for Jamaneet the princesses.
Salimah grew more abashed and embarrassed withesg@téination, and
the old nurse less voluble, as if victory in thesiseless battle made her less
and less polite.

"The princesses are sick, Miss Stewart,” Salimdéredi, her eyes on the
beautiful glazed tile floor. ' 'They are in bed."

"That's all right, take me to them in bed."

"La, la!" shouted the old woman, waving both her twistedlbas Salimah
made the suggestion, and shouted at Salimah.

"She says it is very...easy for someone else td,y&alimah translated.

"Contagious," Jana supplied automatically. "Thalt'sight.” She had gotten
the picture long ago, but she still wasn't sure tmdeal with this hostile old
woman. "l never get bugs, I'm not worried. Taketmthem."

Again urgent shouts and waving hands greeted Sakmeords. "They are
too sick to be seen by anyone, Miss."

Jana felt her blood starting to boil. "Well, in tlzase,” she said carefully,
taking a shot in the dark, "I must call Prince Onramediately on his

mobile phone and urge him to return to the palastantly. He is on urgent
business, but he would not like to be absent dt awtangerous time. | will
call him now."

If the old woman called this bluff, what could si® Jana wondered? She
didn't even know if Prince Omé&wmada mobile phone, let alone the number.
But she saw Umm Hamzah's jaw clench and her ey@snwn alarm as she
spoke, and knew she had won. Jana wondered how myglct this old
woman had had on her queen's decision not to gfeetbospital when she
was so ill, and how frightened she was of Omagpldasure.



Half an hour later the princesses, healthy, cleahreeat, were brought to
her apartment by a servant. The two pretty litdees gazed at her in
fascinated alarm as the introductions were mad# aarsoon as they were
alone, Jana asked, "What is it?"

"Are you the devil's handmaid?" asked Masha, heseayide.



Four
Jana kept her calm. "No," she said, "I'm not. @icheone tell you | was?"

Masha, her eyes dark, nodded speechlessly. Shinevakler by only about
eighteen months, Jana knew, and except for adittlerence in height, the
two perfect little faces could almost have beems$wi

Jana was pretty sure she knew whosthimeonevas. "She made a mistake,"
she told them calmly. "Don't you know what my nameans? My full name

is Jahn-eh Ros-hah she prompted, pronouncing it as Prince Omar had
done.

They both frowned in thought. "Soul of light!" sited Masha, and Kamala
repeated the words in childish excitement, as & Bad discovered them
herself.

"That's right. So how could | be the devil's hanaifa

It wasn't all that convincing, as logic goes, huseemed to impress the
princesses, who stood there nodding, relieved snaiketheir faces. "But
your name is Parvani,” Masha told her gravely afftemoment. "Nana
doesn't speak Parvani, only Arabic."

Nana was Umm Hamzah.

"Oh, well, that's how she made the mistake, thésma said pityingly. "Poor
Umm Hamzah. She just didn't know."

They were satisfied with that, and Jana decidel@dwe it there. But she
understood that Umm Hamzah had declared war, amdhsgnded to keep
her guard up.



Over the next few days, Jana spent time gettingntow the princesses.
Umm Hamzah went on making efforts to restrict Janatess to them, but
with Salimah interpreting Jana simply said thatwiés Prince Omar's
command, and would allow no excuse to get in her. wa

She soon became as determined to get the girls famytheir grim nurse

as the nurse was to keep them away from the fodegil. Umm Hamzah

was a superstitious, uneducated, illiterate wonaad, some of the stories
that Kamala and Masha relayed to Jana made thdéiftham her scalp. She

was sure the old woman's preoccupation with siatldand the devil was
not good for them, and she did her best, in a middpnfrontational way, to
counteract Umm Hamzah's influence.

Both the little princesses already spoke good Hasglish, and so, although
she gave them formal lessons in reading, almoshargshe did with them

could be considered an English lesson. So theedlggmes, and went for
walks, and fed the sheikh's horses apples, andhe@tdhe desert
tribeswomen washing clothes in the river, and swamthe palace

swimming pool.

"This water is not so...good the water at my fathgpecial place,” Kamala,
searching for the words, said nostalgically thetftrme they swam. Jana
was a good swimmer, and she was already devisitegy \wyames that would
teach them English and how to swim at the same time

"Not as nice as the water at your father's spqu@ate?” she repeated.
"Where is that?"

Both girls sighed longingly. "In the mountains,” 8hea told her. "The

mountains of Noor," she explained further. She fgaipnand Jana turned to
look at the mountains in the distance. She sawetchktof desert, and then
the tan- and-pink-coloured foothills, and above, sthosnow-capped,
beautifully inhospitable peaks.

There must be a kind of country residence up treré,why not? Summer

down here on the desert would have been closelteanable on some days
without the cooling system in the palace. Janals sfas already a warm

shade of tan after only a few days in the sun.



"Do you go there every summer?"

Both princesses shook their solemn little headseat "No," Masha said,
sighing again. "Two times we go there. It is vesattiful, Jana. Very
beautiful. We had such lovely time."

"We saw our father every day. It was not like hesrthe palace. Here we do
not see Baba."

' 'He spoke to us and took us riding and showedarsy things."

"He did not go away and leave us during the whate t'

They were so pathetically eager to tell her abipsoi sad at the loss of their
joy. Her heart ached for them. Poor little prinesssvho never had their

father to themselves.

"Perhaps your father will take you there againfialauggested, wanting to
comfort them.

The girls smiled, lifted their shoulders and sighggwhich she understood
that they had given up hope of such happiness.

"Is the house still there?"

"Oh, yes."

"Baba is there now," said Masha.
Jana was startled. "Is he?"

"We saw thehalikuptar. When he goes in thiealikuptar, he goes to the
lake," Masha said, as if it were a fact of nattiBat we do not go." .

"Shall I ask him about it?" Jana asked. She wasuesiabout the place, and
about why there was apparently to be no repetitibholidays that the
children remembered with such pleasure.



They stared at her as if she had transmogrified amimagician as they
watched. "Can you?" Kamala breathed.

"Oh, Jana!" Masha said.
"I can try. I'll mention it, first chance | get,he promised.

From that moment on, she could do no wrong. Detidiadmaid? They
knew from first-hand experience that Jana was gelan

Prince Omar returned two days later, a fact shraéshbecause the sound of
the helicopter drew her out onto a terrace thatéhadntage point over the
helipad. She saw him disembark, and her heart &iekth satisfaction. For
her as for his daughters, it seemed, the palacenesamplete without their
father.

She remembered their conversation on the plane, vemited to be
summoned to Prince Omar's presence. But the hadrdays followed one
another and she got no summons.

Then one hot evening, after the princesses wdyednJana went to the pool
for a late swim as was her custom and found Pridoer there, alone,
swimming up and down the length of the pool inst,fatrong crawl. After a
momentary hesitation, Jana stripped off her roluedaved in.

When she had done a few more leisurely lengthsssipgped at the deep
end, and found that he was sitting on the edgdan@way. The water was
still streaming down his skin, so she guessed Heohby just pulled himself
out of the water. Maybe he hadn't realized till ninat she was even in the
pool.

"Good evening, Your Highness," she said, blinkiregev from her eyes.
"Good evening, Miss Stewart."”

"I hope you don't mind me breaking in on your solituse of the pool. |
often swim here in the evening, and no one told the—



"It is quite all right. | told no one of my inteotis."”

His voice was remote, and she thought he did n8mtte he was the sheikh
and could have whatever he commanded, she wonddredie didn't just
tell her to go.

In the next moment, he had agilely leapt to his.flde was clearly going to
leave.

"Your Highness," she called softly, but her voiegllan urgency on the hot
desert air.

He stopped and turned to her. "Yes?" he askedaasgsly condescending
as any fairy-tale monarch in his throne room.

He had a fabulous body, she noticed by the ligth®@imoon. Slim muscular
thighs, strong arms and chest, tall and lean. Tivere one or two scars. His
hips were narrow, his swimsuit small and snug, @ntasuit, and she
couldn't help noticing, since he was practicallgnsting over her, how
generously he filled out the fabric between higltlsi

It wasn't really like her to stare at a man's sergaipment. Jana dragged
her eyes up to his. "You've been in the palaceséweral days, but you
haven't asked me for any English conversation."

"Oh!" he said, and frowned. "Yes, | had...forgotten

She was sure that he had not forgotten, that hechadged his mind for
some reason, and a curious kind of panic overteok"NVell, if you're free
now, | have time. Maybe you'd like..."

She faded out. She pulled herself out of the watdrstood dripping before
him, and they stood staring at each other, withheabgnizing how much
time passed.

Her figure was graceful and supple, and very sei, long smooth lines at
shoulder, waist and hip, and beautifully delicatkles. She was wearing a
plain white one- piece that cupped her full breéikesa pair of masculine



hands, and her nipples pressed against the thifaimét, visible even in the
near darkness.

Omar thought of his ancient ancestor, who had lsegoroud of his wife's
beauty that he hid his best friend in a closethst he could see her as she
disrobed and know how fortunate was the king inwife. He had always
thought that ancestor a fool, rightly deserving \nige's wrath when she
discovered the ruse. But now he found himself wandef his ancestress
had perhaps been as beautiful as this. If so, nademoher poor fool of a
husband had been so besotted.

But he had no intention of trying to bed his daegsit English tutor, he
reminded himself, no matter how lovely she was. Odinot allow sex to
complicate his life. He chose his sexual partnargfally and made sure
they knew exactly what they could expect if thelgmaiited to his proposals.
This woman was much more valuable—because rareierglsh tutor to

the princesses than she could possibly be as sssteerole that many
women could fill.

Her skin glistened in the light of the moon, justrrg now in the black sky.
Her red hair looked sleek and dark, her white switrgdowed, her full lips
smiled at him. It was a pity that he had not foeesthat he would want a
woman tonight, and ordered that his current mistbesat the palace.

They stared at each other wordlessly in the waghtpnand at last Jana felt
her cheeks growing hot.

She turned and bent, then straightened and slippedrms into her cotton
robe and tied the waist while he watched. Thenssbed absently gazing
out at the desert in the moonlight. The world sekfod of shadows and

magic, and stars in a profusion she had seen nevetgz were spangled all
over the night sky. Jana sighed.

"How beautiful this is," she whispered. "It's magsn't it? It's no wonder
people fall in love with the desert.”



Omar wrapped himself in a voluminous striped rofe teed the cord at the
waist with a little snap. His jaw tightened at hards, but she was looking
at the distant dunes and did not notice. "Do yaoktso?"

The tone of his voice startled her, so full of catiun- happiness that she
turned and blinked at him. "Don't you?"

"I have never loved the desert,"” he said flatly.

She was surprised. She had always imagined thaé thorn in the desert
loved it. She watched him for a moment under thdight. At their feet the
pool, softly lighted underwater, gurgled and spésH'What do you love,
then?"

He gave a bark of laughter. ' 'You speak as if yaowe® must love
something."

"A person would have to be very hard not to lovenegart of the natural
world," she said mildly. "So hard they couldn'tda#led human."

His eyebrows moved. "l love the mountains. | anydmlf an Arab, Miss

Stewart. My mother's people are mountain peopéelave of the mountains
is in my blood. Even the sea | love better thandbsert. Nevertheless it
suited my father to leave me that third of the Kioigp which is mostly

desert."

Jana was silent. They stood side by side, lookumgad the night. As the
moon rose higher, the snow on the mountain peakwegl white, with
purple and black shadows drawing dramatic curves le@s over their
surface.

"Why?" she asked.
"I have never known." He was talking to her as hd hever talked to a

woman, not since he was eighteen and unhappy ahttibd to talk to his
wife.



''Do you have no coastline, no sea access, no taiogrn your territory?"
she asked after a minute.

' 'The mountain range to the north is mine. Thosemtains ahead of you
fall within East Barakat. The border between Cdratral East Barakat lies
in that defile..." He moved behind her and pointe@r her shoulder to

where a dark slash seemed to have been cut thtbaghountain range by
an angry sword. "The River Sa'adat rises therdefines the eastern and
southern borders of the principality. Through thaer my people have

access to the sea, but we have no coastline."

She felt the heat of his body behind hers, anatmsbeside her ear radiated
warmth. She felt rather than saw that his left haarde up as if to rest on her
left shoulder. It hovered for a moment, and thewched her, and Prince
Omar directed her to turn as he followed the distanrse of the river with
his pointing finger. It glinted in the white moaoglit, which was becoming
brighter as the moon climbed the sky.

"Without that river this land would be nothing."

The heat of his hand burned through her thin rebé&aaa obediently turned
to follow the thread of rushing water until, closerthe city below, its true

size became more apparent. "We watched the womsiingatheir clothes

in the river the other day," she said. "It was klagnething from the Bible. |

bet women have been doing that for thousands agyea

"Many of my subjects live in such primitive conditis,” he said, and the
bitter tone in his voice again made her turn toegatzhim. She-was startled
to find his face so close to hers. "It is my gaalchange this during my
reign."

"Automatic washing machines aren't civilisation, uroHighness," she
observed gently. "They are only technology. Thera difference."

He stared down at her, so close she could smethtk@f his shampoo and
some other odour that was perhaps sheer malefi®sg/.ou think so?" he
asked.



She wondered what it was they were really talkinguh She managed to

keep the thread, but her mouth moved on wordsteahed meaningless, as
though the part of her that spoke and the parepfiat looked into his eyes

were two separate women.

"The women we saw were cheerful and hardworkingai @utsider, your
subjects seem as happy as many in the West whothawadvantages of
technology. Masha told me some of them were teliivar little children
stories as they worked, stories of the tribal j&ast of kings, she said, and
sometimes stories about animals and magic. If yduefectricity in every
home, that will eventually be replaced by televisiAre you sure it will be
an improvement?"

He straightened and turned her to face him. Hehi@it quick the sexual
urge was in him tonight. And something else.

"What are you saying?" he asked, gazing into hesey

She wasn't sure. She was too much under the dpgetirce Omar and the
night. She was trapped by his dark gaze, and itdvbe a miracle if she
could remember her own name. Jana swallowed aneldsitato his eyes,
and felt his fingers tighten on her shoulders.

A servant entered the pool area behind them arkksptie prince instantly
let her go and turned.

"Baleh,"” he replied, and imperiously signalled a dismiss&hen the
servant had disappeared, he asked, "Have you daweer, Miss Stewart?"

"l usually have something in my room a little latevaid Jana.
"'It would be convenient if you would eat with nEhen we can speak
English together,"” said Prince Omar, in a returthet haughty voice too

used to command.

"Sure, Your Highness," she said, with a delibeyatalsual air.



"Ask your servant to bring you to my private dinirggom in half an hour,"
he ordered.

Jana pursed her lips. There was a limit, after"8ly hair is wet. Your
Highness," she said softly. "Shall we say forty atas?"

His chin jerked a little in surprise. People did nballenge him, although
certainly, as it was only a request, he remindatsklf, she had a right to do
SO.

Prince Omar bowed graciously. "Forty minutes," geead.

"See you then,” said Jana, and waggled her fingeérdiim as she
disappeared.



Five
"Good evening."

His private dining room was a half-covered terria@king out towards the
desert and the mountains from nearly the same asglee pool. The floor
was decorated with glazed tiles laid in intricateeistal patterns, the walls
were white, as were the pillars that supporteddloé Climbing plants and
flowers were everywhere, and a table was laid encgntre with silver and
crystal. Flames under glass provided the lighting.

Prince Omar stood at the stone balustrade, smokiegwas wearing a
dinner jacket, and he looked as elegantly mysteridana thought, as the
enigmatic character in a James Bond film whosdiatfns are unknown,
but who may well turn out to be the enemy. He wasirgy out over the
landscape when the door was opened, but had timmaddiately to greet
her.

"Good evening," she replied, and moved over towhnas She was dressed
with care for her first dinner with her princely ployer, in a flowing deep
green silk-and-cotton unwaisted calf-length dress draped trousers, and
a long gauzy matching scarf. The dress had a ktgh collar, but was cut
open in a curving triangle to reveal the lightlgniad skin above her breasts,
which the scarf, its tails flowing out behind henly partially concealed.

She wondered if he appreciated the anomaly ofdbethat while he had
dressed in Western fashion, she was in Easters,dresshe was nervous of
him and did not point it out.

Her red hair she wore in a sophisticated coil atltack of her neck. Some
curling tendrils had already escaped around hezkshe@and her bangs were
slightly flyaway, as usual. On her ears and wiig wore shimmering jade-
and-gold drop earrings and a bracelet, on her dieditate leather sandals.

Prince Omar nodded as he watched her approachuiduot speak. Jana
stopped at the balustrade beside him. She seeniedltiois presence even
at a distance of several feet. Was that what tlaflgdthe aura of power?



she wondered. A servant approached with a drislysand Jana studied the
choice for a moment.

"He will mix a cocktail for you if you prefer it,Prince Omar said. He was
smoking a black Russian cigarette, and drew a ggltette case out of his
pocket to offer her one.

"Thank you. May | have a vodka martini, very dryaha said, and dropped
her eyes to the cigarettes as the prince relayecehaest.

Like most teenage girls, she hadn't been ablesistrihe lure of something
so temptingly forbidden as cigarettes, and had tspemonth or two in

various garages and alleys with schoolmates on lin&hbreaks, enjoying
the illicit pleasure until it dawned on her thaestidn't really like the taste
all that much. She hadn't smoked since then.

But one thing she had never tried was one of tekggant black cigarettes,
and after a momentary hesitation, she acceptedSireeput it in her mouth
and leaned a little into the flame that Prince Ohmedd for her, protecting it
against the light breeze with his other hand. Sae abruptly, sharply aware
of how erotically symbolic the little ritual wastedv breath on a little gasp,
and coughed gently as the sting of the unfamihaolsee caught her throat.

He felt his loins stir again as she slipped thea@ge between her full red
lips and accepted the touch of flame at his hafidsy are a little strong if
you are used to American or English tobacco,” Omarmured. He

dragged on his own and restored lighter and casgst@acket pocket. He
turned back to his study of the desert.

Not only the desert. Jana was surprised to seediatance below them, the
soft lights of the swimming pool. "Actually, I'm hased to any tobacco."
She smiled. "I don't smoke."

Had heknownthat she usually swam at that time of eveningn®h&he
thought that he had gone to the pool with the @edite idea of bumping into
her made her heart kick.



He smiled sideways at her, a slight frown hoveaowgr his strongly marked
eyebrows. This woman was always catching him offrdu’ 'No? Why do
you smoke this one now?"

Jana laughed and accepted the martini from theasewith a murmur of
thanks. "l suppose because | always wondered whikaek Russian
cigarette tasted like, but never got a chancend &iut. And to keep you
company."

He rarely smoked in public, but still he had endunes share of lectures and
stony looks from various Westerners, women esgdgciBlt this woman
seemed entirely unpredictable. He wondered in wiiar ways she might
be unpredictable. "And how do you find it, the &t he asked, but it
seemed to him that the question was about sometienygdifferent.

"Very strong, | think. | like the aroma, but | waoll't dare to inhale,” Jana
confessed.

Her words, too, seemed charged with double meabirgjot one he could
decipher. Prince Omar laughed. It was a sound atda'thheard before on
his lips, and it was a deeply, sensually attractixeerience.

The cigarette really was strong. Her teenage detiseld good even for
black Russian cigarettes.

"Do you smoke these regularly?" she asked, sugpgeasother cough.

The prince smiled at her. ' 'A man who smokes @fuhas given up his
self-control. | prefer to exercise self- disciplimemy pleasures."

She felt the heat of her own thoughts in her cheSke couldn't think of
anything to say. She turned away to the landscape.

They gazed out at the moon and the mountains @naerly endless desert
for a few moments.

Jana sighed deeply. She didn't think she had eygarienced anything so
luxurious as this night, and her spirit seemedxpaed. She hadn't realized



before how grey her life had become, living andkirgg in a deprived area,
fighting a losing battle for so long. "You haveddmit there's something
very hypnotic about it,” she said quietly. "It etsea terrible fascination.”

She meant the desert. Prince Omar turned his hedoand that he was
locked in her gaze agaiA.terrible fascinationWas that what he felt? If so,
where would it end? Should he fire her and sendalnexy immediately
before he was more tempted?

Another servant entered and asked permission t@ gbe hors d'oeuvre,
and Omar led Jana to the table.

Something very aromatic was offered to him, buhwigesture he indicated
that she was to be served first, and the waitdralplate containing two
small rounds of what looked like stuffed auberdie¢ore her and then put
another in front of the prince.

He watched as she slipped the fork between her'hsim!" she crooned,
and the sound cut through him. "This is delicioflat is it called?"

Omar put a question to the server, who bowed apliece "This islmam
Bayaldi" Omar said. "It means 'the Imam fainted awaye"wbndered if a
man, a lover, had ever made her faint away. He ex@adlif he could. He
would like to try. "Have you tasted it before?"

"I've certainly eaten something by that name in digdEastern restaurants
in London, but it didn't taste anything like thigéina said. "Now | see how it
got its name!"”

A half smile hovered on the prince's lips. She wastrange mixture of
enthusiasms. He said, "There are those who sayhthdmam fainted, not
from the taste, but because his wife told him howcimolive oil went into
the making of it. The Imam perhaps not being veafy.t

Jana laughed delightedly, her head arching backf¢éo him a view of her
slender neck and throat. "Is olive oil so experive

"Not for me. My brother's groves supply all my nggdhe said dryly.



The waiter popped a cork. Jana's eyes smiled wethspre. "Champagne?"
She licked an errant drop of olive oil from her &wip, and he suddenly
realized how close he was to losing his resolveoiligh sheer will he got a
firmer grip on his imagination.

"To welcome the new English tutor,” he said codlhen the glasses were
filled he lifted his towards her. "I hope you enjggur time here, Miss
Stewart."

His voice was cool and had the odd effect of remigther that this wasn't a
dinner date but an English lesson. Suddenly thatapeous pleasure of the
situation seemed to drain away. Jana picked umWwarglass and saluted
the prince. "I hope my English lessons prove satisky, Your Highness,"
she said.

"Let us talk about economic subjects, please,"dnd sind it was clear that,
however exotic the surroundings, business wouldusiness. "I have some
meetings to attend later this year, and my vocaputadeficient in that
area."

"Probably more extensive than mine, Your Highnesis¢' muttered dryly.

With a fork halfway to his mouth, Omar stopped atated at her. "What
did you say?"

"I wouldn't bet a whole lot on my chances of bedaide to improve your
economics vocabulary, unless you getBmancial Timesand would like
me to read it to you."

He raised his eyebrows. "How do you mean?"

"I don't attend trade talks, you know, | teach @¢teh. And your grasp of
English is a lot better than you seem to believe."

He looked remote and haughty.

"However, if you have a specific agenda, you'ddrettll me what it is.
What exactly will you be talking about at these ateggions?"



"Some of the Barakat Emirates' trade agreement$ beusenegotiated in
early autumn.”

"What do you export?"

"Oil, precious stones, fabrics, clothing, ornamemggassware, ceramics,
charcoal, pottery, other crafts," he began. "Fureitcharcoal braziers, and
we have support industries manufacturing for tleetebnics industry.”

"Not bad for a small country,” Jana responded mprise.

' 'My father used the oil money in the seventiescteate small local
industries run by each clan chief on the old pattérthe crafts guilds. He
insisted that we would sell no raw materials exd¢epbil. Although many
thought him a fool, his strategy has proved to cmnemically very sound.
Our pollution level is low, we have high employmaeritile maintaining
tribal strengths—that is why the cities are sma#, have not uprooted the
tribes from their environment."”

Jana found it interesting. For half an hour shietisd and provided the odd
guestion while Prince Omar expounded on the econastate of his
kingdom.

Suddenly he stopped. "But this is no good!" he @roéd. "You haven't
corrected me!"

Jana, absorbed in what he was saying about athibse women had made
their own traditional woven cloth the rage as aihing fabric in the West,
so that they had had to make peace with a hogtigghhoring tribe in order
to enlist their workers, blinked.

"Haven'tcorrectedyou?"

"My English, my use of the language!"

"Your Highness, everything you have said so far heeen fully
comprehensible."



"But not always correct!"
"Not always perfectly correct. So what?"

He stared at her. She laughed, she couldn't héfie ivatched her lips move
over her neat white teeth.

"'What is the point of language, Your Highnessd&aorrect in itself, or to
communicate ideas?"

"Language must be correct.”

' 'On that basis, a wheel which is a perfect sqimitgetter than a wheel
which is round but a little irregular. Which oneliiake your cart farther?"

He was silent, gazing at her. "Do you teach thegasses from this point of
view?" he asked at last.

"The princesses," she said deliberately, "are ngaged in trade talks."

"Do you correct their errors, Miss Stewart?" épeated firmly, as though
she were being evasive.

Jana pursed her lips, thought better of the argortrthat came to her lips,
and then explained her technique for dealing withgrincesses' grammar
mistakes.

