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TWIN SHEIKHS?

Sheik Hassan Rashid had no intention of marryidé¢eatern woman. Until
his irresponsible twin skipped town and he founmdelf engaged to Kali
Whitman his brothers fiancée. Hassan intender tsqorerade as his twin
only long enough to make Kali call off the wedding.

But that was the last thing Kali had planned! Otg knew Hassan wasn't the
brother she'd agreed to marry--because his kissesed an all-consuming
desire she'd never felt before. She loved Hasgmatiantry in sparing her
feelings. Still this sheik's secret would havedme out soon. And before it
did, Kali had a plan for turning his honorable deetb a lifetime
commitment...



One

Hassan Rashid reluctantly crossed the small lobbya Whitman's
apartment building, double-checked the apartmemtiwkarim had given
him, then slowly pushed the call button besidectlegator.

Maybe his brother would be right for once in hi,liHassan thought,
encouraging himself. Maybe this Kali Whitman realiguldn't care when
he told her that Karim was breaking their engageémen

llYes?ll

The musical lilt of the softly feminine voice thexinerged from the call box
poured through Hassan, raising both his body teatpes and his doubts
about the whole situation. That voice certainlyndidound as if it belonged
to a cold woman who had agreed to trade romanceafararriage of
convenience.

But then, who better than he knew that appearame@e quite often
deceptive. Physically he was the mirror-image ofitdaand yet, mentally,
they were poles apart. Karim was an extrovert,lifbkeand soul of every
social gathering, while he was far more reservextiegb chitchat did not
come easily to him.

"Is anyone there?" Kali's voice sharpened sliglathd Hassan hurriedly cut
off his thoughts. He didn't want her annoyed totstéh. She was going to
be upset enough once he broke the news of Karenfglp to her.

"Sorry," he began.

"Karim! Thank heavens you're back. Come on upebne talk to you."
Damn!Hassan thought. Karim was wrong. Again.

Kali's welcome hadn't been that of a woman who 'tichre one way or the

other about her engagement. She was clearly ecstatiear her fiance's
voice. As if she'd been counting the days untililkereturned to New York.



But why? Hassan wondered uncertainly. According Karim, their
engagement was an arranged affair based on thewrahmespect for each
other's work with emotionally troubled childrenhat than any personal
feelings they had for each other. He'd said thay thad met during the
course of their work and had never actually dated.

Karim had told him that he'd felt it was time herned and had children,
and he'd decided that he'd have a better chanceaking a success of
marriage if he chose a woman who shared his iritegesd goals. That,
when he'd made a list of the women he knew, heddizesl that Kali
Whitman fit all his requirements for a wife. So ch&lritten her a letter
explaining his position and asking her to marry hfarim had said that she
had considered his proposal for almost a week bdiioally accepting it the
day before he'd had to fly to Australia for a coafee.

Hassan frowned. Of course Karim's assumption teaahceptance meant
that she agreed with his practical approach to iagerdidn't mean it was

true. Kali Whitman could have agreed to marry hsther because she was
in love with him.

He had no way of knowing what her original motieatihad been, and he
hated walking into a situation blind.

Hassan forced himself to enter the elevator wheneliery instinct was
urging him to run from what threatened to be a vergleasant interview.
But he couldn't. He was the responsible twin, neimded himself. The twin
who had always tried to make amends for Karim'sghtess behavior. But
this was the last time! From now on, Karim couleari up his own messes.

The elevator slid to a smooth stop on the sixtarflo

Hassan stepped out and headed toward 6C, stilcidetkas to how to tell
her what Karim had done.

Stopping in front of Kali's apartment, he starethdlly at the oak door.
Maybe the best way to break the news would be atblunemotional
statement of the facts. But the problem was it wo'tilstay unemotional for
long. She'd probably burst into tears and then wiaethe supposed to do?



He shifted uncomfortably at the thought of tryimgdeal with a hysterical
woman.

He lifted his hand to knock, but before he coute, door swung open.

Hassan blinked, his hand suspended in midair ataned at the unexpected
vision in front of him. Small and slender, Kali bBr reached his chin. He
swallowed uneasily as he noticed the thrust offbkibreasts against the
rust-colored sweater she was wearing. Hastily wigrgchis gaze upward,
he turned his attention to the cloud of reddishalrdnair that framed the
creamy perfection of her ivory skin and the deljcather perfectly formed
features.

The strangest sense of disorientation filled hinmemlnis eyes met hers.
They were the most gorgeous color, like the cheéstthat grew on his
mother's estate in England.

Chestnuts were good luck, his nanny had told hismmafoy he'd gathered
them by the pocketfuls and hidden them in his ragainst future need.
Which is what he would like to do with this woma®ecrete her away
somewhere for his own personal enjoyment.

"Karim?"

Dimly, as if from a distance, Hassan heard the thelsound of her voice,
and his eyes dropped to her lips. A sudden tigstaasircled his chest as he
studied their delectable curve. They looked so. sfift and mobile and
made to be kissed.

Karim was out of his tiny little mind, Hassan thbti@s he remembered his
brother's description of her. Calling her ' 'kirfcatiractive" was like calling
their father "kind of rich"—the understatement bé tyear. Kali Whitman
was the most sensually alluring woman he had exan.s

He froze as she unexpectedly leaned toward hinkesed his cheek. His
guts clenched painfully at the feel of her lipsiagahis skin, and it was all
he could do not to grab her and capture her mouth s own. He
wanted—



His head examined, he thought uneasily. Kali Whitnhad been taken
advantage of enough by his brother without him coamgling the sin by
kissing her.

Kali stared up into his face, instinctively shakimgr head in an attempt to
banish the surge of desire that had so unexpectediylfed her when she'd
kissed him. What was the matter with her? she watencertainly. She'd

kissed Karim when she'd accepted his proposalatber he'd kissed her. A
rather restrained touching of their lips that stienfd vaguely pleasant. So
why was it different this time?

And it was different. For a timeless moment shehgletely lost track of
what she'd wanted to say to him. All she'd beea #abthink about was how
she'd felt. Excited and full of anticipation. Ashié really were a beloved
fiance who'd just returned from an interminableemioe.

Troubled, Kali studied his face, looking for a clieeexplain her strange
reaction. She couldn't find one. Except for appepsiightly paler, as if he'd

spent the entire two weeks of his conference intralia inside, he looked

exactly the same as she remembered. Her inexpicaeinse of

disorientation grew as she suddenly noticed thesilsparks that seemed
to swirl through his night-dark eyes. Funny, she&er noticed them

before. She blinked, and they were gone, makinguuerder if she really

had seen them.

"Um, I..." Hassan said, and Kali winced at the utaie note in his voice.
Poor Karim, he'd asked her to marry him becausenstsea levelheaded,
intelligent woman not given to romantic excesses, lzere she was staring
at him like a teenager unexpectedly faced withféveorite rock star.

Feeling gauche, Kali rushed to say, "I can't telijhow glad | am to see
you. | was afraid you wouldn't get back in timerd'time?" Hassan repeated,
looking for an opening to break his news.

Kali stepped back. The added distance helped héning a little more

clearly. From here she couldn't smell the delicseent that clung to him. It
reminded her of woodlands and sunshine and crigprauair. And it wasn't
the one he'd been wearing the night he'd takerotieto celebrate their



engagement. Perhaps it was something he'd picked Apstralia? If so,
she hoped he'd brought plenty of it back with hiegduse it was—

A distraction, she hurriedly cut off the thoughhesheeded to concentrate
on her problem, not on how she was finding Karim isexplicably
attractive.

"Karim—"
"Hassan," he corrected her.

Kali blinked in confusion, wondering why he'd sudiyedecided he wanted
to be called by a nickname. Worry about it latée sold herself. For now
she needed to focus on a more urgent problem.

"My mother called last night to warn me that my new's christening is
tomorrow," she said.

"Warn?" Hassan picked up on the odd word. He'd heea couple of
christenings, and he couldn't remember anythingiatiee ceremony that
would necessitate a warning.

Kali grimaced. "You remember when | accepted yaoppsal | said that a
marriage based on friendship and shared interestsalat | wanted, too?"

Hassan frowned, taken aback. She still thoughtdsehis brother, but why?
He'd told her his name was Hassan. Unless Karim'hbdthered to tell her
that he had a twin brother? Or even a brother nadtasdan.

He opened his mouth to explain who he really wasplefore he could get
the words out she continued.

"You see, | didn't mention it at the time, but tieason | feel that way is
because | had an experience with the falling-maatipve bit. And it was a
disaster.”



Hassan was appalled at the echo of rememberedapdimumiliation he
could see shimmering in the depths of her gorgeyes. He wanted to
thump the lout who was responsible for that look.

"'l take it he turned out to be a jerk?"

Kali sighed. "No, it would have been a whole Iaieato deal with if he had
been. To make a long, sad story short, a monthr&édfie wedding Bart met
my younger sister, Annette, for the first timewhls a classic case of love at
first sight for them both. Bart married her instedane."”

Driven by a need to console her, Hassan reachearmitpulled Kali's
slender body against his, holding her comfortingbse.

"That must have been rough," he finally said.

Kali closed her eyes as she savored the feel didnd body pressing into
her much-softer curves. He felt so good. So soliddssuring, and he was
showing far more empathy than her short acquaietavith him would
have led her to believe he possessed. A fact teased her since it argued
well for the success of their marriage.

Stepping out of his arms, she said, "l was pragigetiabout Bart's defection
at the time, but that was almost two years age.|bwng since gotten over
him. In fact, these days | find him a bit of a hoFée problem is that my
family thinks I'm harboring this great unrequitea¢ for him. When I try to
tell them that | could care less, they just smid gell me that I'm being so
brave."

Hassan chuckled at her indignant expression, amavdrm sound rolled
through Kali, drowning her annoyance. She'd neeardh Hassan chuckle
before. It was the most sexually enticing sounddséeer experienced. And
the most distracting. She fought to keep her facughat she wanted to say
and not on how she felt.

"So | thought that if | were to take you with mehe christening of Bart and
Annette's baby tomorrow and introduce you to myifignthey'll realize
that I'm not still hankering after Bart.



"And you did say that we'd go out and meet themnajai got back," she
added when he didn't respond.

Now what? Hassan wondered in dismay. This was \éndltime to tell her
that not only wasn't he Karim, but Karim had chahdes mind about
marrying her. She'd be humiliated when she hadotb@me and tell her
family that she'd been rejected by yet anothercgan

Hassan stared down into her soft, brown eyes dhd girge of tenderness
at the uncertainty he could see there. He couttinit to her. Not without
some warning. And his bad news could easily waitil uafter the
christening. In fact, it would probably be bettertéll her then. That way
she'd have some time to figure out the best watgltcher family about
Karim's defection.

And he did have the weekend free. He didn't hawetback in Boston until
Monday morning.

But to impersonate his brother... That was the kihdnpulsive behavior
that had always characterized Karim, not him. He t cautious twin.
The one who could always be counted on to do tite thing.

But wasn't minimizing the impact Karim's defectioad on Kali the right
thing to do? Or was he simply rationalizing hisxipkcable desire to see
more of her even though he knew perfectly well thathing could ever
come of it.

His motives were irrelevant, he finally decidedsHamily owed Kali a
fiance for the weekend. Since he was the only anémerica at the
moment, it was up to him to pay the debt.

"Il go," Hassan blurted out and then winced a turt sound of his
acceptance. He'd sounded as if he were agreesugrtething he didn't want
to do, and it wasn't like that at all.

"Thanks, Karim. Um... Hassan. Why do you want te&iéeed Hassan all of
a sudden?" she asked.



"It's my nickname in the family," he lied. "And Iuoh prefer it to Karim."

"Oh," Kali muttered, wondering why he hadn't men&d his preference of
names when she'd accepted his proposal. Althowggk tradn't been much
opportunity for him to tell her anything so far,esfeminded herself. The
only time they'd had together was that one ruskediag before he'd had to
fly to Australia. This really was the first chanoe'd had.

Hassan shifted from one handmade shoe to the athbe quickly sifted
through his mind, looking for another topic of cersation. One that didn't
have any hidden dangers to it. Not only did theigidful expression on her
face make him very uneasy, but he didn't wantdaedeHe didn't want to go
back to Karim's empty apartment. He wanted to k&g and listen to the
seductive sound of Kali's voice.

He wanted to do a whole lot more than talk to heradmitted. His eyes
instinctively homed in on her luscious lips. He wahto pull her back into

his arms and cover her mouth with his. He wanteth$te the essence of
her. He wanted to breathe in the luxuriant flocard that clung to her. She
was like an erotic gift that a benevolent deity padkaged for some lucky
man.

A qift! He suddenly remembered that one took a presetiristenings.
"What did you buy for the baby?"

"Nothing yet," Kali said. "I was going to pick sothang up during my
lunch hour yesterday, but like most Fridays | wowpdrunning late and
never got around to it."

"Why don't we go and buy something now?"

The sudden spurt of pleasure that shot through &alihe thought of
spending the afternoon with him caught her by ssepBut why shouldn't
she find pleasure in his company? She was goimgatoy the man. It was
probably just the thought of spending tomorrowhwier sister giving her
guilty looks, that had unsettled her. Once thestaning was over, things
would return to normal.



"I'd love to. I—" Kali paused as she suddenly rerherad something. "Did
you bring my boomerang?”

"Boomerang?" he asked cautiously.

"You forgot to get it." She gave him a ruefully esparated look that made
him want to kiss it off her lips...and then to kemp kissing her until she
couldn't remember the first thing about boomerangs.

"l just forgot to bring it with me," Hassan sai@ghily improvising. "I'll give
it to you tomorrow.

"Would you mind if | used your bathroom before veesipopping?" As soon
as he asked, he wished he hadn't. He had no ideewler bathroom was,
and his brother would surely have known.

"Help yourself." Kali made a faint gesture towané hallway at the back of
the living room.

Hassan walked toward it, trying to look more surkimself than he felt. To
his relief, the bathroom door was ajar.

Slipping inside, he hastily closed the door behimd. He turned the water
on full force to hide the sound of his voice, hedty dialed his father's
consulate on his cell phone and asked for the ¢oMslnammed. A minute
later, Hassan had arranged for a boomerang to Ineiel the following
morning to Karim's apartment.

Deep in thought, Hassan left the bathroom. Nowgifvere buying Kali a
gift it certainly wouldn't be an oddly shaped piedewood. It would be
something very personal and highly feminine. SoingtHike jewelry.
Maybe emeralds to highlight the tawny tints in hair. Yes, that was it.
He'd buy her a necklace with an emerald suspended & long golden
chain. Long enough so that the jewel would redhan cleft between her
breasts. He felt his guts clench as his mind pacturer wearing such a
necklace and nothing else.

"Ready to go?" Kali's voice dragged him out ofdetightful daydream.



What was the matter with him? he wondered uneasilge walked toward
the front door with Kali. He hadn't fantasized thisich about a woman
since he'd been an adolescent and his every sérought had been of sex.
Now he was a grown man, a highly trained pediatrnicivho knew that sex
without commitment had no place in his life. Andovélso knew that he
couldn't make a commitment to any Western womanhEosake.

He tried to ignore the sense of loss that filleoh lait the thought of never
making love to Kali.

"What are we going to buy the child?" Hassan as&rde they were in the
elevator."Well... I'm not sure. | doubt that Eddeeds anything. My mother
started buying things when she found out my sis&s pregnant, and she
hasn't stopped since."

"How about the traditional silver porringer?"
"What's a porringer?"
"I think it's a bowl that you put cereal in, bwduldn't give you odds on it."

She grinned at him. "How can | ask to see sometivimgn I'm not even sure
what it is?"

"Easy. You simply walk into a jewelry store, stai@vn the length of your
nose at the clerk and demand to see a silver gemihHe mimicked one of
his father's imperious looks to demonstrate.

Kali felt a chill sweep through her as her gaze etbup over his clenched
jaw and tightly compressed lips, but her senseppfehension dissolved
when she reached his eyes and saw the devilmeoindam their dark

depths. It totally dispelled the autocratic expi@ssie was trying to create.

Smiling she reached up and ran her fingertips aluegawline. "No one
who looks into your eyes is ever going to buy ygupersonation of a
despot."



Hassan felt a tiny muscle beneath his left eyectwit the tantalizing
sensation of her fingertips moving over his skirstinctively he captured
her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm.

Her skin felt warm and infinitely intriguing. Hismngue darted out to taste it,
and a sense of satisfaction filled him as he savepes widen in reaction.
Whatever it was that he felt when he was around stex obviously felt
something, too. Or was it that she was reactingrnobecause she thought
he was Karim? The appalling thought effectively sl his ardor, and he
dropped her hand as if burned.

"Are you the baby's godmother?" Hassan clung todfaively safe subject
of the christening like a lifeline.

Kali gulped in air, trying to get enough breathattswer him. She felt as if
his kiss had seared her, leaving a permanent itgfinis lips on her skin.
Despite the fact that she knew her reaction waklidjogical, it didn't
change the way she felt.

Worry about your strange reaction lateshe told herself. For now she
needed to concentrate on treating him as she allhaysAs a mildly sexy,
highly intelligent, very likable man. Whom she wgsing to marry. The
tantalizing thought did nothing for her alreadydshaomposure.

"I'm not the godmother,” Kali finally answered hihif. you can believe it,

my mother told me that Bart feels it would be t@onful for me. | swear,

sometimes | want to grab Bart by one of his appglties and shake him
until his sense of overweening importance falld"out

"Are they?"

Kali blinked in confusion. "What?"

"Are his ties appalling?"

"Yes. Clashing splotches of color, not tastefullgdarn like—" Her voice

faded away when she noticed the somber magnificeatehis
navy-and-green striped silk tie.



Uh-oh, Hassan thought. He'd completely forgotten Karipeschant for
avant-garde neckwear. "This is my old school ties"hurriedly offered an
explanation, hoping she wouldn't know what the Eiemeally looked like.

Kali nodded, although the thoughtful look in heegynade him uneasy.

Just how smart was she? he wondered, trying tomdraewhat Karim had
said about her. It hadn't been much. Just thatvsisea psychologist, which
meant she was used to looking beneath the surfabegs. And if she were
to look at him too closely...

It wouldn't matter, he assured himself as he foddwer out of the building.
His impersonation wouldn't last long enough for teefigure out that he
wasn't Karim. By tomorrow evening he'd have told the truth and... His
mind shied away from the thought of what woulddull

"There's a taxi." Kali waved madly to attract itdeation, and Hassan
determinedly banished his worries.

"Where to?" the driver demanded, when they wetbertaxi.

"Blackwells over by Times Square." Hassan gave thm name of his
mother's favorite jewelry store. "If anyone in N¥ark City has a porringer
it'll be Black- wells," Hassan told Kali.

When they reached the jeweler's. Kali climbed duhe cab and examined
the display windows while Hassan paid the fare. Tdlaborate
ruby-and-diamond necklace casually draped acrgssca of black velvet
gave her doubts about the wisdom of going insidet hiecklace looked as
if it had come from the Hermitage's collection loé (Russian royal family's
jewelry.

"Hassan," she said when he joined her, "I don'tkkwiat the Institute pays
you, but | get the impression | don't make enowgshiop in this place." She
glanced down again at the beautiful necklace. dat,fl could get an

inferiority complex just window shopping here."



Hassan studied her uncertainly, wondering if sheevgerious. She seemed
like such a self-possessed woman.

So sure of herself and her place in the world thatas hard for him to
believe she could suffer from some of the sameasatsecurities that he
did.

He frowned as he suddenly realized the full impiaaof her words. She
thought Karim was dependent on what he earnedrasearch scientist.
Obviously Karim hadn't told her that their fatheded a very oil-rich
country in the Middle East. So rich that Saad Dex#izens enjoyed one of
the highest standards of living in the world.

Why hadn't Karim told her? Hassan wondered. Becaeseadn't wanted
Kali's decision to marry him to be based on hislth€aOr had he been
afraid that Kali might turn him down if she realizpist how different their
backgrounds were?

Hassan didn't know, but he did know that Karim kngemen far better
than he could ever hope to. If Karim hadn't wanikadi to know his
financial worth, then he'd keep it a secret, too.

"I have a thrifty nature," he finally said. "So thehen | do want to splurge a
little, 1 can afford to."

"But | can't let you pay for Eddie's gift."

"Oh, yes, you can. We're engaged, remember."
"Yes, but—"

"But nothing," Hassan pulled open the door. "Comg o
Reluctantly Kali followed Hassan into the elegaote.

"Good afternoon.” The middle-aged clerk gave Kalpracticed smile
before his gaze moved to Hassan. He instantly ¢ghribe hand-tailored



perfection of Hassan's suit, and his smile widefid. How may | be of
service to you this afternoon?"

"We would like to see a christening gift," Hassaids

"Certainly. If you and,” the clerk's eyes droppedKali's ringless fingers,
"the lady will sit down, | will be glad to show yaome appropriate gifts. Or
did you already have something in mind?"

Hassan waited until Kali sat in one of the chas tlerk had pointed to
before he sat down beside her.

"We want a silver porringer,” Hassan said.

"Ah! A traditionalist after my own heart." The ckebeamed at him. "Just a
moment while | check our stock. I'll be right back.

Kali watched the man disappear into the back aed thhispered, "I don't
believe it. He really does have a porringer.”

True to his word, the man was back almost immeljiatarrying a black
lacquered tray holding three dark blue velvet bdyge have several
porringers in stock. These—" he pulled two of theu of their protective
bags and set them on the counter in front of kalate strictly traditional.

"This one," he pointed to the fairly plain one, digopy of one that George
IV of England gave to the Marquis of Londonderryhé christening in
1821. While this one—" He held up an ornately cast "—is a copy of one
from an earlier period. As you can see, it has eerbaroque feel to it."

"They're beautiful,” Kali said, wondering if thekmown Marquis had really
eaten his cereal out of anything that valuable.

"Nice, but we wanted something a little more ostgaus," Hassan said,
and Kali suppressed a groan. Much more ostentadodsbetween them
they wouldn't be able to pay for it.



The clerk unexpectedly grinned, looking far morenian. "In that case, |
have exactly the thing for you. It was a specideotthat was unfortunately
canceled. It is most definitely impressive."

He picked up the last velvet sack and pulled amall gold bowl which he

set reverently in front of Kali. "As you can seerfr the luster, it is almost
pure gold. Which of course means that it is nowmerar as sturdy as the
silver ones. It is meant strictly for display.”

"It's beautiful,” Kali breathed, "but far too imutacal,” she hurriedly added
at Hassan's speculative expression.

"We'll take it," Hassan said, ignoring Kali's indma hiss. He was
determined she was going to have a gift to takewoald impress the hell
out of her ex-fiance.

And a ring.Hassan remembered how the clerk had automaticha#igked
Kali's hand for an engagement ring. Bart would bard to do the same
thing.

"While we're here, would you show us some engagéemegs?" Hassan
said.

"Certainly, sir." The man rubbed his hands togetaed Kali could almost
see him mentally calculating his commission. "Dtteslady have a choice
of stone?"

Does the lady have a choice at &iali thought with an uncertain look at
Hassan. What was he up to? When she'd acceptgdopissal, he'd asked
her if she'd wanted a ring, and she'd said nonge® reason for him to go
to the expense for what was to be merely a mergegrends. He'd agreed
with her then, so why had he changed his mind now?

"An emerald," Hassan said, remembering his eddigtiasy.

"An excellent choice with the lady's coloring," timan approved. "We have
several fine stones in stock at the moment. Bit get them out of the safe.”



He hurried toward the back of the store, almosf &g were afraid they
might change their minds and leave before he cduidh a sale.

Kali barely waited until the man was out of hearbefore she turned to
Hassan. "We decided against a ring."

"You need one for tomorrow," Hassan insisted. "Yfamily isn't going to
believe that you're really engaged if you don'téhawring. Bart gave you
one when you got engaged, didn't he?"

"Yes, a diamond." Kali's eyes automatically droppedher left hand,
remembering the ring he'd given her. It had beealsbut she'd loved it out
of all proportion to its size, seeing it as confation of Bart's love.

"You don't still have it, do you?" Hassan askedcgied at the anger filling
him at her faraway expression. He was angry onbledalf, he assured
himself. Angry that she had been so badly usedidih't matter to him
personally. It couldn't. He'd only known her a feaurs.

"Certainly not. | gave it back to him. | have ne#dwhat happened to it."

The clerk emerged from the back room and set al $raglof rings down in
front of them with a flourish.