"Errors in speaking should be corrected,” he séatlyf "Or how can
they—"

Jana put down her fork with a little snap. Probablwasn't protocol to
interrupt a prince, but Jana was too hot to thihthat. "I remind you that
you agreed you would not interfere in my teachiechhiques!" she said,
her chin set and her gaze direct.

"To correct errors is not a ‘technique' How wiley learn good English
from bad if they are not—"



"The princesses are well under the age of pubadytlzere is every chance
that they can become fluent speakers with sufftgeeactice. You can't be
always correcting mistakes in a second languatgetdiunter-productive,”

Jana said.

He stared at her for a long moment of arrogantrgep”"Why do you
mention puberty?"

' 'Because before puberty children seem to havensiedanguage abilities
that adults do not. They can become as good agersgieakers."”

"And for me, not?"

"You make a few small mistakes, which possibly yoll never be able to
correct entirely. They do not affect meaning, ang-5

"What mistakes?"

So they were back where they started. She realsgdt was an issue with
him. Reason was not going to alter his positiory veuch.

Jana sighed. "You sometimes leavethetor a when it is required.”

"You must explain these rules to me. And what élse?

Jana shrugged and left it to another time to erpilaére was no rule to
cover every circumstance. ' 'Every now and thenstake with verb tense.
You say, for example, 'was doing' instead of 'hdwee,’ or the other way

around."

He gazed at her, nodded once, and thoughtfullyaatgher mouthful of
food. "What do you suggest?"

"l suggest, Your Highness, that you stop worryabgut your errors, which
may improve anyway over time, and concentrate oilding your
vocabulary in areas where you need it."

He regarded her steadily for a moment.



"I also suggest more recreational use of Englistrhgps with your
daughters. If you're comfortable with expressingrgelf in private life, you
will almost certainly be more comfortable in a fainsetting."

"Do you think so?" Prince Omar looked surprised bot sceptical.
Unbidden there came to his mind the words that baldvlike to use to
express himself to her.

"Yes, | do." Smiling, Jana attacked her food aghimas a lamb casserole
with Eastern spices and herbs, utterly succulevibul daughters have
mentioned to me several times that you took thanmétidays by a lake in

the mountains," she said casually.

"Yes?" His eyes were shuttered.

"Have you thought of taking them for a holiday adi

"Not to that place, Miss Stewart. Why do you ask?"

She dropped her eyes and felt the heat rise tocheeks at the snub.
"Because they enjoyed it so much and | think it \dalo them good."

He blinked at her with such arrogant astonishmérat tshe almost
apologized for the question. Clearly here was agerinot used to being
challenged.

"Are you a psychologist, Miss Stewart?"

She sensed that he was angry, but if so he wasghidbehind coldness as
sharp as frostbite.

"I'm a human being, Your Highness! Are you reallyWestern that you
think no one knows anything about human beingsssntaey've taken a
degree in the subject?' she demanded hotly.

He bowed, stony faced. "Having asked you to correet | am in no
position to complain if you do so."



Jana pressed her napkin to her lips, but her elyeted) at him, full of
humour.

He couldn't resist. His lips twitched. "Neverthalgthe desert is dangerous,
Miss Stewart, and Lake Parvaneh is a long way."

She didn't believe that was his reason for notntakhem. There was so
clearly something else behind what he was sayingsBe nodded.

The next course was a pastry full of butter ancelyand about as fattening
as anything ever made, Jana thought, but she cmildesist a taste, and
once she had tasted, she could not resist eatatig@he sighed luxuriously
as the memory of their heated words seemed to &atkthe magic of the
desert night closed in around the balcony again.

"l hope you will join me again for the evening médle said, as two little
cups of strong coffee were placed in front of them.

"Yes, of course," she said. "When?"

"Tomorrow night," he said, knowing himself for aofo"It will be good for
me to be forced to express myself in English edany." He might as easily
have saidgood for me to test my restraint in your presence.

"Do you want me to come here every night?"

"On those evenings when | am here." And even tleekniew that he would
be away less often than before.

Six

"You have had the fortunate opportunity to obseateclose hand the
different political systems of Canada, the Unit¢at& and Great Britain,"
Prince Omar said.

"l suppose so."

"Explain them to me, please."”



Good God. "They aren't all that different, realBanada and the U.S. both
have systems derived from the English parliamerggsyem.” She made a
stab at outlining the three systems, wishing shee dtadied harder in her
high school modern history. "Will you describe Reassian system to me?"

"The system which I learned was the Soviet systlmgaid. "It is no longer
relevant. Shall I make an opportunity for you tsitvithe parliament in
Barakat al Barakat?"

From being served on a tray in her apartment, dagkamoved to these
delicious dinners on Prince Omar's magical terramgompanied by
conversations that, at Prince Omar's request, dangeer every
topic...except the personal. He wanted to talk alBmonomics, politics,
geography, history, religion, literature...but he dot want to talk about his
two daughters or their obsession with Lake Parvaaedh yearning for
another holiday with their father there.

Or, of course, about the curious mixture of pleasand pain he felt in her
company, or how, almost against his will, he watcher swim each night
from the safe distance of his balcony, and strudyglgh himself not to join
her.

He knew their conversations were often awkwardsirained, but it did not
occur to him that the reason was that he was rymgavhat he wished to
say to her.

She smiled at him. When she smiled, her lower dgeturved upwards in
engaging little arches that gave her face an imargh yet deeply sensual
expression. He felt how easily such a woman migideamine a man's
resolve, and tightened his self-control in such reots.

"I might have a little difficulty following the argnent,” she pointed out.

Tonight she wore a plain yellow sundress with narstraps over her brown
shoulders. Her lipstick was a burnt orange colbat teflected certain lights
in her hair. Omar thought how easy it would betémd up and walk around
the table to kiss those full, smiling lips, andviteed. "Of course | will

assign an interpreter to go with you. You will fitndnteresting, | think, and



it will give us subjects for discussion. My vocadyl will gain in the area of
politics and government.”

Jana put down her fork. "Your Highness."

His eyebrows went up in polite enquiry, and Jamaoalt gritted her teeth.
After that first night, when his guard had slipg®dthe pool, he had never
been anything except a prince and her employerimgsto improve his
English. Sometimes she had an almost irresistitgle to challenge him, to
say something that would shake him, get an ungdamelponse from him.
Common sense usually made her wary of treadingp@tiger's tail.

Not tonight. Somehow, she had reached the endraiettger tonight. The
end of her tolerance for these rigidly impersormaiversations and his rigid
control.

"Miss Stewart?"

"l find your daughters much more interesting at thement than your
parliament. Could we discuss them for a moment?r Yogabulary might
gain a little in the area of human feelings."

His curving lids came down to hide his expressiomfher, a sign of regal
displeasure she had learned to recognize. Througgr sletermination she
was growing resistant to it.

"Miss Stewart, you should discuss the princesseBave with their nurse,
Umm Hamzah," he said.

"Umm Hamzah is exactly what | wish to discuss,"aJeeturned firmly.

The old nurse's jealous possessiveness was bec@rsegous problem.

Kamala and Masha were becoming more and more atldohJana, and the
stronger Jana became in the princesses' affethienveaker Umm Hamzah
felt her own hold to be. She could not understdredconcept of adding a
new person into the affections. As far as she was&rned, by as much as
they loved Jana, she herself was exactly that fesshoved. As a result the
old woman was determined to maintain her grip by mr@ans possible.



Every day she invented a string of reasons why daoald not be with the
girls, why the girls had to do this or that ratttean study English. And Jana
knew she talked to them about her in a way that emtdobm very
uncomfortable. She was sure that part of the retismynso fantasized about
the house at Lake Parvaneh was an unconsciousmeetl away from the
strained atmosphere.

"This is mere jealousy,” Prince Omar said now, wslea tried to make him
see the extent of the trouble. "It will certainiga@ppear over time."

Jana was sure that he felt that half of the problealf the jealousy, was
Jana's. He did not believe what she told him of Urklamzah's
machinations.

"Umm Hamzah speaks to the guards, and then | avepied from taking
the princesses down to the city for shopping, f@meple. Today | spent an
hour arguing before we were allowed to go out.”

"The job of the guards is to protect the princes$bey naturally wished to
enquire..."

"Look, Your Highness, she is telling Kamala and Nas-and | don't know
who else!—that | am the devil's handmaid! She filsir heads with tales of
bandits who will come and get them if they don'egterything she wants, or
if they go outside the palace with me! How longyda expect them to be
able to stand that? Their loyalties are divided] &ns very hard on them.
And on me!"

"She is an uneducated woman," he responded imggtié8he believes
thatanyforeigner is the devil's handmaid, and she throresvalry because
it gives her life an interest. It is the fate ofwen of her generation. | can do
nothing about Umm Hamzah. That is what she is. @dring to me tales of
arguments between women! You are here to seehtagirincesses will be
able to rise above these foolish rivalries of taeem, not to engage in them
yourself. That is why | have them educated. Thgbig job."

"It is not my job," she contradicted angrily, "tefdnd myself against
constant charges that | am in league with the béwhay be a ridiculous



situation, and I'm sure the concerns of mere woarerwell beneath your
royal masculine notice, but this is very hard taldeith! And your
daughters are feeling a lot of stress! So am I!"

He felt the thunder of his own blood. It was a wristo allow himself to
show or feel anger in her presence. But it wasadiy¢oo late.

"My daughters must learn to deal with stress! Thahebe more stress than
this when the time comes for them to convince thees that they should
rule!" he said angrily. Then he clamped his jangetber. He sensed the
rush of other, quite different feelings releasednger's wake, and was even
angrier with her for disturbing his control.

It was the first time that she had ever heard thede/"my daughters” pass
his lips. Jana sat silent for a moment. His facé ¢mawn shuttered and
closed. "How soon exactly are you expecting that tta come?" she
demanded.

Omar blinked. "Pardon me?"

"You're not even forty yet!" she burst out. "Areuyexpecting to fall off
your horse tomorrow? The princesses are childreshitzey have had plenty
of unhappiness and stress to deal with alreadyam young lives! They do
not need any more!"

He smiled grimly at a joke of his own. "l am thiriliss Stewart. But a man
can die at any time. That is why we smgsh'allahWhatever God wills."

Thirty! Jana looked at the silver threads in his had wondered if it was
grief at his wife's death that had put them theter. heart gave one hard,
heavy beat.

"If you died tomorrow, do you really think the umipaness Umm Hamzah
is causing Kamala and Masha would give them an@umare strength in
proving themselves to the tribes?" she asked, irgjue be diverted.



' 'Miss Stewart, the happiness or unhappinesseoptimcesses is not your
concern. Their command of English is. Perhapsufwdl confine yourself
to that, you will have less trouble with Umm HamZah

"Right,"” she said flatly, and waved away the setgasffer of coffee. "Well,
| no longer wonder why it is you can't keep an Estgtutor. | resign as of
now."

It was only half bluff. She really couldn't standhat was going on, and if
Prince Omar wouldn't stop it, she knew it wouldyogét worse.

His face remained impassive, but his eyes glintiéal steel. "You are not in
a position to resign. You have signed a contractmaain for one year."

"Sue me for damages," she said rudely. "You ca@pkme here against my
will."

Even as she said the words she felt a little tbfilorror. How did she know
what he could or could not do? He was Prince Obrabaud ibn Hassan al
Quraishi, monarch of all he surveyed.

He looked at her, and she saw the first glimmeneaf feeling in his eyes
since that night when they had swum together. &hetlse flames, but she
could not tell what the feeling was. Anger? "I wkiéep you here," he
promised softly. "For the full duration of your d¢oarct."

Her skin shivered over her whole body. If he dedide make her his
prisoner, if he cut her off from the world, who viddknow? It might be a
month before anyone at home became seriously athianed how long after
that before the issue could be forced?

"Like hell you will'" Jana stood straight up so theer chair fell backwards.
A lackey appeared at once from some dark cornéheoterrace, but was
instantly waved away by the prince, and at a furtloenmand left through a
door, leaving them entirely alone.

Omar moved behind her and lifted her chair ontda&t. "Sit down, Miss
Stewart," he growled.



The air was tense with expectation as he stooce abeger her, and then,
moved by deep impulse, his hands reached out asidsex her bare upper
arms. "Please sit down."

She supposed it was because they never touchedhthabuch was so

electric on her skin. She was a natural touchetr,sha never used those
confiding little pats during conversation with thence, never kissed or

hugged him the way she did with her friends. Soetlmeust have been some
kind of buildup, she supposed. It made her kneeskywand with seeming

obedience, she sat.

After a moment, he lifted his hands from her armg laoth of them breathed
deeply, as if they had not breathed for the pastdeconds. Prince Omar
returned to his own seat, looking as remote as ever

"Within the harem, no man has any power, and a igregfool if he thinks
otherwise. However, with my guards, it is anothatter.”

He rang, bringing the servant back into the roomguick command was
followed by the arrival of a beautiful antique gihtray bearing paper, pen, a
silver inkpot, a silver matchbox, and what looki&e la stick of red crayon.

With a calligraphic flourish that left Jana breatd with admiration, Prince
Omar wrote several lines of Arabic on a sheet pepand then appended a
signature. When that was finished, he lighted achapicked up the red
crayon, and began melting it over the paper.

When there was a globule of red on the paper, Qimeav off his gold seal
ring and expertly pressed it into the sealing wHxen he picked up the
document, waving away the tray, and handed itha.Ja

She sat for a moment gazing at it in astonishediration for this ritual
from another century. She was holding in her hahdtveould only be a
royal permission, with the king's seal on it!

She looked from the beautiful Arabic writing to timscrutable face of the
prince. "What does it say?"



"That you are not to be impeded in your duty ofadimg the princesses in
the English language,” he informed her shortly.

"Thank you, Your Highness," she said.

"You must of course always be accompanied by aradmuard when you
take the princesses beyond the palace walls,"ile sa

"Of course." She laid the document carefully besidehandbag. Suddenly
a little plan in the back of her mind, like an emtieat has been blown on,
puffed into life.

The plan was this: to run away with the princedsethe house at Lake
Parvaneh and give them a holiday there. They wddde half their

dream—the lake, but not their father's company amdivided attention.

She would leave a note for Prince Omar telling thmare they had gone,
and begging him not to send anyone after them.

Of course it was a foolish, impulsive plan. If hat gery angry or believed
that she was kidnapping the girls, he might semdpiblice or army after
them, and she would be sent home at once—if notuted, Jana told
herself with grim humour. But Jana hadn't yet ledrto curb her impulsive
nature. This plan seemed to be the only soluti@ndp her.

Kamala and Masha had a picture of the house by Pakeaneh where they
had spent such a happy time. They were not in itttarp; it looked much
older than that to Jana. It had been taken in itktees or seventies, she
thought. It was a black-and-white shot, showinghbase and part of the
lake with the mountains in the background. Thesgivere adamant that it
was where their father had taken them, and thmldnged to him.

The house was not like any house Jana had everSkemrould feel herself
falling under its spell as surely as the girls laadhe, simply through the
photograph. Her longing to see it became almostrasng as Kamala and
Masha's.

For all her impulsiveness in conception, Jana weasy/ \organized in
execution, and she laid her plans very carefully.



First, she set about gathering information as tmslvely as she could.
Her first source was Salimah, the only other pakwgloyee who spoke
English with whom she came into daily contact. i®alh was Jana's conduit
into palace life and gossip, and a valuable adwiseBarakati customs.
They had long ago dispensed with the formality Miss Stewart,” and

treated each other as friends.

It was Salimah who had told her that Prince Omat lbecome estranged
from his brothers after the death of his wife, thiouno one knew exactly
why. It was just at that time, too, that Nizam allk] the Grand Vizier to all
three princely rulers of the Barakat Emirates, whight have been able to
effect a reconciliation, had died. Since that tirbegcause of the rupture,
there had been no Grand Vizier of the Barakat Besra

So Salimah was already used to Jana's intereshdncariosity about
everything. When she drew Salimah into casual, uissgl discussions
about travel and roads in the desert, about hoawvfal the mountains were,
she learned such useful things as that the roadollaved the course of the
river out of the city led to the mountains, andt thake Parvaneh was on a
tributary of the river.

Of course she couldn't confide her plan to Salin&ite was almost sure that
Salimah would keep the confidence, and even helpthé if there was
going to be trouble, it would not be fair for Sadimto suffer Prince Omar's
displeasure. So she never gave anything away. 8her mentioned the
house, or the princesses' desire to go there.

Jana began to teach the princesses geographival t8he got them to draw
maps of Central Barakat, labelling everything ingksh, including Lake
Parvaneh. She chose the best of their maps andt lszbe.

There were several vehicles for use by the palkatk Both for personal and
work use. Jana started asking for the Land Roveenevwer she went
out—not only to get used to driving it on the déseads, but also to
accustom the garage staff to her use of it. Sheersack to take it out late at
night, too, always flashing her royal warrant iatenged by a guard. She
would park by the river for an hour and return.



She took the princesses on lunch picnics down erritker, or out in the

desert to the picturesque ancient ruins dating fsmnit was said, the time of
Alexander. They were always accompanied by a gaarsuch occasions,
and Jana gave a lot of thought to the problem oétiadr it would be

possible to take a guard when the time came. Butduuld she confide in

one? And how could she take one with them if skendi?

The princesses told her that their father had boiagid from the tribe in the
valley that surrounded the lake, but Jana coutaritit on that. So on every
shopping expedition she carefully added to a grgwiard of non-
perishable supplies. She also bought one or tweepief equipment, such
as a camp stove.

Since she could not pack any of the girls' clotwgkout Umm Hamzah
discovering the fact, she had to buy them eachhargr wardrobe. There
was plenty of Western- style clothing in the sh@g] she bought them the
basic minimum of shorts, T-shirts and swimsuitangand sweaters for the
cool evenings. She bought similar clothes for HerSée packed all these
things and hid the cases and boxes in a lockedoaughn her apartment.

At last everything was ready, and the time of thierhoon came. "I've got a
surprise for you!" she told the princesses at |uhei day.

Jana's surprises were always wonderful, and thegwe clapped their
hands in delight. "What surprise?" they chorusétlhdt surprise, Jana
Khanum?"

"Tonight we arhanunwas the title that Prince Omar insisted they us
going to sleep on ni{ad made it clear that she would not agree to tadiing h
balcony and studdnd he would not agree to thealling her Jana. The exp
the stars." had a certain formality, but the sound was almastip,

become a term of affection, their own private nexkme for

If they were thrillegised it.

then, they were

thunderstruck with delight later when, after an thapent lying on
mattresses staring up at the magical night skyepehating the names of the
constellations, she told them what treat was realbtore for them.



"You are taking us to the lake?" Kamala breathed gyes wide and black
with amazed excitement. "Oh, Jana Khanum! When ego®"

"In a few hours. So you must both go to sleep ramgause we have to drive
at night."

Masha nodded wisely. "So that the bandit Jalal s®@ us,” she said.

The bandit Jalalvas the bogeyman whom Umm Hamzah used to scare the
girls into obedience. He would come to their bedd snatch them away if
they were not good little girls. Or he would sté@m from the desert if
Jana took them too far.

She had found it impossible to convince them theaited was no such person,
and had come to the decision that the less attestie paid to the idea the
better. So now she merely said, "It will be very tioving across the desert
during the day, that's why we have to go at nighill come and wake you
when it's time to go. And remember we will havédo&overy quiet, because
everyone will be sleeping and they won't like iivié wake them up, will
they?"

"l was sick once in the night," Kamala told hernfith Hamzah was angry
when we woke her, but when she saw how sick | slas forgave me."

Jana smiled at the ease of it all. "Well, you drsick now, so we'd better
not wake up Umm Hamzah! We'll only talk in whispeskay?"

They nodded like two little nodding dolls. "Okagna Khanum."
In spite of their excitement, they fell asleep lycJana gently closed the

sliding door so that they would not be disturbedH®z/noise she made as she
began making preparations to leave.



Seven
"Do you think the attempt will succeed?"

Jana had been lost in a reverie, but now she aasikde had thrown cold
water in her face. She brought her gaze to focuBromte Omar's face with
wide-eyed horror. "Pardon?" she whispered. Howhekinown? What had
she said to give it away? What would he do?

He looked at her with his eyebrows slightly raigegdurprise and suddenly
she almost laughed with relief. She wasn't suretwilaa being attempted,
or who was doing it, but one thing was certain—as wot talking about

her projected flight tonight. Still, it unnervedrhele was so damned quick
on the uptake.

"Oh—I suppose so, | don't know. What's your opiffibn

She nervously fingered her wineglass. The full meoept up the sky
behind the mountains and glinted in Prince Omges eShe had chosen the
night of the full moon to give her the best light the desert road, but she
wished His Serene Highness did not seem so mu&n afagle tonight.
Eagles have better vision than humaske thoughtand | bet you have
sharper eyes than mosthe gazed absently out at the road in the far
distance, where in the clear air faint pinprickdigtit arced over the desert.

If anything disturbed his sleep and he got up, bald/see the lights of the
Land Rover for miles from here. Would he recogrifee machine? Would
he guess?

"You are not concentrating, Miss Stewart," he shidy. "l have just said
what | think. What is it that preoccupies you?"

Heat rushed to her cheeks. Playing for time, stedlher glass and sipped.
"I'm just a little tired tonight," she lied. She svavide awake: not only had
she slept for a few hours this afternoon in preji@mabut adrenaline was
now pumping through her system.

She looked at Prince Omar and thought that prokadhlyould fire her for
tonight's escapade. She realized she would besggry never to see him



again. She enjoyed these nightly meetings with kwen if he did keep the
conversation ruthlessly impersonal. She would thiem, just as she would
miss the desert nights, and the heat, and the gighe mountains, and the
people of Central Barakat...there was a lot shdadvmiss. Even in the short
time she had been here, she had grown attachid tmtintry.

"It has been very hot,” Omar murmured. He had wetdher swimming,
length after length, knowing that the sultry heaisviilling her body, as it
did his, with a sensual energy that had no oulleé had stood up out of the
water and raised her hands lazily to her hair, pimggit back; her head had
fallen back, her eyes had opened and she had seemlthe terrace above.
She had neither waved nor smiled, but turned alyrgway. He knew
women. He was not mistaken in the response he g@méer. What a fool
he had been not to accept her resignation wheofsred it. He must send
her away soon.

Not yet.

"Very hot," she agreed. "Salimah tells me thathia old days, the days of
your father, this palace was never inhabited instimamer, that the whole
court moved up into the mountains. Why don't youldd nowadays?"

He smiled grimly, and she knew she had touchedeasmot. "Because the
summer palace now belongs to my brother Rafi. Hstrniue there in
winter, just as | must live here in summer. It asvhmy father's will divided
the kingdom."

"But what about the house at Lake Parvaneh?"
He shook his head. "That is not big enough to hojdcourt.”

"But you could go there yourself. You could take firincesses. | am sure
this heat is not healthy for them."

"Miss Stewart, you have said this before in anothay. | have answered
you. If the heat of the day is too much for thenpeisses, do not take them
outside during the day. The palace is cool enough.”



Not for him. There was a breeze now, but it was Tibé kind of hot wind
that maddens a maf®mar thoughtEspecially if he is already mad with
desire.

"Is Baba coming with us?" Masha whispered a fewrfidater as the two

princesses excitedly dressed in the jeans, T-shith jerseys Jana had
bought for them. They had never worn such clothes, they considered

them as exotic as Jana did thlealwar kameeshe had worn to dinner
tonight with Prince Omar.

"No," she said, because if they spent the next vieekticipation of their
father's arrival and he didn't come, they would/éey disappointed.

Jana paused@&hewould be disappointed. Five minutes ago she hpgedd
into his study and left a letter on his desk, ngllhim where they had gone.
Would he come after them himself?

Slowly she opened the door, and all three of thesptdarefoot along the
darkened passage towards the garages.

They met no one. With military precision the twangesses lay down with
their pillows on the back seat of the Land Rovet dana covered them with
a light blanket. "Silence, now!" she cautioned, meat that they would pop
up to greet the guard if he challenged her goimguidph the gates. "Go to
sleep. I don't want to hear a sound."

Four or five times in the past two weeks, Janataken the Land Rover out
at midnight. At first the guard had been astonished she always returned
within the hour and he had grown used to it. Haelveld she must be
meeting a man, but he had no instructions to séop h

Tonight he didn't even get up as she stopped adtee merely pushed the
lever from where he sat and lifted his hand in oese to her wave. Then
they were through and moving down towards the city.



Jana wondered when Prince Omar would see her tfidtave taken the
princesses to Lake Parvaneh for a vacation," stievhigten. "I have told no
one, and so you will have to make explanationsrtitosning about why we
are missing. | am sorry to do it this way, but lsvedraid you would forbid
the trip if | asked you." After some thought, staelhwritten a postscript. "I
know the princesses would be very happy if yougdins. We will return in
a week."

The road turned east and began to run along thie dfaie river. Now it
was just a matter of steady driving, watching aut drifted sand and
potholes in the moonlight. By dawn she counted @ndin the foothills.

Once she glanced back over her shoulder to wherpalace glowed white
and mysterious in the moonlight. She wonderediriderOmar was asleep
or awake. Perhaps he was still sitting on his bglcemoking and thinking.