Kali looked down at them, trying to keep her apf@gan of their beauty
out of her face. They looked frightfully expensiBat maybe Hassan was
looking on the ring as an investment? That was givbbit, she decided,
feeling fractionally better. While she preferred itvest in stocks and
bonds, she knew lots of people bought gold andigueayems as a hedge
against inflation.

"What about this one?" Hassan picked up a largearegcut stone set in
yellow gold and handed it to her.

Obediently Kali tried it on, her eyes widening ppaeciation at the way the
magnificent gem caught the light.

"Do you like it?" Hassan asked.



"It is the most beautiful ring I've ever seen," sh@l, instinctively blurting
out the truth.

"We'll take it," Hassan said in satisfaction. He&en right. Emeralds were
the perfect choice for Kali.

"Um, Hassan." Kali shot him a warning look. Investrhor not, they ought
to at least ask how much it was before they conechittiemselves.

"It's too loose." She grabbed the first excusecshud think of.

"No problem at all,” the clerk said cheerfully.can have it resized within
the hour."

What's going to be resized is both our bank aca&uali thought, but
somehow she just couldn't refuse to accept it.Wtht Hassan looking so
pleased with himself. But why was he so pleaseti Winself? She had
absolutely no idea, and that bothered her. Shedgtht she had a pretty
good understanding of both his personality and whativated him.

But his insistence on buying her a ring seemed ¢etely out of character
for him...or else she'd misread his charactererfitist place. She didn't find
either possibility reassuring.

Uneasily she watched as Hassan followed the cleek to the counter to
pay for their purchases. What other surprises didsidn have in store for
her? The idea both worried and exhilarated her.



Two

Hassan shifted the brightly painted boomerang frasnright hand to his

left, patted his suit jacket pocket to make suré'«eang was still there and
then rapped sharply on her apartment door. Giverghat ring had become
very important to him. He wanted her to have a memef him that had

nothing to do with his brother. And tonight, after told her the truth, he'd
insist she keep it.

Kali flung the door open. "You're early."

"Traffic was light," he improvised, suddenly remesrihg that Karim was
perpetually late to everything.

"Come in." Kali stepped back, when what she watdetb was put her arms
around him and kiss him. To breathe in the cold t@ifrthe outdoors that he
brought with him and then to snuggle even closesawor the scent of his
new cologne. A compulsion she was at a total lossxplain. It made no
sense that a two-week absence should have inesh&iér previously tepid
sexual curiosity about him to the point where isvimimminent danger of
becoming an obsession.

One thing was certain, she thought as she suimemsiy studied him, her
newfound fascination was not reciprocated or helavéave kissed her
when he'd arrived. But maybe he was waiting foiga f§om her that she
would welcome a kiss? But what if he wasn't andgghe him a sign. What
would he think then?

"Here's your boomerang.” Hassan handed it to heingyher hopelessly
tangled thoughts a safer direction.

"Thank you. | always wanted a real Australian boang. The ones | had
as a kid never worked, and | always wondered was because | simply
didn't have the knack for throwing them or if it sveecause they weren't
authentic.



"What are all these figures painted on it?" sheedsk

"Aborigine pictographs,” Hassan quoted what Mohanhrhad told him.
"They're supposed to make game susceptible to it."

"l see.” Kali glanced speculatively around thertiroom. If she didn't
throw it very hard, there was just room enoughe®i§there was any curve
in its trajectory.

"You can't throw that inside.” Hassan correctlempteted her look.

She gave him an impish grin that inexplicably mhuoe feel ten years old
again. But not quite, he realized. Now the feehiag sexual overtones that
he hadn't even been aware had existed at that age.

"Of course | can,” Kali said. "Whether | shouldrmt is entirely another
matter."

He was about to point out the danger of shattesimgndow on the sixth
floor when he remembered that he was supposed takien. His twin
certainly would see nothing wrong with playing withboomerang indoors.
In fact, Karim would probably be demanding thetfitsn.

“I'm not going to throw it hard,” Kali explained ashe tested the
boomerang's balance on her fingertips. "l just warsee if it curves."

To Hassan's relief, she turned toward the kitchemmy from the windows,
and gave it a restrained toss. It flew ten feetight ahead before dropping
like a stone.

"l don't think boomerangs ever work!" Kali compladh"I'll bet it's all just a
lie put out by the Australian Tourist Board to 46k blasted things."

"Maybe you simply haven't said the proper incaotedi"”

"Incantations?" Kali looked up, her attention cauigynthe odd note in his
voice. "What kind of incantations?"



"Boomerangs are hunting weapons and as such exelyshe property of
men. You're a woman."

And what a woman, he thought, allowing his gazkniger on the swell of
her breasts beneath her cream silk blouse.

"Maybe what | need is some woman magic to coutiter masculine

pictographs,” she said, trying to keep the convensdighthearted, so that
if he withdrew from her it wouldn't embarrass ertloé them. And if he

didn't withdraw...

She took a deep breath. She might be able to #reaglss out of this.
"Woman magic?" Hassan asked.

"Uh-huh, woman magic is a very potent force inplmitive societies."
Kali slowly ran the tip of her tongue over "her dipgs as she scrambled for
a way to move things out of the realm of spokemyleage and into that of
body language.

Her confidence level soared when she noticed hes dgllowing her
tongue's movement.

Slowly Kali advanced toward him, drawing pictur@sthe air with her
fingers as she came.

"I am woman. | am all-powerful.” She sing-songeel Words, not stopping
until she was almost touching him.

To her surprise and delight, Hassan suddenly relboteand pulled her up
against him. She landed against his hard chestattimp that momentarily
dislodged rational thought. Automatically she put ber hands to steady
herself, grasping his arms. She could feel his bareps through the sleek
wool material of his gray suit. It was an intrigginombination. Much like
Hassan himself was turning out to be.



"Women are many things, but powerful isn't onehaim." Hassan couldn't
seem to drag his gaze away from her lips. Shelmadbst alluring mouth
he'd ever seen.

"You mean this isn't the time to tell you that Ismhe best student in my
self-defense class at the Y?" Kali tilted her hbadk, and the movement
pushed her breasts into his chest, sending a Walesoe spiraling through
her.

"Really?" Hassan's arms tightened, lifting herluéf feet and holding her
securely against him. "Try to get free."

Now why would she want to do a dumb thing like th&ali wondered,
when he felt like the embodiment of every sexuatday she'd ever had as
well as a few she hadn't gotten around to yet.

"But it's woman magic | control,” she murmured, zlumy her face against
his neck. ' 'And woman magic is a little differéram brute strength. For
example,” she trailed her lips along his jawlind &egan to nuzzle the skin
behind his ear. She could feel his body's instaspense, and it fed her
self-confidence.

She took a deep, indulgent breath of the delicavoma that clung to him,
allowing it to fill her lungs. Savoring the sensai$ unfurling in her, Kali
licked the spot she'd been caressing, smiling hapien he gasped.

Emboldened she traced back over his jawline withlips, exploring the
exact texture of his skin. It had a faintly raspglfto it as if he had a very
heavy beard.

Her speculation was cut short as Hassan suddenigduhis head and
captured her mouth with his. His lips pressed fiube against hers,
demanding that she open her mouth to his explaratiwstinctively she
obeyed, and he shoved his tongue inside with ahrdwgpger Kali found
incredibly sexy.



Reaction poured over her in waves, raising goosepswon her flesh. Her
arms tightened around his shoulders, trying to Ihimal closer. She hadn't
realized that a simple kiss could feel like thise$ould even hear bells.

A monumental sense of loss filled her as Hassadesuy dropped his arms
and stepped back.

Kali gulped in air, struggling to get control ofrhirbulent emotions. It

wasn't easy. She felt shaken to the very core obbmg. Totally unlike

herself. And totally unlike the sensible, competa@dman Hassan had
proposed to. The fear that he might notice her ecgatented reaction and
wonder about it was like a shower of cold water lmer overheated
emotions.

Kali ran her fingers down over the smooth line ef lgreen tweed skirt
willing them to stop trembling.

"Here, | almost forgot,” Hassan said.

Kali looked up to find him holding out the engagereng he'd bought her
yesterday.

Kali stared down at the exquisite thing, wondetogv anyone could ever
forget something so beautiful... even for a momdite huge emerald
seemed to glow as if lit from within.

"It's even more gorgeous than | remember," she, sadertain as to
whether she should put it on or let him, as a eupuld do in a normal
engagement.

But she didn't want a normal engagement. She'ddyrezied falling in love,
and it had been a complete disaster. Her coolideresl arrangement with
Hassan was much better.

She looked up into Hassan's dark eyes, and herdiepped a beat. At least
it had been cool and considered, she amended. But foe season, ever
since Hassan had gotten back from Australia, hesah ldlifferent.



No, she corrected herself as she studied his fanfidatures. Hassan wasn't
different. What was different was how she was iiagd¢b him. And she had
no idea why.

Hassan answered her unspoken question by takirfgahdrand slipping the
ring on her finger.

"A perfect fit,"” Hassan announced, wanting to kiss again. He wanted to
see if it felt the same or if his explosive reactio their earlier kiss had been
a fluke. He wanted...some common sense. He choldusodesire with
monumental effort. He had absolutely no businessikgy her, because
tonight he was going to tell her the truth.

But until then he was playing the part of her fi@rnd if he didn't play the
part convincingly, he wouldn't fool her family. Artlis whole exercise
would have been a waste.

Kali watched the emotions flitting across his fawendering what he was
thinking. She didn't have a clue. Hassan was tgrout to be a lot more
complicated than she'd originally thought.

But this wasn't the time to worry about it, shedtblerself as the cuckoo
clock she'd lugged home from Germany four yearssagioenly chimed the
half hour.

Hurriedly she got her tan dress coat out of theatland shrugged into it.
"l told Mom I'd call her from the train station wmeve get in," Kali told
Hassan as she carefully locked her apartment dgand them. "Someone
will collect us."

"lI've got a car."

"But you hate to drive." She frowned uncertainiygm.

Damn! Hassan mentally cursed his slip. How coultidnee forgotten the car

accident that had killed his uncle and led to tleakup of his parents’ happy
marriage? Six-year-old Karim had been severely@guThe whole family



had spent the next fifteen years catering to hesyewhim. The accident had
also left Karim with a horror of driving. But mayls&rim hadn't told Kali
the reason he didn't drive. He didn't seem to haelce her anything else
about his background.

"I wouldn't exactly say that | hate to drive," Hasscarefully felt his way.
"It's more that | find it a nuisance in New YorktZiBut | thought that it
would be better not to be tied to the Long Islangili@ad's schedule.
Especially on a Sunday. So | borrowed a car frdrread at the consulate.”

Kali chuckled. "You sound like you're anticipatiagquick getaway. Not
that | blame you. The best of families can be pre#tavy going at times."

"I'll say!"

Kali blinked at his heartfelt tone, wondering wihat was thinking of. His
Own family? She frowned when she realized thatksiegsv almost nothing
about them. Just a couple of chance commentsdidataup to the fact that
his mother was English and his parents were dibrce

"Hassan, do you have any brothers and sisters?"

"No sisters, but two brothers. I'm parked rightioutront of your building."”
He deliberately changed the subject, hoping he'hadunded as abrupt to
her as he did to himself. He could hardly give &y specifics about his
brothers without lying, and he didn't want to taly more lies than he
absolutely had to.

He held the lobby door open for her and then lekier to the large black
Mercedes that Mohammed had loaned him.

"Very impressive." Kali studied the leather interess Hassan started the
car. "l don't think I've ever driven in anythingghuxurious before."

"Hmm" Hassan murmured, his mind completely takemviip the sound of
her voice. She had the most intriguing voice hek&r éieard in a woman.
Low and husky, full of feminine promise. And thaasvjust in a normal,
everyday setting. What would her voice sound likeei were to make love



to her? Soft and dreamy? A sudden shaft of des@requl his composure,
making him grip the steering wheel tightly. Not ndwe thought, forcing
himself to concentrate on driving. There were emodigtractions on the
road without his adding the most dangerous ondl-efseexual desire.

* % %

The trip out to Long Island took almost an hour.taur during which Kali

had become increasingly aware of Hassan's physieaénce: the way his
long fingers competently gripped the wheel; the \wisybroad shoulders
shifted as he steered the car; the length of hig legs so near to her own.

By the time they reached her home, she was begjriaifeel rattled. As if
she were a music box which had been wound toolyigimid now couldn't
quite perform the way it was supposed to. But why@ question nagged at
her. Why was she responding so strongly to him nelsen she never had
before?

Could it be because he was being more open withhaer he had in the

past? Like sharing his family nickname and takimg shopping? But it

couldn't be just that. She remembered the unpretediesurge of desire
she'd felt when she'd opened the door yesterdagnaftin and had seen him
standing there. She'd experienced the attractidordédne’'d even said a
word.

Maybe she shouldn't try to figure it out, she cdased. Maybe she should
simply accept it as a good thing that she was soadky attracted to the man
she was going to marry.

But was it a good thing? she wondered uneasily.

She stole a quick glance at Hassan as he pullechartparents' driveway.
Would Hassan think so? He'd been crystal cleartatray wanting a wife

who liked him. A wife who wouldn't interfere withishwork or make

emotional demands on him. What would he say ifveéie to suddenly tell
him that she was fast becoming obsessed with ligho



She sighed. Put like that, it sounded so.. .jueefildult women of thirty
who had agreed to what was essentially a marrihgervenience should
be able to control their sexual desires. So whydtoushe?

"Don't worry." Hassan misunderstood the reasorhérsigh. "I'll protect
you from Bart."

An image of Bart's slightly overweight, definitebyt- of-condition body
flitted through her mind. Bart wouldn't stand a b against Hassan. Not
that she needed protecting from Bart or anyonefetdbat matter. She was
a modern woman who was the graduate of a self-defelass. She could
protect herself.

"Come on. Let's get this show on the road." Katedminedly shoved open
the car door, hoping that Annette and Bart hadnvead yet. It would be
easier if she could introduce Hassan to her pafesats

Fate turned a deaf ear to her hopes. The firstopesbe saw when she
opened the front door was Bart.

"Kali, glad you could make it," he said, soundiogd<@ali's critical ears just a
shade too expansive.

"Bart." Kali nodded. "I'd like you to meet my fiamcHassan Rashid."”

"Glad to meet you," Bart shook the hand Hassandtid'l guess you and |
have something in common. Or didn't Kali tell ydooat us?" Bart gave her
a conspiratorial look that made Kali want to smhchk. Hard. Why did he

persist in referring to the past?

"You mean your engagement?" Hassan gave Bart bisrbgation of what
he and Karim had always called their father's leaffering-aristocrat-
faced-with-erring- peasant expression. "That's wioath is for—to make
mistakes. After all, if Kali hadn't experimented evhshe was young, how
would she ever have realized what she really waintednan?"



Kali wanted to fling her arms around Hassan andhiog With just a few
words he'd relegated her engagement to Bart taahkes of a youthful
mistake and not a very important one at that.

"I'll let your mother know you're here, Kali." Bagave Hassan a sour look
and escaped into the kitchen.

"You've got to show me how to do that,” Kali said.
"Do what?"
"That look you gave Bart. It was inspired. Where gou learn it?"

Hassan chuckled, finding her humor infectious. Wrrony father. He
always used it on—" he hurriedly caught himselfdbefhe said Karim and
substituted "—me, whenever I'd done something phaaticularly annoyed
him."

"Oh?" Kali felt a momentary flash of unease atrgdization that she knew
absolutely nothing about his father. What was ke?iWould he dislike
her? Did he even know that Hassan had proposeerto h

"Hassan," she said slowly, "what is your fatherngoto say about you
marrying an American woman?"

"He'll love you," Hassan said, knowing his fathesuld have given his
blessing to Karim's marrying her because he intériddive and work in
America.

Hassan also knew his father would be violently ggaloto him marrying
Kali because he was committed to returning to thddi East once his
course in hospital management was completed.

When his uncle's death in the automobile accidedtforced his father's
return to the kingdom, his parents' marriage hdigrisd and eventually
crumbled. His mother had been unable to adjusifécthere. His father
certainly wouldn't want that pain revisited on afédis sons.



And he was absolutely right, Hassan admitted. Wiesteomen did not
belong in the narrow restrictive world of his caynt

"Darling, you're here!" Mrs. Whitman rushed intoetHiving room,
forestalling any more questions on Kali's part Wich Hassan was
grateful.

"And you must be Karim." Mrs. Whitman beamed at hiMy goodness,
you're tall. For an Arab, | mean."

"Mom, his family calls him Hassan. Hassan, thigftasoul is my mother
and— Where's dad?" Kali looked behind her mother.

Mrs. Whitman grimaced. "One of his patients weit iabor, and he had to
leave. And, what's worse, since it's her firsthag no idea how long it'll be.
So annoying when he was looking forward to meetiogr fiance." She

smiled at Hassan.

"And | was looking forward to meeting him, Mrs. Wnan," Hassan said
cautiously. It sounded as if Kali's father was bstetrician, but he couldn't
be sure. Nor could he ask, because he didn't kh&ali had already told

Karim. Which meant his best bet would be to stlsdcial platitudes, he
decided.

"Oh, call me Mom," Mrs. Whitman said. "After alloy'll soon be one of the
family. I mean, it's not like last time when...unDo come in and meet
Kali's sister," Mrs. Whitman said hurriedly.

"Mom is not known for thinking before she spealsgli whispered to
Hassan as they followed her mother into the famutym. "But she means
well."

As he did with this impersonation, Hassan thoughtjing a great deal of
empathy for Mrs. Whitman.

"Kali, I'm so glad you could make it." Annette leakup from the couch
where she was giving her son a bottle of juice.



"We wouldn't have missed it for the world." Kali tpher arm through
Hassan's and drew him close to her, almost loseéngrain of thought when
she felt the hard length of him pressing againsslus.

"Annette, this is Hassan Rashid, my fiance." Sointhe excitement she
was feeling colored her voice, giving it a sengallity that sent a shiver of
awareness through Hassan.

Responding to it, he put his arm around her shasilded pulled her even
closer. She fit perfectly against his side. Ashié'd been created expressly
for him, he thought fancifully.

“I'm glad to meet you, Hassan." Annette didn't sbany too sure of the
fact.

"And | you," Hassan said. "l owe you a debt of guale."
Annette blinked uncertainly. "Me?"

"Yes, if you hadn't married her first fiance, | wdtnave missed the love of
my life." Hassan said smoothly.

"You're welcome. Don't you think Eddie has growaJiR" Annette seemed
eager to change the subject.

"Definitely. He's starting to look more like a pensand less like a baby."

Eddie reacted to her pronouncement by burstingtedcs.

"Here, Hassan, you can hold him." Bart plucked Hosvling son out of
Annette's arms and handed the baby to HassahgiVd you a chance to
practice."

To Kali's surprise, Hassan not only took Eddie, hatalso competently
cradled him against his shoulder as if holding @ereg children were

something he did every day.

"Hey there, sport, what's wrong?" Hassan gentlypedkthe baby's back.



Eddie let out a tremendous belch, hiccupped oncetlaen snuggled his
small head against Hassan's broad shoulder.

Kali felt her heart contract at the sight of thegaman and the tiny baby.
Someday that would be their child Hassan would dddihg. A baby that
they had made together. The very thought madega¢tightheaded.

"You're very good with children, Hassan," Mrs. Wihén said. "Do you
have any yourself?"

"No, I've never been married," Hassan replied.
"Marriage isn't what makes babies," Bart chortled.

"Here, let me take him before he dribbles all ot nice suit of yours,
Hassan." Annette hurriedly took her son. "Kalihink he needs changing.
Want to come and help me?"

"Yes, dear. Go help your sister,"” Mrs. Whitman wakg&Bart and | will
entertain Hassan for you."

Entertain didn't describe Bart's conversation so far, Kabught as she
reluctantly followed Annette. She had definite nigggs about leaving
Hassan in Bart's company. For some reason, Bartidlamh a dislike to
Hassan the moment he'd set eyes on him.

Kali stifled a sigh. It promised to be a long d&gpecially without her
father there to keep the conversation on an eveh ke

"What time is the ceremony?" Kali asked.
"About three. Everyone else will meet us at therchuWe're having the
reception in the church basement so Mom doesn& bawlean up the

mess."

Annette put the baby down on the changing table @okied up a clean
diaper.



When she was finished, she turned to Kali and s&idli, are you sure
about..."Annette gestured toward the door.

"Yes," Kali said, rather surprised at the vehemenite which the word
came out. But it was true. She really was sure.dthubts that had sprung up
while Hassan had been in Australia had completalyished now that he
was back home. She was not only sure that she ovag the right thing by
marrying him, she also could hardly wait.

"Oh, I know he's handsome..."

"Very handsome," Kali amended. "He's also sexyedis'h

"That is obvious. He reminds me of that book welnehen we were young.
You remember the one about the sheik who kidnap<Etiglish girl and
winds up marrying her."

"Sorry to deflate your fantasy, but Hassan is naeginitely a man of the
twentieth century," Kali said, ignoring her earlggubts.

"But he's foreign."

"So am I, from his perspective."

"Yes, but..."

"But what?"

"Well, Bart thinks that Hassan is just marrying yotget his green card.”
Annette was wrong. Bart didn't think! Kali held tmher temper with a real
effort. Mainly because she knew that Annette lovedand really did worry
about her. About Bart's motives Kali wasn't so sure

"Annette, Hassan has been in this country sincelugta school. He

certainly doesn't need marriage to me to give mylagal standing. Now
how about letting me hold my favorite nephew."



Annette giggled. "He's your only nephew. Are youl atassan going to
have any kids?"

"Scads," Kali said blithely.

"Kali!" Annette's eyes widened as Kali settled tiady against her shoulder
and Annette caught a glimpse of her engagement faur ring! Let me
see it."

Kali switched Eddie to her other shoulder and obéity held out her left
hand.

"My God!" Annette breathed. "It's fantastic. Hasgeen it?" "No."

"Then let's show her. Come on," she said, and éaddiently trailed along
behind her, happy to show off her gorgeous ring.

"Mom, look at Kali's engagement ring," Annette satten they returned to
the family room. "I've never seen anything so biéauh my life."

"Let me see, honey." Mrs. Whitman grabbed Kalilschand held it up. The
emerald caught the sunlight pouring in throughgato door and became a
blaze of color.

"I've never seen an emerald that big, Hassan,” MYkitman said. '
'Wherever did you find it?" "Blackwells," Hassamds

"Which reminds me, Annette," Kali hurriedly changi@ subject before
her forthright mother could ask him how much it heast. "Eddie's
christening gift is in my purse. Why don't you get

"You didn't have to bring him a gift,” Annette said she delved into Kali's
purse and pulled out the gaily wrapped packaga€dn, it's not like you're
his godmother. Not that | didn't wanted you to bet Bart thought..."

Annette ground to an embarrassed halt.

"No matter. He's still my nephew," Kali said. "Opgyur gift."



Annette obediently ripped off the wrapping pap&smgng when she saw
the golden gleam of the bowl. "It's beautiful. Ahgely exquisite."

"But what is it?" Bart asked.

"It's a porringer,” Mrs. Whitman spoke up. "l rem@n my
great-grandmother had one from when her motherohastened back in
the old country. | didn't even realize they stilade them. Let alone in
gold."

Kali chuckled. "Neither did I. It was Hassan's sesjgpn.”
"Thank you, Hassan." Annette gave him a wide smiites the nicest gift
I've gotten. It makes me feel like I'm part of addradition. You're going to

be a very nice addition to the family."

No, Kali mentally corrected her sister. Hassan Wwasnice addition to the
family. He was the perfect addition.



Three

Can | help you with anything, Mom?" Kali asked witka timer sounded in
the kitchen and Mrs. Whitman jumped to her feeif @ager to escape the
stilted conversation in the family room.

As was Kali herself. If she had to listen to anyrenof Bart's cracks about
foreigners who were flooding America and grabbipgall the good jobs,
she'd forget the necessity of maintaining peacesagdgomething very rude.
The wonder was that Hassan hadn't already dortéesth never been one to
suffer fools gladly, and yet he hadn't retaliatedeoto Bart's barbs.

Perhaps he was swallowing his anger for her sateagishe was doing for
her sister's sake, Kali decided. Hassan did haastifel manners.

"No, dear. | have lunch under control. Although ymuld run down to the
basement and bring me up someof those brandiech@gdcput up last
summer and maybe a jar of dilled green beans, t00."

"Sure. Come help me, Hassan," Kali said, wantirgj\e him a respite from
Bart.

"You need help to carry two jars up from the basatyKali?" Bart sniped.

Annette unexpectedly giggled. "Oh, darling, doreét dense. Remember
what it was like when we were engaged.”

Kali ignored both of them.

"I wouldn't blame you for canceling the engagenadter today," Kali told
Hassan once they were safely in the basementn™ figure out what on
earth is the matter with Bart. | mean I've knowmlas a bore for years now,
but he's always been a reasonably good- mannered aday he's acting
like—"

"Like he's suffering from a terminal case of jeapl Hassan said.



Kali turned from the shelves she'd been perusidd@rked back at Hassan.
He appeared enormous in the low-ceilinged basement.

"Of me? But why? It was my sister he wanted to snarhere hasn't been
anything between us since he first saw her almeastyears ago."

"But during that time he's gotten into the habittofking of you as being in
love with him. It strokes his ego to think that yreuypining for him."

"And my bringing you home has pretty effectively agkred his
self-delusion, because there is no way anyone amuttpare the pair of you
and think that | was still hankering after Bart.dlKfollowed Hassan's logic
a step further.

Hassan felt a quick surge of pleasure at her wihiatgust as quickly faded.
It didn't matter what she thought of him since maglcould come from their
brief relationship.

Kali turned and began to check the shelves fojaiseher mother wanted.

Fascinated, he watched the slight movement of g leneath her slim
skirt as she moved jars around the shelf. Shel@adbst fantastic figure.
Softly feminine and gently rounded, hinting atlkatds of delights.

His breath caught as she twisted slightly, tryinggach something in the

back, and he caught a glimpse of the shape ofrfeasbbeneath her cream
silk blouse. What would her breasts look like? lomdered. Would they be

as soft as her face? Or would they be softer? Would

"Here. Hold this while | try and find those peackbs wants." Kali handed
him a jar of green beans and then dragged an alumsgtepladder in front
of the shelves.

Climbing to the top step, Kali began to absentlywengars, her mind still
taken up with what Hassan had said about Barta#init that she thought he
was wrong, because she didn't. Once he'd pointedtjtit was obvious.
What bothered her was that Hassan had seen ieifirth place. In all the
time she'd known him, he'd never shown the slightesdency to look



beneath the surface of a situation. In fact, himetomes maddening
tendency to simply accept things at face valueldegh one of the negatives
she'd considered when she'd weighed the pros arslafomarrying him.
And yet, he'd read the situation with Bart far maceurately than she had,
and she was a trained psychologist.

So why hadn't he ever shown that skill before? Kiared blankly at a jar of
minted pears. Never once during any of the neurcébgtests he'd
performed on her patients had he shown the slightsght into the kids'
actions.

Could it be because Bart was an adult and herrgatied been kids?

Kali suddenly let out a horrified squeak and jerbadkward when a huge,
black spider ran across her hand. She teeterdueoedge of the stepladder
for a second, fighting for balance and then tippedr to land against

Hassan's chest.

His left arm closed around her rib cage, holdingdneshed up against him,
and she instinctively clutched his neck holdingandear life.

"Why are you taking dives off stepladders?" He stmdhno more than
mildly curious.

"There was a spider, and | touched it! A huge spildéli shuddered at the
appalling memory of hairy legs running over henski

"Did you hurt it?"

"It! To hell with it! I've been traumatized. Feel my heartbeat." Sinetirged
her grip around his neck, pressing herself agdiissthest. The heat from
his body seeped into her breasts making them twigtereaction. He felt so
fantastic. So quintessentially masculine. So ebangtshe wanted in a man.

"l can't quite make it out." Hassan's voice sourslgghtly strained to her.

Encouraged, she tightened her stranglehold on Hsrthat better?" she
murmured.



"Just a minute." He stretched slightly and depdsitee jar he'd been
holding on the shelf behind her. Then he shifted Wweight slightly,
molding her pliant body more closely to him.

"I still can't count your heartbeat," he finallyica

Kali shivered slightly as his warm breath waftedoas her cheek causing
the skin to tighten.

"But having been a Boy Scout in my youth, | havealernate plan.”

"How nice," Kali muttered, too busy enjoying thensation of being
squashed up against him to pay much attention &i vy was saying.

Pressing his lips against her neck, he nuzzledinlggulse throbbing near
the base. Kali's heart began to race at the iratirig sensations that tore
through her.

"That's better,” he said, "now | can feel the bl@mdinding through your
carotid artery. You're definitely—"

"Hey, what's taking you two so long down there?ttBaguerulous voice
floated down the stairs.

Kali gritted her teeth in annoyance. She raisedhead to yell at Bart and
immediately forgot all about him when she found heouth only
centimeters from Hassan's. Unable to resist thetiion, she placed a
quick kiss on his seductive lips.

"Hey, Mom needs her stuff," Bart persisted.

"And you need to grow up," Kali called up at him.

"Well, excuse me for trying to help Mom!" Bart yedl back.

"I'd like to excuse him period,” Kali grumbled akesstepped out of
Hassan's arms. "For the rest of the day, in fact.”



Climbing back up the stepladder, she gingerly ca@d her search for the
peaches. She could hardly wait for the day to le#,®0 she could go home
and hopefully get Hassan by himself for a few masut

Although, maybe that wasn't such a good idea, ehsidered. Hassan had
been very specific that theirs was to be a marrid@eends, and if she were

to start making sexual demands on him, he mighthldeghink that she was

trying to change the original premise of their rneage.

He might even think that she had fallen in lovehwhitm! And she hadn't,
she assured herself. She might have discoveredhartoi unsuspected
sexual fascination with him, but that certainlyridnean that she was in
love with the man.

Sexual curiosity was perfectly normal, she asshegdelf. Especially about
the man she was going to marry. At least, in héduoelit was normal. But
what about in Hassan's culture?

Kali felt a tiny frisson of unease skitter througtr. Despite the fact that she
tended to forget it, he wasn't American or even t&fas Just how much of
the traditional Middle-Eastern attitude toward womelid Hassan
subconsciously subscribe to?

The tiny, niggling doubts about his background treat shadowed her since
the moment she'd accepted his proposal suddemnédflgp.

Blindly she shoved aside a jar of sweet cherriasel@ if he harbored
extremely restrictive views toward women and theéce in society he'd
have given her .some clues to the fact long before.

Although, he hadn't told her something as bashisatamily's nickname for
him until yesterday, she remembered. The thougireased her sense of
unease. What other surprises might he be concé€aling

They were only engaged, she reminded herself,grionsoothe her fears.
They hadn't even discussed a wedding date yeh&hplenty of time to get
to know him better.



Finally she located what seemed to be the lagifjrandied peaches and,
climbing down, put the stepladder away.

"Did that spider really frighten you?" Hassan eyext worried features
uncertainly.

"l hate spiders,"” she grabbed at the excuse hefiering. "Come on. Let's
give these to Mom."

They might as well, Hassan thought as he followexdup the stairs. That
fool Bart had irrevocably destroyed her lighthegnt@ood.

Not that he should have been kissing her, anywayeminded himself.
After tonight he'd never see her again. He swaltbaggrinst the unexpected
sense of loss that filled him.

Contrary to Kali's fears, the day did eventuallgl emd they were able to
leave. A fact she was sure Hassan must be equaligfgl for. Usually he

was the life and soul of the party, but today Hedn distinctly subdued.
Not that she blamed him. Bart's seemingly endlagplg of snide cracks
would have been enough to chill the most ebullegrgpirits.

"Thanks for being such a good sport about toddye"said, once they were
safely on the road back to New York City.

"Actually | found the experience rather interesti¢hat | can't understand
is what you ever saw in Bart."

Kali shrugged. "I met him when we were both volenseat a weekend
retreat our church was holding for teens. | resiked the way he put
himself out to help. And he can be very good corgpelmen he wants to be.

"Anyway, we started dating. There wasn't any biggho put me off him.
Just the odd comment, which would give me pauseh &s what he thought
a wife's role in a marriage should be. But sincevhs reasonable about lots
of things, | thought that we could work out somedkof compromise, such



as me working part time when our children were gnvdhen Bart flatly
refused to even consider the idea, | started txarmaee our whole
relationship and what was really important to met Before | could come
to any kind of conclusion about what | wanted to I met my sister and
the decision was made for me."

"He..." Hassan suddenly swerved to the right, fsitiyl holding the car on
the very edge of the road's gravel shoulder askupitruck accelerated
around them, passing on the double yellow line, @&ntbst hitting the van
in the oncoming lane.

"The fool!" Kali swallowed, trying to force her hetdoack down her throat.
"What's he trying to do?"

"Commit suicide and take as many people with hirhesan. Get the cell
phone out of the glove compartment and call thie stalice. Maybe they'll
be able to intercept him before—"

Hassan was interrupted by the squeal of brakedpwell almost
immediately by the sound of a tremendous crunch.

"Too late." Hassan cautiously followed the narravad around a sharp
curve, looking for the source of the impact up ahdde found it two
hundred yards further on.

The pickup truck that had passed them was tiltedldrnly on the side of
the road. Its whole front end was smashed as it hand had slammed
down on it, compressing it to scrap metal. Acrémsroad from it, a small
gray sedan had stopped in the oncoming lane dictraf

Hassan gave the gray car a quick glance. ' 'Thensédesn't seem to have
been involved. | think the truck hit that tree." ldeinted to a huge oak
beside the road. The bottom part of its trunk gledmwhitely where the
impact had stripped away its bark.

"Call 911. Tell them to send an ambulance," he redle

Kali hurriedly made the call as Hassan carefulljgalup behind the wreck.



"Stay in the car," he said over his shoulder agitmped out of the car.

"Not on your life." Kali determinedly followed hinil might be able to help
you. | can at least make sure you don't get hirfigoming traffic.”

Hassan gave her a frustrated look, but he didoji &8 argue. He raced
across the road toward the sedan, which containdutae-faced teenager.

"Did he hit you?" Hassan demanded.
The girl shook her head. "No. He hit the tree. HeShé& gulped.

"Listen to me. | need your help." Hassan's calnmtesieemed to steady the
girl. "First, you have to move your car completeff/the road. In the trunk
of my car are flares. | want you to get them andrssm up on both sides of
the accident, but keep away from the traffic wigibel do it. Understand?"

The girl nodded. "Flares in the trunk. Both sidéthe road."

"And keep away from traffic," Hassan repeated ashwved his car keys
into her hand. "When you've done that, | want ymga over to that stone
fence," he pointed to a spot well away from thadatt, "and wait for the
police to come."

Without waiting to see if she was going to obeysidan grabbed Kali's arm
and hustled her across the road toward the wretlkekl.

Wrenching open the door on the driver's side, hat lower the figure
slumped against the steering wheel. Reaching insidepulled out the
driver.

Staggering over to the side of the road, Hassaongikey the burly man on
the grassy verge.

Kali trailed after him, eager to help but not shosv to do it.

"He doesn't look any too good," she stated thealsvi



"Have you got one of those disposable plastic bailpens in your purse?"
Hassan demanded.

"Yes," Kali said, wondering what was so importaetrieeded to write it
down now.

"Get it and hurry!"

Kali ran as fast as she could back to the Mercestegched up her purse and
upended it on her seat. Finding the pen, she rbeed to Hassan and
shoved it at him.

"Sit down with your legs stretched out in frontyolu,” he ordered, pulling a
Swiss army knife out of his pocket.

Kali didn't bother to ask why. Hassan seemed torkwhat he was doing,
which was more than she did.

Hassan lifted the man, hastily positioning his headthat Kali's thigh
provided a brace. While Kali watched, Hassan btbkepen in half, ripped
out the ink cartridge and flung it aside.

Muttering something in his own language that sh#n'tdiunderstand but
which sounded like a prayer to her, Hassan bent timeman. Using his
knife, he cut a small incision in the man's thraadl carefully worked the
empty pen tube into the opening.

"Come on, damn you," Hassan muttered. "Breathe."

"Please, God," Kali sent up her own prayer. "No deserves to die for
stupidity.”

After several agonizing seconds, the man suddealyena gurgling noise,
like a water faucet full of air.

"Where the hell is that ambulance?" Hassan muttered



As if in answer to his query, Kali heard the fasound of a siren in the
distance.

"Is he going to be all right?" Kali asked uncertgimot sure just what
Hassan had done. They hadn't covered anythingthi&ein the first aid
course she'd taken. Could he have learned moreédist aid because in
his own country, doctors were harder to come byPhHgudidn't live in his
own country. He lived in America and had sinceagd. Although his Ph.D.
was in biology. Maybe they covered things like tiatdoctoral- level
courses? That could explain it.

"He's breathing, and that sure beats the hell dutob breathing, but..."

Hassan's eyes dropped to the man's chest, andhezisiThere was a faint
circle outlined in blood across the man's gray iftséis if he'd hit the

steering wheel with a great deal of force.

Kali echoed Hassan's sigh. Not only had the man daeing like a maniac,
but he hadn't been wearing a seat belt, either.

The ambulance skidded to a stop behind them iroweshof gravel. Two
men jumped out and rushed over to them.

"What d'you got?" One of them asked as he fellisdhees beside them.
"Probable crushed larynx," Hassan said.

The man whistled. "That's as neat an emergenciigodomy as I've ever
seen. Don't move for just a few minutes longeryladhile | replace that

piece of plastic you used, and then we'll load imrthe ambulance.

"He have any passengers?" the second medical téahrasked with a
quick glance at the truck.

"No," Hassan said.

"There. That should hold until we can get him te tiospital,” the first
technician said. "Let's get him into the ambuladce,."



They were in the process of putting the man ineoammbulance just as the
state police car arrived. The officer hurried owethe ambulance.

"You folks all right?" the trooper asked.

"We're fine, Officer,” Hassan answered him. "We aveaght behind him

when the accident happened. But that poor kid theze," he nodded to the
girl who was sitting forlornly on the stone fence pretty upset. She
shouldn't drive."

"Don't worry. I'll radio for someone to take hernm@. Hell, this kind of
thing upsetsne,and I've been on the force twenty years. If yqust give
me your names and addresses, you can go."

Fear sent a shaft of adrenaline through Hassaringsivis name would
expose his impersonation. Kali would find out thet and not only would
she be furious with him, but she'd also feel huateld. And she didn't
deserve that.

He glanced at her, feeling a sense of pride awtineshe was handling all
this.

"Kali, would you give him your name and addresg&nt to thank the girl
for her help with the flares."

Kali instinctively checked the road for traffic Hassan started across it.

"That's a good man to have on your side in an eemeng" the medic said,
claiming Kali's attention. "If it hadn't been fomh the driver would have
been dead by now."

"He's a good man to have on your side anytime,i &adl, rather surprised
to find that she meant it with all her heart. Stadldays respected Hassan's
intelligence and liked him as a person. But sheldvoaver have described
him as a good man in an emergency, which he wasl kt®wn exactly
what had to be done and how to do it.



"Thank you, Dr. Whitman," the policeman said, osbe'd given him her
name and address. Closing his notebook, he waitedHassan returned
and then said, "Someone will be in touch with yomdrrow to get the full

particulars. | don't think we'll need your helpr, siince your fiancee has
already supplied a fairly detailed account."

"Come on, Kali." Hassan put his arm around Kah'swdders and urged her
toward the Mercedes.

The weight of his arm felt comforting, as if it veea bulwark against the
dangers of the outside world—a very dangerous wartgkre disaster
sometimes struck without warning.

She glanced back at the twisted hunk of metaljtlsita short time before
had been a truck.

She shivered, remembering the pale blue featuréseoman Hassan had
fought so hard to save.

Kali hastily gathered the contents pf her pursetafseat and shoved it back
inside before getting into the car. She stared dawrher clenched
fists,-gritting her teeth against the tears clogdier throat. She absolutely
refused to burst into tears like some die-awaydfiah miss. Especially not
now when it was all over.

She heard the sound of the car door slamming bdt@s$an and then the
murmur of his voice saying something, but it souhishelistinct as if it were
coming from a great distance. Finally it evaporated nothingness, and for
the first time in her life Kali fainted.

Hassan hastily made her comfortable and buckledhhend then carefully
pulled out into the road. He wanted to get her kacthe security of her
apartment as soon as possible, where he was goiet] her that not only
wasn't he Karim, but that Karim didn't want her mioye. Hassan swore
succinctly in Arabic under his breath.

The forcefully delivered words penetrated the fageunding Kali. She
opened her eyes to find herself staring at Hasssasly chiseled profile.



"Me, t00," she muttered.
"You, too, what?"

"I haven't the vaguest idea what you're sayingjttadunds just like | feel,"
she mumbled. "What's the language? Arabic?"

"Yes." Hassan shot her a quick glance. "How do feelf"
"Did | faint?" she asked incredulously.

"Dead away." Hassan winced at his inadvertent ehoicwords. "Close
your eyes and rest until we get back to your apamtrh

And don't bother me? Kali wondered at the curtnegshis tone.
Nevertheless she obediently closed her eyes. Cmulthve been disgusted
by her weakness in fainting? Uncertainly she cheaeder lower lip.
Could her having fainted on top of the afternooeytth endured be giving
him second thoughts about the wisdom of marryin@ he

Kali tried to ignore the sudden flare of panic $blé It didn't matter if he
did call off the wedding, she tried to tell herselhere were no deep
emotions involved on either side. It shouldn't matb her if he backed out.
But even though it shouldn't matter, it did. It teatd very much.

Kali leaned her head back against the seat tootrfygtire out why and
promptly fell asleep.

Hassan heard her even breathing with satisfaddohonly was sleep was
the best thing for her at the moment, but the sdewould allow him to
figure out the best way to break his news to her.

Maybe he should start his explanation by tellingthat he wasn't Karim?
He was his twin. She might be so mad about his isgmation that she
wouldn't care so much about the broken engagement.

Hassan frowned as he remembered the obnoxiouskartwould care all
right when she had to go home and tell her fantft Karim had broken



their engagement. She'd probably have to list&atbsay he told her so for
the rest of her life.

There had to be some way to break the engagemetitasd<ali didn't
appear to be rejected in her family's eyes. Heeduler the problem as he
sped along the highway.

By the time they arrived at her apartment, he baliin't come up with an
idea that would silence Bart.

Kali opened her eyes as he pulled into a parkirgepShe blinked at him,
reminding him of a small, dignified owl.

"Sorry," she muttered. "I can't think what's thettexawith me."
"Stress." Hassan got out and walked around th&éoagwen her door.

"l have plenty of stress in my life, and I've neveacted to it by falling
asleep before," she said as she followed him heddbby.

"In an emergency the body produces excess amodirddrenaline and
when the emergency fades so does the adrenaliaéndeyou feeling
wiped out." Hassan listened to his pedantic expianavith a sense of
disbelief. How could he be lecturing her about pblggy when what he
wanted to do was to take her in his arms and tetl that she'd been
absolutely magnificent? To assure her that jusabge his brother didn't
want to marry her didn't mean that there wereehiy of men who would.

In fact, if he weren't committed to returning t@ thliddle East, he'd give
serious thought to applying for the position hirhdut he was committed,
he reminded himself, and there was no way Kalid¢dewer be happy living
in his father's kingdom. No way any normal Westgaman would put up
with always having to wear a veil in public, atigedenied an education or
a career, at not being allowed to drive a car @neto leave her home
without a male relative in attendance.



Silently Hassan followed her up to her apartmerd amited nervously
while she unlocked the door.

Tell her quicklyhe urged himself once they were inside. Just klattt and
get it over with.

Bracing himself, he took a deep breath, but bef@eould get the words
out, Kali reached up and placed her soft lips ajdirs. He trembled at the
unexpected kiss. Her lips felt so warm and soft ahding. And the faint
floral fragrance she was wearing drifted throughk tind, tangling his
thoughts into an incoherent mass.

Tell her! his mind screamed at him, but his body was fabie®y enjoying
the kiss to pay any attention.

"You, Hassan Rashid, are one very special mannéver seen anyone who
was as cool as you were in an emergency."

He wasn't so cool now, he thought. Much hotter laed be in danger of
spontaneous combustion. And it was all wrong. Howla he be enjoying
kissing her so much when he was about to tell hat his brother had
rejected her?

"Hassan?" Kali stared at him, confused by his comsd silence.

"What?" She clutched his arm in sudden fear. "Yiom'tthurt yourself back
there, did you?"

"No," he muttered. "I just... | mean... You see—"
Hassan gulped, unable to get out a complete santiE@lone one that said
what he had to say. He couldn't do it. He just dotildo it to her. Not

immediately after the stress of the accident.

"I'd better go home and clean up,” he mumbled rioffethe first excuse that
came to mind. "I'll give you a call tomorrow," hedeed as he left.



Kali shut the door behind him, trying to shake tkeling that he was
escaping from her. Don't turn paranoid, she tolddié It's probably just his
way of reacting to the stress of the evening. Yell dsleep, so he went
home and...

And what? she wondered as she headed toward theesh@/hat did
Hassan do to unwind?

She didn't know, but she was very much looking fvowo finding out.

Hassan breathed a sigh of relief when the elewtiors closed behind him.
Coward, he castigated himseffou agreed to tell Kali, and you've never
shrunk from an unpleasant task before.

He jabbed the down button in frustration. The peablwas that Kali had
inexplicably become far more than just another eagphnt mess of Karim's
to clean up. She was a person whom he liked. A lot.

He didn't want to hurt her. But how he felt didniatter, he reminded
himself. The cold, hard fact was that Karim had nedrsomeone else. In
two weeks he would be back in New York with higletiand there would be
no way to keep it from Kali.

Hassan's eyes narrowed as he suddenly realizedtsomeHe did have
those two weeks. Two weeks might be long enougK#dirto decide on her
own that she didn't want to marry his brother.

Hassan carefully considered the idea. If Kali wide one to reject Karim,
then not only would he be spared having to tellthertruth, but she also
would be able to tell her family that this time dta&l been the one to break
her engagement. She would feel as if she'd hadky lescape instead of
feeling humiliated.

Yes, that was it. He bit back his sudden flarexafitement, trying to think.



He had to be back in Boston by tomorrow morningl lais time was totally
committed until Wednesday afternoon. But after,thatcould arrange to be
free until the following Monday.

All he had to do was to figure out what would makali break her
engagement. He pondered the problem as he drove.hom

Maybe if he were to exhibit a personal trait tham@yed her so much she
wouldn't feel she couldn't live with it? But what?

Of course. He smiled in grim satisfaction. The dertputh would do. All he
had to do was to give Kali a clear picture of jhsiv restrictive being
married to a man from his culture would be. He piiip wouldn't even
need the whole weekend to accomplish his goal. thbaght, however,
brought him no satisfaction.



Four

Hassan pressed the bridge of his nose betweernimsbt and forefinger,
trying to push back the tiredness caused by thage df nonstop work. But
it had been worth it because now he had a fourvasskend to spend with
Kali.

"Did the consulate contact you with the informatlaasked for, Achmed?"
Hassan asked Karim's houseman.

"Yes, Excellency."

"Good. Give me the details while | change." Hagsak off his suit jacket
and dropped it on the couch as he headed towartaketir®om.

Achmed made a disapproving sound and hastily sedtéhup before
trotting after Hassan.

"There is a lecture about the place of women inAreb world tonight at
nine o'clock at The Church of the Resurrection o Wpper West Side
behind the Museum of Natural History. Mohammed gaidell you that
reservations were not necessary.

"But | cannot believe that you will enjoy it, Extaicy,” Achmed added
gloomily. "Mohammed said the woman giving it spemb years in Saudi
Arabia finding fault with everything."

"The lecture isn't supposed to be entertainingg #upposed to be
informative.” To Kali, he thought.

A first-hand account by a typical Western womanhofv stifling she'd

found living in the Middle East should give Kalirseis doubts about the
wisdom of marrying an Arab. Then all he would havelo would be to

reinforce her doubts by behaving like a stereosipidollywood sheik, and

by the time the weekend was over Kali would be eobyeager to break her
engagement.



Hassan's stomach suddenly rumbled as if to remimdlimat all he'd eaten
today was a stale bagel for breakfast.

"Did you make reservations for dinner?" Hassan éske

"Certainly. For six-thirty at your brother's favigrirestaurant.”

Not a comforting thought, Hassan thought, rememigea few of the
restaurants in the past that had enjoyed Karimtr f&nd rarely because of
the caliber of the food they served.

"And His Highness called earlier and asked to speajou.”

"Dad called? Did he leave a message?" Hassan yaxfikiei tie and tossed
it toward the bed.

Achmed caught it in midair.

"He said he tried Boston first, but you'd alreadit for the airport. He
requested that you call him back as soon as yaduedrin New York."
Achmed held out his hand for Hassan's suit pants.

"Thanks, that'll be all." Hassan waited until Achdriead left the room and
then picked up the phone. Five minutes and twoetaces later, he was
connected with his father.