She wondered if he was watching the lights of thed_Rover. They were
almost the only vehicle on the road.

Sayed Hajji Omar Durran ibn Daud ibn Hassan al @bracrushed the
piece of notepaper between his fingers and cureed a

"Damn her!"

It gave him some relief to vent his feelings, arel dursed softly and
repetitively for another few seconds, his eyeshilag with emotion, before
his jaw clenched tight again.

It was not unusual for him to be in his office atearly hour, but it was only
just past five and he was not often up so earlgssmthere was something
particularly absorbing his attention. He was naoesuhy he had come here
this morning—it had been his intention to ride—th&nk God he had.

The palace wasn't really stirring yet. Staff woattbn be at their tasks. In
the summer everyone preferred to work early areddat! rest in the middle



of the day, but it was unlikely that anyone hadnaiced the absence of the
princesses and their tutor.

Omar stood for a moment in thought, then slippéhty out of his office
and up the stairs.

Ashraf Durran came awake with the first touch &f $overeign's hand on
his shoulder. "Sire,” he said softly, using théetibf a Warrior to his

commander in that moment, as if the unexpectediy eeakening had

raised old responses. Then he blinked and tookisrstrroundings. His
room in the palace, not a tent on a battlefieldPafvan. "Omar," he said
then, swinging smoothly to his feet. "What's up?"

Omar showed him the note. Ashraf read it in siletizen lifted his eyes to
Omar's. "Is she crazy?"

"She has not been told. | did not think it necegsar
"Who went with them?"

"That is what we must find out. First, that theg actually gone. Second,
whether she took a guard. Third, what time thety Fefid of course without
arousing comment.”

"You aren't going to raise the alarm?"

"What would be the advantage, except to adveltiaethe princesses are at
this moment crossing the desert virtually unprad@tNo, we must keep it
quiet."

Ashraf nodded. "I will go and talk to the guard.& Was already tossing his
clothes on and after a moment stood straight.giiétend | can't sleep.”

Omar nodded at the good sense of this. "Find owt wdnt with them, and
what pretext she gave. She planned carefully. hegtt the girls slept on
her balcony—to watch the stars!" He cursed himeelhis own blindness
and strode out.



Ashraf came to his office ten minutes later.

"Ali is on duty and has been all month," he repartd#iss Stewart often
goes out in the Land Rover at about midnight amtuime in an hour or so.
He thinks she has a boyfriend in the city."

Omar's jaw tightened. "She does not have a boyirierthe city," he said
flatly. Ashraf raised an eyebrow at him. "She icaeful, meticulous
planner. What happened last night?"

"She left as usual at just after midnight. She matsyet returned. No one
was with her. No guard was requested to accompanyNo doubt the
princesses were in the back of the car, hidden."

"The fool!™ Omar exploded with fury. "Midnight! Adih, they may
already—" He bit back the words. "Ashraf, here sl plan. | will take
the helicopter now and follow them. She cannot la&ing more than fifty
miles an hour, | will catch them in two or threauh®—if they are still on the
road. You meanwhile tell the staff that | have takey daughters and the
English tutor with me on a holiday. They will ungnd the reasons for
secrecy. Send Ali on some trip to keep him frorkite. If all is well, I will
pick them up, proceed to the lake and signal yaheénusual way."

Ashraf frowned. "Omar, I'm coming with you!"

Omar shook his head. "No. | can take no one etsamy confidence in this.
You must be here to see that everything is acceptttddut comment. All
being well, we will stay at the lake some days #r&h return.”

"And if there's a problem? If they have been cagt@rlf you yourself are
taken?"

"You will hear soon enough. It may be that thithis moment when | settle
accounts with Jalal the bandit. | hardly care whthe victor, Ashraf. Take
care of my daughters, try to maintain their intsrtte for them, if it should
go against me. | appoint you regent until Mashasunity. The warrant is
here, signed and sealed."”



The two men wordlessly shook hands. The princepédphis hand on
Ashraf s shoulder and went out.

It had been a longer, harder drive across the titteer Jana had expected.
Sand had drifted onto the tarmac in many placescherous at night, and
her shoulder muscles were weary with the struggkeép the vehicle on the
road when the sand grabbed the wheels or theynkitod the numerous

potholes that studded the miles.

She had stopped once, at a gas station in a degerf to get gas, drink
some coffee from the thermos she had brought amdcikst her weary
muscles. She had had to awaken the owner, butchenbde no objection.
Kamala and Masha had slept through, but they wbaldiaking soon. The
river, and the road following it, had changed di@t several hours ago,
and now was headed north north east, she thouglimtathe mountains. It
meant the rising sun was not in her eyes.

The desert was bleak and inhospitable here, andvabenot surprised that
Omar did not love it. There were many desolate yarkcrops, the surface
sand was grey and gravelly, and underneath, thk @as stony and hard.
She saw bleak ruins from time to time in the distartestaments to the
futility of man's attempts to conquer such terrain.

But ahead were the foothills, and the promise eégrvalleys. The land had
been climbing very gently for the past twenty mildana glanced at her
watch. Almost eight o'clock.

"Are we nearly there, Jana Khanum?" asked a sleejmg from the back
seat.

"We'll stop for breakfast soon, and after that ¢ awhile longer. See,
we're just getting into the foothills now."

"Jana Khanum, | have to pee."

"Sodo I."



"So do I," said Jana. "All right, we'll stop forahnow." She glanced in the
mirror. There was no one else on the road for pdeshe simply pulled up
near a small rocky outcrop and all three of therh @at and relieved

themselves behind it. She gave them a drink of yweethem run around

for a minute, and just as they returned and wenebahg in, she heard the
unmistakable, rhythmic thud of hoofbeats.

A savage-looking dark-haired man in a white burneas coming across
the sand towards them on horseback, and althoughwias sure the savage
looks were nothing more than a cultural percepteotittle thrill of fear
zipped up her back. She bundled the girls intd_ted Rover and, without
doing their seatbelts up, jumped in herself anchpdghe automatic door
lock.

"Do your seatbelts up,” she told them calmly, the sertainly didn't feel
calm. The man had pulled up a few yards away arglstaxing at them.
"Masha, help Kamala with hers, I'm starting now."

He made no attempt to approach any nearer, buteadrsve past she saw
him staring first at her, then at the two princessnd last of all at the
license plate before he wheeled his horse, kickedlanks cruelly, and

galloped off back the way he had come.

Masha and Kamala watched in silence out the bacidaw until he
disappeared from sight. "I think that was Jalal haedit,” Masha told her
sister calmly.

"Will he come and get us?" Kamala asked, her eyds with dread.

In spite of herself, Jana put her foot down andchpdghe needle up to sixty.
"There is no Jalal the bandit!" she told them fymiThat's a story Umm

Hamzah made up so that you would be good girls."

She glanced in the mirror and was surprised tdosée girls nodding their

heads with vigorous conviction. "Yes, there is lalXhe bandit! Baba told

us all about him when we were at the lake befoeid very bad man!”

Jana frowned.Babatold you about him?"



"Yes! He said Jalal the bandit is a very bad mam wiants to take his
kingdom away from him and would like to takerugahnso that Baba
would have to give him some of his land.”

Electric shivers were coursing through her blod@erugahn?" Jana
repeated, from a dry throat.

"Yes, | don't know the word, it's when you...yokda&omeone and put them
in a bad place until someone gives you something."

"Hostage,” Jana supplied faintly. "Prince Omar dhat the bandit Jalal
would want to take you hostage?"

"Yes, he said we are never, never to go out intodigsert alone, but must
always have a guard with us, and we are never, tevem away without
telling someone where we are. | promised,” Masithsa@emnly. "Kamala
promised too, didn't you, Kamala?"

Her sister nodded.

Jana's heart was pounding so hard she was alnefehed. "What else did
he tell you about the bandit?"

Now, when it was too late, Masha was a mine ofrmgttion. "He said that
the mountain tribes hate Jalal the bandit, and #reyour friends, so if we
are in the mountains we are safe. If we are inbliwe must say to a
mountain tribesman in Parvani, 'l am of the hous®mar ibn Daud the
Durrani and | ask your help.' They are sworn alwayselp us. Baba and his
army and Companions fought with the Parvani peapléheir war, and
many of the mountain men went with him, also."”

Jana felt physically sick, but she managed to sild make her voice
smile, too. "And does he live near here, this Jakalbandit?"

Another nod. "I think so, Jana Khanum, because Rhthanot say those
things to us when we were at home, but only whenceasme to Lake

Parvaneh. | forgot all about it until we saw thamlt is good that we are
with you, Jana Khanum," Masha said, with a sigtotdl trust.



"Yes, it's a good thing you're with me," Jana répeaShe put her foot down
as far as she dared. The engine roared, taking tbwards the mountains
and safety. She wondered if the license platesoLind Rover carried some
code that citizens of the country would recognigédaing from the palace.
Or perhaps the bandits simply knew all the paladecles.

Far off to the left, in her mirror, she could seed@ud of dust in the desert.
She had never seen a troop of horsemen gallopmogsthe desert before,
but that was what it looked like to her.



Eight

Omar pushed the helicopter as hard as he dareghifdime, he had come
directly across the desert rather than following rthad. He would pick up
the road at the foothills, because she could nssipty have travelled
further than that, and then track back alonglih&l found signs or until his
gas ran out. If they had been captured, it wadylikeat the Land Rover
would be left at the scene.

At the very least she would find some way to lelawe a sign.

If they had not been captured he would force hestdp, and he would take
them all aboard.

He was filled with a cold, vibrating fury. He haddtime—hours—to hone
his anger to diamond hardness. Every movement e nmapiloting the
machine was precise, wasting no effort, exactlyissvords would be when
he found her. His eyes scanned the desert beneathrd the sky ahead
with unsparing precision. If they were there he ld@ee them.

Then he lifted over an outcrop and saw ahead of dwerything he had
feared and hoped to see, in a tableau: the riblidrighway beside the
rushing river running from left to right across mgw, the Land Rover,
roaring flat out towards the mountains, and netodrim, almost directly
ahead, a high choking whirlwind of dust which hadsaepicenter a cluster
of horsemen. The horsemen were converging on thd Rover at nearly
the same angle as he was.

He was still at a distance. They would not haverdvéhe sound of his
approach yet. Without taking his eyes from the sc@mar reached behind
his seat with one hand and lifted the small greenitdo his lap.

If he could see them now, Jana thought as shenbithar pothole with
brain-numbing, muscle-tearing force, their fathesuld be proud of the
princesses. They had reacted to this terrifying tfrevents with calm and
courage.



"Will the bandit Jalal capture us?" Masha had askezk, as they watched
the menacing dust cloud approach nearer and nearer.

"He might,” Jana had told them. "If he does, wd piietend that we only
speak English. You must pretend not to understandinless he speaks in
English, can you do that?"

"Does the bandit speak English?"

"I don't know. Whatever he says, don't answer Hiet. me talk. If we
pretend that you are not the princesses, he naghisigo.”

"All right,” Masha said calmly. "Kamala, if the bdibh comes, we will
pretend that we are Scottish, like Jana Khanumwill@retend that she is
our mother. Do you think that is a good idea, Jdhanum?""A very good
idea," said Jana. "l can't talk anymore, Mashdirdgr have to concentrate
on driving."

"All right," said Masha calmly. "I will make plangith "Kamala."

Thereafter the girls had muttered together for \a feinutes, and then
Masha said, "We will be silent now and help youcamirate, Mommy."

A curious little kick assailed her heart, and tidama forced her attention
back to the road. The foothills were rising arotimein, but she had no idea
how far into the mountains Jalal dared to entavolild be at least two miles
before they began to be protected by the hills,raadnwhile the horsemen
were gaining perceptibly. She could only go so.fihsthe went off the road

they were lost for certain.

"Babal!" someone screamed. "Look, look, it's Baba!"

Jana almost leapt out of her seat. "Where?" sleel,cbecause she couldn't
take her eyes off the treacherous road for a mament

"In the halikuptar! Look, look, Masha, it is Baba! He is going to Kidlal
the bandit!"



He laid a line of bullets down in the sand behimg horsemen to announce
his presence, and in another moment his shadovegas® their line of
vision and he was coming over them, flying low. rtgped she would have
the good sense to keep heading for the hills.

Directly above them now, he laid another line ofmirag bullets in front of
them. Some of the horses panicked at the doublawgi# of the low-flying
helicopter and the bullets digging into the samd, they reared and began to
whinny, breaking up the charge.

Several of the men did what he had expected, ahedptfles out of their
saddles. He pushed for height, but they were expmmtd were already
taking aim. Omar sprayed them with another streéiutiets, wrestling
with the helicopter controls with one hand.

He gained height. The Land Rover was already ouamde of all but one
horseman. The others were fighting to calm theisé®in a melee of men,
beasts and choking sand. Only one galloped tovirtldnd Rover. A man
of determination, then, but Omar had already knthat. He pushed the
machine to scud along the sky after the horse anteap alongside him.

The horseman looked up, and he looked down. Theyeawh other's gaze
for an almost imperceptible moment, and again eedathe Uzi in one
hand. Jalal, guiding his horse with his knees tldégdsame with his rifle.

There was a curious moment when each man hadhbeiathis sights, and
each man shifted his aim. Jalal to aim at the bpter motor, Omar to aim
at the horse. It hurt him to kill the fine-lookirgnimal, but a strange
reluctance to kill the man had invaded his soul.

The two men fired at the same time, and at the dameethe horse went
down and the helicopter engine faltered. Then gliedypter roared past and
the downed horseman was lost to Omar's sight.

In another moment he had passed over the Land Rtm@r his engine
missing badly. Trust the bandit to hit somethingcal in the last second.



He was in the foothills now, battling with the bigachine, knowing it
would not land gently. He could not crash landhi@ toad, because then the
way would be blocked to the Land Rover and Jalghtnstill come on. He
veered off over the rocky landscape, where he lsefer landing would be
all but impossible. He flew on, hoping for one cls#&retch to land on,
fighting to keep the machine up till he found it.

"Is Baba hurt?" Masha asked calmly.

It was the first anyone had spoken for several tesidhe princesses had
watched the ground-to-air battle without a wordipging each other's
hands, breathing in gasps, but calm. No screammg@)eading had crossed
their lips.

"l don't think so. It's the helicopter. The engivas been hit. He is looking
for somewhere to land," Jana said, with a calmdsth@ot feel. She did not
say that to be dragged away from the road wasasttaphe in the rocky
landscape. Her heart was pounding in sickeningnfplaithuds as the
helicopter vanished from their view.

She looked back. Far behind them now the horseneea w a ragged group
on the desert floor, some horses and men lyingarsaind, some standing.
The last man, the one who had chased them longasad over his
struggling horse and fired one shot. The horse élt No one would
follow them now. Around the next turn, out of sighdna put her foot on the
brake. When the Land Rover came to a halt she jdrapeand vomited bile
into the ditch.

Then she stood straining her ears, listening tsthend of the helicopter's
engines in the distance. She heard the increasitigfigssed whine, heard it
cough, and fire, and then, sickeningly, heard fitaau altogether.

A moment later she heard the ugliest sound shehbadd in her life. Up
until this moment the ugliest thing she had eveartitevas her parents
arguing, long ago when she was a child, but nowfargver it would be the
sound of the metal and glass of Prince Omar'sdyatiéc smashing into rock.



It took her half an hour to reach him. There wasmoke, no black column
of death to tell her where to search, and for shat had to be grateful. But
each minute, each second of that time was a tornaemtdering whether

she had missed the site, whether he had crashed waetv of the road. But

she had to drive on. She decided, if she did ndtHim en route, to leave the
princesses at the house and then go out to sébsble.climbed up high, she
might see the wreck.

But he had just missed the road, coming down betvwee sheer rock faces
onto a small clearing. The rotor blades glitteredhie sun, and the twisted
machine lay on its side halfway down a steep grakge, with the river at

the bottom. He had narrowly missed a tree.

With a cry of mingled fear and triumph, Jana leapt of the car and
scrambled down the grassy slope towards the bikebranachine, sobbing
and praying all the way.

He was not behind the controls. Jana leaned hslpl@sopelessly against
the shattered glass bubble and dragged in a hdeaeing breath. "Where
is he?" she cried to the heavens. "Oh, please,enkdre?"

Her fear was that he had been thrown out beforecthsh and that his
beautiful, perfect body was smashed and brokemsag#ie rocks. Or that
he had fallen into the river...

"Janal!"

She heard the faint cry, and whirled and cried eesgply, "Omar? Omar?
Where are you?"

Then she noticed what she should have noticed &zefog brush of red on a
rock, as if a bloody hand had rested there. Hestbreoming in sobbing
gasps, she followed the signs down towards the'siveelge, terrified of
what she would find.

"Here," he called, his voice sounding stronger abwlose range, and in the
next second she saw him. She ran and slid theftd¢se way, frantic with
relief and fear.



He was half lying on the riverbank, leaning agams$tigh outcrop. There
was blood on the ground under his thigh, and thekbtienim of his jeans
was soaked with it. He had torn off his shirt analden a tourniquet to stop
the bleeding from the ugly gash. Blood covereddrshead and cheek from
a wound above his temple. But he was alive.

"Omar!" she whispered, falling on her knees byshnike.

He opened his eyes and stared into hedanam,"he said. He lifted up his
hand to her cheek, and uncontrollably, she turresddcte and pressed her
lips against his palm. It was cold. Her heart cpdil

"Omar, Omar, thank God | found you!"

"Yes, Mashouka,he murmured. "You found me. | was afraid you would
not."

His eyelids were heavy, he looked half asleep. "vaust take me to the
lake,Janam" he said. "Can you do that?"

"Yes," she whispered.

His hand touched her cheek again, and then hedosiciousness.

They reached the house on the lake at last. Jarfarsa moment at the
wheel and felt gratitude flood up inside her witlcls intensity she could
hardly contain it. The princesses, crammed togetiteithe front seat, were
filled with an emotion too strong for words.

"The lake! The lake!" Masha whispered, but that alhs
Prince Omar, lying propped up in the back, awoassed his head, saw the

water, the house, heaved a sigh, muttered, "Wek dmnam! and slipped
back into unconsciousness.



She had wanted to turn around and drive back tbsation, to the palace,
to the city where there were hospitals. But apaminfthe risk of taking

Omar so far in his condition, there was the spegitdalal. Surely there were
more in his band than the few who had chased tBs%en though she was
afraid Omar had been delirious, she could only dbey go on to the lake
and hope that there might be a village nearby #othe basic medical care,
and someone who would carry a message to the palace

She was terrified for Omar. The gash in his leg hasible, but it was the
wound in his head that was the unknown factor. ®he almost totally
ignorant of medical things, and knowing nothingpaldeared everything.
Was his skull fractured? Had a blood clot formed&sWis brain even now
swelling from the blow? Was his neck broken? Pestedp®e shouldn't have
moved him at all, let alone dragged him up thaps®Yet he might have
bled to death if she had left him there by thermrivbile she went for help.

Someone was fishing on the lake. As soon as thresyedrhe started rowing
to shore, and now, as Jana and the two little gtdpped out of the Land
Rover, he raised an arm and shouted a greetingdnaed faintly to them
across the water. Masha and Kamala began jumpirendpdown crying,
"Baba Musa! Baba Musa!" with the delight and reladf those who
recognize an old friend who can be depended on.

"Who is Baba Musa?" Jana asked, as they waitethéold man to beach
the rowboat.

"He is looking to the house for my father, Janaima,” Masha explained,
losing her English a little under all the terrorsdastress of the past few
hours.

"He looks after the house for Prince Omar?" Jarkedsand breathed
another prayer of gratitude.

"Yes, Jana Khanum."

"Tell him that your father has had an accidentg said.



As the weather-beaten, white-haired man came thgeta, smiling to reveal

a lack of every other tooth, she saw that he wass®ld as he looked at
first glance. The teeth and hair were misleadimgl, lae was probably not
much over fifty.

The two girls were calling and crying to him, padtihis arms and jumping
with their mingled anxiety and pleasure in the nmggtbubbling over in a
language she recognized as Parvani, not Arabic eldiately they drew him
over to Jana and she heard them introduce heaaa Khanum."

Jana smiled and extended her hand, and Baba Mokaittin his own
rough-skinned grasp and spoke a greeting.

"Jana Khanum, Baba Musa says hello," Masha said.

"Hello, Baba Musa," said Jana, and he nodded lad.If&he turned urgently
back to Masha, because there was no time to lose.

"Masha, will you tell Baba Musa that Prince Omaw@unded and ask him
to help us carry him into the house?" Jana askadi after that the child
acted as interpreter between the two adults. BalgaMexhibiting a
strength amazing for his size, carried Omar in®hbuse and laid him on
the bed in a room that was clearly Omar's habibgalroom, then helped
Jana undress him and examined his wounds. They patkeshift bandage
around his thigh, but left his head wound alone.

Jana worriedly muttered the word "doctor,"” and Babasa repeated it,
nodding vigorously, as if he understood.

"He is going down the valley to find the doctor,abha translated as the old
man left. "He will be back soon."

Omar hadn't regained consciousness. This frighteaedut it was possible
he was actually sleeping. Jana had no first aiditrg. She did what she
could, bringing some warm water and gently waslhimgblood from his

face and hands without disturbing the wound.



Then she sat beside his bed, wishing she knew tohdb. After a few

minutes, she reached out to slip her hand ovewtigs and took his pulse. It
was fast but strong, and she supposed that was §bedook comfort from
the warm pulse of life that seemed to flow throdngin now. At the river,

when she had found him, he had felt so cold.

"Mashouka," he had called her. She had thoughtdahnious, thought he
was confusing her name with Masha's. But now, solgidshe remembered
him saying, "Mashouka meahslovedn my mother's tongue," and her own
heartbeat was strong and fast, thudding throughemneples.

Was it possible? She stared down at him and taephéll the sudden surge
of feelings that coursed through her.

Then, because there was nothing else she cousthddnelt by the bed, still
holding his hand, and prayed. "Please,” she wheshePlease, please let
him be all right,” and she pressed her mouth agdiisshand as tears
streamed down her cheeks.

He stirred, and she glanced into his grey fag@namdo you pray for me?"
he muttered, and was immediately out again.

It was less than an hour before Baba Musa returdath looked up from
her post by the bedside with a smile of reli€foktar awmadeh,he said.

"Oh, thank God!" said Jana. A woman had come it \Ritn, carrying a
cloth bag, who she supposed was his wife, heahlidys&rong, with flashing
black eyes, a salt-and- pepper braid not unlike Uramzah's hanging
down her back, wearing the same kind of well-wstained, quilted vest as
Baba Musa, anghalwar kameesAround her head was a colourful scarf,
also not very new.

She marched purposefully towards the bed, speaiiBgba Musa over her
shoulder. Jana looked to the doorway. No one elsedn.

"Where is the doctor?" Jana asked. Baba Musa sndledl nodded,
understanding only one word.



"Doktar Amina doktareh khayli khoubi ast! Khayind awmad!"he told
her.

Meanwhile the strange woman had picked up Omadnsratrist and was
staring down at his face with serene concentraiighile Jana watched in
total horror, she bent closer over his head wound.

"Masha," Jana said faintly, "ask Baba Musa wheeedibctor is."

Masha stared at her. "This is Doktar Amina fromitleage, Jana Khanum.
She is a very good doctor, | have heard Baba sdy so

"Oh, my God!" breathed Jana. She sat in shock elth woman bent
attentively over Omar, listening to his breathiogening his eyelids to stare
into his eyes, and performing other little medittlals that Jana had never
seen before, now and then asking Masha a question.

"Doktar Amina says that Baba's head is not broBana Khanum," Masha
said, and in spite of herself and her distrushefwoman, Jana sighed.

She had tried to get Masha to leave, but Mashadwasted.

"Baba would say it is my duty to stay, Jana Khariwghe had said.

Doktar Amina unwrapped the makeshift bandage amtighly examined
the thigh wound. She turned to the bag she had ddrop the floor and
pulled out several bundles wrapped in fabric.

To Jana's amazement, the first one opened to revellooked like a lot of
little black thorns. Then there was a curious odod a second parcel was

unwrapped to reveal a mass of what looked likergrd®ack stringy mud.

Jana couldn't believe it. Was the woman actualipgyto put this horrible
mess on a wound? She was no better than a wit¢brtloc

"No!" Jana said loudly, stepping to the side of bleel and confronting the
woman over it.



Startled, everyone turned to stare at her. "N@&'repeated. "He needs a real
doctor, and proper medication, and drugs to figifiiecdtion! You are not
putting that filthy concoction on him!"

The old woman calmly turned to Masha for clarifioat
"What is the matter, Jana Khanum?" the bewildeheld asked.

Jana heaved a breath and gazed into those widéntrubut worried eyes.