"Hassan, lad. How are you?"

"Fine, sir. Achmed said you wanted to speak to me?"

"Yes, about two things, actually. First, | wantedet you know that we ran
into some problems over the staffing of that newigteic hospital we're
going to open next month."

Hassan tried to ignore the sudden suffocating sehganic that filled him.

"l can cut my course in hospital management shaticame home now," he
offered.



"No, don't do that, lad. | think having you finiste course will be more
beneficial to us in the long run. It plus your nedidegree should enable
you to handle just about anything that comes up."

Hassan felt his muscles relax at the reprieve jnstdbeen given. It wasn't
that he didn't want to go back to Saad Dev'a t, Ihe assured himself. It
was just that he wanted to do as much good aslpesghen he did return
and to do that he needed to learn a whole lot riizme he already knew.

"l was able to hire the grandson of Fayed's cotgsinok after things until
you can get here. The boy's been working in hdspitmagement for the
past ten years in London, and was unexpectedlydith a cost-cutting
measure last week. He was quite glad to take thernoa temporary basis."
"Good," Hassan said. "If he doesn't pan out leknav."

"Pan... Oh, you mean do the job. Yes, | will. Nalput the other matter..."

Hassan instinctively braced himself at the odd motas father's voice.

"Remember when you were here last summer, youtlsaid/ou intended to
take a wife when you returned to stay?"

"Yes." Hassan shrugged his shoulders as if tryondislodge a weight that
was becoming uncomfortably heavy.

"Well, last evening after prayers | was talkingStaleiman ibn Yaki, and he
suggested that you might be interested in marrgiagldest daughter.”

"No!" Hassan instinctively blurted the denial out.

"But, Hassan, this girl sounds ideal. Suleiman iEssme she's quite pretty,
she's distantly related to us, and she knows whatd\be expected of her in
marriage."

As | know what is expected of nigssan reminded himself. Marriage to a
woman of the kingdom was his duty. He knew it. kbereed his mouth to
agree, but the words wouldn't come.



"How about if | tell Suleiman that you aren't quigady to marry yet?" his
father finally suggested as the silence lengthened.

"Thanks, Dad. I'll call you next week." Hassan hastung up, feeling as if
he'd just dodged a bullet.

All he could think about was a spy movie he'd saem kid in which the
hero had been trapped in a corridor where the watie slowly inching
together, threatening to crush the life out of Hita.felt as if he were the one
in that corridor, anchored there by the twin chaihduty and his long-ago
promise to his father.

"Is something wrong, Excellency?"Hassan jumped le¢ sound of
Achmed's worried voice.

"No! No," Hassan repeated, moderating his voice.

There was nothing wrong with his not wanting to ma woman whose
first name he didn't even know, he assured himNelf was it wrong that he
bitterly regretted having to give up the practidepediatrics, which he
found so deeply satisfying, for hospital administra, which he found
boring. A bit selfish, perhaps, but not wrong.

What would be wrong would be his acting on hisctdace by refusing to
honor his commitments. And he had no intentionaahg that. He would do
his duty.

Hassan got to his feet and headed into the shoewising to delve any
deeper into his growing aversion to returning @ Middle East.

Kali adjusted her silver heart pendant so thasted precisely in the middle
of the deeply scooped neckline of her new gred&rdsdss. She ran her hand
down over her full skirt and then twisted aroundheck the fit in the back.
The sleek material fell smoothly over her slendpsh



"Perfect,"” she pronounced in satisfaction. Thesivess worth every penny
of the outrageous price she'd paid for it.

Grabbing the bottle of lavender scent from hersiggshe headed out to the
kitchen.

"Lavender and pumpkin," Kali murmured, recheckihg magazine article
she'd left on the kitchen counter. It seemed aag&@aombination of scents
to be an aphrodisiac, but according to the artlodetests had been carried
out by a reputable university. And the results heff no room for
ambiguity. The scent of lavender mixed with pumplkias sexier to men
than any perfume the researchers had tested.

And an aphrodisiac was exactly what she wanted. 3¢zllowed against
the sudden flare of excitement making her stoméacinrc

Her need to make love to Hassan had been growegsawe his return and
now it was all she seemed able to think about.al$ eimost as if someone
had programmed her mind with an erotic fantasy setdit to go off at
random intervals. And while her fantasy made ridihg bus a lot more
interesting than ever before, it had also incredqmadrustration level. Her
nerves felt like they'd been stretched to the brepgoint.

Kali grimaced. She wished she could simply ask Biass make love to her,
but she couldn't quite work up the courage to de/hile she didn't think he
would find such a request wrong, she wasn't suoaigm to risk it. His
Middle-Eastern background was such an unknown gyamost of the
time she forgot he wasn't an American, but eveigean a while he did or
said something that reminded her.

And while she could easily deal with small anonslie the way each of
them looked at the world, what worried her was thmdtlen beneath the
surface of those small differences was a greatdifigrence. One so
fundamental that it would sabotage their engagendertt it didn't get much
more fundamental than how one looked at sex. Amd lieing so, she
intended to tread very carefully. At least untteaftthey were married.



"Research or not, pumpkin and lavender sounds Waihgé muttered as she
opened the can of pumpkin and studied the briginige pulp.

"Faint heart never won sexy man," she encourageslie

Determinedly she sprayed lavender on herself armuh, tldipping her
fingertip into the pumpkin, rubbed some of it behgach ear where she
hoped it wouldn't be visible. Pumpkin orange woelltsh with the green of
her dress.

She was trying to decide if she should apply maremgkin and, if so,
where, when the doorbell chimed. She glanced atctbek, frowning
slightly.

She'd found a message from someone named Achméaroanswering
machine yesterday evening, saying that Hassan vpachcher up for dinner
at six-thirty tonight. It was almost that time ndBut Hassan was never on
time.

Except Sunday, she suddenly remembered. He hadopetime when he'd
picked her up to go to Eddie's christening. Mayb&/hs making an effort to
be punctual to please her? If so, it was workifigshe were much more
pleased with him, she'd be all over him.

Kali swung the door open, and a wave of intensasplee surged through
her at the sight of Hassan standing on her doarstedooked absolutely
gorgeous in his dark gray suit. Like a sexy spyetakom the pages of a
modern-day thriller.

To her surprise, instead of giving her a casuatignflly hello as he

normally did, he suddenly swept her up in his arkbs.pressed his lips
against hers as if he were as starved for physmatiact between them as
she was.

Kali trembled as she felt the pressure of his tenggainst her lips
demanding entrance. Eagerly she opened them, astidwed his tongue
inside to explore the warm cavern of her mouth. ¥gaef excitement
poured through her, and Kali threaded her fingbreugh his crisp black



hair, relishing its silky texture. His head felt maand hard beneath her
caressing fingertips. And she could feel a sinfilardness beginning to be
reflected elsewhere in his body.

To her intense disappointment, instead of deepethigig intimacy Hassan
released her, suddenly seeming to be as eagerdwgg from her as he had
originally been to kiss her.

Kali took what comfort she could from the faintrtrer she could see in his
fingers as he pushed back the hair she'd dishevdkdhight have broken
off their kiss, but he clearly hadn't been unatddby it.

Hassan fumbled through the haze of sexual desoggiig his mind,
looking for something to say.

"That's a nice dress,” he finally said, and thennced at the
anemic-sounding compliment.

That wasn't what he wanted to say. He wanted tdézlthat she looked
fantastic in it. That when he saw her wearing itnMa@ted to sweep her up in
his arms and carry her off to bed.

It was a good thing he couldn't get the words betold himself. He had no
business even thinking about making love to Katiglone saying it. It was
bad enough that he couldn't seem to stop himseth fkissing her, but
making love to her when she thought he was hishbrowvould be highly
unethical. And it would be impossible once she thoat he wasn't. The
knowledge depressed him.

The plan. He snatched at it like a lifelin€oncentrate on
convincing her that you are a closet male chauvinist.

"We need to hurry. | have reservations at that nestaurant everyone's
talking about,” he said.

Now he sounded like himself, Kali thought as sh@pgld into her coat. The
volume from the live band hit Kali with the forcéaslap when she entered



the restaurant. They sounded like they were playiagn-up for the Tower
of Babel.

Marriage was a series of compromises, and Haskad the social scene,
Kali reminded herself as she followed their hostissugh the crowded
restaurant.

The woman stopped beside a tiny table on the efiffeegpostage-stamp
dance area directly in front of the band, placexrtimenus on the table and
with a distracted smile left.

Kali sank into her chair and smiled gamely at Hasgging to remember if
she had any aspirin in her purse. An hour of thi she was going to need
some.

Hassan smiled back, trying not to wince as theaasienusic battered his
tired mind.

"We were very lucky to get a table here." His snofgoseudo-satisfaction
was belied by the muscle below his left eye thatctved in mute protest
when the drummer suddenly increased his volumenisggy in a futile
attempt to drown out his fellow musicians.

""What?" Kali leaned toward him in an effort &ah him.

Hassan scooted his chair closer to her and, puti;mignouth near her ear,
whispered, "l said we were very lucky to get..." ¢benpletely lost track of
what he had been going to say when the most tamglaroma he'd ever
smelled drifted into his lungs. It was soft andsseus, reminding him of
starlit nights and sun-dabbled beaches. An imagKatif running naked

over the sand flittered through his mind. Whitedsatung to her slender
hips and dusted her firm breasts with a diamoritegliHe'd—

Better remember why he was with her in the firacpl He jerked back as if
he'd been stabbed.



Kali studied his taut features, wondering if hisigds reaction was a result
of smelling her lavender and pumpkin concoctiorit ifas, there was no
telling how the evening might end.

She made an effort to suppress her sudden excitetakimg herself that it
was premature. His reaction could be nothing muae the fact that he was
tired and off balance. But how could she find ohick it was?

Her eyes strayed to the dance floor. It shouldasy enough to lure him out
there, and once there she could snuggle close Briougive him a good
whiff of her lavender and pumpkin. Then she shdwddable to judge his
reaction to it.

The fact that this place was so crowded would worker advantage. She
would be able to plaster herself up against himhaut him thinking
anything more than that they didn't have room fasrenconventional
dancing.

Happily she opened her menu, hoping the food wasatole. Not only was
she hungry, but she would need to keep up hergitrdar the activities she
had in mind once she got him back to her apartment.

Making herself understood to the waiter, who walseziwearing earplugs
in self-defense or who had been rendered hardasirieeby the noise, was
not easy. Finally she simply pointed to her choiaed hoped that she
would get something she could eat.

Once the waiter had left, Kali leaned across thketand mouthed the word,
"Dance?"

Hassan blinked in dismay as he suddenly rememitlea¢darim loved to
dance. And he didn't. Couldn't, in fact. The tetmd'left feet” might have
been coined to describe his efforts at dancing.

But he wished he could. He stared into Kali's brigiown eyes. He wanted
to be able to hold her close, even if it was inublig place and even though
he knew that nothing could ever come of it.



Frantically he tried to decide what to do. If hdutged his craving to hold

her, then she'd be able to tell that he couldmtdand that would make her
suspicious if she knew how Karim danced. On themotiand, what excuse
could he offer in refusal? He could hardly say heswoo tired, when the

whole point of his bringing Kali here was to coménher that he was the
kind of man who found his relaxation in organizedytmem.

His only real option was to try to bluff it out, fieally decided.

The band switched to a slower, although no lesd, Iselection, and Hassan
got to his feet. Holding out his hand to Kali, hedgd her to a tiny open spot
on the dance floor.

Kali snuggled into his arms with an unselfconscipleasure that filled him
with a confusing mixture of lust and tenderness it so good. Like a
fantasy come to life. A fantasy he hadn't even laaesre he'd had.

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with tiokicating aroma that
surrounded her, trying to identify the elusive $céte couldn't. All he was
sure of was that it was the sexiest perfume hedd ®wn across.

A sharp jab in his back from someone behind himmded him that he was
supposed to be dancing. He began to shuffle htgrigbe hope that if he
didn't actually lift them off the floor, he wouldrstep on Kali's feet. That
was the usual fate of any woman unlucky enougkletbig partner.

Kali nestled her head against his shoulder, sagdha muscular feel of his
hard body. He had the most fantastic physique.nflkcle. There didn't
appear to be an ounce of fat on him. She just wisleedidn't have anything
else on him. Like clothes.

Her heartbeat sped up at the intoxicating thoudghtiassan naked. What
would he look like?

"Our dinner's here," Hassan spoke in her ear.

"What?" Kali pretended not to hear and pressecelfexdittle closer to him.



Stepping back, he took her arm and used his boflyr¢te a path between
the packed dancers.

To Kali's surprise the food was delicious, and stated to eat with the
appetite of someone who'd missed lunch and onlycbhéde for breakfast.

Hassan surreptitiously studied her, faintly confubg her reaction to this

place. Kali was a serious-minded, highly intelligeman who should find

all this noise and confusion as unsettling as kit 8o why hadn't she
complained about it? Or for that matter why hadhé even seemed to
notice his lack of skill in dancing?

He didn't know, and that worried him.

Uneasily he picked up his fork and started to setesthe noise level made
conversation an impossibility.

"'And... your... dessert?"

Hassan stared up at their waiter, having heardtadary fifth word the
man had said.

"Dessert?" The waiter finally made himself undeustdy pointing to the
dessert menu.

Hassan was about to ask Kali if she wanted des$emn he remembered his
role. He wasn't supposed to be giving her choideswas supposed to be
dictatorial.

Hassan emphatically shook his head at the waitktiean glanced at Kali to
see how she was reacting to his high-handedneégspaving her of a sweet.

To his confusion, instead of being annoyed, shee dd@mn an approving
smile. Hassan hastily signed the check the waéee dpim, took his receipt
and then hustled Kali out of the restaurant.

Kali took a sniff of the cold, bracing air that hitem when they finally
squeezed past the people waiting in the entrance tiable.



She wrinkled her nose and sniffed again. "It sméessnow."

"You needn't sound so happy about it." Hassan delge into her coat,
since there hadn't been room inside for her tatpmrt.

"I like snow."

Hassan peered down into her eyes, which were spankith the reflection
from the streetlights. She looked adorable. Andnemily kissable.

Clenching his hands into fists to keep from graglher, Hassan took a deep
breath and announced, "We're going to a lectuaschtrch over behind the
Museum of Natural History about a woman's placeéViiddle- Eastern
society. | thought you would find it informative."

Hassan studied her face trying to judge her readtiohis statement. He
couldn't. She looked politely interested. Nothingren

"The lecture should help you understand my backutgihe added in case
she'd missed the point.

"It sounds interesting,” she said.

But before Hassan could hail a cab, a man camehim¢ them, pointing a
gun. "Hand over your wallet and your Rolex, budélgd | want that ring
you're wearing, too, sister."

"But it's my engagement ring!" Kali protested.

"So he buys you another one. Come on!"

Kali winced as the man suddenly grabbed her, hmgefis tightening
painfully around her wrist.

"Give it to me." The assailant fumbled for her ringh his free hand.



Without warning Hassan's left hand smashed dowthengun a second
before the edge of his right hand impacted at #se lof the thug's neck with
a dull thud.

Kali watched in disbelief as the man crumpled wsldewalk like a balloon
that had suddenly lost all its air.

She gulped and looked at Hassan, her mind a coxgfysmble of what
might have happened.

"You should never argue with people who are pogtjuns at you," she
muttered distractedly.

"He was hurting you. Look at your wrist."

Kali looked. The marks made by the man's finges®dtout as reddish
blotches on her pale skin.

"By tomorrow morning those will be bruises." Hasgtanced malevolently
down at the unconscious man, and Kali shivered.

Hassan looked nothing like his normal, easygoirlf & looked like a
picture she'd once seen of an Eastern potentatgenunng a group of
prisoners to death. And yet this unexpected fatéisopersonality didn't
scare her. On the contrary, it gave her a senseooirity to know that he was
physically capable of protecting her from muggers.

But she couldn't let herself forget that just besealer feelings for him were
growing by the minute didn't mean that he felt morener now than he had
when he'd originally proposed marriage. The trigprdssed her.

"Safe." Hassan breathed a sigh of relief as a alecpup.

With one last glance at the mugger who had stadgerdéis feet and was
shaking his head as if trying to figure out whappened, she climbed into
the cab. Kali wondered how her life could have Imeeso muddled in just a
few short days. Everything had seemed so straighéia when he'd
originally asked her to marry him. She'd liked Hass personality,



respected his mind and shared many of his goaksh&kbeen a very minor
part of the original equation.

So why was her every second thought now of thesples to be found in
bed with him? She couldn't come up with a singésilele answer. All she
knew for certain was that ever since he'd retufrad his trip to Australia,

she'd seen him differently. As if his personaligdhsuddenly come into
focus and her clearer vision had heightened hdéinggefor him to the point
where they were in danger of becoming obsessivdidit't make a lot of
sense, but then very little about sexual attractwomld be explained
logically, she reminded herself.

Hassan absently rubbed his right hand againshighk &s the cab sped away
from the curb.

For the first time in his life he began to haverading of just what Karim
meant when he said that living on the edge wasTanight really had been
fun in a weird sort of way.

But had it done anything to advance his goal ofingtkali to break her
engagement? He shot a quick glance at her. Shetaasg straight ahead,
seemingly lost in her own thoughts.

He didn't know her well enough to predict how sladldcate the blame for
this evening's fiasco. There was more than enotightago around.

The problem was that around Kali he tended to ti enore feeling than
thinking, which was totally unlike him.

Hassan shifted uneasily at the thought.
"Does your hand hurt?" Kali noticed his expression.
"Hurt? No, why should it?"

"You mean just because you hit that overgrown delemt hard enough to
knock him out?"



"It doesn't hurt if you do it right.”
"But | don't know how to do it at all, let alongit. Will you teach me?"

"It takes a lot of practice," Hassan hedged, figiptio keep his voice casual
as his body instinctively reacted to the images filoaded his mind at the
thought of teaching her some of the more exotid$iol

"I'd still like to learn. You can give me my firggsson tonight after the
lecture." Kali tried not to sound too eager. Shdnti know what was
involved in learning what appeared to be a forrmaftial art, but common
sense said it was bound to involve a lot of physioatact. And who knew
where physical contact might lead? Especially Wigh providing every bit
of encouragement she could.

Giving in to her growing need to touch him, she hem hand over the
shoulder of his suit jacket, ostensibly to smootit ihe wrinkles in the
material. His body felt so firm and solid benea#r fingers. Much like
Hassan's personality was turning out to be.

And he was all hers. Kali struggled to contain shelden surge of
impatience she felt. She didn't want to waste keniag listening to some
woman talk about her experiences in life; she wantework on a few
experiences of her own.



Five

"l guess we just follow the arrows," Hassan saideothey were in the
church hall's vestibule.

Skirting a group of women who were reading somethon the bulletin
board to the right of the entrance, he started dilnerdimly lit hallway.

"Who's sponsoring this talk?" Kali asked.
"I have no idea. Why?"

"Because it helps to know where the lecturer isiognfrom so you can

consider it when you're listening to what they haveay. For example, if |

go to a talk on gun control sponsored by the NRAdbIing to hear a very
different slant on the subject than if | listenotwe given by the mother of a
child killed while he was playing with a gun he lgd up at a friend's
house."

"True," Hassan conceded. "But some facts will renthe same no matter
who's telling them."

"There speaks the eternal optimist,” Kali gave aimimpish grin that sent a
shaft of pure desire spiraling through him.

Desire that faded as quickly as it had flared legvbehind a sense of
loneliness. He wasn't an optimist, he thought. lde arealist. A realist who
knew that he was committed to returning to the N&dglast. No amount of
optimistic thinking and no woman, no matter howi@ng she was, could
change those facts.

Kali looked at his closed face, wondering why leasing comment should
have caused such a reaction.



Unless he knew that the organization sponsoringdlkewas opposed to
Middle Eastern-Western marriages? But if that wiwe case then why
would he bring her to the lecture in the first gac

"You'd better hurry. The lecture is about to staamt,middle-aged woman
standing by the door to the auditorium told them.

Regretfully Kali dropped what had promised to beimnguing line of
discussion and entered the room.

She stood for a moment just inside the doors wWieleeyes adjusted to the
dimmer lighting, studying the audience.

"They seem to have a pretty good turnout,” she tealdassan as she sat in
one of the empty seats near the back.

"That's because it's required attendance for angang@led in a couple of
the women's study courses over at Columbia,” tmgavoman in the seat
beside Kali's told her.

The woman's eyes moved past Kali to study Hasstmanirank curiosity
that annoyed Kali. She didn't want her looking aissbn as if he were a
particularly toothsome treat they'd just discovered

Jealousy is the mark of a small mind, Kali toldded; but the thought didn't
do a thing to alleviate the uncomfortable feeliBgall-minded or not, she
wanted to post No Trespassing signs all over Hassan

Kali forced herself to concentrate as the modenatked on the stage to
introduce the main speaker. She really was cutiolsarn more about the
culture that had shaped Hassan.

Ten minutes into the woman's speech, Kali reacheadnclusion that the
lecture wasn't about the differences between tlteres; it was about the
irrationality of a woman in love.



Another hour's worth of the woman's rambling, seitying monologue
only deepened Kali's initial opinion. Finally theoman finished, and the
moderator opened the floor to questions.

"I don't have any questions," she whispered to &as¥ et's get out of
here."

Hassan obediently stepped into the aisle, igndhegaccusatory looks his
Arab features garnered from a few members of tlobeeage as he escorted
Kali out of the auditorium.

"What did you think of the lecture?" he forcethkelf to ask.
"That wasn't a lecture, it was a diatribe. Or a oroant.”
Hassan blinked uncertainly. "Monument?"

"To the stupidity of a woman in love!" Kali shookithead. "It never fails to
amaze me how being in love can turn an otherwisena person into a
raving lunatic. It makes me all the gladder thatdjoing to marry you."

Hassan stared at her, completely dumbfounded byvbeds. They didn't
make any sense. She'd just spent an hour listepiray fellow Western
woman outline in excruciating detail every hortwattcould befall a modern
woman living in the Middle East and instead of giyher second thoughts
about marrying him, it made her glad?

"Why?" he finally asked.

' 'Because that woman is the perfect example oft wappens when you
decide to marry someone with your hormones instdagbur head. She
thought she was in love with some guy, so she galvaltzes off to set up
housekeeping in a foreign country without bothetiadind out what she
was getting into. Then when the novelty of beingdwe wore off, she
suddenly couldn't stand it anymore, and she cameimg home crying
about how horrible everything was.



"Thank heavens neither of us was blinded by oumlooies when we made
our decision to marry," Kali said.

"But that is my culture the woman was talking aljbdtassan pointed out.

"But you don't live there. Your life is here in N&@rk. From what that lady
said, her husband never tried to hide the factitbatas intending to return
to the Middle East once he got his graduate degree.

"Yes, but..."

"Not that she's unique in ignoring inconvenientti$dicKali admitted. "As
you pointed out last Sunday, | no longer have angtin common with the
first man | fell in love with."

"Yes," Hassan muttered, at a loss as to what heldhio next. He'd
expected that this lecture would convince her &akher engagement or, at
the very least, give her serious doubts, and idsteappeared to have
strengthened her determination to go through wikie tmarriage.
Protectively he took her arm as he pushed opeatthech door.

The Middle Eastern male's attitude toward womennwaal bad, Kali
thought. They were very protective of their womkgluch more so than the
average Western men she'd dated.

Not that she needed protecting. At least, not rab#ie time, she amended
honestly. But still it was nice to be cherishedastanally.

She climbed into the cab Hassan hailed and leaaeki &gainst the seat,
immediately forgetting the lecture. She was far enmterested in what
would happen when they got back to her apartmemenwHassan gave her
the promised lesson in self-defense.

Her sense of anticipation reached a fever pitcthbyime the cab deposited
them in front of her building.



Kali hurried across the lobby and into the elevatoying to keep her
growing excitement from showing.

"Would you like a cup of coffee before or after ygive me my lesson?"
Kali tried to forestall him changing his mind.

"Lesson?"

Kali refused to back down at his blank express&re was beginning to feel
as if she would go stark raving mad if she didh'least get to kiss him
properly, and she couldn't count on him instigatifgmself. Not given the

almost businesslike terms of their engagement.

"You said you'd teach me self-defense."

"Yes, | did, didn't I?" Hassan muttered, knowingttht was a bad idea but
unable to bring himself to flatly refuse.

He glanced distractedly around the living roomintgyto decide what to do.
"We need a mat to protect you when you fall,” hid,d9a a halfhearted effort
to stall.

A mat? Kali hastily swallowed a smile. He couldréve provided a better
opening if she'd given it to him.

"Yes, | can see we're going to need somethingaoftou to land on when |
toss you," she said.

Hassan looked down his nose at her. "Optimistiaghiaren't you?" he
qguoted her words back at her.

"You'd better believe it," she said fervently. "Aad for a mat, we can
simply take the mattress off my bed, carry it oetehand use it."

She tensed, waiting for his reaction. If he agréleele was no telling what
might happen.



"Mattress?" he repeated, his mind busily considgifime could somehow
use a lesson in self-defense to further his goaletting her to break her
engagement. Maybe he could be dogmatic about #iser® he considered.
And impatient. If he were imperious on the heelthed evening's lecture, it
might raise a few doubts in her. Doubts that held/be able to exploit.

"It's the only thing I've got in the apartment thaven close to a mat."

"Yes. Yes, you will learn self-defense,"” he adddittla more emphatically,

deciding to give it a try.

"That's what | said,"” Kali agreed absently, far enonterested in his
abstracted manner than what he was saying. Coblel hat he wanted to
make love to her, too, and was uncertain as toste\d react if he tried? It
was possible. It was also possible that he realzkdt she wanted and
didn't share her desire, but didn't want to hurtfaelings.

Kali hastily shoved the deflating thought aside. dllimg on negatives
wouldn't help her reach her goal.

"Come on, let's get the mattress," she said.
Hassan obediently followed her into the bedroom.

Kali hurriedly stripped the bedding off the matsesd then helped Hassan
lug it out to the living room where they droppeadhithe middle of the floor.

"Okay, now what?" she asked.

"Well, I guess the first thing to do would be fa to take our shoes and
socks off. Bare feet give you better traction.”

Kali nodded.
Kicking off her shoes, she then peered down abiilen-clad feet and then

glanced over at Hassan who was pulling off hislotiress socks and paying
no attention to her.



Barefoot, he'd said. She tried to figure out how sbuld casually pull up
her skirt and strip off her panty hose and fail&eny. It was not a casual
kind of activity. It was a very intimate kind oftaadty. Although certainly

not too intimate for an engaged couple. But thesirshwasn't a normal
engagement, she reminded herself again. Not by sargtch of the

imagination.

She took a deep, steadying breath. She wasn't doiggt anywhere by
dithering. The only way she'd succeed in deepethiag intimacy was by

pushing at his reserve...but gently, casuallyf lasribehavior were the most
normal thing in the world. That way if he suddewnlyghdrew she wouldn't

be terminally embarrassed.

"Turn around," she said.
Hassan looked up. "Opponents are supposed to éatecther.”

"l need to take my panty hose off, and that'stke Iihore involved than you
just pulling socks off."

"Oh," Hassan mattered and turned around, even thioaiglidn't want to. He
wanted to watch her lift the silky material of rskirt up. Up over the slim
perfection of her legs. He wanted to feast his eyeder soft skin. He
wanted to run his fingers over her calf and exptbeeindentation behind
her knee. He wanted to touch the satiny skin ofifregr thigh.

Hassan closed his eyes in an agony of longing dseael the silk of her
dress rustle as she lifted it. He shouldn't feed thay, he tried to tell
himself. He wasn't really her fiance. He had nbtrig make love to her.

But it wasn't wrong to want to make love to hertin@ught, rationalizing
his feelings. It would only be ' wrong if he acted his desire, and he
wasn't going to do that. All he was going to do Wwagive her a lesson in
self-defense. And that was a good idea. Everycaticplarly a beautiful
woman living alone in a big city, should have sadea of how to defend
themselves.

He turned when she told him to.



Kali was standing on the edge of the mattress,ystgdhim with an
intentness he found endearing. His lips twitchedeakught to contain a
smile.

"What's so funny?" she asked.

"You. You look like you're trying to decide where attack for the
maximum effect.”

"Why is that funny?" she took exception to his aemsnt. She wanted
him to take her seriously. Very seriously.

"Because you haven't got a prayer.” Unless... Hiassddenly had his
doubts. Kali was a very unpredictable woman. Fdllsorprises and
hidden depths.

"Are you a martial arts expert?" he asked.

"Nope. I've always subscribed to the theory th&t €flmould avoid situations
that call for a physical response. But tonight sedwne that anyone can be
in the wrong place at the wrong time." She triednimke her sudden desire
to learn more about self-defense sound reasonable.

"Quite true. Why don't you try to attack me, anidshow you how defense
works."

Now they were getting somewhere, Kali thought haly-

Speculatively she studied him. He looked enormearsdsng in the middle
of her mattress. And totally impregnable. In aigtreup test of strength,
she didn't stand a chance against him.

So if she couldn't outmuscle him, she'd just haveutwit him.

Glancing toward the window, she assumed a horribggdression and
blurted out, "What's that?"

As she'd hoped, Hassan turned to see what sheowokiag at.



Knowing she would only have a second or two, shéetiherself at him,
expecting to catch him off balance and tumble tonthe floor. There she
could use the weight of her body to hold him imn®bong enough to
claim a victory.

It didn't work. She landed against his chest, eutlicin't budge. Not by so
much as a centimeter.

Tentatively Kali wrapped her arms around his claest squeezed. He still
didn't move.

"What are you doing?" He sounded no more than ynddhious.

Kali searched her memory of the class on self-defesne'd attended at the
Y when she'd first moved to New York and came ujwipping. Trying to
remember how the instructor had told them it shdaaddlone, she hooked
her foot around his leg and shoved.

He went down all right, but that was the only paErher plan that went the
way she'd envisioned. Kali wasn't quite sure hdvafipened, but instead of
her being on top, she wound up beneath him.

Kali gasped as the intoxicating warmth of his mlecbody engulfed her
slighter frame, heating her blood and sendinggisig through her veins.

She took a deep breath, trying to steady her skitteemotions and found
instead that the scent of his cologne only inteediher reaction.

"Guile is a poor substitute for skill,” Hassan'évety voice floated over her
head, encasing them in their own private world.

That shows what he knows, Kali thought, wigglinglsily in an attempt to
free her arms so she could touch him. She couldeit.dress was caught
between the mattress and his body, effectivelyipgnher arms down.

"My dress is stuck, and | don't have any freedommaivement,” she
complained. "If it weren't for that, it would hawerked."



Hassan chuckled, and the movement pushed his aitesher breasts
making them tingle.

"In the words of some philosopher or other, fatudea”

"Would, too."

Hassan propped himself on one elbow and staredartchallenging eyes.
Common sense told him that it was time for him ¢b gp, say good-night
and leave. But common sense didn't stand a chaga®sa the sexual

excitement building in him.

It would be all right, he assured himself. As laagyhe was aware of the
potential danger of what they were doing, it wooddall right. It wasn't like

he was going to lose control. He never had before.

Even if he couldn't make love to her, there wasimgt wrong with just
kissing her. Nobody thought anything of a few ksseese days.

"What do you want to bet?" The challenge popped without any
conscious thought on his part.

"Bet?" Kali repeated, distracted by the movemerttislips as they formed
the words. They had the most intriguingly sensiltal t

"Just a little wager to add an incentive," he said.

"How about the first one to take a fall has todirner one evening and no
cheating by getting takeout?"

"Can you cook?" he asked.
"Ha! More to the point, can you? Now let me up soacan start even.”

Hassan obligingly got to his feet.



Kali tried to still her racing heart as she slowtgod. She wanted to make
love to him so much, and yet she was equally afshrdessing it up. Afraid
that she was missing something that was vital tdfutere happiness. But
she couldn't figure out what it could be.

You know he's a man, she encouraged herself, amdyow he finds you
sexually attractive. He hadn't been able to hice thct, not when they'd
been pressed together as closely as they had.

Deep in her thoughts, she stepped back. Her fguiexd off the edge of the
mattress. Losing her balance, she tumbled sideways.

Kali landed against the coffee table, smackinghsad on the edge of it.
She blinked, slightly dazed by the unexpected irhpac

"Are you all right?" Hassan swept her up in hissiand set her down on the
mattress.

"Let me see." He gently pushed back her hair aspdcted the red mark on
her temple.

"It's okay," she muttered. The feel of his warm &0 close to her was
driving out the slight pain in her head.

"Wood can cut like a knife," he insisted as hidqing fingers moved slowly
over her skin. "Fortunately it just seems to balrasion. It doesn't need a
bandage."

"You could try the 'kiss it and make it better' elrKali murmured
hopefully, her eyes lingering on his firm lips whiwere only inches from
her face.

Her breath caught as they came closer and closigthey seemed to fill
her entire range of vision. And then his mouth etbsver hers, and she
ceased to think at all and simply felt.



Her strangely provocative cologne drifted into Hass nostrils,

heightening his awareness of her to near unbeatabts. He couldn't
believe how good it felt to kiss her, to touch Héis hand inched up over
her warm, silk-clad rib cage, and he shudderetteatdnging that shafted
through him when he felt the soft mound of her bregainst his palm.

He wanted to push her dress aside and bare hestbreahis eyes. He
wanted to kiss every single centimeter of theiradet flesh.

Unconsciously mating action to need, Hassan pukietiand inside her
deeply scooped neckline.

Her skin felt burning hot and velvety smooth. Heseld his eyes the better
to concentrate on the sensations building within &s his fingers inched up
over the slope of her small breast to discovetuhgid flesh of her nipple.

An agony of longing swept through him at the pratoe feel of it
brushing against his palm.

He wanted to—

No! he mentally screamed at himself. He couldn’kenave to her. It was
wrong. He wasn't really engaged to her. She del@h know who he was.
He was supposed to be helping her, not taking adgarof her.

Disoriented and frustrated, he scrambled to hisdrd blurted out, "l have
to go. | forgot that | promised to check back atkvon—"

For a horrible moment his mind went completely klaand he couldn't
remember what kind of work Karim did. Brain reséarte finally
remembered. That was it. Research.

"An experiment!" He listened to himself babble l&kéool with a feeling of
disbelief. What was the matter with him? It didmatter, he decided. He
could worry about it later. Right now he had to gety from Kali while he
still could.



"I'l see you tomorrow night," he said over his glizr as he rushed out of
the apartment.

Kali listened to the door slam closed behind hiying to figure out what
had just happened. One second they'd been kissmiythe next he was
practically running away. Why? ,

A tremor of unease shot through her as she rememilibe lecture. The
woman had claimed that Middle- Eastern men nevee rabove their
culture's restrictive social and sexual mores. Bhengh Kali instinctively
distrusted sweeping generalizations like thatas\wossible that something
in Hassan's background was responsible for higpaldeparture. If that was
true, what else might be hidden there? It was antifag thought that she
didn't feel up to exploring at the moment.



Six

Hassan rushed out of Kali's apartment, feeling e were escaping from
the scene of a crime. One that he had committed.

He rubbed his forehead with fingers that shook.h&td done was kiss her,
he thought, struggling to put what had happened perspective. But it

wasn't what had happened that bothered him so muegs what had

almost happened. He'd almost lost control of himskle'd almost

surrendered his intellect to his emotions.

He shuddered at the memory of his mindless responiser. He shouldn't
have even wanted to kiss her. Not when he knewttshgyht he was his
brother.

But he had been able to stop. He took what coni®itould from the fact.
He hadn't been so wrapped up in his own needfi¢hbad taken advantage
of Kali. He hadn't gone so far as to make lovedn h

A sharp feeling of regret ripped through him, addito his sense of
unreality. He should be glad that he'd been abtdp. So why wasn't he?
Why was it that all he felt was a sense of inconguiess?

A sudden gust of icy wind penetrated Hassan's prgmation, and he
shivered violently. He blinked and looked aroungtpsised to find that he
was standing outside Kali's apartment buildingisidhirtsleeves. He didn't
even remember leaving the building.

He quickly hailed a cruising taxi, ignoring the b&#s curious looks.

"Here you are, mister.” The cabbie pulled up imfrof Karim's apartment
building ten freezing minutes later.

Now what? Hassan wondered as he rode the elevatoro LKarim's
apartment.



Nothing had changed, he finally decided. That kigght have forever
destroyed his complacent view of himself as a mhnsg mind ruled his
emotions instead of the other way around. But mgtim the real world had
substantially changed.

He still faced the same problem of convincing K#&di break her
engagement. Grateful to focus on something thattheast had a hope of
accomplishing, he tried to logically assess howdaispaign was coming
along.

The lecture certainly hadn't produced the reswdts Bxpected, but that was
probably because Kali hadn't seen the woman's messahaving anything
to do with her personally. If that were the cabentwhat he needed to do
was to show Kali how being married to a man froen Middle East would
affect her personally. But how...

The Casbah! Hassan suddenly remembered the staabno the Upper
East Side that catered to Middle- Eastern expasiatConservative
Middle-Eastern expatriates. He'd gone there ondk wigroup from his
father's consulate and had found the rigid semaradf the sexes both
archaic and boring. But a modern Western womanKéewould probably
find it maddening.

Not only that, but his taking her there would beedo give her doubts about
what her future would be like if she went aheachwite wedding. And he
could increase her doubts by acting like a Hollydwersion of the Sheik of
Araby, complete with robes for himself and a chadoiher.

It just might be enough to get her to break theagegient.

Hassan tried to ignore the sense of loss he féleathought of never seeing
Kali again.

It had to be, he reminded himself grimly. He cotlllbecome involved with
a Western woman on any meaningful level, and ha'tidink there was
any other way but meaningful with someone as spasi&ali.



He would take her to the Casbah tomorrow nightoas @s she got home
from work. The fact that she'd probably be tireduldomake her all the
more susceptible to doubts about him.

He fumbled with the key as he let himself into Kals apartment. He was so
tired all he wanted to do was to fall into bed alep until he could see Kali
again.

He didn't have the opportunity. A phone call frors tather early the next

morning led him to spend the entire day trying&oé a shipment of nuclear
medical equipment that a California company ha@dd, but which had

never arrived at the kingdom's new pediatric haspit

He'd finally managed to track the equipment to arelause in
Southampton, England, shortly after five.lt tookoter twenty-five
minutes for him to arrange to have it air-lifted $mad Dev'a on the
following day.

As a result it was a mad scramble for him to raqalis by six. He buzzed
her apartment. When there was no answer, he sdtied to wait for her to
arrive, trying not to notice the curious stareswses getting from people
passing through the lobby.

He was beginning to think th&entleman's Quarterlwas right. Clothes
really did make the man.

Impatiently he pushed back a fold of his whitdfiyehoff his cheek. He
hadn't expected to feel so out of place in his soRather as if he'd shown
up for a formal reception wearing a bathing suit.

But that was to the good, he tried to tell himsklhe felt this conspicuous
wearing his own native costume, then Kali would &&n more ridiculous
wearing the chador he'd brought for her. He shiftedpackage from one
hand to the other.

His thoughts became suspended as the lobby doaedmnd Kali walked
in. A wave of longing so intense it threatened hoke him washed over



him. He wanted to take her in his arms and kissyaha exhausted look on
her pale face.

Kali sighed in pleasure as the warmth of the lobhgulfed her. She was
tired, hungry and the headache that had been ¢#miegtall afternoon had
finally developed into a raging pain.

But her preoccupation with the throbbing betweentémples faded as she
looked up and saw Hassan.

A hot, burning sensation sparked to life deep imditelomen as she stared at
him. He looked fantastic. Her eyes skimmed ovespa&kling white robe to
linger on the gleaming golden cords that secursdhéadpiece.

He looked as if he'd been plucked whole from a Raldd/alentino
movie. All he needed to complete the picture washae stallion and a
band of faithful followers at his back.

She took a deep breath, trying to slow down hemiting heart. She'd
ride off into the sunset with him anyday.

"Hi," she said. "l love your robe and that..." Sgestured toward his
head.

"Kaffiyeh," he automatically supplied. "I like to wear myinatgarb," he
added for good measure.

"I don't blame you." Kali automatically inserted ey into the elevator
lock. "l imagine loose robes would be very condbke in a hot climate.”

Especially if he were to wear a minimum of clothimgneath them. Kali
felt her mouth dry as she speculatively eyed tbeifig garment. What
did he have on under it? Her gaze dropped to hes f@nd to her
disappointment she could see the cuffs of his ¢@ysers peeking out
beneath the hem of the robe.

Hassan surreptitiously studied her as they gottimcelevator, trying to
judge her reaction to his outfit. He'd expectedibdre embarrassed at his



unconventional garb, but she didn't seem to be.séhaed to be more
curious than anything.

But the lobby had been temporarily deserted whesxdstome home.
Once they were around other people, she'd probdbsl as
uncomfortable and out-of-place as he did. Espscialien he gave her
the chador and told her she had to wear it.

The elevator stopped on the sixth floor and Hasslbowed Kali to her
apartment, wincing when an elderly lady coming ddatw hall toward
them stopped dead in her tracks and stared at fimher mouth hanging
open.

"I'm sorry if | upset your neighbor," he offeredhom they were safely inside
Kali's apartment.

To his surprise, Kali gave an enchanting gurglaoghter. "Knowing Mrs.
Freidon what probably upset her was that | sawfiysti She brings whole
new meaning to the term romantic."

Hassan dropped the unpromising subject of Mrs.dbrés romanticism in
favor of pushing his role as a closet male chasvini

"We are going out tonight to a club that caters Maddle-Eastern
expatriates,” he said.

"How nice." Kali made a valiant effort to soundmiastic, when what she
really wanted to do was to take a hot bath andogoed. Preferably with
Hassan. A shiver of excitement slithered throughdseshe glanced over
her shoulder, and her eyes met the firm line ofips Maybe afterward,
she consoled herself.

"Let me get a couple of aspirins, and then l'llrd&" she said, heading
toward the kitchen.

Opening the cabinet where she kept her aspirin, ssfeok out two,
considered the fact that she was going to be spgnittie evening at a
nightclub and added a third.



"Don't take more than two aspirin at a time." Hassanedical training
surfaced.

"Don't practice medicine without a license," Kaidand popped all three
in her mouth, washing them down with a stale soldi&zlwas sitting on the
counter.

"But..." Hassan stopped in frustration.

"Besides, | always take three for really bad hebhda¢ She rubbed her slim
fingers over her temples, and Hassan felt an wgernfort her.

Acting on the impulse, he pulled her unresistingybap against him. She
felt so absolutely right in his arms.

"Bad day?" he asked, struggling to keep his minga@mething other than
how she felt and what he'd like to do about it.

"l overslept and was late for my first appointmeéntvas all downhill from
there." She snuggled her face against his necishiey) the scent and
texture.

Hassan gulped as he felt his body begin to redwtt@loseness. He wasn't
sure why, but it seemed as if every time he toakrhais arms, he became
more susceptible to her.

Stepping back, he forced a brisk note into his&olén evening out is just
what you need to relax."

"Hmm," Kali murmured, keeping her doubts to hers8lie opened the
refrigerator, looking for something to snack on.

Pulling out a covered dish, she opened it and toeidentify its contents.
She couldn't.

"That smells like it spoiled. Weeks ago." Hassaktib out of her hands and
dumped the contents down the garbage disposal.



"I'l buy you dinner at the club," he said.

"I don't think I'll last that long." Kali resumedeh rummaging in the
refrigerator. "I didn't have time for breakfast dratl to fit a very distraught
patient into my lunch hour."

"You took three aspirin on an empty stomach!" Has$idn't have to fake
his authoritarian tone. "Have you no sense, womém?Il wind up with
holes in the lining of your stomach!"

"Nonsense.” She found a cup of strawberry yogud ahecked the
expiration date. It was five weeks ago. She raditiyneed to find time to go
to the grocery store.

"I'll scramble you an egg while you get ready.” tdek an egg from the
holder in the refrigerator door. "Where do you kgepr pans?"

Kali didn't bother to tell him she loathed eggse S¥as too intrigued with
the thought of him actually cooking something fer.hHis concern, even
though she felt he was grossly exaggerating thgetaof taking aspirin on
an empty stomach, gave her a strange feelingleat@uldn't quite identify.
She wasn't used to anyone worrying about her eXxwapinother, and her
mother expressed worry by nagging.

"The pan,"” Hassan repeated, and Kali got one otiteo€abinet for him.
"If you're going to cook, you really ought to tad# that white robe before
you spill something on it,” she said with the vagope that once he took it

off, he wouldn't want to get dressed again to leave

Suddenly curious, she leaned a little closer to, Houking for a zipper.
"How does it fasten?"

"With Velcro," he said absently as he consideredwads. She was right.
He should take it off. He felt silly enough wearingHe'd feel even more
ridiculous wearing it with egg splattered on it.

"Velcro?" Kali giggled, and the sound slipped entity through his mind.



"Velcro hardly fits the Lawrence of Arabia imageuye projecting.”

Hassan didn't reply. He was too busy wonderingeflgced the Lawrence of
Arabia image. Telling himself that it was irreletahe tossed hikaffiyeh
on the table and, ripping open the Velcro fastestepped out of the robe.

Kali picked up thekaffiyehand slipped it over her head. It was too big.

Hassan's eyes narrowed at the tantalizing visiennrshde. Somehow the
masculine headpiece emphasized her extreme fetyinini

"What do | look like?" Kali pushed it off her face.

Hassan swallowed the urge to tell her just howafstint she looked and said,
"Women don't weakaffi- yehsWomen wear chadors. There's one in that
package | set on the table beside your front door."

"Really?" Kali looked intrigued.

Taking off hiskaffiyeh,she dropped it on top of the robe and hurriedrdaat
the living room.

Hassan followed.

Kali tore open the package and pulled out what dédolike a voluminous,
black silk sheet.

"How come you get white and gold, and | just getirplold black?" she
complained.

"Custom," he gave the reply he must have heardleomiimes when he'd
been growing up. "Middle- Eastern males don't viaaeir women to wear
anything which might draw the masculine eye."

Kali shook the chador out and studied it thoughtfulActually what this

might draw is an ambulance if | were dumb enougimntavearing it in a hot
climate. If | remember my color theory right, blaalisorbs light. And your
white reflects it."



Hassan shrugged. "Don't blame me. | didn't makéheprules. I'm just a
product of my culture.”

Instead of looking infuriated or, at the very leastorried by his
callous-sounding comment, Kali gave him a slow enthat sent his
hormones rocketing into overdrive.

"Let me make sure I've got this straight,” she sadur contention is that a
person isn't responsible for their behavior if tloeilture predisposes them to
act that way?"

Hassan studied the intoxicating tilt of her lipshasstruggled to follow her
line of reasoning. It was hopeless. Rational thoufiin't stand a chance
against the lure of Kali's body.

"Then it's not my fault, either,"” she said.

Her fault? Hassan wondered, having the unsettlieglirfg that he'd

somehow missed part of the conversation. Wereait thlking about how

repressive his culture was?

His thoughts irrevocably fragmented when Kali sudgéaunched herself
at him. He automatically caught her, gatheringtbdrim.

"What are you doing?" He tried to focus on herawdj instead of how her
actions were making him feel.

"I'm applying your principle of disassociation toemSince I'm only a
product of my culture and since my culture is bigifreedom of expression
and self- gratification..."

She deliberately wiggled against him.

Hassan stared down into her laughing face andagasHe couldn't think of
anything beyond the compulsion to kiss her.

His arms instinctively tightened, and his mouth dmilg sought hers.



Kali made no attempt to even pretend that shetdiggicome his kiss. Her
arms slipped up over the smooth material of hisjaoket to clasp his head,
imperiously tugging him closer.

She breathed deeply, drawing the scent of him degepher lungs.
She loved the way he smelled, she thought dreamily.

Clean and sharp, yet with dreamy edges that hattde bliss to be found in
his lovemaking.

The jarring memory of him all but running from Hast night brought her
back to reality with a thump, and she forced hétsahove away from him

while she was still able to act as if their kisssvsathing more than a bit of
lighthearted fun.

She ran her tongue over her lower hp as she caatediton getting her
erratic breathing back under control. Her plan teagently push against the
sexual barriers he'd erected and see if they dmilateached, she reminded
herself. An all-out frontal assault was not parhef plan. At least, not yet.

"Food," Hassan muttered, refocusing with a monualeaffort. "You
should eat.”

Man does not live by bread alon&ali thought, encouraged by his
abstracted expression.

"Good idea," she said. "I'll change while you sdodsmmy egg. Tell me,
what does one wear to wherever it is we're going?"

"The Casbah. Just a dress of some kind."

"The Casbah?" Kali giggled. "Now there's a nameadha with all kind of
innuendo."

"l go there quite often to relax,” Hassan lied.réiminds me of home."