How could she explain to Masha without frightenireg? She glared at the
old woman across the bed and the body of Omar. blaek eyes were

twinkling at Jana. And now Jana was struck by ikeeé intelligence of that

tolerant, amused gaze. The old woman laughed axé mguick comment
to Baba Musa, then turned to Masha and said songethi

"Doktar Amina says that you should not be frightepast because she
shows you something you have not seen before," Maahslated.

"Tell Doktar Amina—" Jana began furiously, but stas interrupted from
an unexpected source. A hand closed over her anst,she turned with a
gasp to find Omar with his eyes open, looking upeat

"Do not interfere, Janam” he said softly. "Doktar Amina knows what to
do."



Nine

With the princesses' help, she unloaded all thplsgand cases from the
vehicle, and put them away in the kitchen and #drdiloms. The princesses
chose the room they had slept in before, at theotdpe house, and Jana
took the room next to Omar's, with which it shatteel large jutting balcony
overlooking the lake. The house, she found, wasidghed in a pleasing,
harmonious mixture of Western and Eastern styles.

Kamala and Masha ate their delayed breakfast wanienous hunger, but
Jana had little appetite. The old woman had bee¢h @mar for over an
hour. Jana had left her to do whatever mumbo-justtgowas going to do,
because after what Omar had said, she couldn'tts®proceedings, but
neither could she bear to watch.

She was crushingly aware that whatever his injutiesy were her fault. If

she had not reacted so impulsively, if she hadstigated only a little

before setting off on that trip across the unknown.retrospect she could
hardly believe her own actions. To take two prisess their father's only
heirs, alone on such a trip, knowing nothing of weey and little of the

destination!

She must have been crazy. And if Prince Omar dee@ aesult of her
actions... if his wounds festered... if his skudsafractured in spite of what
the old woman had said...if his condition detetiedawithout any way of
getting help...everything could be laid at JanardShe and she alone was
responsible. Several times she made up her minakethe Land Rover
back to the palace, and every time she decidedttieahttempt would be
useless and she was needed here. Finally she mpédme mind that if Omar
was worse rather than better tonight, she wouldeled midnight to make
her way to the nearest phone, and then, if shelcudcessfully elude Jalal
and his men, return.

When Doktar Amina had gone, with smiles and reasses to the
princesses, Jana asked Baba Musa, through Masdtaninere the nearest



phone would be. Baba Musa had no idea, so she agie@dould be hired to
take a letter to the palace.

They were all in the kitchen. Baba Musa was bregkip bits of firewood
and laying them inside the ancient black cast amokstove that dominated
one corner of the big room. He agreed that thishirlig@ possible if Prince
Omar wished it, lit his fire and closed the lititen door. He genially
suggested that Jana should cook something ford>@near to eat, as he was
sure to be hungry.

She stared at Masha, who had interpreted, andah8aba Musa. "Is he
awake?" she demanded.

"Oh, yes, Jana Khanum," Masha replied. "Doktar Aarsaid so."

She tore out of the kitchen, but managed to slowa toore sedate pace
before she got to Omar's room. The door was opérsla@ went in.

Omar was awake and lying propped up in the bedydasl and leg expertly
bandaged. His eyes seemed clearer. She couldtbméfigering odor of the
black muck.

"How are you?" she asked softly.

Omar grunted. "Well enough,” He closed his eyesl sime quelled the
desperate apology that was on her lips. The lasg the needed was strong
emotion. She could apologize another day.

"I'm going to make you something to eat," she s@d.you think you could
eat some soup?"

He opened his eyes. "This is not your job, to waitme like a servant!"

An hour ago he had been calling Banam.She supposed that meant that,
whatever Doktar Amina had done, he was improved.ddeeks grew hot.
"It wasn't my job to get you wounded, either!" saed tartly. "So suppose
we call it even?"



He grinned, his teeth looking very white againg tieat black beard, and
she took this for agreement and went out again.

"Excellent!" said Omar a few minutes later. He lpadpped himself more
upright in the bed, but still looked grey and hagga

"I've put the soup in a cup,” she said, pulleddhair close by the bed and
sat, balancing the tray on her lap. She spreada#l smwel over the blanket
in front of him, then handed him a spoon and tlgenbug of soup. On the
tray were salt and pepper and somertaan.

He was too ill and too hungry to protest at thigiid treatment. He ate in
silence for a few minutes. "Very good," he murmuyauad took the offered
bread.

"Omar," she said, "I think we should send a messagihe palace. I've
asked Baba Musa to find someone willing to makettipe but he would
like you to instruct him personally.”

"You are right,” said Omar. He finished the soug aet the cup on the tray.
"We will send a message tonight after sunset.”

"Shall | tell Baba Musa you want him to find some®h Jana asked,
relieved.

Omar shook his head. "There will be no one invihage to go, except by
mule, and that will take many days," he said. "Eheranother way."

Fatigue assailed him suddenly, and he closed leis. &/orried as she was,
Jana knew she could not press him for details f»aying that he would
still be conscious enough later to tell her howsémd the message, she
picked up the tray, softly went out and closeddber.

The princesses at least were confident that tagwef was going to recover
after Doktar Amina’'s ministrations, and were restioio all their delight in
being where they were. They went gaily off down ta#ley with Baba
Musa and returned with sackloads of fresh vegesatdenb, herbs, cheese,
yogurt, olives, flour, fresh goats’ milk and oliva@l. There was no



refrigerator in the house—there was no electricibpt-Baba Musa took her

underneath the house, part of which was on diftesj] a wooden door in the

ground and showed her a deep hole. He pulled opeaand a metal basket
came up.

"Yak," he said, smiling and pointing down into the hdlena leaned over
and saw huge lumps of ice piled at the bottom. Nobdl they had been
tossed down there last winter, and would lastti#l first snowfall.

' 'Yak?' she repeated. She wrapped her arms around harsklmimed
shivering cold.

' 'Baleh, baleh!"cried Baba Musa, nodding and smiling. Jana loatled

perishable supplies into the basket and watchegh tthisappear into the
hole. It suddenly dawned on her just how primiayglace they had come to.
She prayed that Omar had not been dreaming whepdies of sending a
message. The sooner they got him back to civitisathe better.

"You should not be required to cook,” Omar saidewBhe presented him
with another meal that afternoon. He had sleptlaoked much better. The
grey pallor was gone. He did not want invalid focaisd she had made him
a sandwich of thinly sliced lamb steak, which healsed ravenously.
Jana merely smiled. "That's all right. | had thesdielping me."

"That is good." He nodded. "What girls?"

She laughed. "Masha and Kamala," she informed ‘hour daughters.”

He turned and directed a searching gaze on hee prFimcesses are not
kitchen help."

"No, | know they aren't!" Jana said gaily. "Theynddknow one end of a
frying pan from the other! But they are very witlinand quick learners.
Kamala crumbled the goat's cheese for your salad.”

"Miss Stewart.” Prince Omar laid down his fork. "8ha will be queen of
this country one day."



She frowned in amazement. "So what? So they sholédnn how to cope
with the basic necessities of life?"

"It is not appropriate to—"

"Appropriate?” She had met this attitude before. It was exacthach for
her father's, and she hated it.

"They are—"

"Any life skill is appropriate to anyone," she imgpted ruthlessly. "Excuse
me, but not so long ago you told me my job wasngethat they escaped
from what you call the petty rivalries of the hatém

"And how will breaking up goat's cheese help thenthét?"

She flushed at the tone. "It will make them salffisient!" She struggled to

keep her temper. She was sure he should not betejit'Do you really

believe that a woman who can read foreign langueyespapers but can't
lift a finger to take care of her own physical neésl going to be a fitting

gueen for the hardworking people of this countryRatvwill Masha and

Kamala have in common with them?"

"Nothing. Why should they?"
"Youfly a helicopter!"

"Of course | do. | served in the military for twears, according to my
father's wish."

"I rest my case!" Then almost immediately, she saihorsefully, "I'm
sorry, | shouldn't be arguing with you in your cdrmh. But really, you'll
just have to accept it. There is no one to do thekwexcept ourselves."

"It is of no consequence," he said, with regafrstiés. So he was definitely
improved in health.



"Anyway," said Jana, unable to resist getting anl&st word, "in the kitchen
they're improving their English by leaps and bourasl you must approve
of that!"

Prince Omar made no reply. But she could see thalidhnot think words
like frying panwere a significant gain to the princesses' voaatyul

At eight o'clock that night, following his instruechs, she returned to Omar's
bedroom. Omar was sitting on the side of the begtihd to stand on his
good leg. Jana rushed to his side, and felt him ¢eaher.

"It's too soon to try walking!" she reproached him.
He knew she was right, and lay down again withootgst.

When he was comfortable, Jana took a deep brdatimceé Omar, I've got
to say this now, or I'll lose the courage to dbshe began.

He raised his eyebrows. He could still look forbiddin spite of his
wounds, and Jana suddenly felt how much she feheedxpression of his
displeasure.

But she had to face it.

"It was so stupid!" she cried. "People say I'm itspue, but this was
really—I can hardly believe myself | did this!"

"You did not expect such consequences, | think,5did mildly. Startled,
both by his reaction and the force of her relibie ®linked at him for a
moment.

"Of coursel didn't, but to embark on something so extrememwhwas
totally ignorant of the dangers is just... I'm gorplease believe I'm
desperately sorry. |—"



She broke off because he lifted his hand. She wddesly aware how
weak he must feel. He did not need strong emotions.

"What is done is done," he said.

Jana heaved a sigh. "Thank you."

"Now we must act." He paused, breathing.

She realized suddenly that he had been on hisdeatpurpose.
"What do you want?" she asked.

Omar nodded towards a large wood relief carvinghenwall. "Please lift
that down," he said.

Behind the carving was the door of a safe. Omadédrher a key and
dictated a sequence of numbers, and mystified;exglécting to find a
radio set, she pulled open the heavy door.

There was no radio set inside, though there mighelibeen room for one.
There were several boxes of various sizes and shajo®d and metal.

"There is a metal box on the left. Please bring}'tha

She found it and placed it on the bed beside hirwak unlocked. Omar
opened it to reveal several sticks of what looked]Jana's inexperienced
eyes, like dynamite, in a box that had once hajtiteen or a dozen.

Omar gazed at the contents for a moment of surpfideree left,” he
murmured. He glanced into Jana's curious face, blaek at the box. He
stroked his beard with one thoughtful finger, tmemoved all three. Jana
replaced the empty box in the safe and lockedairag

"Flares?" she guessed.

"Ashraf Durran will be watching now."



It was the first time she had breathed easy siieeioment when she heard
the helicopter go down. Under instructions from @nimna carried the
flares onto the balcony to fire them off. She igdithe first and then stood
back as, with a choking sound and a bang, it tdékAolong red bullet
sailed skywards for several long seconds and thent woff like an
exploding lightbulb. Suddenly the night around theas as bright as day.

Jana blinked, trying to get her night vision baahd then ignited the second
flare. It too went off, throwing a powerful lighter the whole horizon.

But when she lit the third, either it was defectiweshe had jolted it out of
position, for instead of flying up, it leapt consively over the railing and
nosedived to the earth a few yards below. Jan&dditlown at it, watching
helplessly as it shot violent sparks into the efotla few minutes and then
died.

She returned to Omar's bedroom. He was watchinggteerely. "What
happened?"

"I don't really know. It just went down insteaduwgd,” she said.
"It is of no consequence,"” said Prince Omar.

"I hope Ashraf Durran was watching,” Jana said iedty. "Do you think
he was?"

"Yes, | think he was," said Prince Omatr, in a cusiyg detached voice. He
was looking into the distance, a slight frown dnagvhis thickly marked
eyebrows together.

"You think he saw the two | set off?"

"Yes, he saw them."

The little girls were delighted with their summegandrobes. Shorts and
T-shirts gave them a freedom they had not expeseefore, and Jana



watched them running and playing in the summervsiim a carefree joy
she had never seen in them at the palace, notietkea pool.

She explained to Baba Musa what she wanted, amgcheaway and came
back with two empty oil drums and some logs andt lauraft, and Jana
continued with swimming and diving lessons. Theewanh the lake was
crystal clear, spring fed, very deep. It seemduatee a magic about it. The
princesses loved swimming in the lake, and so dith,Jand their laughter
rang out over the water and echoed from the sudiagrhills.

Prince Omar did not approve. After a few days he wall enough to be
helped out to the balcony by Baba Musa, and woitldos a while.
Sometimes in such moments, she looked up at titermabf the house and
saw Omar there, watching with a face like stone Bbndered what it was
about their unfettered joy that made him look sgrgn

Summoned by Baba Musa, a woman came from a viflagjieer down the
valley to do the cooking, but when she saw thaa Jaas able-bodied, she
grew puzzled. She was very willing to serve hengei But she clearly did
not grasp the concept of "servant." That one pesktonld work at two jobs
in order to minister to the needs of another, wthibg other did nothing, or
only supervised children, was beyond her.

Jana had no intention of disillusioning such a deéygd democratic spirit.
Through her faithful interpreters, who were growimgre adept by the
hour, she asked the woman to teach her to ba&a.This the woman could
comprehend. For two days the four females scatetlyhe kitchen, except
to take Omar his meals, while Rudaba tutored theher arts.

When the two days were over, Jana and the pringdss® had a crash
course in Middle Eastern cooking. They had sewarah-ready casseroles
and cooked dishes on ice at the bottom of the coatel Jana had a dozen
scribbled recipes, half of them calling for ingrealis whose name she only
knew in Parvani.

Then, with smiles and nods, and waving vigorouRlydaba went home.



Jana had expected the arrival of a helicopter thmimg after she sent off
the emergency flares. When it did not happen shegiit the rescue must be
coming by land. But when day followed day and thees no appearance,
she began to forget about it. There was, in factemergency. Whatever
Doktar Amina was doing, and the wise woman camaleaely to visit her
patient, Omar was progressing day by day.

On the morning he hobbled downstairs for the fitishe, using a
rough-made staff Baba Musa had made him, he foand,JMasha and
Kamala in the large kitchen making breakfast. Magas on a low stool, by
the stove, with one of the iron plates off, holdbrgad on a long fork over
the flames to make toast. Kamala was carefully tingrout three sets of
cutlery onto one tray, and one set onto anothea das breaking eggs into
a bowl.

They did not hear his approach because they wegangj.

"There are snakes, ants that sting, and othepitrgehings, in an English
country ga-arden," they sang, and then, as heeghtblasha whirled and
cried out, clapping a startled hand to her chest.

"Baba! You are walking! Oh, look, you made me drop thealr into the
fire!" she admonished him, in a tone he had neeardhon his daughters'
lips before.

Jana paused wordlessly, an egg in her hand, andlidamiled at him, her
hands full of knives and forks. ' 'Good morning,bBA the latter said

happily.

"Good morning,” said Omar. "You are all very busy."”

"We are making breakfast, Baba," Kamala informed tinnecessarily.
"So | see."

He did not often converse with his daughters inlihgit was a new and
slightly disorienting experience for him.



"Good morning,"” said Jana. "Will you eat with us®@ ¥at on the verandah."
"Yes, thank you," said Omar.

Jana calmly turned to Kamala, impervious to Om@isapproving frown.
"You can put all four place settings onto the org,tthen, Kamala. You
don't need the other one anymore."

"Yes, Jana Khanum."

Jana pulled out a chair beside the big wooden tablg Omar hobbled to it
and sat. "Where is Rudaba this morning? Not het®'ye asked.

Masha put another piece of slightly charred toasb the plate and turned.
"Rudaba has a new granddaughter, Baba!" she exadaiiithe doesn't
come anymore."

Omar frowned. "Who has been cooking all the meals?"

"We have, Baba! Jana Khanum and Kamala and me! ltanzg secret!”
She giggled. "And every time, you say it is deligpdon't you?"

Omar stared levelly at Jana. "Yes," he agreedysdtivery time, | say it is
delicious."

"Have you got everything on the tray, Kamala?" dskana. "Then [I'll take
it out onto the verandah and you can lay the table.

Trailed by a skipping Kamala, she suited the adiiotihe words. When she
returned to the kitchen, Masha chirruped, "I haxaenall the toast, Jana
Khanum! Now may | stir the eggs?”

So under Omar's piercing gaze, Jana placed thk &éest iron pan over the
flames and held the bowl of goat's butter while Madug out a spoonful
and tossed it in. Together they poured the eggsth pan, and Masha
stood over it with a wooden spatula in her handgfadly stirring.



When Kamala came back into the kitchen with the tgntpay, she
exclaimed, "We forgot to get the milk from the camplJana Khanum!”

"We'll do it now," said Jana, and the two went out.

Omar watched the proceedings in silence untilywarfenutes later, he was
invited out to the verandah to settle himself a thble there. It was a
beautiful morning, and Jana's heart was suddendgyrgy. On the hillside on
the opposite side of the lake a small herd of goatged up the slope, their
bells ringing and their cries carrying on the pulear air. Behind them, in
the distance, the rugged, massive peak of Mount [@kesided over the
scene.

Jana looked from the white-topped mountain to #oe bf Prince Omar and
thought that he was like the mountain—tall, coleinote. As far as she
knew, none of the mountains in these ranges hadb&en volcanic. Was
Omar, she wondered? Or was he as cold at the cantez seemed on the
surface? He seemed miles away now from the man mdtdpng ago, had
called herJanamandMashouka.

The princesses were slightly subdued in his presetineir high spirits
toned down. When she asked them if Baba Musa wasngoover this
morning to take them fishing, they nodded vigorgumlt did not burst into
the chattering excitement they would usually hawash.

She saw Omar blink. "Do you go fishing with Babadd@" he asked them.

"Yes, Baba, he is teaching us to catch fish! Ons@lag | caught one on my
own fishing pole! And we ate it for lunch!"

Over the head of his happily chattering daughterg€@en gaze, so dark
it was nearly black, was piniy to her chair.

"Have you finished, children? Then run down to ldee. | am
going to chat with Jana Khanum."



Jana took a deep breath and shook her head. Oiskg" she
carolled, and without protest Masha and Kamalaaodring the
tray and help her load it.

Keeping his temper with some effort, Omar askedhtWloes the dishes?"

"We all do, Baba!" Kamala told him confidingly. 'l Khanum says when
everyone helps, the work is easy. | like to wasst,d@ecause the water is
warm and there are suds!"

When the tray was full, Jana picked it up andhillag a slightly challenging
glance at Omar, carried it into the kitchen, accanipd by her two able
helpers. After a moment Omar struggled to his &eet followed.

It had taken Jana two days to figure out that tlaewin one of the

compartments of the stove wasn't a functional gidite stove system, but a
reservoir method of heating water for use. Now kil the washbowl

while Masha carefully ladled out the warm wateoiif and carried it to the

table.

"If you will permit me," Omar said, "l will do Mashand Kamala's share of
the washing."

Jana knew she couldn't put off the showdown angdorShe shrugged and
waited as the princesses thanked their father amadut.



Ten

"Do you want an apron?" she offered, moving towards thehlvawl as he
limped in behind her. He had left his stick on Wieeandah.

"A what?"

She was tying one around her own waist, and stieupethe one that Masha
usually wore. They were all makeshift; she hadlséitl ties on the edges of
dish towels. ' 'Apron. You never heard the word?"

"In English?" he demanded irritably. "No. Who woshly this word to me?"
"Well, you learn something every day!"

"Yes, indeed | learned something today!" Omar ttiwk apron from her
outstretched hand and tossed it onto the tablenéleed closer to her, and
Jana involuntarily stepped back. He was in a tawgerage, and Omar in a
rage was pretty ‘'overwhelming. "I learn that yoe araking my daughters
into household servants! | had told you this wasmy will! In the palace
they are forbidden even to go into the kitchenst w®i persisted! Why is
this?"

Her skin was prickling with nerves, but after tloaie false step she was
determined to hold her ground. "Somebody has tthdavork, Omar," she
told him. "Who exactly in this household do you givee is the appropriate
person to do the work?"

"No onein this household! That is why Rudaba came! Youehsent her
away!"

She gazed levelly at him, determined not to be colehis anger. "Who
did the work last time you were here with the pesses, Your Highness?"

He was a little taken aback. "Naturally, | broughaff with me from the
palace."



"Well, this time you didn't! And if you have thelogssal arrogance to ask a
woman who already has a full day's work to do ragriier own family to
come and run yours in addition, rather than letrydaughters engage in a
little physical labor, then you're not a king, yeué& despot!”

He felt exasperated with her. He had never felarsgry or thwarted by a
woman in his life. "Village women need money ashaslthose in the city!
The Bahrami tribe is sworn to help the house ofr@nir She was not
unwilling when Baba Musa spoke to her!"

He was shouting, and Jana was now losing the Hattheaintain her own
relative calm. "Of course she was not unwilling!luffe the king and you've
been hurt! But when she saw me she naturally assuimeuld do the work,

and wanted to go home to her new granddaughter.”

"There must be another woman—" he began.

"Do you really think it is right for a prince toittk that he only has to snap
his fingers and any of his subjects should abaridein lives to become his
slave? You're not just arrogant, you're an anagbmanl hey have even less
here than in the city, you know! All the water lase carried from wells,

or the river! It's backbreaking work!"

The injustice of this infuriated him further. "1 &w this!" he shouted. "That
is why | asked Rudaba to come! Because this wadoisrard and too much
for you!"

But she overrode that. "In addition, as it happéhsjaba looks after the
goats and her sick daughter and the new baby, @aodsgher own
vegetables! Probably all the women are much theesdimuthfully, Omar,
how do you think your needs stack up against that?"

"It is not fitting that the princesses should erggagmenial tasks!"
"Well, if that's an invitation to me to do all timork, forget it! I'm no slave

either! We all eat, and in my opinion it will do Blaa and Kamala no harm
whatsoever to learn how much work is involved i blusiness of providing



for their physical needs. It should teach them genuespect and
compassion for their servants in future."

His eyes narrowed dangerously. "They will learn passion and respect
for their servants and subjects without this, Jdnalach it to them," he
growled, using her first name for the first timethvaut seeming to notice.
"You too are a descendant of kings! It is notrtithat you are hauling
water and lighting fires like a...like a..."

The fact that he couldn't find the words enraged $till further. But he was
cut off anyway.

"Don't tell me what'ditting!" she shouted furiously. "Mynotherdidn't
think it was fitting that | come to work fgtou,come to that, and if | listened
to everybody's opinion of whatas fittingfor me, I'd be at home married to
the most boring man | ever met! Now, if you donindy I consider it
perfectlyfitting, under the circumstances, to do the dishesl the water's
getting cold!"

She turned to the washing bowl, dropped in a feapstiakes and furiously
swished the water. Omar's eyes widened, then nadave was not used to
being contradicted so loudly, or dismissed withhshigh-handedness.

He put his hand on her shoulder and turned heade fiim. "I—" he began,
but Jana held up a drying cloth. He stiffened.

"What is this?" he demanded.

"Well, it has several names in English, dependimghe region. Dish towel

and tea towel are the most common,"” she returnedjl&ted at her and she
glared right back. "I hope you haven't forgotteu'y® doing Masha and
Kamala's share. Or did you imagine that | wouldcetag the slack for—?"

His eyes grew blacker and blacker through this dpede lifted his hand
and she flinched and fell silent, the words chakeduker throat, as he tore the
dish towel from her hand and flung it aside. Thenstrong fingers gripped
her upper arms.



"Have you finished?" he asked. And slowly, as teiayed into each other's
eyes and her lips parted on a soundless gasp,tewverghanged. Her fury
metamorphosed and became a rage of a different 8heé felt heat
spreading out from under his hands into her hemttstomach and breasts.
Two flames, but not of anger, ignited in his dayle® Jana felt her body
coming closer to his, but whether he drew her,har moved, or whether
some impersonal magnetic field drew them both dsthiéot know.

' 'Janam," he whisperedMy soul.The word ignited a spark in her that had
been burning unseen since the day she had broughtdre, bloody and
half-dead.

"Omar," she moaned, and at the look in his eyes stosvtrembled. It was
passionate, all-consuming, a firestorm of need.

Then her body was pressed to his, his arms wenendrber, and with
convulsive hunger and need, his mouth found heens&ion swam
meltingly along her limbs, sparks shot and sangutin her blood, and her
mouth responded with equal need to the questingisfips. His hand
encircled her throat and lifted her chin highehi®hungry kiss.

"Baba! Baba!" The high cry was accompanied by thend of footsteps on
the wooden floor of the verandah, and they brokataand turned towards
the door.

Masha burst in. "Baba Musa is here, Baba! Plealleyau come fishing
with us?"

He carefully stepped away from Jana. "My leg wadl tet me get into the
boat yet, Masha," he explained gently, and witlkeva Wwords the child ran
out again. A moment later they heard her ¢Baba naymiayad!Daddy is
not coming.

Jana heaved a deep breath, and looked anywhera l@rmar. Then she
heard his voice, controlled and distant, as she Hesdd it many times
before.

"l am sorry, Miss Stewart. It will not happen again



She gasped and looked at him. "Omar—"

Omar lifted a hand, and the words died on her Bag.he only reached to
take the towel from the table.

She couldn't tear her gaze from him. He turnedhbad and the dark green
look took nothing, gave nothing. "Let us do thehéis" said Prince Omar.

He was no stranger to sexual desire for a womanwéke not used to it
coming over him so unexpectedly, nor feeling tletas not in control. He
did not like it. He believed that the feelings tiaid overcome him with
Jana were the result of a period of abstinencemoce, but for all the
reasons that he had resisted his sexual interéstiftom the beginning, he
must resist now, he told himself. He would not tlse situation to take
sexual advantage of her. He would be more carefiuture.

He did not allow himself to feel that it was manam abstinence that fuelled
his passion, or fear that underlay his decisiotetoy it. He did not admit to
himself that something more than sexual desire driewto his daughters'
English tutor.

But under siege on the battlefield he had neverenfenvently wished for
reinforcements than he now wished for the arrivalghraf Durran.

Jana, too, now found the prolonged stay becomitajerable. She found it
more and more difficult to be in Omar's companym8thing had come
awake in her with Omar's kiss, and she wanted n&lre.yearned for him,
for his touch, to see that flame in his eyes agaémhave him call hemy
soulin that hoarse, hungry voice.

But it was very clear that Omar intended it shaudder happen again.

As Omar's injuries healed, Jana discovered thagtevier he felt was
appropriate for the princesses, he was quite capafbtaking care of his
own physical needs. He was a sort of craftsmarg &blmend nearly
anything, a skill he said he had learned in theypamd he could cook, and
from that first day when he came downstairs, the & them did the dishes
together every night.



That was the time when she taught the princessagssa English. They
loved it, and she saw no reason to change things whince Omar joined
them. At first he did not join in, but the easygpatmosphere that Jana had
created had changed the princesses' ideas. Theyasesdaptable as any
children, and although they still exhibited gresgpect for their father, they
had unconsciously become less frightened of him.

"Why don't you sing, Baba?" Kamala demanded at Téstvould be more
fun if you sang, too!"

This was not an argument anyone had ever put tw®®mar Durran ibn
Daud ibn Hassan al Quraishi. "More fun?" he repbaiti¢h a blink.

"When you don't sing it's not so nice." Masha ghawame to her sister's
support. "Don't you like singing, Baba?"

He was on the ropes. Never before in his life hadeft at a disadvantage
with his own children, but of course he had ratbefore this come into such
constant contact with them. Certainly he had nelmre domestic chores
with them.

"I don't know the words,” Omar protested, with tteebleness of the
challenged male anywhere in the world.

"But we will teach you, just the way Jana Khanumgta us!" carolled
Masha, glad to discover the root of the problema high, sweet voice she
suddenly sang the refrain of a Beatles song. "lala...”

To his own surprise, he found himself laughing. 'AVkdo these words
mean—obladi, oblada?"

"Nothing, Baba!" Masha cried, in high delight. "Modana Khanum says
they are just sounds!”

He flicked a glance to Jana over his daughterdd)eand they exchanged
the kind of look that was both balm and tormenhéo. "This is to teach
them English?" he chided, amused.



"Western culture, too," she said. Then she turmethe girls. "Shall we
teach Baba a whole song? A song we know all thelsvim?"

"Yes!" cried Masha and Kamala together. "You woliké that, wouldn't
you, Baba?" Masha asked.

Omar was drying a bow! with a certain piraticalrfléle looked down at his
daughter. She was gazing up at him with complatst tand adoration.
"Yes," he said, because he suddenly found himsélictant to dash her
spirits. "Yes, | would like to learn a song you kalow."

As though the valley had its own compelling timena had begun to wake
every morning when the first rays of the sun strtiek lake, and her day
started then. Like the village women farther altmgvalley, Jana had a lot
of work to get through in a day. The house lackegdraodern convenience.

Although there was a small reservoir on the sidthefstove, most of their
hot water came from an oil drum set up on a grier@/fire outdoors. When
needed, that fire had to be lit, and the drumdilleucketful by bucketful,
from the well. Hot water for washing clothes or baths was carried from
the drum to the tub by the bucketful and everythwgs washed and
scrubbed by hand.

There was, fortunately, plenty of soap in the hpumé none of it was
detergent-based, and Jana gained a new appreciatitime difference
betweendirt and stain and a more tolerant understanding of the stained
garments that all the villagers, including Doktanida, wore. Many stains
were impossible to get out of the princesses’ wéliterts even when she
adopted the advanced technology she had observéldebyver near the
city—spreading the wet clothes on a large rock lzedting the stain with a
smooth stone.

It was while she was putting away some of Omadtheks in his bedroom
that she made the discovery that he had an extemgvdrobe of casual
clothes, many of them Western jeans, shirts andiffss

"I'd like to commandeer some of your clothes," 8ld him that evening,
after the children were in bed. Although Baba Malseays went home just



before dark, and most of the villagers seemed ttodzed with the sun as
well as get up with it, Jana could never sleep outha couple of hours of
relative relaxation at the end of the day.

Omar joined her. Sometimes they sat in the sittoogn and read or worked
by lamplight and even—occasionally, on those evgsimhen the mountain
chill came right down into the valley—by the lightom a fire in the
curiously made fireplace.

"Commandeer?" he repeated. He liked it when shd weeds he did not
know, and Jana had to be always ready to definevang she used so that
he could add it to his vocabulary. It wasn't alwagsy.

She grinned and shook her head, feeling a littlgglsaout. "Well, | think it
means when the army seizes something—like a pristp, for
example—to use in war."

He flicked her a glance. "What war will my clothas needed for?"

"The war against nakedness in the rest of us," dgvieed, laughing. "I've
found a few clothes the girls left here from befdret Kamala's are all too
small. A few of Masha's now fit Kamala, but Masina & have very little in
our wardrobes."

She held up the torn shorts she was attemptingtawith a piece cut from
one of Kamala's too-small garments.

"The girls can wear your T-shirts as dresses, dtidanbelt | could probably
wear your pants—and a few more shirts will be &lksssing.”

"Share them out as suits you, Jana," he said. l4eaware that the thought
gave him pleasure.

Fish were plentiful in the lake, which was justngdl, because Baba Musa's
techniques for catching them were not far removedmf the
bent-pin-on-a-string method. One day Jana decidedot along on the
fishing expedition.



"Why?" said Omar, frowning.

' 'Because if anything happened to Baba Musa, waldvavant to be
self-sufficient,” she explained patiently. "I haltdmeen fishing since | was
Kamala's age, and I think it's something I—everyerghould know how
to do." He was sitting on the ground beside heshesgrubbed for worms
and other morsels with which to tempt the fish,hwé pleasure both
immediate and nostalgic. She hadn't done this sivase long-ago, carefree
summer holidays on her uncle's estate, before &remfs' breakup. "After
all, | eat the fish, why shouldn't | know how taadathem?"

Jana was in blue jean cutoffs, bare feet, and dischirts with the tails

tied around her waist. Her long limbs were warnagrted after so many
days in the sun. He watched her intent digging wlitélep pleasure. One
strand of hair kept escaping from the knot shedeadired it in on the top of
her head, and one earth-covered hand kept fuplebhing it up out of her
way. "On this reasoning, you should ask Baba Mosgach you how to

slaughter a goat," he pointed out mildly.

"Well, and if we're going to be here much longédl,do that," Jana said.
"Anyway, he says it's easy. You just slit the thrasit's lying in the field
and it falls asleep as it loses blood and nevewstio

Omar laughed. Even though he now almost expectedet@onstantly
surprised by her, still she managed to surprise hyou have asked Baba
Musa the details of how to slaughter a goat?" imeasheled in disbelief.

"Why not? You may not have noticed, but we've bestimg goat's meat."

He smiled quizzically at her, so that her heartruimd, and Jana resolutely
quelled her quick response. ' 'Of course | knowtiis a national dish.
Which of my daughters translated the gruesome lddtaiyou?"

She smiled smugly. "Neither. I'm picking up some-Rani, you know! But
anyway, he did it mostly with sign language.” Shienroked Baba Musa
miming first the goat and then the human, the gittibg comfortably in the
field, the human coming up and stroking it, aditthife hidden in his hand,



the lifted chin, quick, gentle cut, and then thatgagain, blinking, and
slowly, dreamily falling asleep.

Omar erupted into laughter—hearty, healthy laugbterkind he hadn't felt
in himself for years. "You are too pretty a gofydu blinked like that at the
goatherd you would live to a very old age," he toédl, and unconsciously
reached out to push the errant strand of hair badher.

Jana froze, her breath stopped in her throat, ankevfor his touch. In the
same moment he awoke to his own unconscious adtierdrew his hand
away.

"Well, anyway," Jana said brusquely, dusting off I@re legs and standing
up, "that's for another day! Today is fishing!" Siedd up the small tin of

worms and grubs she had collected, and smilednattht it was a formal

smile: the confiding manner of a moment ago wasegon

He was aware of a stab of regret. But it couldbebtherwise.

Omar was sitting on his balcony when the fishingesition returned to
shore. He had heard their shouts of triumph araktis during the course of
the afternoon, across the water, and now Jana, Masid Kamala
scrambled out and stood holding up their catchesi® admiration and
approval.

"Baba, Baba, | caught another fish!"

They were all wet, grubby, and happy as the gaatb® far side of the hill.
He stood up and came to the railing. "How manyydid get?"

Masha appointed herself spokesman. "Baba Musabgotdnd Kamala got
one and | got two!"

"And how many did Jana Khanum get?"

"None, Baba! She said it was very furst—furst—fsteting, Baba!
Everybody caught one but Jana Khanum!"



"Poor Jana Khanum," he-teased, and smiled dowhean.tHe had never
seen his daughters so dirty, he reflected. But, theimad never seen them so
carefree and happy, either. He had almost forgaltansuch a state could
exist. He had been so determined to give his deuglthe education his
mother and his wife had never had—had he forgattear needs that were
just as important? Or had he simply been dismis$iagpiness as not
possible to those who must rule?

He had not been happy since the day he marrieddwears ago. He had
accepted the marriage as his duty then— his maihetold him it was his
duty and he had believed her. When it proved ta deeply unhappy union
both for him and his wife, he had accepted that wes the price of being
born to rule.

No doubt he had carried that attitude over to hisgthters’ upbringing. But
standing here, looking at two happy, excited, estedichildren, he could
not believe that they would make less able ruleesabse they had
experienced such simple pleasures. How could heveelit? It was

ridiculous. Yet somewhere in his heart he had ketigt, until this moment.

Those who rule have no right to think of happiness.

Something in him seemed to crack and break, ahavaly. It was one of
the bands around his heart.

When he had made his awkward way downstairs, BabsaMhad gone
home, and Jana was struggling with the cleanind®fish while the two
princesses watched interestedly over her shouttiarknife was not quite
sharp enough, and she had blood and guts smeasetenhands and arms,
and even on her cheek.

"Why did not Baba Musa do this for you?" Omar askeldily.

"Because | told him it wasn't necessary!"

"Is this another one of those things everyone shbalable to do?"



"Yes, it is!" Jana snapped. Truth to tell, she wlordther have learned it
another day, but she knew Baba Musa was eaget tmgee. She was tired
out and would have loved to just be able to coekfih. And Baba Musa
was an expert. She had watched him clean fishtwer diays and it took him
about five seconds per fish. It was taking her sdvainutes.

"Shall | do it for you?" Omar inquired mildly.

She glared up at him. "This from the man who disaypgs of fishing? Do
you know how?"

He shrugged. "Men have a knack for such things. hiot so distasteful to
us."

Jana merely rolled her eyes at him and went on athtask.

"There are four fish here," Omar observed next.e'@Kamala's, and two
are Masha's. Who caught the fourth fish?"

Jana ignored him. Masha said, "Baba Musa gaveeisfdms, Baba! So that
we could have one each for supper.”

"That was very kind of Baba Musa," Omar said. "Ofise you thanked
him."

"Yes, Baba," the two princesses chorused.
"Did you catch a fish for me, Masha?"

He was surprised by the adoring glance that higlo@u threw up at him.
"Yes, Baba," she said with a shy smile.

"It will be delicious," he said. He touched her ekegand her eyes glowed.

"l like to catch fish for you, Baba," she said.



"Poor Jana Khanum!" he said, as they turned back/here she still
struggled. "She did not catch a fish for hersei b good thing Baba Musa
was so generous!"

"Damn it to hell' Jana cried, as the dull knifeopled and stabbed her hand.

"This has certainly been educational for all coneédt” Omar observed. "I
suppose you feel that everyone should be able¢arsiw several languages,
Jana Khanum?"

He could not remember ever having teased a womfanebéie watched his
two daughters laughing and Jana's reluctant gnad,felt the stirrings of a
freedom he didn't know existed.



Eleven

Two days later, Jana was awakened by a tappingrdddicony window. It
was Omar. Filled with a sudden alarm, she flungdiénff the bed and
rushed to open the door.

He was dressed in worn jeans and a T-shirt andetbgerfectly healthy.
"Omar!" Jana whispered hoarsely, her system stithping adrenaline.
"What's the matter?" Behind him, the world wad gfiey with the dawn
shadow of the mountains. "What time is it?"

"Five-thirty. Nothing is wrong. Will you get dresb@and come with me? |
have something to show you."

This reminded her that she was standing therdtia thore than a T-shirt.
She was more covered than when she went swimmirigsdmehow the
proximity of the bed made her feel very naked. 'vidht,” she said. "Five
minutes?"

"You will need shoes," Omar advised, and she cldsedoor, then dressed
in record time. When she came down the stairs h& iwahe kitchen
slinging a small knapsack over his shoulder. Hededdoriskly and led her
outside.

The path he chose led to the river. She had exgblbia far, but on reaching
the river he turned and followed it uphill, wheteeshad never been. The
path was rocky and a bit difficult, and Omar's lglgg was sure, was still far
from fully healed, but although they went slowlyeowougher terrain, he
showed no signs of discomfort in the climb.

Worried, she said nothing. It was going to be aeob®autiful day, and the
sun was just now cresting the peaks of the distamintains to pour its
golden lava on the valley and the lake behind aidvibthem.

After about twenty minutes, they reached a preditygltered spot, where a
few trees overhung a widening of the river, anfibitned a kind of pool.
Here Omar stopped, swung the knapsack off his deownd tossed it
lightly to the ground. Then he bent over, liftethgpaulin, and she noticed a



green metal box on the ground near a large ronkl.adong fishing rod case
leaning against it.

She stared at it uncomprehendingly for a momergnThe understood the
significance of what she was seeing. "Omar!" siedandignantly.

"You had such a bad day's fishing that day thabuight it would please you
to have a chance with some proper equipment,” ide sa

"Omar!" she cried again.

"Quiet, don't scare the fish. This is a very gopdtsarly in the morning,"
he went on calmly. "You are sure to catch sometherg. Shall | teach you
how to cast?"

And with that he picked up a rod and moved to therbank. Her jaw still
open with outraged surprise, Jana followed him.

"The trout in this river are delicious,” Omar tofer as he fastened a
shimmering turquoise-and-green fly to his line, tbeners of his mouth not
even twitching.

"Omar, you—you—how could youwdo that to me?" Jana demanded,
beginning to laugh.

He flicked her a glance of amused tenderness kteatveuld cherish all the
rest of her days. "Do? 1? What did | do?"

"Don't you play innocent with me!" Jana commandedlire tones. "You
know perfectly well you—and you let me clean théish, too! | suppose
you're an expert at it!"

"But it was an educational experience! | offerectligan the fish for you.
You refused," he pointed out mildly over his shaulds he straightened and
prepared to cast. "l offer you another kind of ifigheducation this morning.
Watch."



Although he was managing to control his physicaimefor her, Omar had
not yet noticed that the pleasure he took in hengany was equally a
danger. Nor did he notice how much he was chandihg.first few times
he had laughed and teased her had seemed stramge ®ut laughter had
been natural to him as a youth, and he was gabacly parts of his old self
without noticing it. At the palace, he might haveeh more on guard. But
here, the scene of so much childhood happinesssufidy growing joy
seemed natural.

Jana of course could not resist the pleasureseaff@eing with Omar was
both the deepest pleasure and the hardest paihashever experienced.
Nothing had prepared her for what it meant to beleseply attracted to a
man who did not return the feeling. She soaredsavmbped between joy
and heartbreak, and gratefully treasured the cruhdidell her way.

She could not have refused to let him teach hdrdhyng, though she knew
in her heart she was storing up misery with sucmeris as these.

He flicked his wrist, and sent the line neatly itie little swirl of eddies
that formed at the head of the natural pool, wheedly delicately lit on the
water and then sank.

"Notice that | cast at the head of the pool andhetriver carry the fly down
into the still water," he said. "The fish feed e tpool."

She watched obediently as the line was carriedim@gool and then further
down. When it had reached another place where #tervibegan rushing
over rocks, he pulled his line in again.

"Would you like to try a cast?" Omar asked, offgrirer the rod.

Jana took the rod and approached the bank. He stosé, and only then,
when heat pervaded his body, began to realize hewnbrning's impulse
had betrayed him. "Now, hold it behind you," he iadd, stepping away
from her. "You make a short jab forward, not vas; fet the line travel," he
said.



She learned quickly. He saw that she had a ngtbgalical intelligence, and
his thoughts swiftly jumped. He wondered who hast fiaught her sex and
whether she had been so quick to respond to tiiaintuHe watched the fly
lift from the water and sink in again, watched Isim wrist gain in
confidence in the cast, watched her smile of trinrap the fish came to her,
time and again, as if she had only to request Haarifice and they leapt to
make it.

He looked at the long brown legs, bare under stiiteen shorts, watched
the flex and bunching of her rump as she danceldetohythm of the fish,

and wondered how it would move in that other dahatehe longed to teach
her—the dance to his rhythm. Her breasts were fidjlrand round, and he
wondered how their weight would feel if they hadsupport but his own
hands. Her mouth was wide and full, and he alreldgw her lips'

intoxicating taste. Her eyes glowed with life, alnel looked at her and
imagined how they would look when he was inside Waen he had driven
her mad, when she was drunk with the pleasure be ke could give her.

He struggled to subdue his thoughts.

She caught four small fish in quick succession, la@dlispatched each of
them quickly and laid them on the grassy bank. tShenough for dinner, |
guess," she said.

"We will catch one or two more for Musa's dinnéyhar said, reaching for
the rod. "He likes trout."

It was a case of bad timing. Jana moved to passhemod, and stepped
down from the grassy mound she stood on onto a ynggddt. Her foot

slipped. Off balance, she instinctively grabbedCahar. But he was
reaching for the rod, and as she jettisoned itptvis natural impulse was to
reach to catch it. Caught off guard and off balameel hampered by his
wounded leg, Omar also fell.

Jana screamed a quick, involuntary protest. OmHy tueined as he fell,
receiving her against his chest and wrapping msaround her as they hit
the little pool together.



It was icy cold. Jana gasped in shock and proteshea water surged up
around her body, and immediately began to strugglind her feet. But
Omar, his arms around her, did not let go. He kgklin the water with Jana
pressed to his chest, and his arms tightened.

"Omar!" she protested, as the icy water lappedeatlack and her breasts
pressed against his chest and the invigorating nesisl—and his
touch—turned her skin electric.

He didn't answer, and she stared into his facesetavith an unreadable

expression. She took a slow, painfully expectaeatir as he gazed into her
eyes and she felt his hand shift to the back ofleek. Her heart pounded
with hard, heavy beats. He held her without movgag,ing into her eyes as
if looking for something there. His arms tightenaeund her, and his

sea-green eyes got blacker and blacker as he gabed.

Jana’'s full wide lips, wet with the splash of wdteps, unconsciously
parted in expectation. Drops of water spangleceinelyelashes as the bright
morning sun played down through the branches ofrdeeabove.

She was filled with yearning, a deep, craving hungbe scarcely
recognized. She knew that he felt it, shared it—ylmat was even his own
deep hunger that had communicated itself to herakins tightened to draw
her more firmly against him as his head bent asdfouth came closer.

"Omar," she breathed.

As if the word had awakened him from a dream, hikedt His hold
stiffened. His eyes widened with an emotion thakéd almost like fear.
She saw and felt huge tension in him, and thenalmss and his hands
slowly, painfully, as if requiring every effort abnscious will, released her.
She found her feet on the bottom. The icy watengh was no longer
sparklingly, electrically alive. She shivered oray&d clambered onto the
bank.

His fishing rod had caught between the rocks a yawds away and he
retrieved it, tossing it onto the bank before afigng to get out. His leg was



obviously hampering him; she reached out a handhendbok it in an
impersonal hold and struggled onto the bank. "Thamk" he said formally.

Jana futilely wrung out the hem of her muslin shirt

His look now was impersonal. "We will go back nowe' said calmly. "We
have scared away the fish."

He began to wipe the rod carefully with a rag fribva tackle box. He was

gentle and careful with all the rod's nooks andhioies; there was a sexual
imagery about it that made the air sharp. Janaditip and dropped her
eyes. Omar laid the rod down and replaced the wéirpaver the rods and

tackle box.

"Come, Miss Stewart," he said.

So he was going to pretend it had never happem@a. ldoked up into his
calm face and opened her mouth to say what sheihobut she quailed.
What had happened, after all?

So she nodded, turned and meekly followed him lblaskn the path. Below
them the sun had reached the lake, and it spamigtihgly, but Jana was
too unhappily aware of her own inner feelings tebmforted by the beauty
of the scene.

Her feet squished in her shoes, and she had to caa#ully. After a few

minutes of careful concentration she took stocle s very vulnerable
here. Omar was a man of character. He was alsondsbme, deeply
attractive, deeply sexy man. Even in the freezwmey s his touch had ignited
a fiery heat in her. In that wild moment she wduddve given him whatever
he asked her for, or whatever he had decided swuéthout asking.

But he had decided to take nothing. Perhaps hebeiag kind, saving her
from what he knew to be his own passing interestyl for him it was no
more than the effects of sexual deprivation.



For her it was more than that. She loved Omar.sbloeild have known it
that morning when she heard his helicopter go déwad.she was in danger
of falling deeply, irrevocably in love with him.

That day Baba Musa and two companions turned upseweral large sacks
of charcoal and emptied them into a wooden birhernverandah, and in the
evening Omar produced a battered iron brazier faoshed and grilled the
fish over charcoal.

It was delicious. The river trout had a more dééd&vour than the fish that
inhabited the lake, and the charcoal grilling mémen food for the gods.

"It's really wonderfully delicious!" Jana said.

The two princesses echoed, "It's wonderfully delisi Baba!" and Kamala
added, "Mommy likes them, don't you, Mommy?"

A profound silence fell upon them all. Jana blusheght red, though there
was no reason she should. Masha also blushed. Kangakly looked at the
faces around her with surprised interest for tioetfzat they were all staring
at her.

"Shush, Kamala!" Masha protested.

Omar chewed, swallowed, and asked conversatiori&fno is Mommy,
Kamala?"

Kamala blinked, and her eyes widened. Masha mauttereéher, and she
hung her head.

"l am waiting for an answer, Kamala."

"We were playing a game, Baba!" Masha supplied eegely. "It was
because of Jalal the bandit!"



In spite of himself, he could not prevent a sugmtismile. "How does Jalal
the bandit come into it?"

Three voices at once jumped to explain. When thrcpsses saw that Jana
had come to their defence, however, they immediatelt up and let her
talk. "When the bandits were chasing us, | toléMeaand Kamala that if we
were caught they should pretend to be foreignerspeak and understand
only English. They decided that they would preteheéy were my
daughters, a very intelligent idea. Then they psadtcalling me Mommy.
But you came and rescued us, so fortunately theegeasn't necessary."

Omar nodded, taking it all in. "And why do theylgagdu Mommy today?"
he asked, and that was unanswerable. Jana shrugged.

"Because it was such fun, Baba!"
"Running from the bandits was fun?"

"No, not that! But calling Jana Mommy—that is thegksh word for
Mama, you know!"

"I am aware,” Omar said, in dry appreciation of asterly piece of
manipulation by his own daughter.

"And we liked very much calling Jana Khanum Mommgtead of Jana
Khanum, and that is what we do now."

Omar turned a raised eyebrow onto Jana, who shdugijet to my face,"
she said.

"No, when we talk about her together! We just t&lt Mommy, it is our
name for her in pri—in pri—"

"In private," Jana supplied.

"l see,"” said Omar grimly.



The next day, Baba Musa and Omar climbed into taedLRover and

disappeared for a couple of hours. When they retuthey had certain
supplies. Jana stared as they lifted two Uzi sulhmaauns out and carried
them into the kitchen.

When Baba Musa left to take the princesses on anakpedition, she
found Omar in the kitchen, cleaning and checkirggghns with the same
careful attention he had bestowed on his fishirg Tdere was a large box
of ammunition.

"Where did you get them?" she asked.

"From my downed helicopter. It may be too closedatal down there—I
wanted to take anything that might be useful to.him

Alarm signals were ringing in her brain, elect®af running up and down
her spine. That was not his reason, she was sureobhis only reason.

She said slowly, "I thought you said Jalal wouldr@table to get past the
foothills because the tribes up here hate him."