"Sounds reasonable. | won't be long."



Hassan watched her disappear into her bedroom @rghtf the urge to
follow her. To put off their trip to the Casbah limdmorrow night. They
could stay here and watch television and... Hisomidblurred as in his
mind's eye he pictured what else they might do.

He ruthlessly throttled his erotic thoughts. He hadight to make love to
her. He wasn't going to marry her. He couldn't jmaer. His loyalties had
long since been promised elsewhere. Kali had ncepia the life he'd so
meticulously planned.

Returning to the kitchen, Hassan began to scrah#lan egg, his mind on
the upcoming evening.

When she was banished to the upper room with ther atomen, a great
many of whom wouldn't even be able to speak Engsbb'd undoubtedly
remember the lecture. Those two events should teginto set off a whole
carillon of alarm bells in her mind.

Thirty-five minutes later their taxi came to a nestiapping stop in front of
the brilliantly lit Casbah. Not looking forward the next few hours, Hassan
paid the cabbie and reluctantly climbed out oftthe.

Hearing a muffled squeak, he turned around in timeatch Kali as she
tumbled into his arms.

"Sorry," she muttered. "I tripped on the hem o&+thi' she gathered the
voluminous chador around her "—walking death trap."

"You'll get used to it." He did his best to soumstancerned even though the
possessive grip he maintained on her arm belietbhes

Did women ever get used to the chador? he wond¥ved. that why the
women in his father's kingdom tended to stay atdf®mBecause it was too
awkward, not to say dangerous, to venture outaffi¢rtrailing yards of
unwieldy material?



Get used to it? Kali examined his words as shevad him across the
sidewalk to the garishly painted pink door of thesBah. Did that mean that
Hassan expected her to wear a chador very ofterddddre mean that he
wanted her to get used to wearing it, so that wihery visited his own
country she would be able to wear the outfit withfalling flat on her face?

Undoubtedly the latter, she decided, and sincepthssures of their jobs
would preclude either frequent or extended viste could afford to be
generous about wearing the chador when they did go.

The door was opened a second after Hassan kncaked, short, dark man
peered out at them.

"Hassan Rashid. | have reservations."
"Of course, sir. Welcome to the Casbah.”" The maiegnwarmly at
Hassan. "The floor show will be starting in abiowgnty minutes and will be

repeated again at ten."

The man's gaze skittered over Kali as if he'dpasgiced her and was trying
to decide if he should acknowledge her or not.

Apparently not, Kali concluded since he addresssdnkext comment to
Hassan.

"There is also entertainment planned for the wommgstairs at the same
time."

"What kind of entertainment?" Kali asked.

The man ignored her question, and Kali bit backi@e to grab him by his
jacket lapels and force him to recognize her asragm.

It doesn't matter, she told herself. It's just Hucal thing. His attitude has
nothing to do with you personally.

But even if the man's behavior wasn't directedeatpgersonally, she might
very well begin to take it personally in time, siealized with a tremor of



unease. Being subjected to such belittling treatmaeas a lot like being
stoned to death with pebbles. None of the indiViidilaws were harmful,
but the continual barrage of them finally wore @wevn. Rather like that
woman who'd given the lecture last night had disced.

Hassan glanced down at Kali, telling himself hewtidoe pleased at her
tightly compressed lips. It meant his plan was waggk Kali was being
forced to face the unbridgeable differences betvileein cultures.

By the end of the evening she should be readydakboff her engagement.
But before she was banished upstairs with the otleenen, he wanted to
make sure she had a good square meal. One slggiatlghed scrambled egg
wasn't enough to cushion her stomach from the teffeall those aspirin
she'd taken.

"We wish to eat first," Hassan told their host.
"Certainly, the woman—"

"Together. | wish to make sure she eats propeHtia8san produced an
explanation for his desire to keep Kali close #elitonger that the man
would understand.

Kali bit back a giggle at the poor man's expressiéiearly he approved of
Hassan keeping track of everything she did, buakyalear was his strong
desire to hustle her upstairs before her presesmoelsow contaminated the
other men.

"It shall be as you wish, sir," the man finallyagalWe have private dining
rooms for our guests. If you would follow me?" kented and headed down
a hallway to their right.

Pausing about halfway down the long, narrow hallvttag man pulled aside
the deep blue curtain to reveal a small room aistuged them inside.

"If you will be seated, | will send your waiter@tce."



Kali looked around the tiny room curiously. Thereresno table or chairs.
Instead, a beautiful red-and-gold Oriental carpsteced the floor and
scattered around on it were half a dozen oversighions. To sit on?

"We sit on the cushions," Hassan confirmed herguUeasd dinner is placed
in front of us."

“I'm game." Kali took the chador, dropped it on tbarpet and then
gracefully sank down on a bright red down-filledskion, which billowed
up around her slight figure.

She looked up at Hassan. From her spot on the th@oappeared enormous
in his voluminous white robes. Enormous and emigetésirable. She
wanted to put her arms around him and kiss him.inBmuate herself
beneath his robes and explore his hard body.

' 'Normally a woman would never be permitted toweish a man,” Hassan
hurried to point out, in case she'd missed theifstgnce of their host's
hesitation. It was a fact that had always infudatés own mother. ' 'They
wait until all the men have eaten and then theylgeteftovers.”

"Ten to one, they've been sampling the food as finegared it and aren't
very hungry by the time the men are served," Kailil.s

Hassan's answer was interrupted by the sound tubattbeing cleared on
the other side of the curtain.

"Come in," Hassan called and the curtain was pulladk to reveal a
middle-aged man dressed all in black.

Ignoring Kali, he spoke to Hassan, ' 'l am yourteraMustafa. What is your
pleasure this evening, sir?"

Hassan conversed with the man in low tones. Atter waiter had left,
Hassan told Kali, "l ordered a traditional dish you to try."



"From the looks of this place, | doubt you had mabkhice," she said dryly.
"They don't exactly look to be on the cutting edgeanything but male
chauvinism."

"It's tradition."

"You have a lot in common with my mother," Kali dal'She used that
argument on my sister and me when we were kidstadamily went to
Scotland and she wanted us to eat haggis."'Hagd#s®5an sat down
beside her, even though he knew he should begsétiross from her. When
he was near her, he found it hard to remember ivhatas supposed to be
doing. All he could think about was what he warttedo.

"It's a traditional Scots dish made up of the luagd heart of a sheep and
cooked in its stomach."

Hassan blinked. "That sounds very..."

Kali grinned at him. "Yes, doesn't it. You Arabsteenly don't have a
monopoly on indulging in inexplicable behavior aradling it tradition.”

The throat clearing sounded again, and Kali turteethe door, curious to
see what they'd be served. Eating that scramblgchad only made her
realize just how hungry she really was.

At a word from Hassan, the waiter held back theatarso that a second
man carrying a large shallow bowl and what appetod€hli to be a metal
teapot could enter. He set the bowl down in frdridassan.

Picking up the teapot, the man waited until Hadsld his hands over the
bowl and then he poured a stream of water over thmsan dried himself
and the man gathered up his equipment and left.

The waiter called to someone out in the hallway artlird man entered
carrying a large silver platter filled with steamifood. Placing it in front of
Hassan, they all left.

"I take it the hand washing is ceremonial,” Kaked curiously.



"Yes, for males. It's—"

"Tradition," Kali finished. "I'd like to introducéhose guys to a few of my
ancestors' traditions. The Druids were very intonhn sacrifice, you
know."

Hassan bit back a chuckle at her aggrieved exmessi

This wasn't the time to sympathize, he remindedsklm This was the
time to emphasize the difference between theiuoest

"You eat with your fingers and only use your rigmand,” Hassan
instructed.

Kali stared down at the platter of food curiousl{That looks like a thin
bread on the bottom and rice on top of that. Whaesmeat and the
sauce?"

"Boiled lamb and a seasoned butter sauce. Try Some.

Kali obediently broke off a piece of the bread asdd it to scoop up some
of the rice.

"It's pretty good," she decided, catching a fewysgrains of rice with the
tip of her tongue.

Hassan watched as she struggled to handle thelrgsgd and felt a surge
of tenderness at her earnest expression. She whasasuopen-minded
person. Always willing to sample something befdre sondemned it out
of hand. She was someone who could appreciateablgyound without
feeling threatened by it.

But his background was also his future, he remirfdetself. Something
he couldn't allow himself to forget for a moment.

"There is a skill to eating with your fingers,"” began, and the bread he
was using as a spoon promptly broke, spilling ntgtaked rice down the
front of his robe.



Kali giggled at his annoyed expression. "I know. oo want me to show
you how to do it?"

"Damn," Hassan muttered, ineffectively brushinthatlarge grease spot.
"Maybe it didn't go through to the other side," iKsdid.

Using the comment as an excuse, she pulled thedhdns robe up and
stuck her head beneath it.

Hassan's breath caught in his throat as he felwienth of her body
crowding against him.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"Checking to see if the stain went all the waytigh the material. If it
hasn't, you can turn your robe inside out.”

She moved slightly, and he felt the silky softnester hair brush against
his neck. He tensed as his body began to readrtolbseness.

"Not only did that butter sauce soak through yalner;, but I think it stained
your suit,” she said.

Hassan felt her hand slip beneath his jacket abdenticingly over his
chest. The faint pressure of her probing fingers wa@oad to his growing
response.

She felt so wonderful. So incredibly sexy. So...

The sound of footsteps passing by the curtained filoally penetrated his
self-absorption and he made an effort to regainrobaf the situation.

"Kali, stop that. We're in a public restaurant.”
"No, we aren't." She began to rub the palm of terdhover his chest in

slow, seductive circles. "We're in a private dinnogm with a waiter who
refuses to even notice me."



"He's going to be hard-pressed not to notice, ifdraes back and finds you
underneath my robes.” Hassan tried to sound diegjyy, but it didn't
quite come off.

"Do you mean to tell me that his first reaction vwde to assume that there's
an innocent explanation for this?" Kali's voice wla®aded with a laughter
that lured him even deeper into the sensual welwsiseveaving. She made
him feel so alive. As if every second spent in tb@mpany was a special
moment out of time that was to be cherished andrsavbecause it might
never come again.

And it wouldn't, he thought, feeling a wave of edible loss. Tonight
would surely be enough to convince her that shédcoeever marry a man
from the Middle East.

Fumbling with the knot of his tie, Kali loosenedatgain access to his skin
beneath. Pressing her lips against the base tiroiat, she lightly licked the
indentation there.

Hassan's arms closed convulsively around her. Heatb caught in
anticipation as her wandering hand inched downwaed his chest.

The sound of a throat being cleared on the otha® ef the curtain hit
Hassan like a shower of icy water.

To his mingled relief and disappointment. Kali atszard the waiter, and
she hastily emerged from beneath his robe. It Wéeaould do not to pull
her back into his arms and kiss her.

" 'The world is too much with us soon and late&h& snuttered, brushing her
hair out of her face. Not that it mattered becadbsewaiter ignored her.

"Is there anything else you require, sir?" the aragsked.

"No," Hassan said, resisting the urge to prolommer with another course.
It was time to get on with his plan.



"'Very good, sir. | shall wait outside to escortthé waiter glanced at Kali
as if trying to decide how to refer to her and lsdtton "—your, er,
companion upstairs to the women's area."

He stepped outside, and Kali turned to Hassan. ‘iBaithaven't had
dessert!" Her eyes glittered with sup-pressed lmrghnd a tantalizing
promise that sent an answering rush of emotiorutfinddassan, which he
struggled to keep hidden.

"You can have something with the women. Order angtlyou want," he
said.

"l sincerely doubt that what | want is on the ménu.
"Behave yourself!" Hassan did his best to souraiticed.

"'l think that should be my line considering whese are," Kali said slowly
as she suddenly wondered for the first time jusatwtonstituted male
entertainment in a place like this.

Other women? A burning flash of stark jealousy pduhrough her that she

did her best to ignore. She trusted Hassan, stidé&skelf as she draped the
chador around herself. What she didn't trust wWeeeother inmates in this

asylum for rampant chauvinism.

"You'll enjoy yourself with the other women," Hasssaid, knowing that he
wouldn't be enjoying himself with the men. He didmant to spend his
evening socializing with them. He wanted to spemdth Kali.

Duty, he dredged the cold, comfortless word out of #gtlas of his soul. He
had a duty to perform.

Getting to his feet, Hassan walked with Kali outtloé tiny dining alcove
and watched as the waiter escorted her to thesdtat led to the women's
room on the second floor. Not even the bulky chadoid hide the grace of
her fluid movements.



He continued to watch until she disappeared thr@ugborway at the top of
the stairs and then he reluctantly turned and hibwleard the large central
room where the men were congregated.

The floor show had already started, and he sat dgavam empty table near
the back of the room.

Idly he watched the belly dancer's gyrations, nigntapplauding the
woman's skill. She appeared to be an expert arthe

"Man, wouldn't | like to have that one to warm madl' the man at the table
next to Hassan said to him.

Hassan looked back at the dancer, taking in heg, lbfack hair, which
brushed over the tips of her full, barely coverszhists. Curiously he probed
his reaction to the sight and discovered a vastf@rdnce. He might as well
have been looking at someone's eighty-year-olddynaxther.

The dancer was simply too...too much, he thoughtaraimage of Kali's
much slighter body filled his mind, and his bodydened almost painfully
at the thought.

He wanted Kali and no one else, he realized. Hises®f dismay set the
final cap on what was turning out to be a miserablkening.

But if he was miserable, then Kali should not dodyequally miserable, but
bored out of her mind. He tried to draw what comfoe could from the
situation.

He was wrong. Boredom was the furthest thing froali'& mind as she
stared in wide-eyed fascination at the controllexyements of the woman
on the tiny raised dais at the front of the room.

"Belly dancing is an art form," one of the womerside Kali said, noticing
her interest. "And you can take off your chadorehén fact, you'd better
before you faint from the heat."



Kali slipped out of the enveloping material, heegyever leaving the
woman's gyrations. "l don't know about an art fobor, I'd have sworn you
couldn't make your stomach muscles do that."

"It takes a lot of practice," the woman said. 'dkdessons for a couple of
years when my husband was stationed in Egypt, =it he was sent to
Europe and | dropped out."

"Does she give lessons?" Kali asked as an ideankteg@rm in her mind.

Hassan wanted her to become acquainted with hisreuland she couldn't
think of a more intriguing place to start than pelancing. It was one of the
most erotic things she'd ever seen. The absolptfect tool for seduction.

"I don't know, but I'd be glad to introduce youdarou can ask. | do know
you can buy one of those oultfits like the one sive@ring here at the club if
you like."

"Oh, I'd like," Kali said. But more important, homould Hassan like it? She
tingled with excitement. Kali could hardly wait get home and find out.



Seven

The crowd of women coming down the stairs of thsliah parted slightly,
and Hassan caught a glimpse of Kali's sparklingvhreyes, which was all
that was visible of her beneath the concealing ehatle wore. Her head
was bent toward a middle-aged woman who was sagingething that Kali
appeared to find fascinating.

Could the woman be telling her about the insurmallet problems a
Western women would face if she tried to live ir tiddle East? Hassan
wondered.

The sudden gust of muffled laughter that came ftbengroup seemed to
dispute the idea, and Hassan felt a surge of amueyat their evident good
humor. He certainly hadn't found anything even ratyofunny about the
evening he'd just passed. He had been alternaiedglland infuriated by his
companions' narrow-minded outlook on life. But desphis intense
frustration, he'd forced himself to stay until ctagbecause he'd as-sumed
that Kali was having an equally miserable time. Amtl when the closing
bell had brought the women down from the seconarflgali had been at
the center of an animated crowd.

Hassan felt distinctly annoyed at the unfairnessitofll. He didn't
understand what a vibrant, modern career womankiecould possibly
have found to talk about with a group of women wihd no interest beyond
their own homes. She should have had no point ach with them at all,
and yet she seemed to be enjoying their compango@d it be that she was
hiding her frustrations beneath a polite social kfidde already knew she
was a kind person. Too kind to let her companiomsvwk that she found
them boring. Maybe that was it. Maybe his plan wadked after all.

Impatient to leave so that he could find out, Hassaved at Kali, trying to
catch her attention. The woman next to Kali poirteglard Hassan.

Kali turned and saw him, said something to the rdld-aged woman she'd
been talking to and then grinned.



Her smile sliced through all the petty frustratimisHassan's evening like
the proverbial hot knife through butter. It alsor@ased his desire for her a
hundredfold. He shifted uncomfortably as his bodgdm to react to her.

He could control his growing need for her, he asdurnimself. He wasn' t
some savage at the mercy of his emotions. He waslacated man who'd
never had any trouble in the past keeping his isgsulinder control.

But then, when his eyes lingered on the gracefieneent of Kali's body as
she made her way through the crowd toward him,rtesvkhe'd never met
anyone quite like Kali.

"Hi," she said when she finally reached him.
"How was your evening?" Hassan probed.

"Your culture has some fascinating aspects td&ilf instinctively hugged

the brown-paper-wrapped package she was carryliiggereé was a woman
there named Fatima who gave a demonstration oy ldelhcing. | never
realized before that it was an aerobic exercise.

Hassan hastily chopped off the intoxicating imattpas flooded his mind at
the twin thoughts of Kali and belly dancing togethiatense frustration
made his voice curt.

"Belly dancing isn't from my culture.” He led herew to the doorman who
was busily hailing cabs for the departing patréh#hink it's Egyptian. So
there's no reason for you to bother with it."

"That argument won't hold water in today's worldgli said. "You aren't
Western, but you wear Western suits both to worklz@neath your robes.
You aren't French, but you take advantage of Pestieories of vaccines
to immunize yourself against all kinds of nastylditbugs. And you
certainly use Western technology in every aspegoaf life. At the risk of
sounding trite, the world is a very small placesthelays. People tend to
pick and choose what they want from a whole smdgaisof cultures.”



The doorman gestured them toward the next taxijratigk bustle of getting
in, Hassan was spared the necessity of answerihgchMas a good thing,
he admitted, because he didn't have an answer. thoeigh he felt her
argument was simplistic, there was a great deafutih to it. Especially
where he was concerned. He really was a hybrid—awtse roots were
in the Middle East, but whose upbringing and lifdes had a decided
Western slant to it.

The result was that he didn't really belong toezitbulture. A feeling of
loneliness pressed down on him. Not in the Wesgrethis mother had
chosen to live her life, and not in the Middle Eagtere duty had trapped
his father. And even worse, there was no one inwhele world who
understood how adrift he felt, and there never wdd.

The knowledge of just how isolated he would alwagsmade him feel
faintly frantic. He grimly fought back the feelirthat he was caught in
quicksand and sinking.

"Four-fifty!" The impatience in the taxi driver'®ice told Hassan that that
probably wasn't the first time he'd said it.

Hassan hurriedly fumbled beneath his robes totiisdvallet and paid the
man, while Kali, still clutching her package, cliethbout of the cab.

"What did you buy?" he asked as he followed Katoiher apartment
building. "Have they started selling takeout at @asbah?"

"There's food for the body and food for the soMdli said. She could
hardly wait to get Hassan upstairs and try outfleeigling belly dancing
skills on him.

"It's too big to be a Koran, which is all the foie soul needs!" he snapped.
He felt so miserable that he wanted everyone artimdto be miserable,
too. Still, he knew it wasn't Kali's fault that tvas trapped in a way of life
that suddenly felt several sizes too small.

Snap out of it! he ordered himself, making a validfort to control his bad
mood. He couldn't change his own fate. It was dar late for that, but he



could ensure that Kali escaped emotionally unsciatiem her encounter
with the Rashid family.

Kali automatically pushed the button for the siftttor as she tried to make
sense of Hassan's mood. He didn't seem so muchqgu@ed as grumpy
and out of sorts. Or maybe what he was feelingfrussration? As in sexual
frustration?

A sizzling spark of excitement tore through her.

Hassan was an intriguing mixture of two very diéfierr cultures, and it was
becoming increasingly obvious to her that at tinestwo halves did not
always mesh well. Could his Western side want t&erave to her while
his Middle-Eastern side was telling him that it wa®ng until after they
were married?

It was possible. It was also possible that sexrwting whatsoever to do
with his strange mood. Simply because her evergrabthought was of
making love to him didn't mean that he was thinkatmng similar lines.

She shot a quick glance over her shoulder at hitheaslevator stopped and
they got off. The alluring sight of his dark feasy outlined by the pristine
white of hiskaffiyehquickened her heart beat.

Hurriedly she unlocked her door, determined to geklucing him. He'd

given her the perfect opening. She glanced dowheapackage she was
carrying. He'd been the one to take her to the &asb

The worst thing to happen would be that he'd claehad a headache and
leave. A nervous giggle escaped her at the thought.

"What's the matter?" Hassan asked.
"Um, nothing." Kali took a deep breath, trying o her jittery nerves.

"Why don't you get yourself a drink, and I'll bght back," Kali said,
leaving to change into her costume.



"But—-" Hassan began only to find that he was tajkio her disappearing
back.

"Hell!" he muttered and went to run his fingerstigh his hair only to
encounter the thick, white material of isffiyeh.

"Double hell!" In frustration he yanked it off afidng it on the couch. The
robe followed. He refused to go home looking likeredugee from a
Halloween party. Especially since there was no néaliwouldn't be going
home with him.

The knowledge sent a burst of self-pity through ket disgusted him. He
knew he had no reason to feel sorry for himselfwds healthy; he had a
profession he loved, even if he wasn't going t@lble to practice it much

longer; and more money than he could ever spertd.dfgpeople would sell

their souls to trade places with him. The knowleldgehim cold.

"Close your eyes." Kali's voice came from behinu .Hie obediently closed
his eyes, focusing on the sound of her voice t@ keg unhappy thoughts at
bay.

There was a rustle of movement as she walked arbimdand then she
said, "Okay, you can open them now."

Hassan opened his eyes and then immediately ctbeetdagain, unable to
believe he was seeing what he thought he was seégnfglt disoriented. As
if he'd somehow been catapulted into the fanta%yihdulged in during the
floor show at the Casbah.

Cautiously he opened his eyes again. Nothing hadgdd. Kali was still
wearing a provocative costume consisting of lohgyfiblue scarves and
glittering silver sequins.

His eyes widened as she moved toward him, andcirees parted to show
the firm skin of her slender thighs. All he couhihik of was a story from his
school days about a Greek named Tantalus, who, msneshment for
something or other, had had to stand in water &dht been able to reach it
to quench his thirst. Just as he couldn't slakeagsg thirst for Kali.



Kali was elated by the glitter in Hassan's eyes. éldfit had certainly
affected him on some level. Now if she could just gim thinking like a
Westerner....

"Isn't this outfit spectacular?" She turned arotmdive him the full benefit
of it. "I bought it from the woman who gave the lpeldancing
demonstration."

Kali slowly raised her arms mimicking Fatima's dagcand then lowered
them past her breasts as if to bring them to esmaon.

"Fatima said that she gives lessons at the Y. dkthi would be great
exercise, don't you?" She lowered her voice togaitiag whisper.

It didn't make any sense, Hassan thought in camfug{ali didn't have a
fraction of the skill of the performer he'd watchestlier at the Casbah. Yet
that woman had left him cold, while just the sigiitKali wearing those
exotic bits and pieces of blue stuff set the blpodnding so hard in his head
he couldn't think straight.

"Belly dancing raises the heart rate very satisfdlgt” she murmured as
she leaned toward him.

"Heart rate?" he repeated distractedly as she bgamove her hips in an
undulating movement. The long, silk scarves attddioethe waist of the
bikini bottom floated back and forth, revealing ahdn concealing her legs.

"Oh, yes. Belly dancing is marvelous for your hgarhe husky whisper of
her voice rasped over his nerve endings, incredssmgense of edginess. He
felt as if he were standing on the edge of a preeipnd the slightest
movement would send him plunging into an abyssexual desire that
would wholly consume him.

Leaning toward him, Kali grabbed his tie and sloWlgsened the knot.

He could feel the material slide around his nec&estugged it free. Slowly
she pulled it between her fingers as if she weamiag its texture by heart.



Hassan watched it slip so suggestively over hehftbat he began wishing
she would touch him like that.

Seeming to lose interest in his tie, Kali tossdokitind her. Hassan had no
idea where it landed. His attention was focusedhenmovement of her
scantily covered breasts as she threw it.

His breath caught in his throat as her body begaway as if in response to
music only she could hear. She jerked her hips badkthe scarves flipped
at him.

Instinctively he grabbed for one, and she lauglyimgtreated, keeping just
out of reach even though she was encouraged bgdstion. On some level
Hassan certainly wanted her. How much and what & willing to do
about it remained to be seen.