"Probably that's true. But it's better to be s@iecumstances change. It may
be that he makes a deal with a tribe, or takesstaje...you never know."

Jana was silent, taking in all that he said, andmtbat he did not say. "If he
can get as far as that, Jalal can get as far 88 #tie said, with ruthless
precision.

He did not deny it. He looked at her as he wipetbth over the barrel of
one of the guns. "Can you use a weapon, Jana?"

There was a long silence between them, as he neehatar and she
measured herself. "I've never handled one of thdgdather taught me to
shoot an ordinary rifle. Will you teach me?"

He nodded, satisfied. "It is not difficult." He stb and approached her,
offering her the Uzi. He pulled a small metal bax of it. "Here are the
bullets. You push them in so, and engage, so."glimeclicked. "Now you



only push this lever, and you are ready to firee"dnded her the gun, and
she took it, feeling instantly changed by the daoge metal under her
hands.

"One day soon | will take you out and you will piiae," he said.

Jana turned troubled green eyes to his. "Omar, daegn't Ashraf Durran
come?"

"l do not know," he lied.
"How much danger is there that Jalal will come?"

"That also | do not know."

She had begun to fantasize and daydream, and itneegses calling her
Mommy only added gas to the flames of her secreh@s. She knew that
she had to get a grip on herself.

Easier said than done. It was one thing to gett ®aek into a bag. There
was another order of difficulty altogether when yamuldn't find the bag.
How had she managed to hide from herself for sg the truth of what lay
behind her attraction to Omar? Now that she wasewhit, it seemed

all-consuming. And now that love was added to thgture, her sheer
physical need for him had a potency that was attialles nearly

overwhelming.

She couldn't pass within two feet of him withowtlfeg the yearning pull of
her need to touch him. She could not perform thgpkast act, if he was
watching her, without a heavy awareness of her physicality.

If she was playing at the lake's edge with the qasses, or on the raft
teaching them to improve their dive, she would fesl body grow heavy,
her muscles would grow languid, and she would ktieatvhe had come out
onto his balcony or the verandah and was lookirtgean.



She dreamed, but she had little real hope. Omarvesth@o sign of physical
interest in her now. She thought that for him itsinlbave been the simple
combination of proximity and deprivation that hadisiefly attracted him
to her; if so, he was determined that it shouldendnappen again.

She supposed she should be grateful. Her contraigdeafter a year.
Probably it would be better for her if she did tesive Central Barakat as
Prince Omar Durran ibn Daud ibn Hassan al Quraishist-off mistress.



Twelve
"Why has no one come?" Jana finally, desperatdgca®mar.

The princesses had gone to bed. Jana and Omarsittang working by
lamplight, Jana stitching, Omar mending the ropat thauled up the
refrigerator basket. Togetherness in the evenirggsmore dangerous than
at any other time of day, but it was unavoidableeré was a limited supply
of lamp fuel. They could not afford to waste itlighting two rooms.

Omar paused. He had known the question must camégldid not like the
necessity of answering. "From the palace?"

"Yes, we sent those message flares the first mightvere here! What is
taking so long?"

He heaved a breath. "The problem is the messaga#sasent.”

At the tone of reluctance in his voice, she turard stared at him. "What
do you mean?"

He tossed down the rope and straightened. "Yoemdrer | gave you three
flares to fire?"

"Yes, and one misfired. But two went up brilliantide couldn't have
missed them!"

"l am sure he did not. Two flares, however, medgkikis well. Do nothing
till further notice.™

"Oh, my God," Jana breathed. Silence fell betwéemtas she absorbed
the information. At last she broke it with, "Whaowd three have meant?"

"Three means, 'Emergency.' If he had seen threesfléAshraf Durran
would have come at once with a helicopter or truakd sufficient armed
men to dissuade Jalal from approaching."”



"Oh, God!" she said again, her heart beating hatfdmameless terrors. Not
least of which was—how long could she live so clasé@Omar without
telling him how she felt? "So—what happens now?j\Mgewait here? For
what?"

"l sent a messenger the next morning by Baba Maigathe messenger had
only a mule, and he must cross many miles of déseeach the palace.”

"Why didn't youtell me? | could have taken the Land Rover and beea the
in a day!" she demanded angrily.

"Jana, there is not sufficient fuel in the Land Bioto be sure even of
reaching a gas station. You know this!"

"I would have tried!"

"It is for precisely this reason that | did notltgbu. Because you are
impulsive and headstrong, and if you had been ohted to make so
foolish and dangerous a trip | had not the strengtprevent you," said
Omar.

"I think you should have let me go. Don't you thiaken on mule he would
have reached the palace by now?"

"It is difficult to guess. It is very hot. Mountapeople are not used to desert
travel, and they are also not used to our condg@ptene and urgency."

"l could still go."

"No," said Omar flatly. "It is too dangerous. Jdtabws we are still here.
He would investigate every vehicle on the road."”

She went on desperately, "My original plan wasténtsat night—that way
I'd be safely past Jalal's territory before sunrismuld still go. | could go
tonight.” She tossed aside the shorts. "l coulddea a couple of hours."

"Don't be a fool. Do you think he is such a prinetthat he would not chase
your lights?"



"The moon is almost full,” she pressed. Suddenbyy that escape was
possible, she saw how urgent it was that she gay.avio stay here falling
deeper and deeper in love with Omar was like cotmgislow suicide. "l
could drive without lights. The road is so darkiagathe desert it would be
possible."

He was losing his temper, and he knew that it &ted fo do so with her. He
deliberately turned away and picked up the fraymuer "The subject is
closed," he said.

Jana flew up out of her chair. ' 'What if your mesgger doesn't make it?
What if the mule died and he's on foot? What defemidl we have if Jalal
decides to come up here after us? I'm willing teetthe risk! It's my own
choice! | want to go!"

He got to his feet and stood over her. "Sit down d&@@ quiet,” he

commanded, breathing to prevent his emotions rigngeet hers, to calm
his already pounding blood. He could smell the yrad of her, sweet and
heady.

"You—" she was saying. Her rounded lips were ripd &ull, like a new
peach. He knew that they tasted as sweet.

"l will not allow you to go!" he shouted. "Is thahderstood?"

"You have no right to keep me here!" Jana criece $fas so close to
breaking that even with so little stimulus, her ®gparkled with unshed
tears. She lifted her hands and, without meaningeaaught her wrists in
an iron hold. She inhaled, lost her balance, astep took her perilously
closer to him. Her breasts were heaving, and thrabg neckline of the
faded shirt she wore—his shirt—he saw their fulénasd the line between
the tanned skin and the pale. She wore no brahgragd the' thought of
cupping his hands around the soft, firm flesh dsdaiim, and how the
weight of them would feel against his palms.

"No right? If he takes you hostage, what do youkHie will demand for
your return?" Omar demanded, burying his desirtung. "Money from
your father? That is not what he wants! He will @eah concessions from



me! Land, territory is what he wants! From me araaif my brothers! His
demand is for a share of the territory of the EteshDo you think | can
afford to give him a hostage like you? You are tesa result of your own
actions! You must suffer the consequences! Do fzohé me!"

The touch of his hands was too much for her. Hgeaabandoned her, and
with a rush the empty space was filled with urgéntngry need of him.
Jana was trembling, weak with desire.

"l won't blame you, Omar!" she breathed, and heegreyes found his and
he read pleading there. "l won't blame you for himg that happens!” And
on the words his rage metamorphosed and he wasuroeds by the
uncontrollable storm of need.

Her head fell back on her neck, unconsciously oftehim her brown,
smooth throat, and her voice was a moan that s&ts 1of fire through him.

With a cry of despair, Omar released her wristdediher roughly into his
arms, and pressed his starving mouth against mergpéhroat.

She cried out, an open-mouthed moan of relief amgyér, and her fingers
threaded his hair, and he knew that it was ineletalow. He lifted his
mouth and with his hand in her loose hair, lifte head and looked into
her eyes. "l will take you, Jana," he told her.

"Yes," she breathed, smiling and sighing as iffede been waiting too long
to hear the words. "Yes, Omar!"

He pressed his mouth to hers and then knelt othtblke carpet at her feet
and drew her down beside him. On their knees iflitieering firelight he
wrapped her in his arms again and kissed her with tender hunger. Her
arms enwrapped him, and he felt her complete sderermnd shook with
the assault of passion that rose in him.

They lay down, and he bent over her, admiring leauby in the soft light
and shadow of the dancing, tossing fire. "Will thexd be soft enough for
you?" he asked. The tenderness in his tone metdgdahd she knew she
was safe with him.



She smiled and nodded. Her red hair was spilleasadhe carpet under her
head, glowing like melted copper. He felt a cordusof feelings that
almost swept him away. Desire, passion and theed¢dpnderness had
invaded him together.

First send a messenger to your wifthe prophet had said. And when
they asked,What messengerfie replied, A kiss. A caress.

He did not know why the ancient saying arose inrhiad. He did not
understand that it was because in his heart henaae her his wife. But he
bent over her with a joy in his heart that was ewim, and although he
had never felt such powerful desire for any wontas kiss on her lips, on
her cheeks and eyelids, was the whisper of spkn sil

She was a feast, and he was deeply, ravenouslyyiargvhat she offered.
To hold himself in check was a pain that was pleasuhim. He kissed her
face, and the palm of the hand that stroked anagda him, and then his
mouth crept softly down her curving inner arm te tender flesh at her
elbow.She was trembling with the lightest toucthisf mouth against her
skin, with the pressure of his hand locking herstim an inescapably firm
hold. Above her elbow his mouth trailed over th& sern fabric of his
shirt hiding her flesh, to the tender nakedneskeasfthroat and the soft
vulnerable pulse of her neck, where he pushedahecf aside to trail his
lips down to her breast.

Slowly, gently, his hand moved between her breastshe undid the shirt

button by button before pulling it aside. Then bhspged at the sudden vision
of her naked breasts, so round, so firm, so soft the already beaded pink
of her perfect nipples.

Jana was alternately melting and shivering underctmbined sensations
of his soft lips and the brush of his beard ondk@n. His hands were firm,
strong and tender at the same time. She held a& e opened her mouth
under his passionate kiss when he kissed her. iISkedkhis hair when his
mouth found her breast, she fell back with a humgoan when he sucked
on her nipples.



She cried out wordlessly, sounds of such hungryddua that he felt his
control going, and he covered her mouth with hés kirunkenly, wildly, to

smother the cries or drink them in, he did not kivalich. She flicked her
tongue along his lips and it was a jolt of electaeling that cut through
him. His body surged against her thigh with promigeat melted her again
and again.

She was wearing his pants. He unbuckled the tle@ther belt, unbuttoned
the waistband, pulled down the zipper with a pouledense of his
possessive right to do so, and revealed the femisaftness of her belly
and the curling mat underneath. Here, too, she wonenderwear, and she
heard his breath catch hard in his throataham,"he whispered, but she
was not sure about the last sound. Had he calledyhleer name, or by his
own soul?

He stripped.the pants down her legs and threw thsitle, leaving her

naked now except for the shirt that still covered $houlders and arms. He
dragged off his own shirt and jeans. Only the serg@ndage wrapping his
almost healed thigh covered him from her gaze stwedsaw the planes and
hollows of his body in firelight and knew she haever seen a more

beautiful sight. Once before she had seen him neaked, but then his

manhood had been hidden from her. Now it stood aret strong, and she
looked at it and felt a deep, primitive pleasurarse through her. She put
out her hand and grasped the hot, pulsing marhienofand he closed his
eyes and groaned.

His hand, too, found her centre. His fingers teglgiatroked her dampness,
and his thumb sought carefully through the curtimgss until her moan told
him what he wanted to know.

She was so stirred, so filled with electric exciéety so passionately
hungry, that this touch pushed her almost immelyiateer the brink into

release. "Oh!" she cried, surprised by the suddenagit, her curving eyes
frowning with pleasure, and he watched greedihaslong legs shifted
and her hips moved in the rhythm he had dreamedeating in her.



And then he could wait no longer. His hand movepush her thighs apart,
and he raised himself up and lifted himself betwieenlong legs, and his
hard, hungry flesh sought the damp jungle of hecspushed home.

She groaned, and he groaned with her, the souhdlpliess submission to
too much pleasure. For a moment he rested there|llows on each side of
her head, and gazed down into her face with a hniregdid not understand.

Jana looked up into his dark eyes, black in thenwrad shadows and

firelight, and at the need she saw there, the pteasf his body in hers, she
swooned and cried his name. She felt his flesldéenker leap in response,
and cried out again as sensation stung her nentesWwot honeyed tongue.

He began to thrust into her, hard, demanding, poghér with pleasure
and with seeking. The seeking, his and hers, bulier, rising higher and
higher towards a pitch of passionate need thatngasly pain. Her throat
opened and he heard a song of yearning that pailat nerves, his heart,
his whole being.

He could do nothing except thrust more stronglyrenagently as his own
passion and desire consumed him, blinded him tohallworld save her
languorous eyes, her song of hunger.

He felt the same song in his own throat then, ragdearing its way out of
him as he came closer and closer to what he sauglet. Then he found it,
and a sun of pleasure seemed to explode simultalygathis heart and his
senses, burning, melting, blinding bright, sendiigigt and heat to every cell
of his being.

"Jana,Janam!" he cried hoarsely, giving himself up to her andhts
pleasure in a way he had never experienced, formeknew the secret. She
was herself and his soul, and the soul of his sl was all things to him.



Thirteen

He did not know himself. He had been gentle witmea before, he had
feigned tenderness without knowing that it wasdfalée did not remember
ever feeling tenderness in himself like this. Hel Isgarcely believed it
existed. Even for his daughters he had not fels thirange, fiery
protectiveness that tore at his heart, and madeweak and strong in the
same moment.

The fire had burned down now, it was glowing colike his passion for
her. On the table the lamp also glowed, but itstligvhere they lay, only
served to give them shadow.

He stroked the hair back from her forehead, toudhedwith his lips,
caressed her still-damp skin. She had trembledaraftermath, and wept,
and he had kissed her tears on her cheeks, feblaghe wept for them
both.

Though why they wept, he did not know.

They talked a little, softly, tentatively, aboutthimg in particular. The night
was cool, and with the death of the fire, she glede

"Come," he said, standing up and drawing her aftar Silently they pulled
their clothes on and he led her to his own bedrobnere he wordlessly
undressed her again and slipped beside her betthieesheets. Then he
drew her into his arms and kissed her gently, rigetis heart pulse with an
emotion so unfamiliarly tender he might have waptdelf.

Jana woke alone in the bed, stretched luxuriowstd, smiled. She rolled
over. Omar was standing at the open balcony daming out. He was
wearing a pair of loose white cotton trousers theat at waist and ankles,
nothing else, looking like a genie from a bottle.

"Good morning," she said.



He turned and looked down at her. "Good mornifajam” he said, and
with his use of that name a tension she hadn't krsive was feeling let go.
There was an expression that she had not sees eyés before.

She slid out from under the sheet and reachednhtoishirt she had been
wearing last night. It lay strewn with the resttbéir clothes on the bare
wooden floor. Sliding her arms into the sleeves slapped the flaps
around her and went to stand beside him.

It was early; the sun was bright on the little goa the hillside, just kissing
the far edge of the lake, chasing the shadows sithesvater towards them.
He wrapped one arm around her and drew her agasstde, and she felt
she had come home.

Nothing out of the ordinary happened that day, pkteat every time his
gaze rested on her, her heart swelled. Whetherwsdse cooking, or
sweeping, or washing or singing, his eyes followedwith an expression
of mingled surprise and possessive longing thateniaal glow.

The princesses were quick to notice the changey éviéhey were not
conscious of what they knew. Several times that they called her
Mommy, without seeming to be at all aware that tthelyso.

That night, as they washed the dishes, singing, &@rsaid, with the
wisdom of the very young, "Baba is happy.”

It stopped him. He stood still with surprise, stgrat his younger daughter,
so that her eyes grew wide with alarm. "You arénttighe said at last,
swooping on the child and swinging her up in thheraa way she had never
before experienced, then wrapping her in his atBaba is happy!" he told
her.

Kamala giggled in delight, her eyes sparkling at.hiMe, too, Baba! Me,
too," Masha cried. Then Prince Omar looked from tunthe other of his
daughters and learned that to love one persondpen your heart to all.



That night, Omar and Jana sat on the verandah akedt while they
watched the stars appear in the lake. Here it Badmrbeen so easy as it had
been at the palace for Omar to restrict the sulbpebusiness and politics
and the rigidly impersonal. The atmosphere of ttaegwas against him.
Now, though, he found himself reallyantingto tell her about incidents in
his past, stories of the time before his fathed dfbout childhood visits to
this house, some of the happiest times he coulemdrer.

"My mother did not come here with us. She was jgslbecause this house
was built for my father's first wife."

"What was her name?" Jana asked softly, so a®toeak the mood. It was

a beautiful, warm summer night without a cloud bs@ure the stars and the
brilliant three- quarter moon that glinted on thetaht snow-topped peaks
and on the lake. The same warm breeze stirred ©hir'and played softly

over her skin.

"My mother's name was Goldar," he said. "Of cousbe, had reason to be
jealous. My father only loved one woman in his,liéend everyone knew
it."Jana had meant to ask the name of his stepmadtteeforeigner who had
insisted on having somewhere she could get away fine palace formality
and routine, which had of course been much stnglem she was a young
bride. The much-loved wife for whom Sheikh Daud Hadt this house.
But she did not say so. This kind of talking wasvrie him. She did not
want to interrupt his flow, or perhaps make himaméortable about how
much he was revealing to her.

"My mother was from Parvan," he continued, an@difan arm out towards
the mountains. "Parvan lies mostly there, beyondid&hir. We have a
common border. The lower range, the Noor, is nepehind you see the
higher peaks of the Shir range. They are in PatMgmmother was cousin to
the Shah of Parvan."

"Masha told me you fought in the war there."

"Yes," he said quietly.



"Is that why your father left you Central Barak&@cause it bordered on
Parvan?"

He frowned. "Perhaps. | do not know his reasons."
"It was a dynastic marriage? You are a descendartth royal houses?"

He glanced over at her. "Perhaps, although | anmrtbe immediate line of
Parvan.

"My mother understood the situation when she agted¢de marriage, she
knew why my father's agents proposed the marriagenevertheless she
always hated my stepmother. And she believed tlyatepmother favoured
my brother Karim to inherit my father's throne. Tlsawhy she forced..."

He broke off.

"l suppose she thought that if you had an heinanat brothers did not your
father might leave the kingdom to you?" Jana saidtty after a moment of
silence.

She saw his jaw clench, his mouth tighten. "Thathat she thought,” he
agreed, and bitterness was a dark thread in hés thty wife thought it, too.
But she produced daughters. She was deeply disttegrough my father
then was long since dead. She apologized to meeafth birth, desperately,
as if she had murdered all my hopes. | told heai not so, that | would see
that my daughter inherited my kingdom. | told heeioand over that the
fault was my own, that it is the man, not the wonvaimo determines the sex
of the child. But she would not be consoled by moee She had no
education except in religion.”

Jana shook her head. What a terrible mismatch awttoice of wife must
have been for such an intelligent, educated mash# had learned one
thing about him in the evenings of their convermai it was how powerful
and questing an intellect Prince Omar had. Eveknglish— his fourth
language—he was formidable, and sometimes leftandrehind.



But the most intelligent men did sometimes falllbeautiful bimbos, and if
Masha and Kamala were anything to go by, their ewthad been a
beautiful woman.

"Your wife must have been very beautiful,” she mured.

"She was beautiful. Very beautiful. That is why mgther chose her for
me. Of course when | first saw her, after the cemyrwas complete, when
her veil was taken down—of course | was enchantéld such beauty. It
was only later, when | tried to speak with her,nb@ake her my true
companion, that I learned how little my mother usti®od me. It was too
late then."

She felt desperately sorry for the young man witblieen so disillusioned.
And yet, he had renounced remarriage after herhdésbu must have
grown to love her," Jana murmured.

He flicked a glance at her. His face was warmly&thnow behind the neat
black beard, but still in the darkness he lookkd &n Old Master portrait.

" 'Of course | loved her, she was my wife. | lovest as my wife and the
mother of my children,” he said, knowing as he siibdat it was a lie. He
had not known what love was. "But as a woman—Irdidunderstand her.
We had nothing in common. We had no comfort to graeh other in
difficult times, such as | saw between my fathed Azizah. My mother had
not chosen me a companion, but someone to produkeia”

"How old were you when you married?" Jana askeddeang why he had
submitted to the arrangement.

"l was eighteen."” Jana gasped. "She said it wasluty to marry before |
went to university in Russia, in case somethingoleapd to me, and to leave
behind me a pregnant wife. But my wife did not bbeegregnant. And only
two months after | went to Russia we were all sumetdohome to my
father's deathbed."

A silence fell between them again. Then Jana Sh&lippose your mother
was only treating you the way she herself had beated. She was married



to your father for one purpose only. | supposetBbeaght it was perfectly
all right to give you a wife for the same reason.”

He frowned and slowly turned his head. "Yes..."rhermured, as the
thought sank in. "Yes, this is no more than whad d@ane to her. My father
had a relationship with Azizah that was loving anolbse, a true
partnership— but my mother had no such relationshifh him—or

anyone."

"No great wonder that she was so ambitious for yamve had played so
little part in her own life. How could she feelWwas important?"

He was silent, thinking, for a long time.

That night Omar went swimming with her. He took tf€ bandage that
wrapped his leg to disclose a raised, angry red thed was nevertheless
well advanced in healing, and they ran into thieysimoon-spangled water
together for the first time and struck out towaittls middle of the lake.

He liked to swim; it was a relief to him to be imetwater again, and his
powerful stroke drew him quickly away from her. sigam till the tensions
of lack of exercise had released and then he loakaghd.

She was standing feet apart on the raft, her apn® $queeze the water
from her long hair, staring up at the sky. In th@omlight her white bathing

suit glowed as if with inner fire, and the shapehef was all curves, all

female. His body grew hard in the water, in remeanbe and anticipation,
and he turned and swam towards the raft.

Jana did not hear his silent approach until he eaging himself out. She

turned, moonblinded, and gazed down at him. Hefakiis back, his chest
rising and falling rhythmically. His dark sea-gregaze was turned towards
her, but she could not make out his expression.

"Take off your suit,” he commanded softly.

Her stomach clenched with sudden sensual excitem@mar!" she
protested on a laughing whisper.



All the lights down the valley had been extingui$ih@ng since. The house
too was in darkness. There were only these twotlandtars and the moon.

"Take it off, Janam.Let me see your body."

Jana's eyes closed and her mouth opened, anddukfdiiehelplessly back
on her neck under the sensation his demand randeeri Then she slipped
one finger under one thin strap, and then the p#ret peeled the white suit
down off her body. She dropped it on the raft besidr.

"Stand closer to me," he commanded next, and shedwso that he could
watch her from his position on his back.

The moonlight caressed her like a lover, outlinmgves and hollows,
highlighting her round smooth breasts, her cheektdmple, her thigh, her
belly. Underneath, the dark patch of curling haiaswall mysterious,
shadowed."Closer," he commanded. "Stand over me."

Her heart thumping, her body melting with the spahat electrified every
cell, she obediently stepped over him, straddling, lwith one foot on
either side of his waist.

He looked up at her for a long moment, the long |é&we white curves of her
body, the hair made dark with wet, kissed by magliHis hands stroked
up her legs as far as he could reach and his shrands clasped her thighs,
and as she shivered under his touch he gently duide forward till she
stood at his shoulder level.

"Kneel," he said.

"Omar!" she breathed helplessly, as raw sexuakigation melted her
womb.

"Kneel."
She knelt, one knee on either side of his headatns stroked up along her

thighs and rump, and his hands encircled her warst,then he drew her
remorselessly down towards his waiting mouth. "@arfor me,” he



murmured, and then the heat of his tongue founddhater of nerves that
he had last night made the source of such pleasurer.

She moaned. Her head drooped, her wet hair tradlimgn her back, sending
drops of water over her heated, excited skin.

His mouth was wet and hot, and expert in the d&igame it played with
her. His hands slid from her waist down over hettdmks, and his fingers
slid between her thighs from behind and strokedateefolds.

Jana fell helplessly forward onto her hands, arsdgnip encouraged the
rhythmic motions that the buildup of desire dictht®ensation ran along her
skin, through her blood and nerves, as his mouthlessly created the
dance of her body that he wanted to feel.

It exploded suddenly, with a sharp, electrifyingwmeo that made her

shudder, gasp, cry out, and press against hirhalmioment he pushed his
finger deep inside the soft infoldings, and anofivex of sensation rushed
through her, meeting the first and exploding inpples that seemed to go in
all directions through her and the night sky.

Because she was the night sky. Its velvet wasaiwsparked and spangled
with shooting stars, and for one long, magic momeseemed as if the
dance of the stars would never end.

She moaned his name. His heart pounded at the sbuinlde did not let her
go until the dance was over.



Fourteen

"Lord." The private secretary, leaving the roomeafthe usual morning
consultation, paused and turned back. "Perhapsoulghbring to your
attention the matter of the man at the gates."

His Serene Highness Prince Rafi ibn Daud ibn HaakQuraishi, sitting in
front of a mound of papers on his desk, looked &g "Man at the gates?
What is this?"

"A man speaking with the accent of the mountaimesi Lord, arrived at the
palace some days ago saying he had a message Haaf A3urran from
Prince Omar. When he was told that Ashraf Durras mat in the palace, he
said that he had been entrusted to give it to mobat Ashraf Durran, and
therefore he would await his arrival. He and hidethave settled down just
beyond the gates."

Prince Rafi frowned. "Ashraf Durran is Cup Companio my brother
Omar, is he not?"

The secretary bowed. "l believe so, Lord."

"And he expected to find Ashraf Durran here?" Rt for a moment,
thinking. "Ashraf Durran has not set foot inside tagritory in all the time
since Omar stopped speaking to us. Why would Oeradl 0 him here?"

His secretary, having no answer, merely stoodtsif€@an it be that Omar is
planning to make overtures of reconciliation? Hasént Ashraf Durran on
a mission that...but then why this tribesman with imessage? Sent to
intercept him?"

Still the secretary said nothing. "You'd bettemgrhim to me, Samir." He
stood up. "In the Tapestry Room. He will be mormtartable there.”

A few minutes later the man entered the room, whiohthe Barakati
tradition, was furnished with carpets and cushions.



"Greetings, Rafi, son of Daud! May you always bersg!" he said, with the
kind of polite salute that the mountain tribes aded to their monarchs.
After too much of the obsequious bowings and harssihkgs of the
sophisticated city dwellers, Rafi always found thian-to- man attitude
refreshing.

"Greetings, Aban of the clan of Bahram!" Rafi saldhey sat, and Rafi
called for cool sherbet drinks and sweet cakeg tedoved, for the mountain
tribes were generous in hospitality and patierdusiness, and more would
be learned from the man if his own code were nolted.

When the delicacies had been consumed, and Raifi ime the time was
right, he observed, "You have my brother Omar'stiriban of Bahram."

"May | be worthy of it,” said Aban, with a fierderistling look that told Rafi
he had to deal with a man of certain honour.

"We have not the pleasure of entertaining Ashrat&uat the moment. Did
my brother Omar tell you when he expected his Comganion to visit?"

Aban smiled. "But it is summer, Lord! It is well &wn to all the tribes that
the royal party comes to the mountains in summigis flas been a tradition
of your own father, peace be upon him, and hisfatbefore him for many
generations. Therefore | sought Ashraf Durran herd now await his
arrival."

Rafi sighed and nodded as the mystery became appabé/here was my
brother Omar when he gave you the message?" hd.aske

"He did not himself give me the message, being wlednMusa of our tribe
gave it to me, in our village near Lake Parvanéake it to the palace and
give it into the hands of none other than AshrafrBu,' he said. | shall do
so."

Rafi sat forward. "Wounded? My brother Omar? How?"



Aban frowned evilly. "The villain Jalal, the banditthe desert, who makes
travel to the city difficult for our people, he gshdown Prince Omar's
halikuptar, Rafi son of Daud."

"Shot him down!" Rafi cursed. "Who tended him?"
"Doktar Amina visited him."
"That at least is good news. And is he well? Hevecs?"

"As to that, Lord, | do not know. For | departediwmy message on the
morning after the fireworks."

"There were fireworks?"

The tribesman lifted his arms. "Two great firewovkant off in the sky on
the night that Prince Omar was wounded."

"Two?" Rafi frowned in perplexity. Omar's first nsage, then, waall is
well. "And then—the next morning, you were sent.” To $afihe muttered,
"It doesn't make sense."

The two men were silent for a moment. Then Prinag $aid, "Aban of the
Bahrami, | have told you that Ashraf Durran is hete with us, nor do we
expect him. Undoubtedly you will find him at thelgpese of my brother
Omar, by the River Sa'adat. This is many days' m&am here, | know,

and you have already walked many days. Therefasdl Isend you to

Ashraf Durran with the message in mglikuptar.Your mule will be cared
for here until your return.”

"Prince Rafi is kind," said Aban, bowing, and adwbiy concealing his
reaction to the prospect, whatever it was.

"But | make one request of you, Aban Bahrami. | tskead my brother
Omar's message before you leave, in case he gives sews of Jalal the
bandit."



Aban of the Bahrami thought for a moment. "You weflurn the message to
me, that | may deliver it safely?"

Rafi gave his assurances, took the message, reaétutned it. Then,
concealing his agitation from the tribesman, hekled him and put him
into the hands of Samir.

Two hours later, Aban of the Bahrami tribe was rigkhis first ride in a
halikuptar. The story of his adventures would warm many a evist
evening in future.

Long before that, Rafi was on the phone to Karim.

"It's beautiful," she breathed. "It's the most higalthing | ever saw. Who
on earth made it?"

He had taken her into the mountains to teach hehaoot the Uzi, and now,
on their return, as if to make them both forget whaht be necessary, he
had led her into the bedroom. There he had opdreegdfe and lifted out a
carved box of some beautiful wood.

It was a pedestal cup, wrought of pure gold andipus gems—cabochon
rubies and emeralds the size of grapes studdedalhd the rim, smaller
ones studded around the pedestal, and flat-cutadtisesind rubies making
up the body of the bowl. Smaller faceted gems elsdrthe large ones. All
were held together with gold. Even without beinddhg to the light, the
colours glowed and glittered. Held up to the lightas pure magic.

"It was made by the best court artisan, many cadwago, for my ancestor
Jalal. It is called the Cup of Happinedahmeh Sa'adagr Jahmeh Jahn,
the Cup of the Soul,” Omar told her. "The legenthat whoever owns the
cup will find true happiness.”

There was something in his voice as he said ita danced up. "The magic
didn't work so well for you," she suggested.



He did not reply.

She gazed down at the magical thing in her hahdsemed to have an aura
of power—it made her hands ache slightly to todch i

"Is it safe here?" she asked.

"During my cousin's war | was offered much moneytfas cup. | think
there are those who would steal it if they couhé thought of the missing
treasures in the palace and wondered how manyutexhshings héhad
sacrificed to help finance his cousin's war.

"My brother's seal was taken from his own treasBot.no one save myself
knows where this is kept. And now you. For thasoeait is perhaps safer
here than at the palace.

"I keep it here at Lake Parvaneh because this eravhwas happy, even
though it was many years ago. Here the promigeeotip was not such a lie
as elsewhere."

"Is that why this place became your hideout? Beeguos could remember
happier times here?"

"Perhaps. | came because it was the one place Wbeuid be alone. Away
from the reminders of what my life had become."

He looked at her. There was so much that he wantedy to her, but he
could not find the words. He wanted to ask her whateant when she
looked at him, as she did now, but he did not khow.

"But you were already too alone,” she observed.raeyou?" She gazed
thoughtfully at the beautiful cup between her hands

"What do you mean, Jana?"

"Not many people find happiness in pure solituderdfie long term. Most
of us, when we say happiness, we mean other pédgenean love. Don't



we?" She looked up at him, but her words had caas@ud of shock in him
that left him unable to respond.

"Do we?" he asked at last.

She didn't answer directly. "You lost your fathgyur stepmother, your own
mother, your wife, even the Grand Vizier...and y@@lienated from your
brothers, isn't that right? And you fought your siols war and saw many
die. And all that loss happened within the space¢eafyears?" He said
nothing. "It must have seemed like blow after bfowa very long time."

"Solitude comforts me," Omar said, realizing orgyn@ said it that it was no
longer true. It was not solitude that comforted hionv. Perhaps it had never
truly comforted him, but only that, somehow, initkae, his nameless
yearning was less urgent.

"Solitude has a lot of things going for it. Onetleém, when you've suffered
loss, is the knowledge that in solitude at least'ngnot going to lose
anyone, because there's no one to lose."”

His heart contracted as the shafts of truth pierceéghe was right. He had
retreated to solitude because... Wordlessly hedlifhe cup from her hands
as she offered it to him, wrapped it and restoted its beautifully carved
and gilded box. He put it back in the safe and éalck.

From the shore of the lake, the cries of his daerghiplaying with friends

from the village, carried on the breeze. For a murtteey both listened, and
then Jana looked at him with a smile. She saidingttout she did not need
to say anything. He knew he had never heard higldars sound so
carelessly happy in all their young lives. He knévo, that it was not only
the companionship of friends, but also of himseldl @f Jana, that made
them so happy now.

Together they moved out of the room and down t&itbleen, where they

began the preparations for lunch. Omar found pleaisuthe simple shared
task. Today, for the first time, he examined hirhaatl understood that the
pleasure was not only in the "simple," but alsa aery importantly, in the

"shared.”



"How many are we today?" he asked, pulling dowrigsldo put on the
table.

"I think it's only Amir, Peroz and Maysun, but maypou'd better check.”

He went out onto the verandah to do a head countnd thought, She is
right. There is pleasure | did not find before iratherhood.

When he returned to the kitchen, he said, "Two rharee joined. Zandigay
and one whose name | do not remember. Do we fead &i?"

"There's plenty of soup amhan,"Jana said, for she had learned the country
custom of leaving a large black pot permanentlytenback of the stove,
and pouring into it all the stock from boiled vegjd@es and most of the
leftovers, so that there was always soup to be had.

Obediently Prince Omar laid the table for nine.
"Omar," she said, after a moment.
"Jana?"

"Will you tell me sometime how you came to be esged from your
brothers?"

He stood for a moment in silence, his hand wrapgednd half a dozen
soup spoons. "Yes, | will tell you," he said.

From the first time of meeting her, he had spolkedana as he had to no
other woman. To no other person. He had found Hfrtedéng her truths
and secrets about himself, his life.... Once he teadgnized what was
happening, it had taken rigorous control to prevemself telling her
everything about him, as if she were his dearéstdr chosen for him by
fate... He had talked about politics and the econdmat in his heart he had
been telling her his griefs and joys, his triumphs disasters.



He had had such freedom only with one other womdns-stepmother.
That beloved foreigner who had been his fatheosedt adviser as long as
he had lived. She had died when Omar was alreaglylylanhappy, leaving
him with no one.

In this house he could no longer keep up the fagatteJana. Now if he
opened his mouth to talk about politics, that watswhat came out. He told
her those secrets of his deepest heart, theydpilleof him uncontrollably.
He was like a man who has been wandering in thertdésr days and
stumbles upon fresh water in an oasis.

But there was one thing he could not say to hahdfcup's promise held
true, he would be happy. But the cup was a legendnore. If he spoke to
her of what was deepest in him, he might hearttteatup had no power to
give him happiness, now or ever again.

Their first priority in the case of attack had #the safety of the princesses.
They discussed it between themselves, and thenBaitla Musa, and made
plans. These plans had to be communicated to ildrean

"I wish we didn't have to tell them," Jana worriéid seems so sad to break
the magic by worrying about an attack that mightendnappen.”

"They are princesses," he said. "They lead prietelives. There is a price
to this, Jana, and it will be well if you underdah They are not Western
children who can be cosseted and protected franTifiere is a price that
they pay, and they will always pay it."

She knew he was right. "But don't be any harden @ have to," she
begged.

But the princesses took it as their father expetited to take it. He told
them briefly of the danger, more fully of the planget them to safety if it
happened."Can you do it, Masha?" he asked.

"Yes, Baba," the little princess said stoically.

"Can you do it, Kamala?"



"Yes, Baba."
They never mentioned it again in Jana's hearing.

Because of his doubts, his tenderness gave way wadda demanding
passion. He could not be sure of her, he couldasktwhat he both feared
and desired to know, but everything he asked otarually, she gave, and
everything he gave sexually, she accepted. He wmgtimes ferociously
passionate with her, sometimes wildly imaginatasgl in her repeated cries
of pleasure and surprise he found the comfortduig sought.

That night was very hot, a heat more of the debkart the mountains. He
awoke with the torment on him. He got up, dressed @went to her

bedroom, where the heat had made her restles#{yokiche heavy linen

sheet. At the sight of her bare legs he had tstrds temptation to strip off
again and simply make love to her here.

With a whispered kiss he woke her.
"Get dressed," he murmured. "Come with me."

Jana was helpless to resist such a plea. She dieafrh@n constantly, and
when he woke her, her womb instantly began to melnhticipation of what

he would do to her, what pleasure she would expegibefore the dark look
in his eyes had been assuaged.

She dressed in what clothes were nearby and sitetidwed him out of the
house. Tonight he headed for the river, and theptty began the climb up
the river path. For twenty minutes by starlightythealked, until they
reached the little pool where they had fished. ffinee trees bending over
the pool were ghostly shapes in starlight. There m@amoon tonight.

Jana stopped when Omar did. She was breathingliyieass sweating from
the long climb in such unusual nighttime heat.

He looked at her, his body instantly growing hartha sight of those high
breasts, the long legs, the thought of how he wealth them, how he
would enter her, how she would respond. "Take offryclothes,” he said.



Such commands as this always made her melt wittanhglesire. She
wordlessly began to strip as he hungrily watcheting himself back from
touching her, because when he resisted the pleasmsealways greater.
When she was naked in the faint light he undrebgedelf. Then he held
out his hand.

"Omar, it'll be freezing!" she protested on a laugh

He shook his head. "That is why," he said, andptteenise of unknown

pleasures made the air shimmer. After a breatitessent when she could
hardly breathe, she put her hand in his and hdéedlown into the little

shimmering pool.

It was freezing. The temperature difference betwaenand water was

staggering. She felt her breasts contract, herlespparden, her skin

electrify as he led her into the water and drewdwwn. Jana gasped and
panted. "Oh, it's so cold!" she said, laughing thieasly.

He drew her to him, and she felt his sex hard agdiar thigh. A second
later he had pushed into her, his sex cold agh®rsinner heat, so that she
gasped with the unexpected sensation. He thrudtihtor her, standing on
the bottom and holding her waist firmly, drawing dewn onto his sex with
hard, rhythmic pulses, and her heat and his owmedrhis flesh.

She moaned as familiar sensations coursed throegblbod and nerves,
and then, suddenly, he lifted her free of his ba&dielpless moan protested
her loss, but another part of her went instanths¢éewith anticipation as
with his hand he found the hard knot of pleasurgimgato be released, and
he stroked that.

There were too many sensations. The burning haatth stroking fingers
raised in her centre, the current of icy water engkin, the hunger in his
dark eyes as he watched for every sign of pleasufer...suddenly the
burning heat spiralled up into electric joy and shied the news of her first
release.

She knew Omar now, and she knew that there woulddye.



The next second he was thrusting inside her agauh,again his manhood
was cold, and the shock against her heated systenin@omprehensible to
her senses. He thrust hard and harder, and it setarger that the starry
blackness of the night invaded her inner beingt sh& was starry night
within and without, and in both places the stareeddd and sang and
thrilled her being.

She lost her sense of time and place and selfyab@nly this strange, wild
mix of sensation, cold, heat, burning that melteerghing...she cried and
moaned uncontrollably, her cries drunken, mad. ldelevpull out of her to

chill his body in the water, meanwhile driving lerrelease with his hand,
and then thrust his cold flesh back into her ovarée centre.

"Omar!" she begged once, when it seemed too mublenvehe scarcely
knew anymore that pleasure was a separate thingdsistence.

"Do you like it,Janam?"he panted, driving into her.

She was helpless. A gasp of laughter escapedYes!"'she cried. "Yes, |
like it. I love it. Oh, Omar, what you do to me..."

"You love it?" he demanded ferociously. "You lot&'i

He was dragging her down against his body, thudj,tthud, and only just
keeping control of his own pleasure. "l love itliescried, though in her
heart the last word was changed. Nathe wanted to say. Nibf Omar. But
even in the madness of total pleasure, even thebhghdid not remember
why, she did not allow the worgbupast her heart.

"I love it," he growled. "I love itJanam.

From the depths of her sexual self, an overwhelmiage of pleasure rose
up, and shook her so desperately she was nothing leaf on the tree that
was Omar's sex. Then she cried like an animal, fredeepest part of her,
in raw, crude gasps as he thrust into her. Evaergthiher body, the water,
the tree, the sky, the stars, and Omar, seemedrtdriigged, electrified
senses to be her own nerves overwhelmed with pleadtverything



exploded around her and in her in a series of shlacks, and her throat was
torn by high wordless cries of surprise.

He had not meant to go with her, but her responsewas too much for
him. He had never heard that note in her cries rbefthe cry of
simultaneous destruction and renewal. He exploditiywuncontrollably;
he too felt the cries of completion torn from Hisdat, and he experienced a
pleasure too wild to live. He thrust into the he&her sex until his legs
dissolved and gave way, and the water closed teen both.

She seemed to black out. She remembered nothingjdikness and stars,
and then she was lying on the grassy bank, shiye@mar beside her.

"Omar!" she pleaded. "Omar, what are you doing @'

He stroked her wet hair from her temples and fardh&hat he could give
her so much pleasure assuaged him briefly. He cmtléxplain what it was
he wanted from her. He could not explain what drowe.

She raised herself on an elbow. The wind that loesv them was so hot her
body had already stopped shivering. "It is the wiodh the desert,” he said.

He was hard again. He stood up, his long body patee starlight, and
gazed down at her and knew that he could neveemmigh of her if he
spent a lifetime loving her.With a sleepy, druggedle she saw him above
her. He had destroyed her, he had created theswiidgassion in her and
then sated that passion, but there was one huhgérhtad never been
guenched. It was a hunger new to her, created btheostorm of the
passionate joy he gave her, and now, as she laiked engorged flesh, she
understood herself.

Her sleepy, half-lidded eyes moved from his manhtmobis face. "Stand
over me," she commanded.

He frowned in surprise. "What?"



Impatiently, she pulled at his left foot. He liftééind put it on the other side
of her, so that his legs straddled her. She lak bgain, staring up at him.
Even now, totally sated, she felt faint with themise of pleasure in that
proud instrument.

"Kneel," she said.
He gasped as though he had been pun¢iadam!”
"Kneel."

He could not resist. He knelt, and her hand camangpencircled his sex,
and drew him down towards her smiling mouth. Skkeld her lips. He
watched and trembled, and then she guided himhietanouth.

He had never allowed a woman to do this to him. kiatkared his own loss
of control? He could not remember. He only knew tirawas helpless to
resist the pleasure now.

He fell forward on his hands, groaning her namdf, inaprotest, half in
excitement.

"Janam, Janandanam!”

Now it was she who built his passion, she who abletl his pleasure. Her
tongue caressed him in a thousand magic wayse&#r hibbled, her mouth
opened wide for him while he grunted and criedhesifpassionate surprise.

She reached up, and her hands grasped the leamhipked his body in the
search for pleasure. She pulled him in again aathawith little grunts of

satisfaction, while he arched his neck and crisduhcontrollable joy aloud.
It was true, what he feared: this went too deep, dtripped him bare. He
was a shorn lamb exposed and burning in the hal nirdesire.

It tore through him then like a black wind, uprogtieverything, blasting
everything. He felt the suddenness in every chk, pleasure in every
muscle, and his body leapt and shuddered uncaaibtgliBut she knew him



too deeply to lose him now. She kept him in thet ledaher mouth and
wrapped her arms around his hips, and tasted thefdas joy.

"How the hell did it happen?" Prince Karim's vogteuted down the wires.

Rafi shrugged. "Every mountain man knows you haueetcrazy to live in
the desert in summer. They also know that SheikhdBacourt used to
come up to the mountains every May."

Karim frowned. "Theyalso know that Sheikh Daud is dead and the
kingdom divided!"

Rafi only smiled. "Karim, you know the way of thiéges. It wouldn't occur
to them that you don't all still come and join meny palace in summer."

"l don't understand why he wasn't told to go tophkace on the river!"

"Maybe he was. People hear what they expect ta iélao knows how the
message got distorted?"

"So Aban sat there with his mule for how long, )"

"My people say they saw flares in the sky some tige. No one is certain
how long he's been sitting outside the gates. tBualong walk through the
mountains from Lake Parvaneh."

Karim groaned. "But there were unquestionably tiaoes?"

"Everyone is agreed, there were two flares.""Adlac. Take no action until

further notice.™
Rafi made no reply.

"But the next day he sent a message to Ashrafggiim he's been wounded
and to send transport to get them all out of tlagek watch out for Jalal.”



"It's possible his condition worsened during thghti"

"If that's the case, Rafi, he's probably dead.'itdarursed.

"Doktar Amina saw him," Rafi pointed out.

"I heard that, and | also heard you say he sennégsage the next morning
asking for urgent help. To me, that says that shimgthappened during the
night. Like he had internal bleeding she didn'tbair something."

"We still have to get the girls out. And this teach

"If | get my hands on the teacher..."

"Save your venom for Jalal,” Rafi advised.



Fifteen

He lay beside her, stroking her face, her armhbar He had been stripped
bare, she had made him naked, and now he knew Ifimse

"No woman has done what you have just done for e hurmured.

Jana smiled, and he watched the stars glimmerriayes. "I've never done
it before, either.”

She felt the sigh of satisfaction in him. "No, nmgant?"

He kissed her gently, and they lay in each otleriss without speaking,
stroked by the soft grass and by the warm desed,wiazing lazily up at the
stars. Minutes went by while they lay there, analgegpervaded their spirits.
"Did you used to swim here as a child?"

"Yes, it was our favourite place."”

"You and who else?"

"Karim and Rafi. My brothers.” There was silenceilesthe warm wind
blew."You must miss them," Jana said at last.

"Miss them?"
"I remember watching you on television a few yeag®. | remember
thinking how the three of you seemed to be...jusshe paused, searching

for her meaning.

"Seemed to be?" he prompted her. In this momeaglspg of them to her,
he suddenly missed his brothers very much.

"Connected, | guess. It was just so nice to seealldooking as though you
really loved each other and got on well together."



"We did. We were. Or so it seemed then."

"You were so gorgeous, too! | was at universityd ae all watched in the
common room—the girls were all crazy about you aaging which one
they'd pick."

He leaned up over her on one elbow and gently sttbler smooth stomach.
"Which did you choose?" he asked.

Her enchanting smile glinted up at him. "Then, owR"

He kissed her.

After a moment she asked, "Will you tell me abguir brothers?"

He found he wanted to tell her. Omar releaseddée tback, and crossed
his arms under his head. "It goes back. This baddlal, who is now so
entrenched in my territory—l knew he would be treubdrom the
beginning."

"What was the beginning?"

"He sent us a message when we came into our iaheet stating that he
had a right to a share of the kingdom, and demgnaimeeting with us."

"What did he think gave him the right?"

"He did not specify. He is descended from a notmidandit who
controlled much of the desert in the last centiNg. doubt that is his
reason."

"He never told you?"

"We never met with him."

Surprise brought her upright, and she stared ddv@near in the starlight.
"What? Why not?"



"Because to meet with a man like this already gileggtimacy to his
demands. People would say, 'Well, they have talks fwm, there must be
some truth in his claims." And before you knowdy are the oppressor. As
long as we do not talk to him, Jalal the banditagr® a bandit.”

Jana lay down again. "It seems pretty futile to iHew can you sort
anything out if you don't talk to him?"

"By battle, of course. This is what | urged on mgthers. Long before Jalal
had gained the strength of numbers he now hagdduthem to mount a
joint campaign to go and destroy his headquarteisdaive him out."

"And they didn't agree?"

"They thought he was a small man who would go avajeprived of
attention. They said to fight with him would bebesl as to meet with him. It
would give him legitimacy. The Grand Vizier wasrh#, and did not give
firm advice. So Karim and Rafi won. And so we m&ser chance."

"And is that when you stopped talking to your bes?"

He was silent for a long moment without realizihgs scenes from the past
played in his head. Good and bad. He had forgdttem many happy
memories there were.

"No," he said at last. "No, it was not then. A cleupf years later we heard
of Jalal again. When | returned from the war invBarl had a force of

seasoned fighters—what was left of them," he adaled she knew the war
was another terrible memory. "Jalal had taken sglesmce in my territory,

and he was pressing his demands. | said to my dnotagain that we
should...they agreed, but they kept on delayingitite, and finally—I was

angry with them—I went myself, with a small forceveterans. He was in
my country, after all. | put his fortress undeiggehoping to starve him out.
It didn't work."

"Why not?"



"He was somehow getting supplies in without ourcoN®&ring how." He
shrugged. "We should have attacked. But there sen@many women and
children inside—the place is like a village, nohéitary camp. We had seen
so much vicious fighting from the Kaljuks againsf nousin's people...all
my men had had enough of such things. We abandbeesiege.

"And then | returned to the palace, unsuccessbufind that Faridah my
wife was dead. She was taken ill in her pregnaany, refused to go to the
hospital. And not one of my staff had the courageauntermand her in her
delirium. She and the child were lost. They told in&as a boy. Poor
Faridah! She died knowing that her son died with"he

"Oh, Omar, what a terrible story,” Jana said softly

"I never spoke to my brothers again," he said.

They lay in silence, with the night all around thekstar fell.