"My dear sir," Kali leaned toward him and inhaléatcing her breasts half
out of their brief covering. "You mustn't touch. ihisn't interactive
entertainment. I'm giving a demonstration."

Of what?Hassan wondered. How much frustration the humae cwuld
take before he went stark raving mad?

"About heart rate, remember,” she said. She swdyadard to within
inches of him.

Hassan could feel her perfume teasing his noshutg)yg him ever deeper
into an all-enveloping miasma of sexual desiregHiped in great lungfuls
of air in a vain attempt to control his increasingfratic breathing.

His muscles began to twitch beneath his left eyshesreached out and
started to unbutton his shirt. When she had it ppka tugged it free from
his pants and then pressed the palm of her handrflais bare chest.

Reaction shot through him like a tidal wave, tum@lhis thoughts over and
over until they were hopelessly scrambled.



"See." Her satisfied voice echoed in his earsoldl tyou belly dancing
raised the heart rate."

Her words made no sense to him. Nothing did bufébEof her hands on
his chest and the warmth of her scantily clad bsidpding so bewitchingly
close to him.

He trembled as she flexed her fingers. The sensomyement fogged his
thoughts, making it hard for him to think clearfhe very intensity of his
reaction set alarm bells ringing deep in his mimd,they were muted. As if
he heard them from a great distance.

It was all right, he told himself. He could contiuk desire. He had last
night. Last night he'd kissed her and then left.cdeld do the same thing
tonight. He was in control of the situation. Andhiiself.

"What are you doing?" The question was torn outif as Kali inched her
fingers around his rib cage.

"I'm trying to tickle you, and finding it hard gatf

"I'm not ticklish, but if you thought of the ide ihe first place then it must
be because you are."

"Hassan! Don't you dare!" Reacting instinctivelyth@ devilish light that
suddenly sparked to life in his eyes, Kali jerkédkways. The top of her
costume caught on the button of his shirt cuff, tmundone.

Hassan gulped at the unexpected sight of her nateats so tantalizingly
close to him. Slowly, hesitantly, almost afraiddach her for fear the vision
was just a figment of his fevered imagination, beped her breasts with
fingers that trembled beneath the force of his iloggdHer satiny skin felt

hot. Burningly hot as if she shared the excitemententing him. His

breath caught in his throat as his thumbs brusleeddse-colored nipples,
and they hardened against his palm. He could feelheart pounding
against his palm. The throbbing beat fed his grgwarcitement, sucking
him deeper and deeper into the whirlpool of hisjmas



Just a kisshe told himself. One kiss and then he'd go honeecddild handle
it. He wasn't some callow youth to lose controlt jbscause he had a
beautiful woman in his arms.

Lowering his head, Hassan pressed his mouth agtiastvarm velvety
slope of one breast, breathing in the erotic sttt clung to her. It was
stronger this close. And infinitely more alluring.

Tentatively his tongue darted out to lick at hexphe, and the strength of the
hunger gripping him made quick work of his inhibris. Without giving it a
conscious thought, he caught at her turgid nipple suckled, trembling
when Kali moaned in reaction.

She liked him to touch her, he realized, and thetedge was like pouring
gasoline on a blazing fire. Suddenly the need e¢blier breasts against his
bare chest overwhelmed every other rational coraiid®, and he hurriedly
shrugged out of his shirt, letting it fall to tHedr.

His arms closed around her. He pulled her to himgdibg her body against
him as if he would absorb her into his very being.

He could see a pulse pounding at the base of hek. ik@scinated, he
pressed his lips to the spot, allowing the throgbimythm to seep into his
muddled senses.

Kali arched her lower body against his growing hass, and her
provocative movement unraveled the last few threddiss self-control.

Hassan felt as if he had somehow slipped overdige ef a mountain and
was careering downhill, hopelessly out of contfald the worst part was he
didn't care. He didn't care about anything exdept the feeling not stop.

His mouth closed over hers with a consuming huhgenade no attempt to
hide. He needed the contact. Needed to feed oswegtness to maintain
his fast- slipping sanity.



"Yes," he muttered indistinctly as he felt her fumé with the zipper on his
pants. He shifted slightly to help her and thenaaiklly kicked them off,
gasping when her slender fingers closed along ehehlard length of him.

His whole being suddenly became focused on thendyiveed to make her
his. To get as close to her as it was possibla foan to get to a woman.

Scooping her up in his arms, he carried her ovéréa@ouch and placed her
on the soft cushions. The rights and wrongs of vileatvas doing had no
meaning to him at the moment. All that mattered ak and how much he

wanted to be a part of her.

Using his knee, he nudged her legs apart and, puistar scanty costume
aside, positioned himself and he surged into her.

Intense pleasure at the feel of her hot body sadimg him engulfed him.

Sensation poured along his nerves, seeming tailift up to the very

heavens before hurtling him back down to earthbfaae of joy so great he
momentarily lost contact with the real world.

When he came to his senses again it was to findskalering in his arms
deep into the throes of her own climax. His arngbiténed protectively,
wishing he could stretch this magical moment infinity.

"Thank you," he muttered against her neck, and ptlynplummeted into a
deep sleep with her still tightly grasped in hisar

Hassan muttered, protesting the ray of sunlightribdged him toward full

consciousness. He didn't want to wake up. He wasn@athe most

delightful dream. He was in paradise, and Kali Wwasown personal houri.
Her delectable body was covered with an assortiofeltight red scarves,
which kept separating provocatively as she dandedarms were held out
to him in a welcome as old as time itself.



He moved his head sideways as the discomfort flmnstinlight became an
actual pain. Reluctantly he opened his eyes anddftimself inches from
her.

Dreamily he stared at her sleep-relaxed face, s dingering on the
thickness of her dark eyelashes lying on her phéeks. They looked so
enticing. He wanted to kiss them. To explore tketture with his lips.

His eyes drifted lower, down to her soft mouth, 4l breath shortened
with longing. He wanted to rain kisses over heefatnd after he'd done
that, he would turn his attention to her body. Lraght had been...

Stupid! Incredibly stupid. Full awareness brougithvit a wave of guilt so
strong it totally extinguished his "ardor.

What had he done! How could he have lost contrahgoh as to have made
love to her?

A surge of self-disgust rolled through him makimgn lieel faintly nauseous.
Kali had thought she had been making love "to tla@ ishe was going to
marry. And he'd taken advantage of her trust talgel his own lust. What
kind of self-indulgent jerk was he?

One who had no self-control where Kali was conagrathe answer was
obvious. What wasn't so obvious was what he wapaaqu to do now.

Hassan took a deep breath trying to think, butdwddn't seem to pull his
thoughts together.

The heat from her warm body—her warm, naked body-thercouch next

to him destroyed any hope he might have had obmatithought. All he

could do was feel. And react to that feeling. Haaed as he felt his body
hardening.

He had to get away. The thought surfaced throughnthaelstrom of his
growing passion. He had to distance himself fromli Keefore he
compounded his sin by repeating it.



Bracing his uncooperative muscles, he inched afdbuch, trying not to
waken her. He froze when she muttered at the ldsis avarmth, and it was
all he could do not to soothe her protest withlipis.

A cold sweat dampened his forehead as his guilglfowith his desire.
Finally guilt gained the upper hand, and he wae &bturn away.

He needed to get dressed, he thought distractiediking around for the
clothes he'd been wearing. They were scatteredazaptily on the floor.

Being careful not to look at Kali for fear that hésolve would break and he
wouldn't be able to go, Hassan scrambled intolbthes and stealthily left
the apartment, feeling like a criminal escapingdbene of a crime.

And in a moral sense he had committed a crimeakggated himself. He'd
made love to Kali under completely false preten$és. fact that he hadn't
intention-ally set out to do it didn't excuse hehhvior. He'd still done it. He
could have stopped himself last night. He couldhdvave kissed her a few
times and then gone home like an honorable mandiwaNe done.

No. He faced the unpalatable fact. He couldn't hasppstd himself. The
only thing that could have stopped him from makioge to Kali would
have been if she herself had said no. He hadntheestrength to do it on his
own. He'd wanted her far too much.

Hassan pushed back his rumpled hair in confusierdidin't understand his
mindless reaction to Kali. He'd never lost conlitad that before.

Why he'd done it didn't matter, he told himself. &Wmattered was what he
was going to do about it.

The elevator stopped on the ground floor, and Hass@de across the
lobby, not even noticing the young woman by thexfrdoor who eyed his
wrinkled suit and unshaven face speculatively.

Hassan hailed a cruising taxi and gave the mamkKsauiaddress.



What was he supposed to do now? The question etedhthrough
Hassan's mind, causing pinpricks of pain. How weagding to tell Kali that
she'd made love to the wrong man?

He couldn't, Hassan realized. Telling her what kie'de would only make
her feel as bad as he already did. She might eggim ko doubt her own
ability to judge people, and that would be a deast her line of work.

No, relieving his conscience by confessing wasldigtonly real option was
to keep his mouth shut and proceed with his plagetoher to break the
engagement herself. That way she need never know.

"Here we are." The taxi driver pulled up in frort Karim's apartment
building.

Hassan distractedly handed him a twenty, told lurketep the change and
climbed out of the cab.

He rode the elevator up to Karim's apartment, gymignore his growing
sense of loss at the necessity of irrevocably atieg Kali.

He had to do it, he clung desperately to the thoudd was committed to
returning to Saad Dev'a. He wasn't a free agenhddeto convince Kali to
break her engagement. But how?

The lecture hadn't worked. Probably because she'thadt that what the
woman was saying related to her personally. AndCasbah hadn't worked
because she'd gotten sidetracked with the bellgidgnHe gulped as his
body instantly reacted to the memory of her bodyimgp behind the filmy
scarves. She wasn't the only one who'd gottenraitietd by belly dancing.

So what else could he do to make her see just bstniative the life-style of
a Middle-Eastern woman was?

Faisal Sharif! Hassan suddenly remembered a foéhds father's who was
not only aggressively conservative, but compulgigeegarious. He owned
a ski lodge about two hours north of the city, dwdvirtually held open



house for his fellow countrymen on the weekendsd Heg ago issued a
standing invitation to Hassan to visit.

He could take Kali to Faisal's after she got offrkvthis evening, and this
time there wouldn't be any entertainment planned® women that would
distract her. It would never occur to Faisal toreaeknowledge his female
guests, let alone provide for their amusement.|$afeer a weekend of her
host and his male guests treating her and the @atberen as if they were
third- class citizens, and not too bright one$at,tKali would realize that a
marriage between them could never work.

At least, he sure hoped she came to that conclusemause he wasn't sure
what he was going to do if she didn't. Faisal Shaais his last idea. If it
didn't work, he'd have no choice left but the trutis soul cringed at the
thought of what she would think of his duplicity.

A ringing sound bludgeoned Kali from sleep, and al®matically reached
out to turn off the alarm clock only to encountething but air beneath her
groping fingers. Confused, she opened her eyetoand that she was lying
on the couch instead of on her bed.

Why was she... Hassan! Memory flooded her and aee gwept the room
looking for him. To her disappointment he wasretré

After they were married she was going to have tovowe him to wake her
when he got up. A warmth at the idea of what theyld do when he did
surged through her only to be extinguished by wpetfzer ring.

The phone! She finally identified the sound andasbling off the couch,
answered it.

"Hello," she said.

"Kali, did I get you out of bed?"



Kali frowned as she recognized Hassan's voice. @Wweas he? Clearly not
still in the apartment. So why had he left onlycall her? And, more
important, why wasn't she reacting to the sounki®¥oice? She felt none
of the anticipation and suppressed excitement shaaily did.

Unconsciously she closed her eyes, and an imagiasgan's taut features
as he'd bent over her last night filled her minér Heart began to pound
with slow, heavy thuds as she remembered the bgight of sexual desire

that had lit his black eyes.

Kali drew a shaky breath and opened her eyes. @¢lmgs rioting through
her faded away into nothingness as the sound o$dths voice echoed
meaninglessly in her ears. It made no sense. Haid cshe fall into an
agony of longing merely by closing her eyes and emimering their
lovemaking and yet the actual sound of his voiagked no response at all?

Almost desperately Kali focused on Hassan's waodshing deep within
herself for a reaction. For a spark of desire, atten how small. She found
nothing.

She shook her head, trying to tell herself thatas just because she wasn't
quite awake yet.

"l did get you out of bed, didn't I?" he said rubfu”l keep forgetting that
Australia is halfway around the world."

Thoroughly confused, Kali rubbed her forehead nigytio think. A task that
became impossible at his next words.

"l know Hassan told you about my marrying Felicibyt | wanted to call
you myself and tell you how happy | am."

Hassan told me®hat was he talking about? Wasn't Hassan his yanil
nickname for Karim? And who is Felicity? Kali's senof disorientation
grew.

"So how did you like my staid twin?"



Twin! The word sliced through Kali's confusion, dsedly bringing her
earlier doubts about Hassan into appalling focie Sared down at her
hand, surprised to find it shaking.

"Kali? Are you all right?"

No.Kali bit back an urge to burst into self-pityirgats. She wasn't all right.
In fact, she had the disheartening feeling thatve®n't ever going to be all
right again.

"I'm just not fully awake." Kali scrambled to soundrmal. "Tell me about
your Felicity." She tossed out a red herring, whiehim eagerly grabbed.

He launched into a monologue about the unknownci&gs multiple
charms, which made her sound like a cross betwedntdf Troy and Joan
of Arc.

Five minutes later Kali was finally able to hangwiphout Karim realizing
that she was getting rid of him. Or just how updet really was.

She should hate Hassan for what he'd done, shghhau despair. She
should, but she didn't. She didn't hate him becahseloved him. The
realization struck her with the force of a blowgdfali closed her eyes in
instant negation of her appalling discovery.

She didn't want to be in love. Not with Hassan. Wih anyone. Being in
love left you open to pain and betrayal.

And as if falling in love weren't bad enough, hosuld she have fallen in
love with a man who was pretending to be somease®ebhe had no idea.

Nor did she understand why Hassan would have dacteacruel thing. He
wasn't a cruel man. Quite the contrary. He wasrg eempassionate man.
She remembered his reaction to the man injuretiencar accident. Why
would a compassionate man behave so out of chaPacte

A cold tendril of horror slithered down her spine ahe suddenly
remembered the first thing she'd said to him whefd lcome to her



apartment last Saturday. That she wanted to sebdtause she needed him
to go to her parents' and lend her moral suppotEfalie's christening.

Could Hassan have come to the apartment with tieation of telling her
that Karim had married someone else and then nu ddoecause he'd felt
sorry for her?

The coldness spread, encircling her chest and rmgaliavoc with her
breathing.

Kali began to pace, unable to sit still under tlienhiating thought. She
didn't even want to consider that what Hassanféelther was pity, yet
common sense told her it was a distinct possibility

But there had to be more to his feelings for hantpity, she argued with
herself. Because if there wasn't why hadn't he heldonce the christening
was over?

Uncertainly she gnawed on her bottom lip. Why hadclntinued the
charade? Why had he carried it to the extreme &imgdove to her?

Kali stared at the far wall, trying to remember hbe/d reacted to their

lovemaking. She couldn't. Not precisely. Their Ilmaking had been a

confusing jumble of heat and excitement and plegsaind she found it

impossible to sort out the experience. The onlgghlshe was sure of was
that if Hassan had been faking his reaction to Inenyvas the greatest actor
since the legendary Edmund Kean.

Kali paced across the floor as she tried to dewtlat she should do.
Confront him and demand an explanation?

No! She instinctively rejected the idea. If she diatthHassan would
probably apologize and disappear from her lifeiere

A dark, clammy cloud of fear oozed through her, mgker feel faint. She
couldn't risk that. The thought of never seeing ddasagain, of never
hearing his deep chuckle or seeing the way his syiekled when he was
amused—



Kali gulped. It didn't bear thinking about. And stidn't have to think about
it, she assured herself. At least, not yet she'tdids long as Hassan didn't
know that she knew who he was, she had some timme= D try to get him
to fall in love with her. But did she have enoughe?

And even more problematic was the question of h@s she supposed to
accomplish it. She didn't have a clue. All she kriemcertain was that she
had to try, because she didn't know how she cowddthe rest of her life

without him.



Eight

Kali froze as the call button from the lobby buzzkdowing it had to be
Hassan. The message he'd left with her office tem@pt that morning had
said that he'd pick her up at six to take her afeay weekend of skiing.
And it was five minutes to six now.

Nervously she pushed the button to allow him oneleyator. She both
dreaded and craved seeing him again—a mixture ofiens that made for
a very unsettled frame of mind.

Kali sighed.Unsettleddidn't begin to describe how confused she feld fn
make matters worse, despite spending every freendeof her frantic
workday figuring out how to get the man of her ansao fall in love with
her, she still hadn't come up with one singlecsmlea.

The doorbell chimed, and she opened it."Kali?" lda%s velvety voice
flowed across her nerve endings, increasing heataan. "You ready?"

"Ready?" she repeated as she studied his sharpbeleth features,
searching for a clue to his mood, to his feelingward her. There was
nothing to be read in his face.

"To go skiing,” he said, staring down into her p&ee. She looked
exhausted, Hassan thought. He wanted to take toehimarms and comfort
her. But he knew that in the end she'd find it @mchfort. He couldn't offer
her anything except the most fleeting emotionaloimement, and Kali
deserved better than that. She deserved the lgzstwias.

Which was what this weekend was all about, he rdadrhimself. To free
her from her engagement in a way that left herepadd emotions still
intact, so that she would be able to find someose &omeone who would
appreciate her unique qualities.



A surge of some dark emotion welled up in him & tirought of Kali in
another man's arms. Grimly he beat his reactiok,dawwing he had no
right to feel possessive of her.

Kali felt a slight easing of her tension at his ga@ words. Apparently
Hassan was going to ignore the fact that they'dentace. Which meant that
she wasn't going to have to deal with the emotlgraiarged issue now.
She'd have time to build her defenses so that winey did talk about it,
hopefully she could respond as a rational adult.

And it would seem Karim hadn't called him, as shti feared he would.
Hassan didn't know that she knew about his impatsam She had time to
put into action her plan to make him fall in lovéwher. Just as soon as she
could figure out what it was.

"Kali? Are you all right?"
"I'm just a little tired."

Unable to resist her driving need to touch him,ik&lned against his chest.
Encouraged by the way his arms automatically eleclrber, she snuggled
closer. She rubbed her cheek against the sleekiadaté his suit jacket,
savoring the contact all the more because shet didow how many more
times she would be in his arms.

She hurriedly banished the thought. Her chancggiting Hassan to fall in
love with her weren't high to begin with. If shearséd dwelling on
worst-case scenarios, she'd lose what little chahealid have.

Hassan rubbed his cheek over her soft, silky ba@athing in the intensely
feminine scent of it. She smelled like the flowefsan English spring
garden.

A distracting image of Kali standing on a verdaréan lawn wearing a
chain of daisies around her neck and nothing edp@¢d into his mind.

The plan, he hauled his imagination up shiegmember what has to be.



"You'll feel better once you've had some exerciba$san said.

"I've never bought into that theory. Besides, I'tski," Kali murmured.
Her warm breath wafted across his neck, tightehiagkin.

Hassan glanced down at her, his eyes lingeringp@saft pink of her lips.

All day long he'd speculated on her possible reastio their having made
love. He'd pictured scenarios ranging from herwhng her arms around
him and telling him that his lovemaking was fantagh her slamming the
door in his face and telling him he was an unppled jerk as well as a total
loss as a lover.

He found it distinctly anticlimactic that she wasedating him in the same
friendly manner that she always had. Her actinthaagh they had never
made love both annoyed and relieved him, leavimg teeling frustrated
and confused. It wasn't like him to swing from a@maotional extreme to
another, yet somehow around Kali mood swings sed¢mbd the norm.

He felt her take a deep breath, and her breastsedusto his chest. He
knew that if he were to turn his head just slightlg could kiss her.

Action immediately followed the thought. His mouitushed hers, and a
cascade of sparks poured through him, lightingfiireg the entire length of
his body. Fires that became a raging conflagrattben she wrapped her
arms around his torso and pressed herself agamst h

The plan.He grabbed desperately at his chosen role of ¢higtic male,
using it to pull himself out of the maelstrom oksal desire in which he was
slowly drowning.

"Why can't you ski?" He latched on to the last ghshe'd said.

"l grew up on Long Island, and it's kind of flat.”

"I'll teach you. You can have your first lessonign."



That wasn't what she wanted a lesson in, Kali thougefully. But they
couldn't ski all night. Sooner or later they'd hawgo inside, and then she'd
have a go at doing what she wanted to do. Shedw#lh the rising tide of
excitement.

Hassan saw her suitcase sitting beside the dogipasiing it up, said, "Did
you remember to pack your chador?"

Kali blinked in surprise. "To go skiing? Unless yeiew skiing as some
kind of suicide pact, | doubt it would work very e

"Not for the skiing. For when we aren't on the slepWe're visiting the
estate of a friend of my father's, Faisal Shant| bhe's rather conservative."

Kali considered Hassan's description of the unknbaisal as she retrieved
the chador from the chair where she'd tossed nitjie before and stuffed it

into her purse. Being conservative covered a Igrotind. Some aspects of
which she didn't even want to think about. Nor sl know how Faisal's

politics might affect her own plans. About the otityng she was sure of
was that she could have done without the added lcatipn.

Once they were on the highway heading out of the Kiali decided to try
to find out a little more about Faisal.

"Tell me about our host," she said.

"l did. He's conservative."

"Which means exactly what?" she persisted.

"It means that Faisal thinks that women shoulddither seen nor heard."

Kali felt a flare of excitement. She was more thvailling to spend the
weekend closeted with Hassan away from anyonesedges.

Her excitement faded as reality reared its uglydheld Faisal was
conservative in the same way those men at the Gdsdwh been, it would
likely mean that the men would spend their timeetbgr and the



womenwould, too. Just not in the same place. WWvizhld throw a distinct
monkey wrench into her plans.

"He's a friend of my father's,"” Hassan added justase she hadn't caught
the fact that his family had ties with Faisal.

"With antiquated ideas like that, | didn't think Wwas a friend of yours."
"l wouldn't want to offend him," Hassan offered.

"'l know what you mean. | have a pair of greattawho think that the
decline of modern civilization is caused by womemawnng pants and
makeup. Other than that, they're absolute darlifag®very time they visit, |
wear a dress and wander around without any makeaking like a ghost."

Hassan competently passed a slow-moving doubliéertray as he tried to
decide whether to say anything more about Faistd tet the matter drop
for now.

"Why don't you take a nap so you'll be fresh wherget there," Hassan said
instead, worried by her continued paleness. Hedettutosset her the way
he wanted to, but at least he could let her refsiredne subjected her to a
skiing lesson.

A sense of discouragement at his seeming indifterelo her company
seemed to press Kali down into the brown leathat, ssnd she shifted
slightly, trying to dislodge the feeling. She cautd afford to get
discouraged. Anything was possible, she assuredelieiMaybe not
probable, but definitely possible.

She closed her eyes, the better to concentrateepondbulous plans, and
promptly fell asleep.

A sudden bump caused by the Mercedes's right ftiomthitting a huge
pothole threw Kali against her seat belt, and giened her eyes, blinking.
She turned her head, instinctively relaxing whes sdw Hassan.



Skiing.Her memory supplied the details. She was goinggkvith Hassan.
Her eyes lingered on his fingers, which were gngpihe steering wheel,
and she felt her stomach twist with longing as r@membered the feel of
those fingers moving over her body last night.

"You awake?" To Kali's ears, Hassan's voice soumpdedccupied.

"Uh-huh." She glanced at the dashboard clock, magrto find that she'd
been asleep for almost two hours.

"You should have woken me,"” she said. "I could hhedped with the
driving."

About to assure her that he liked driving, he safdeemembered that he
was trying to convince her he had subconsciousingantoward male

chauvinism. "I would never allow a woman to drive anywhere. Women
are terrible drivers. They're far too emotionak"ddded for good measure.

"Drivel, but if you want to think that, it's fineytme. | don't like to drive."

Kali glanced around as Hassan turned into the pagrkot of a large
shopping mall. There wasn't a ski slope in sight.

"Where are we?" she asked.

"There's a good ski shop in this mall, and | thdughget you some proper
equipment."Wrong phrasingHassan thought, critiquing his performance.
He hadn't sounded emphatic enough.

"You wouldn't know what to buy if | left it up tooy," he tried again.

"True enough," Kali said calmly.