"Would Faridah have lived if it had been a joinssion?" she asked.
Omar frowned. "l don't understand your meaning."

Jana rolled over and propped herself up on hemedbti was lovely to lie
naked in the cool grass like this, on a perfechnitplking. She wondered
absently if a more perfect moment could exist fa than what she was
blessed with now. Omar caught a lock of her hahigfingers and tickled
his mouth with it.

"l am just wondering why you blame your brothergatally when it seems
that you would have been away laying siege to '3dtaitress whether they
had come along or not," she said gently. "It seennse it was just a thing of

bad timing."

"It wasbad timing. Very bad timing," Omar said grimlyf they had not
delayed, we would have been finished before Farielifil.”

"Or if you had waited for them, you wouldn't havtarted yet,” she pointed
out mildly, and was totally unprepared for his teat



He went completely still. He seemed to stop breathine looked as if even
his heart had stopped beating. He lay for a frigingly long moment, the
lock of her hair caught in his motionless hand, éyss unseeing, all his
vision turned inward.

"Omar, I'm sorry!" she breathed. Never had her gintless impulsiveness
been so badly timed.

He held up a hand to stop her. "No," he said qui&ilo. You are right. Itis
not my brothers who were to blame. It was myself."

"Oh, Omart!"

He sat up, drawing his knees up, and rested his amthem. "And it is not
my brothers whom | hate. It is myself," he saidthwihe flat tones of
certainty.

"Oh, God!"

He was speaking slowly, more to himself than to Hetid this to her. | and

no one else. | was away and she became ill. | i@a®nly one who could
have taken her to the hospital against her wishglstaf, perhaps, if he had
been there, but he was with me. Our Grand Vizigrhle was dying himself.

If I had not been so angry with my brothers for Whsaw as—" He looked
into her eyes. "You sedanam,| thought the delay was another excuse, a
prelude to them saying, oh, well, not now, anothmee! And so, in a fury, |
went alone. It was foolish, and useless."

She could say nothing. The words poured from humaling out in the way
that such discoveries are made. "It was not thewas myself. | robbed my
wife of the one thing she wanted in life—she want@dear a son! She
would have been happy then, she would have lowhas she had never
loved anyone. Instead of this, she died. | think died without ever having
been happy.”

"I'm so sorry," she whispered helplessly, kneebegide him, her hand on
his shoulder.



"l could not make her happyanam.l told you that she disappointed me.
But | also disappointed her. What beautiful yourgmwan marries without

hoping to love? But | could not make her happyield When | came home
from the university in Russia...but | could give hething. Not even a son.”

He was silent for a long time. Then he looked im0 face, and by the faint
light she saw that his eyes and cheeks were wetu 'fyave stripped me
naked in every way tonighlanam, he whispered. "No wonder | call you
my soul."”

She could do nothing but shake her head helplessliss his shoulder. In
response he took her hand and buried his moutteipalm.

"I am flawed, Janam™"he said hoarsely. "I do not know how to make a
woman happy."

"We have to go up there first and get them out fildargued.
"l agree," said Ashraf Durran.

Both Prince Karim and Omar's Cup Companion hadrltevRafi's palace
with all possible speed. As usual, between the cpenthere was
disagreement over how to act. Karim wanted to mauetscue operation as
a first priority. But Rafi, worried because therasaonly landing room for
one helicopter at the house at Lake Parvaneh, dantenount a much
larger operation. Ashraf agreed with Karim, and Wwas privately
determined not to wait beyond the next morning, tever the
disagreements of the two princes.

"We might, as well do for Jalal on the way in,"d&s&afi again.

"That might take a week. Rafi, we have to know wihat situation is up
there. How do we know Jalal hasn't taken the kagdge?"



"We'd have heard. He'd have sent his demands beave But if he has,
what is the point in going up there with one hgies? We'd only be
ambushed before we found out anything, and gi\a tlab more hostages."

"We have to know whether Omar is alive or deadtielt alive and in a bad
way the most important thing is to get him to tlsital, and we'll do that a
lot faster if we're not simultaneously engagedaimktwarfare."

Rafi shook his head. "I still think that to go inthvone helicopter would be
insane, especially if Jalé#las managed to get up there and take the place
over."

"Only one can land at the house, but there's raoput a couple more down
on the far side of the lake if necessary."

"Necessary, but useless. | think we should go grland with a reasonable
force, even if we don't take on Jalal en route.”

"If he is still alive, Omar won't thank us for invading sisvereign territory
with our armies without his leave! Damn it, Rafijllwyou think for a
minute!”

Rafi raised a finger. "Right. You're right. We wdatheal the breach, not
cause a new one."

"Look, it's simple—Ashraf, you and | go in a coumésmall choppers
capable of landing near the house. We take a coufptikorskys with
troops. They can hover and keep us covered whige airus lands and
checks out the situation. If necessary, troopsbeatanded by parachute. If
not, we evacuate the girls, Omar and Ms. Stewart."

"I don't like it," said Rafi. "I'd rather hammerdks positions now and..."
"Wherever that is," Karim pointed out.
Ashraf Durran intervened at last. "Every time thgue of Jalal comes up,

you all seem racked with indecision. What is sdiaift about this, Prince
Rafi? It is absolutely clear to me that the firsiopty is to go in with a



rescue and get the princesses and Omar and JarmartStat. Whatever we
do about Jalal, that is and remains an absolubeifytil myself will go in at
dawn tomorrow, whatever you decide to do."

"Ashraf is right. We can't sit here arguing all daje've got to do
something,” said Karim.

"All right, all right,” said Rafi. "You're right. W fly in, we fly them out. We
take a couple of backup helicopters to cover usase Jalal feels like
repeating himself by shooting us down."

"We go at first light," said Karim.

They made their way back to the lake in silenceadaanted to speak, but
was afraid. Omar was too full of thought to notikce silence.

As usual, they went to their own bedrooms. Omaswvthoff his clothes and
lay down on the bed, but he did not fall asleeper&€hwas still so much to
think about, so much to sort through. She had rhadesee so many things
that he had been unwilling to see before.

But now he had to look at them. His future depenaiedhis ability to face
the truth about himself.

He had lied to himself, and out of the worst matigat of fear. He had
blamed everyone but himself for the void his liedlbecome, but in secret
he had always blamed himself.

His mother had inveigled him into a marriage thaisva terrible mistake
both for Faridah and himself, but he had tried ttkenthat marriage work.
He had felt it his duty to make his wife happy. el tried, first, to educate
her, but she would not submit. She had learnee Ipegts of the Koran by
heart, and she had honestly believed that thatthsest education a
woman could have. In vain had he tried to makeféer that more was
required of her mind, in vain had he tried to iether in any science or art.



Nor was she interested in helping him to rule thnentry that would one day
be his. She had wanted only one thing to be comieproduce a son. And
because of him she had never succeeded.

He had felt an even more bitter betrayal in hettldé@an in his marriage.

Her unhappy death stamped him a failure. He hadma®en able to make
her happy. He had not succeeded in truly loving Berhaps if he had been
able to love her, she would not have died.

That was why he had said he would never marry agérhad not realized
it until now. He was bitterly afraid of failure. @hwas what prevented him
from knowing and declaring his true feelings fondaFear. He had been
raised a warrior, but fear had dictated his life.

No more.



Sixteen

He heard the faint but telltale beating of wingshessun came up, and went
out onto the balcony. They were coming from thetlseast, still far in the
distance. He could not see the markings.

Jana joined him. She was calm but worried. "Whit?isshe asked him.
"Only two possibilities,” Omar said. "Ashraf Durraor—"

He paused. "Or Jalal?" she asked firmly, and havdyly smote his heart.
What a woman she was! No need to fear that shedweehken if it was the
bandit!

"It's possible some foreign country or militant gpohas armed him," he
admitted. "We'll be able to see in a few minutéd:d Ashraf the markings
will be obvious."

"I'll get the girls dressed," she said. Those planberly discussed with the
princesses, as to what they would do if Jalal foantieans of attacking
them at the lake—it wasn't going to be easy toyddem out.

As if on cue, the two princesses, still in theirjgmgas, burst into his
bedroom. "Baba! Baba!" they cried. Seeing the reonpty, they stopped.

"We are here, children,” Omar called. Their retiafseeing their father and
Jana Khanum on the balcony was palpable. They dasiie excited and
afraid.

"Halikuptar!" shouted Masha.

"Yes, we are watching them now,"” Omar said calmly.

Masha took a deep breath, then bravely asked, "#itoBaba?"



"I don't know. Therefore you must go with Jana Kimannow and get
dressed quickly."

"Yes, Baba."

"Baba, I'm frightened," said Kamala. "What if itJalal the bandit and his
bad men?"

"Then you will go to Baba Musa in the village ancetend to be his
granddaughters until I can come and rescue yousaltefirmly. "We will
all do exactly as we planned.”

"Oh, Baba! | am so afraid!" A sob threatened in kéais voice.

"Bravery is to be afraid and still to do what ight, Kamala. You are a
princess. Always remember that."

"Yes, Baba." The resolve to be strong like herdatlhas evident in the way
she drew in her breath and straightened her simaliiders. Jana's heart was
breaking for her, but this was no time for softneBse children had to
escape what might be coming if at all possible, anty courage and
obedience would serve them now.

The princesses obediently turned away, and Janaguerkly with them to
their room, where she got out the well-worn villagstumes that had been
acquired for this moment and helped them to drében she herself
hurriedly threw on jeans with a T-shirt and boots.

"l look like Maysun and Zandigay now!" Masha criéekling as strange in
the village clothes as she had felt, not so lorgy agshorts and T-shirt.

"Yes, and you will be pretending to be their coaswon't you? So it is
good that you look like them. And who is Baba Mtisa?

"Grandfather!" Kamala cried in Parvani.

Masha smiled shyly. "I like better to pretend yae aur mother, Jana
Khanum."



"Me, too," agreed Kamala solemnly.

Her heart hurt. "We'll pretend that again,” shenpsed. "Are you all
dressed? Good. Let's go back to Baba now. Mayba$ieeen the markings
on the helicopters."

Omar was in front of the house with the two Uzid #ime entire supply of
bullets. He looked up as the three arrived and eddhils approval.

"Khayli khoub,"he said to the princesses.

He swung the strap over his shoulder with the baomting to the ground
and put several packs of ammunition into his packet

"Are you going to kill Jalal the bandit, Baba?" edkViasha.

"I will try, Masha," he said. He squinted up at #leg/, but the helicopters
were coming out of the sun and it was impossiblesal the markings.

"They must start now,” Omar told Jana in an asideve wait till we see
the markings, those in the helicopters will seeginls running."

"You know the way now," Jana told them. "I will &lgou a little way. Just
stay on the path. Baba Musa will have heard thedpers, and he will
meet you on the path.”

Omar said softly;Janam,l ask you to go with them."

He had urged this before, when they made theirsplamt she knew that to
go with the girls to the village would mean certdiscovery. She could not
possibly pass as a villager, and it would be wronask the villagers to risk
their lives to hide her. "That they should riskitHes for the scion of the

ruling family is a reasonable sacrifice to ask, @fhshe had said. "But not
for me." Besides, she, too, had a tradition to lipdo, as Omar himself had
often pointed out. And it would kill her to run ayvand leave Omar to his
fate, though this was an argument she did notgutdrd. She would rather
be dead herself than hear of his death.



Now, that argument already won, she merely said,™N

"Oh, Baba!" Masha cried. "Please cannot we stayhatal you to kill Jalal
the bandit? | would rather do that than leave yadi dana Khanum."

"Yes!" cried Kamala. "We will fight, Baba! We wille very brave!"

He knelt on the ground in front of them and wrappedarms around his
daughters, and felt how he now loved them in herthéle had learned to
love, perhaps too late.

"l am very proud that you are such brave princessé®n the time comes
for you to rule this country, | know that you wilb it well and be strong,
Masha. And you will have Kamala to help you. | vaillvays remember that
today, you offered to stay and fight. Always. Butsi more important for
you to run now, so that one day you will rule. Witlu do that for me?"

"Oh, Baba! | do not want to rule! | want to stayrdnavith you and Jana
Khanum and be happy!"

"l know. But a princess must sometimes do whatghktrfor others even
though she does not like the task."

Masha stifled her tears, and Jana led them off.vi&e a short way with
them, down to the main path, then hugged them bathhard. There were
tears in her eyes, but not in the eyes of Mash&Kamdala. Their eyes were
fixed on duty. The two princesses went stoicallwddhe path towards the
distant village, and Jana turned and blindly magieway back to Omar's
side.

Jana and Omar stared after the princesses for a&ntpbut the sound of the
helicopters was too insistent. She picked up therdtzi and swung it over
her shoulder as he had taught her, then reachagniorunition. They turned
and squinted up into the sun again, but still teeye only sinister black
shadows.

"Four," said Omar. "Two of them Sikorskys. | hawe Sikorskys. | don't
think it can be Ashraf."



"Oh," was all Jana could say.

"Of course, only one can land here. There is rawkmg what they mean to

do with the others. It would be insane to bring¢heppers in one at a time
and land the troops— we could pick them off oneobg. But | see no

parachutists yet. We will know soon who they are.”

They had planned for this moment. There was litiley could do except
take cover and aim well. But they had not imagifed helicopters. If it
was Jalal they faced almost certain death or captur

"Jana, this is not the time, but there may be herot am sorry to be so late
saying it. | love you."

She caught her breath on a sob. "I love you, Omar."

"I have been a fool not to know my own heart befbrg. | know that | have
loved you for a long time. From the beginning, @bly. | remember that in
my delirium | knew. Do you remember? Then | caNed Beloved."

"I remember." She smiled at him. "So long ago."

"So long ago," Omar agreed. "And only last niglat dinderstand myself. |
would have come to wake you in a few minutes, Hoytau. Then | heard
them coming. So now—if this is Ashraf Durralanam,| ask you to marry
me. Will you?"

Her heart was thumping hard enough to kill her.r§daurned her eyes.
There was nothing she wanted more than this madebisr all the rest of
her life, however long or short. But—

"And if it is Jalal?" she asked quietly.

"Then...who knows what will come?"

"You're asking me to marry you only on condition?"



He felt anger spurt in him. "On condition that lveasomething to offer
you!"

"No. I will not marry you on conditions."

His anger left him as quickly as it had come. Helpsi free arm out to her.
"Janam,do not give me such an answer," he pleaded. "Rdraethat you
are my soul! You have said that you love me. How khe divided from
you?" He bent and tilted her chin, and gazed ietddeautiful, shining eyes.
"Janam,"he pleaded.

"l won't marry you on condition. If you want me,i@want me come what
may, the way | want you."

Every time he thought he had understood himselfher, some new
understanding came to show him how shallow hisiptesvconception had
been. Omar closed his eyes. What a woman she was$ ancestor of
yours—this king—what was his name?"

"Bonnie Prince Charlie," she said.

"Truly, he must have been a brave warrdanam!What a heart you have,
my heart, my beloved!" He was not sure whether dus heart was
breaking or only breaking its way out of a sheitthad imprisoned it. He
wanted to weep and to laugh at once. "You will mane, then!"

"If you say to me now, we are married whatever egnthen | will marry
you," she insisted.

With one hand he held his gun out of the way, wWithother he swept her up
against his chest and ruthlessly, hungrily, kidserd "We are married, then,
Janam,from this moment. You are mine!" He kissed herimgand her
heart soared within her. "Say it!" he said, wherifted his mouth again.

"I'm yours," she said, smiling mistily, as the sdwf their fate came ever
closer. "And you are mine."



His heart burst through the last of the bands hldtimprisoned it, and he
understood that he was happy. "My heart, my sdd,’said, holding her
tightly for another moment and then releasing her.

Then he looked up. One helicopter was closer thamthers, and at last its
markings were visible against the sun. Omar laugtmetlifted one arm in a
welcoming wave. "My brothers!" he said. "This helpter is Rafi's! They
have come to our rescue, Jana!"

Jana went down the path to the village to bringpghecesses back, while
Omar waited for the helicopter to land on the srsadice near the house that
was the only suitable landing pad.

Karim did not wait for it to land. He jJumped out iehit was still several feet
off the ground and ran towards his brother, clutghiis gun to his side, his
battle fatigues whipping in the wind that the gnesatpellor stirred up.

"What the hell, Karim? You off to fight a war?" On@demanded.

"Omar! Thank God you're alive!" Karim grabbed hima bear hug and
pounded his back while Omar returned the favols.éVerything okay
here?" Karim shouted in his eaX.d Allah,it's good to see you!"

"Everything is fine. What are you doing here?" hewged, as Karim turned
to the pilot and gave the thumbs- up signal. Iniéecockpit, Omar saw the
pilot pick up his radio mike and talk, and overheid@ other three
helicopters changed direction.

Silence fell as the pilot on the ground killed érgines, and Omar saw that
he was Rafi. After another minute Rafi jumped owd grabbed Omar in his
turn, in a ruthless bear hug. "Good to see you'$did, after a moment.

He was in battle fatigues, too. "What brings yevef?" Omar asked again.
He was feeling lightheaded. He had not seen dittegher for two years, but
somehow all that seemed to disappear. They were thbg had always

been to each other—the closest of brothers.



"What brings us here? | like that!" said Rafi. "Yodamned messenger,
that's what brings us here!"

"My—!" Omar said blankly. "What messenger? Come itite house and
you can explain yourselves."

His brothers flung themselves down around the kictable while Omar
made coffee. They explained, filling him in on #ike details, including
Aban Bahrami's patient wait outside Rafi's palace.

"He said you'd been shot down by Jalal. That rigt€manded Rafi.
"Fair's fair. | killed his horse," Omar said witlgen.

Rafi swore. "It's time we dealt with that son—"d@ad.

There was a momentary silence as the troubled cidgemed to bring up
memories in all of them. Then Karim took the buylltbe horns. "You were
right, we should have dealt with him, Omar."

"We'll do it now," added Rafi.

Omar looked from one to the other and much thaldceot be said in words
was said then. "Right," he agreed.

They discussed ways and means for a few moments then coffee was
ready. Omar put cups on the table.

Rafi asked, "Where are Masha and Kamala? Not i?'bed

Omar shook his head. "We sent them down to thagall | didn't know if
you were friend or foe."

"So that's why the welcoming party was arm@tlah, are you telling me
Jalal has choppers now?"

"Not so far as | know. But it's always possibleytig?"



They nodded soberly. There might be half a doz#ardint sources willing
to arm a man like Jalal, for any number of reastiV& were damn stupid,
letting it go for so long,” Karim said again. "Amyng could have
happened.”

"What exactly did happen, Omar?" Karim asked. "geut off two flares,
according to Aban, and then sent the message by fieanext day saying
you were in very deep and needed rescue."

"One of the flares misfired when Jana tried to séraff. And | had no
more."

"Jana,"” Karim said slowly. "Is that the name of BErglish tutor who started
it all? Ashraf says she took off with the kidsslse crazy? How have you
managed with her here all this time?"

"Pretty well," said Omar, with a slow smile.

At that moment there were running footsteps orstps and then across the
verandah, and the two princesses dashed into ttteeki, shouting, "Baba!
Baba! Baba!" with wild, happy relief.

They flung themselves against him. "Baba, it waslatal the bandit! It was
not Jalal the bandit!"

"No, it was not Jalal the bandit, children. Lookawih was," he said. And
while the princesses renewed their acquaintande théir two handsome
uncles, Omar's eyes met Jana's across the room.

He put out his hand. "Come," he said.
She crossed the room to his side. He wrapped onewaund her and they
stood smiling into each other's eyes while Mashd &amala were

thoroughly hugged.

"Meet my brothers, Jana," he said. "Karim, Rais th Jana Stewart. She is
going to be my wife."



Seventeen

They arrived at the palace at nightfall, and clichbveearily out of the
helicopter into the desert air. Umm Hamzah was imgitwreathed in
smiles. She hugged the princesses amid a babkbeciiéd Arabic, and led
them off to their beds.

Omar led Jana to her own bedroom, and kissed dattyli "Will you join
me later?" he asked.

She was exhausted, but also filled with happinessith to waste on sleep.
"I'll feel fine after a bath," she assured him.

She relaxed in a scented tub, and washed heréegl]ing in the ease of it
all. Just turn the tap and hot water gushes outtdmarvel! a part of her
felt. And no need to ration shampoo! And the scémqterfumes! And such
luxuriously fluffy towels, and so perfectly whitacclean!

She dressed in the beautiful green outfit she had tinat first night that she
and Omar had dined together, andput on makeupeavellgry for the first
time in an age, and perfumed herself liberally. mMisbe went up to the
terrace where, so long ago it. seemed a diffeiéettnhe, they had eaten
their meals together.

Omar was not, this time, in a Western suit. He waesaring a long,
high-necked silk brocade jacket over baggy creasers, and brocade
slippers, and looked every inch an Oriental monarch

"Your Highness," she murmured.

And that was not the only way in which he had cleahddis eyes and the set
of his mouth were now very different from that fiseeting, Jana realized,
as Omar's full, generous lips moved into laughtéth one arm around her
waist he caught her to him and kissed her.

"How many times you called me that!" he said. "Sbmes | wanted to
shout at you—"



"Really? What did you want to say?"

Omar looked deep into her eyes. "l did not knowe,'shid. "I know now, but
then | only knew that you did it to annoy me anat tih did annoy me."

Jana smiled. "Did it?"
"And yet there was no reason for it to do so."

A servant appeared with a bottle of champagnéincaet of ice. "Mmm! Is
this to celebrate our homecoming?" Jana asked.

"That, perhaps. Other things, too." The cork popaed the waiter filled
two glasses and offered them on a silver tray. Winely had taken the
glasses, he bowed and discreetly disappeared.

They touched glasses and drank, then turned td stide by side looking
out over the desert. The moon was a tiny crescangihg in the perfect
navy sky, yet the desert seemed to glow as if riewmysteriously lighted
from somewhere.

"It is so haunting,” Jana murmured. "I'm sorry y@nn't like the desert. |
find it fascinating."

"I no longer hate the desert,” Omar said.

She turned in surprise. "No?"

"Loving you, there is much now that I love thatice did not."

She was filled with longing—to hold him, to crusimhagainst her, to love
him—there were no words to describe her need, tysarious desire for

perfect union that is impossible in this world.

"I love you, Omar," she whispered, in an achingepbecause just to tell it
was a kind of release.



"l love you, Jana," he replied, and he bent dowah lais lips touched hers
with gentle, loving passion. He set down his giasd turned to pick up a
small velvet box.

"l want you to wear this," he said, and placedcither palm.

She opened the box and took a long, slow breath, Gnar!"

The ring was made of a large, square-cut centpgltsee on a square bed of
rubies and diamonds. It was like nothing she haat seen before, exotic
and with a wild magic, in some ways like the cup.

"It belonged to my ancestress, the granddaughitethe great Queen
Halimah," Omar told her. "She was said to be bi@sgth a happy life. Will
you wear it for me?"

"It's utterly beautiful! Oh, yes, how can you ask# my engagement ring?"
The look in his eyes was melting her as he liftezlring out of the box and
lifted her hand. The ring slipped over her finged @ame to rest as if made
for her.

"You did not ask it of me, you made other demandssoul, but | swear to
you that | will take no other wife but you," he@atrhen he kissed her, and

her heart leapt to her lips under the touch of his.

A few minutes later, when the servant entered tmance that dinner was
ready, Omar led his fiancee to the table.

"Oh, how lovely to eat a meal that | haven't coo&ed caught myself!" Jana
exclaimed.

He smiled at her. "In truth, you are a companiotho trouble and in joy."

She smiled back. "You didn't think so that firggimi we ate here."



With a lazy look in his eye, he nodded his heads'Y he contradicted her.
"If I was unbending with you then, it was becaussas already necessary
to control my reaction to you. It was too strong."

She heaved a sigh. So she had not been alondimgfé®e attraction even
then. "I certainly wished you weren't so controlfed

His eyes went dark. "Did you want me then?" Janlgy emiled. Omar
laughed triumphantly, with a promising tone in thaghter that made her
stomach shiver with anticipation.

Silence fell, and then he added, "My brother Kargths me he, too, has
found the woman he is going to marry. She is an vican."

Jana smiled in delighted surprise. "That's perfisctt it? That will be so
comfortable."

"He suggests that we have a joint state weddingiia blinked. "State
wedding!" she exclaimed. Suddenly it dawned orthatr she was marrying
a prince, the monarch of a country. Over the tirh¢ha lake, she had
somehow managed to forget the impact of that fa¢ell, yes, | suppose it
would be—" she lifted her shoulders "—just greaslly.” Omar nodded.

"What a pity Rafi hasn't gotten himself engaged! Maybe we should wait
until he finds someone?"

Omar smiled a smile that made her heart almostde&pf her breast. "No,
we will not wait for thatJanam.lt is enough that we have to have a state
wedding, which will take much time. | can do thischuse | know my
people would wish it very much. But | will not wédr Rafi. Rafi must look
after himself. Jalal, too, can wait. | want to mgkel my wife as soon as it
may be done," said Prince Omar.
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