Hassan subsided into silence, not sure if he w&sngarogress. She hadn't
sounded annoyed with his dogmatic pronouncementidaouldn't expect

her to suddenly realize he was a chauvinist whehdua't acted that way
before.



Hassan pulled the car into a parking space neaentrance and walked
around to open her door for her.

Kali gave in to her sudden impulse and placed ekkiss on his cheek. Her
lips seemed to momentarily cling to his warm skin.

"What does the well-dressed skier wear these da¢ai?'struggled to keep
her sexual longing out of her voice as she fet) step beside him.

"You don't need to worry about it. I'll tell you wahto buy."
She gave him an impish grin. "Then | won't worbgdd on, MacDuff.™

Once inside, Hassan checked the directory in theec®f the mall for the
name of the ski shop Mohammed had provided.

Quickly finding it, he turned back to Kali to finder staring into the
distance, a frown on her face.

"What was that?" she asked.

Hassan looked around but didn't see anything exaxépiv shoppers. None
of whom looked to be doing anything out of the pedly.

"What's what?"

"That sound. It's..." She tilted her head to owke sind closed her eyes the
better to listen. "It's coming from that way." Shanted to her left.

Hassan looked. There were half a dozen good-sees tm huge pots
growing beneath an atrium. Scattered around thene Wwenches for the
shoppers to rest on.

A small child of about three was huddled at the ehdne of them, crying.
Hassan automatically started toward her.



His eyes swept over the other benches, wonderirmgsivh belonged to. The
ones nearest the little girl were empty, but fartheay they were filled.
Filled with people who were ignoring her.

"I've heard of people not wanting to get involvbdt ignoring a crying kid
is inexcusable,” he snapped.

Strangely enough, Hassan's obvious anger helpéeftse Kali's. It didn't
matter that a bunch of strangers refused to helghiid. What mattered was
that Hassan clearly shared her sense of outrage.

Stopping in front of the weeping child, Kali gaverla warm smile and said,
"Hi, there.”

The child looked up, wiped her runny nose on tieea of her pink jacket,
studied Kali for a long moment and then turned &s$an.

Hassan responded to the doubt he could see irhtlitsdace by squatting
down in front of her so their eyes were on the skawel.

"What's wrong?" Kali sat down beside the child.
The little girl inched away slightly, hiccuped atien muttered, "I's lost."

"No, you're not,” Hassan said cheerfully. "You'ttireg on a bench in the
atrium in the mall."

The little girl considered his words. Finally sheevg him a tentative smile.

"I'l bet the grown-up you're with has gone andtgotthemselves lost,"
Hassan continued.

"Must be," Kali added, "because | can't see theywhpere."

"My mommy," the little girl muttered. "I can't finkder nowhere!" Her voice
broke on a sob.



Kali resisted the impulse to put her arms aroumdlittie girl and comfort
her. She had undoubtedly been warned never tcsketlager touch her, and
to do so,even with the best of intentions, wouldaubtedly scare the child
even more.

"Why don't we take her to mall security?" Hassaggested.

"She can't go with us because we're strangersj"viaspered to Hassan.
"Children have to be taught never to go anywheté sirangers."

"Seems to me we'd do better to try to teach thdenatever to take her eyes
off her daughter!"

Noticing the little girl's eyes widen at the exchanKali gave Hassan a
warning glance before she turned back to the child.

"Where did you lose your mommy?" Kali asked.

"Mommy told me | could play in the toy store whihe went to get
Grandma's present. She said she'd come back andegethen she was
done, but the toy fell off the shelf and the mamn mad. | didn't mean to

knock it offl" The child's voice rose with the vehence of her denial. "It
just fell.”

"Of course you didn't,” Hassan's deep voice flowedthingly over the
agitated child. "It was just one of those thingseTclerk should have
understood."

"Right," Kali seconded the sentiment. "So then wiggipened?"

' 'The mean man told me to go away, and | didedtto find my mommy,
but | couldn't.” The child's lower lip began to gen again.

"Which store did your mommy go into?" Hassan asked.

"Down there." The child pointed vaguely toward émel of the mall.



"We'll have to—ah-ha! The cavalry!" Kali spottedecurity guard, who had
just come out of a store.

The little girl giggled. "You talk funny."

"He can talk even funnier.” Kali stood up. "Hellosv you while | go get
that guard.”

Hassan sat down in the seat Kali had vacated agdnb& recite the
Hippocratic oath in Arabic. The child's eyes widéme amazement at the
incomprehensible flow of words, and Kali hurriedagu

She was back a few minutes later with the guard.

"Hi, there, kiddo." The man gave the child a coriify smile. "This lady
tells me you need a little help."

The child eyed him a few minutes and then askels, you really the
cavalry?"

"Sure am. I'm John Wayne's right-hand man. Novoif'lyjust tell me your
name, kiddo, I'll call the office on my phone hefigey can make an
announcement over the PA system."

"Madison Reilly," the little girl said, and the gdarepeated it into his
phone. A second later it was announced on the By

"There," the man said in satisfaction. "That shobithg your mommy
running."” The man turned to Kali. "You can safelgve her to me now."

"No!" Madison looked scared. "I don't want themgi yet. Not till my
mommy comes."

"And unless | miss my guess, Mommy has just applearethe horizon."
Kali pointed to the woman carrying a large shopgag and wearing a
scowl, hurrying toward them.



"Where did you go to, Madison?" the woman demaniiedsecond she
reached them. "l told you to wait at the toy sta@ed | also told you never
to talk to strange men!" The woman glared at Hassan

"I would like to speak to you a moment, madam."

Hassan's voice was icy cold. "Over there." He ndddea bench a few feet
off.

"I don't think—"

"A masterly summation of your actions so far!" Katiapped, furious at the
woman's attitude toward Hassan.

"Now!" Hassan's voice held the authority of cergarof rulers who had held
the power of life and death over their subjects.

The woman shot an angry look at the security guaing, simply stared back
at her, before she reluctantly trailed after Hassan

"Madam, | don't know if you are too stupid or taave to know the dangers
of leaving a small child alone in a store—"

"l told her to stay there," the woman said, defagdierself.
"A harried store clerk is not a baby-sitter."

"l don't see what business it was of yours, anylwdne woman snapped.
"Nobody asked you to interfere.”

"'l interfered, as you put it, because | am aateidian and it is my duty to
see to the welfare of children. It is also my legggponsibility to report
child abuse to the authorities.”

"How dare you!" the woman sputtered angrily. "I Banever, ever hit
Madison."



"Abuse includes failure to provide a safe environtnand dumping a small
child in a store and leaving her there certainligfimto that category."”

"I didn't think—" The woman broke off when she rentmred Kali's
response to that bit of self-justifica- tion.

"Please do so in the future,"” Hassan said. "Foristexk sake, if not your
own."

The woman sniffed and marched back to Madison. i@ngithe child's arm,
she dragged her away.

The guard watched her go in disbelief. "What's \htt woman? Surely she
could have thanked you?"

"She's furious because she knows she was wrongj,5&id. "And it's when
people know they're wrong that they're at their nobmoxious."

"She certainly was that," the guard agreed. "Anadh'tdevorry about

something like this happening again, folks. I'lktt that clerk over in the
toy store about calling Security when parents lahe# kids there instead
of making them leave. Good night."”

"Thanks," Kali said to Hassan once the guard héd le

"For what?" Hassan asked.

Kali smiled at him. "Oh, just for being the kindratin who is willing to stop
and help a kid. And for trying to talk some semnge.her mother's head."

Hassan felt himself warm under the approving glemmher eyes.
"Unfortunately, | doubt that it did much good," &aémitted honestly.

Kali slipped her arm through his and momentarilggsed it against her
body, trying to comfort him.



"Don't be so pessimistic. Once she stops being eads®ed, she'll start to
think, and common sense should make her very imédsddeave Madison
on her own again.

"Now then, let's go get my ski equipment.”

Hassan headed toward the ski shop, mentally schagnitd make the
transition from concerned pediatrician to overbegarmale.

Kali dealt his plans a severe setback when shestbakound the piles of
equipment in the shop and said."You pick, Hassdravien't the vaguest
idea what to buy."

Thwarted, Hassan quickly assembled a sizable pigadessional-quality
equipment, much to the delight of the hovering sakn.

"And you'll need a jacket and pants, too," Hassadh. s

Kali studied the rack of outfits the clerk obliglpygointed out to her, her
eyes lingering on a forest-green one.

Hassan noticed her interest and hurried to futireplan.

"Not that one," he stated emphatically. "Get tleat one.” He pointed to a
brilliant scarlet outfit hanging on the wall.

Kali eyed it consideringly for a long moment. "Yprobably right. If I'm
wearing something that bright, I'll be much easeefind and dig out of
snowbanks."

Hassan chuckled in spite of his frustration atehse with which she kept
deflecting his chauvinistic pronouncements.

"Don't worry," the clerk told her as he began ttatavhat they'd chosen.
"We haven't lost a skier to an avalanche yet. Whatgot to watch out for
are the trees."”

"Trees?" Kali repeated blankly. "Why? They stapire spot, don't they?"



The clerk nodded. ' 'Unfortunately skiers don'tm&bimes they hit them.
Why, just last year some guy from New York City &itree going over fifty
miles an hour at that big resort up the road."

Kali gulped, not liking the image that came to mind

"It won't be a problem." Hassan instinctively resged to the worry he
could see shimmering in her eyes. "You can starbowa nice gentle slope
without any trees at all.”

Kali relaxed slightly at his words. He had soundsdf he knew what he
was doing, and she was more than willing to be eplibly his experience,
since she didn't have any of her own to draw on.

"There we are." The clerk finished ringing in thpurchases. "Will you be
using a credit card?"

Yes, and it was going to be a while before shesdiggain, Kali thought,
barely suppressing a shudder at the total.

She pulled out her credit card a second beforeatiafesind his.

"I'll pay for it," he said.

"After we're married you can pay," Kali said, andddan was momentarily
distracted by the intoxicating images that flootesimind at the thought of
being married to her. It was long enough for thegkcto accept Kali's card.
He'd send her a check, Hassan thought, assuaginguii at having
inadvertently stuck her with the bill for all thegjuipment. He wanted to
break her engagement, not her bank account.

"How far is Faisal's place?" Kali asked, once tiveye back on the road.

"About half an hour north of here."

"Time enough for me to check with my answering & She fished her
portable phone out of her purse. "l told one of tegnaged patients this



afternoon that she could call the service if sheded me, and I'd call her
back as soon as | could."

Hassan listened to the sound of Kali's voice asalked into the phone. She
was a very caring, nurturing woman.

She'd make a wonderful mother, Hassan thoughtefasind kind. She
wouldn't be the type to sweat the small stuff. El@tdren would grow up
knowing that their mother loved them and cared ghaio set limits, but
they'd also have the space they needed to develmgliaiduals.

The knowledge unexpectedly depressed him, andktat his considerable
willpower to banish his thoughts and concentragéeiad on driving on the
snowy roads.

Finally reaching Faisal's estate, he pulled ineoghrking area and climbed
out of the car.

"You'd best put on your chador before we go in,5aiel. "Faisal will expect
it."

There was no best about it, Kali thought, as sheggted to drape the
unwieldy thing over her coat.

Once she was swathed from head to toe in badlykiedrblack silk, Hassan
handed Kali her bag of ski equipment, got theiresasut of the trunk and
then headed toward the lodge, which was brilliattityminated by the lit ski
area on the left.

"This is a private residence?" Kali studied the enbiguse in surprise. "It
looks more like a high-class resort."

"I think it was before Faisal bought it."
Kali tried to imagine what it would be like to hageough money to be able

to buy a ski resort and then run it simply as aterivacation home, and
failed.



What did this Faisal do for a living? Kali wondereghd what could he
possibly have in common with the Rashid family? &hew Karim worked
very hard as a research scienfist, but what didgéataso for a living?

Her thoughts came to a sudden halt as she remedhtierenan injured in
the truck crash. Was Hassan some kind of a medigeior? It would
certainly explain how he'd known how to do an eraroy tracheotomy.

"What's wrong?" Hassan peered over his should€alatwondering at her
arrested expression. Was she starting to have debomughts about the
weekend?

"Urn, nothing," she muttered, knowing there wasmay she could find out
without also letting him know that she knew he wakarim. Something
she had to avoid at all costs, because once heptlen was out in the open
everything would be over between them.

Besides, it didn't really matter what Hassan didafdéiving. What mattered
was the type of man he was— kind and compassi@matearing and smart
and funny and sexy. Especially sexy.

"You look...odd," Hassan persisted.

Kali gave him what she hoped was a natural smilads just wondering
what Faisal does for a living."

"Collects royalties."

Kali frowned. "He's an author?"

Hassan chuckled.

"Not those kind of royalties. Oil royalties. As fas | know Faisal's never
done anything useful in his life." That should #as an object lesson to

Kali on the horrors of having a Middle-Eastern harsdh Hassan thought.

"But what—" Kali paused as the front door swungropefore they could
knock.



"Hassan, dear boy! Welcome. Welcome." A thin, didenan greeted
Hassan exuberantly. "I am so pleased that youiaadiyf able to spend a
weekend with me. Ican't tell you how happy it makesto be able to return
your dear father's hospitality. And how is youhtt?"

Hassan set down their luggage, ignoring his desipall Kali forward and
force Faisal to acknowledge her. This was exacthatwhe wanted, he
reminded himself. For Faisal to be his usual, chrastic self.

"He's line, sir. And | hope you are enjoying eqgabd health?"
"l can't complain,” Faisal said.

| sure could, Kali thought. And | probably wouldlihad to put up with
being totally ignored on a regular basis.

"John here will show you to your rooms," Faisal ded toward the pudgy
young man standing to one side of the doorway. HTy@ can join me in
the library, Hassan."

"I want to get in some skiing tonight,” Hassan yastaid, wanting to
prolong the moment when he would be effectivelyasafed from Kali.
"Afterward | will."

"Fine, fine." Faisal nodded happily. "The skiingeiscellent for this early in
the season. Till later then."

Hassan took Kali's arm, and they followed Johrhéodlevator at the end of
the hallway.

"You know, Hassan, I'm beginning to have a great de&fellow feeling for
kids who throw temper tantrums simply to get attentlt's no fun feeling
like you're invisible. If Faisal is a sample of thiéddle- Eastern mentality,
it's no wonder you chose to make your home in tlestN

Hassan felt a rising sense of frustration at herdaiobecause that was
exactly what he would have preferred to do, makénbime in the West, and



for exactly those reasons. And yet he couldn'twds duty-bound to go
home.

"You'll love skiing." Hassan took out his frust@ti in a dogmatic
pronouncement.

Kali chuckled. "What odds are you giving?"
John stopped in front of a door three down fromeiesator.
"The lady is in here, sir,” John said. "Your roaron the floor above."

The devil take Faisal Sharif and his antiquated ideas!
Kali thought.

Apparently reading her mind, John added, ' 'Mr.ri&Basuite is in the other
wing. He never comes over to the guests' side."”

Kali smiled at the young man for that bit of infaation.
"Il meet you downstairs in ten minutes, Kali," $$an said.

"Do you mean Faisal will allow me to use the elevail by myself?" Kali
gave Hassan a look of wide- eyed shock.

John hastily turned a laugh into a choked cougl, Hassan took out his
frustration by stomping off down the hall. He wdws-tempered only
because his life was so unsettled at the momerdssiered himself. Once
he'd gotten Kali to break her engagement and himger saw her on a
regular basis his emotions would revert to themnmed even keel.

The thought brought him absolutely no comfort.
John gave Kali an irreverent thumbs-up sign andiédiafter Hassan.
Feeling better, Kali pushed open her bedroom dodrséepped inside. She

barely noticed the room's blatant luxury as shendpd her shopping bag of
ski equipment on the oversize bed.



She wasted no time changing. She wanted to gettbadkssan as soon as
possible. She wanted to spend the evening with leiven if it meant
freezing her fingers off and putting the rest of l@bs in danger of being
broken. It was worth any risk to be with Hassan.



Nine
"Say, aren't you one of the Rashid—"

"Hassan Rashid.” He hurriedly cut off the middlged man who had just
emerged from the room to the left of the front d@draid that he was about
to blurt out the fact that he was one of a setvig.

Hassan stole a quick glance toward the elevatddinigofor Kali. To his
relief, the hallway was still empty.

"I thought | recognized you. I'm Milton Karnov frorans-World Oil. I've
done quite a bit of business with your father, Bhdpe to do even more in
the future.”

Karnov pumped Hassan's hand with a great deal tiusiasm. An
enthusiasm Hassan did not share.

When he'd decided to spend the weekend at Faisalsthought it would
be enough to ask Faisal not to mention that hettadh brother. He'd never
even considered the fact that Faisal might havet&kesrs visiting him.
Westerners who might recognize him and even moreymng, who would
see nothing wrong in talking to Kali.

"You're the one who's a doctor, aren't you?" Karasked.
"Yes," Hassan replied, trying to keep his eye andlevator without being
obvious about it. It was already a few minutes plasttime when he was

supposed to meet Kali here, and she was usualiyigiro

"That's great! | have the most awful pain in mykamnd it just won't go
away. What do you think | should do about it?"

Hassan tensed as the elevator doors slid openealriali.



"It sounds like you need to see an orthopedic surgeHassan hurriedly
said.

"Probably, but | can't do that till | go back towé& ork City on Monday.
Couldn't you look at it?"

"No," Hassan said, wishing Karnov were in New YQiky at the moment.
"Never trust your back to anyone less than an exper

Hassan turned as Kali reached them.

"Milton Karnov, Kali Whitman," Hassan said, seeimg way to avoid the
introduction. If he ignored Karnov, Kali would beund to wonder why,
and the situation was volatile enough without heesdming curious about
him.

Hassan gave Karnov a cold glare in the hope tlegpdior man would think
that he was being typically possessive about himavotalking to a strange
man. That way maybe Karnov wouldn't say anythinggobd social
pleasantries for fear of offending Hassan, andutjnchim, his father.

"Miss Whitman," Karnov gave her a polite, but distiy reserved smile,
and Hassan felt his tension ease slightly. Karmpeared to have caught
the hint. But before Hassan could hustle Kali ¢nat door, Faisal emerged
from a room farther down the hall and, seeing Hassshed toward him.

' 'Hassan, my boy, | see Milton has introduced kifrts you."
"Oh, Hassan and | have met before," Karnov saids father and 1—"

"You've traveled in the Middle East, Mr. Karnov?"alK hurriedly
interrupted, afraid that Karnov was about to bt who Hassan really
was. Once he did that, Hassan's masquerade wowlzgelb@nd with it even
her slight chance of getting Hassan to fall in lowth her.

Faisal gave Kali an outraged glare for daring termupt a man, but she
ignored him. On a list of things she had to wotvgat at present, offending
Faisal ranked somewhere near the bottom.



"I work in the Middle East,” Karnov said. "But | waust telling Hassan
about my bad back. He suggested that | shouldrsedl@opedic specialist.”

Kali hurriedly latched on to the subject of medecin the hopes of diverting
the conversation into safer channels. "You redilyutd see one before you
leave the country again, because | would think cedipecialties would be
rather thin on the ground in the Middle East. Aitbb, of course, | don't
know that for a fact,” she rushed on. "What is roedi like there?"

To her surprise, Faisal launched into a five-mirditgribe about how the
lower classes in his country were demanding alli&iof expensive medical
procedures that threatened to bankrupt the heatthsystem.

"Every human being, no matter what their sociag|das the right to the
very best that modern medicine can provide,” Hassaah, unable to keep
quiet in the face of such comprehensive bigotry.

"Nonsense, my boy," Faisal blustered.

Kali carefully avoided looking around the opulerdlitvay of Faisal's
vacation home. Clearly Faisal believed that congpis consumption was
an acceptable use of money. At least it was acblptehen he was the one
doing the consuming. But Kali knew that it would& the slightest bit of
good to point out to him just how appallingly ssffihe was being. A man
like Faisal would never be moved by an appeal $dbktiter nature. Always
supposing he had one! The only way to ever gettbiagree with what you
wanted done was to firmly wed it to his own selenmest.

"Perhaps," Kali said. "But if you don't keep thevér classes healthy, they
become a breeding ground for disease and oncesdiséarts to spread it is
no respecter of rank."

"Very true," Karnov seconded her words.
To Kali's surprise there was a twinkle of humoKarnov's eyes, rather as if

he knew what she was trying to do and appreciagecefiorts even if he
didn't think much of her chances.



"You Western women think you know everything," Bhisnapped, "but
you know nothing, nothing at all, about conditiamshe Middle East.”

"If you'll excuse us, sir, we want to get in alditskiing before it gets too
late." Hassan said.

Grabbing Kali's arm, Hassan hustled her out thatfidoor, his mood
precariously balanced between anger at Faisatisrally selfish attitude
and fear that his real identity might come ouh# tonversation continued
much longer.

And the most frustrating thing about Faisal's aditgt was that it wasn't all
that uncommon. Fully half the members of the stedalpper class in Saad
Dev'a either secretly resented or actively resibisdather's determination
that all the kingdom's citizens should share in Wealth that oil had
brought.

And it wouldn't be very long before he'd be dealvith men who thought
like Faisal on a daily basis. Hassan's jaw clencitethe disheartening
prospect.

Kali studied his tense features as he grabbed &t® & skis from the
well-stocked racks on the porch.

"You can't let people like Faisal get to you, Hassahe said. "What he
thinks doesn't really have any bearing on how yaiyour life."

If only it were true, Hassan thought grimly.

"Let's forget the blasted man,” Kali said. "You wejoing to give me a
skiing lesson.”

Hassan ma4e a determined effort to throw off hi$ Imood so that he could
concentrate on Kali.

"We'll start on this slope." Hassan headed towhedgentle hill beside the
house. "It looks about right for a beginner."



They were almost to the base of the hill when thvas a sudden shriek as a
skier toppled over and came sliding down the stapais back.

Kali watched in sympathy as the man finally reackties bottom. A tall
young man skied up to the fallen man and helpedtbihs feet. The skier
responded to whatever his rescuer had said by dmogliya shaking his
head and tramping off toward the house.

"Do you think he's hurt?" she asked worriedly.

"No, if he'd hurt himself he couldn't have walkedg."

"Why don't | find that fact comforting?" Kali muted.

Hassan looked down into her worried features anelsfed the impulse to
tell her that there was nothing to be afraid ofaff$he'd do just fine. That he
wouldn't let anything happen to her.

He had to keep focused on his goal, he remindeddifprand ignoring her
fears about learning to ski would be bound to itd the bad impression
of Middle- Eastern men she had to be getting fransd.

Searching his memory for his father's exact tonenwhe was at his most
imperious, Hassan said, "You will learn to ski."

Her infectious chuckle almost made him forget wieatvas trying to do.
"l want you to learn to ski," he tried again.

"So do I. I certainly don't want to have to stayhine while you're out
skiing."

"Besides," she added, "being able to do that meighe next best thing to
flying." She pointed farther up the mountain.

Hassan followed the direction of her finger and &eflash of raw terror
when he saw a skier skimming over the snow.



"Don't even consider it!" he ordered. "That maméady an expert. If you
were to try that trail, you'd probably break yoeck."

Kali felt warmed by the very real concern she coldghr in his voice.
Hassan cared for her. He might not love her, butdred for her and was
concerned about her safety. It was a solid founddtr her to build on. If
only she could somehow finagle enough time to do it

"Hi, there. Do you want to take a lesson?" The gpmnan who'd rescued the
fallen skier approached them. "I'm Jim. Mr. Shhiied me to give lessons
to his guests.”

"I'm going to teach her," Hassan said, not liking tvay the man was eyeing
Kali... as if she were a particularly delectables#et. It wasn't that he was
jealous, he assured himself. He was simply tryinggive Kali the
impression he was jealous, because that would @eahat should be her
growing doubts about marrying him.

"Thanks, Hassan." Kali gave him a grateful smileeodim had left. "That
guy moves like he was born on skis. If I'm goingh#ofalling all over the

slopes, I'd prefer to have a friend watching. Aslaf you laugh at me, | can
retaliate."

Hassan looked down into her sparkling eyes andHelexcitement that was
never far beneath the surface when he was arourskymcket. She looked
as if she knew a tantalizing secret that she wasidering sharing with him.

"What kind of retaliation?" he asked.

"Just be careful you don't wound my tender litdasbilities and find out.”

"Are your sensibilities tender?"

Kali tilted her head to one side as if consideriragd finally said, "About as

tender as the next person's. Now | think we'd begé on with this lesson,
because my fingers are starting to go numb."



Hassan frowned. "They shouldn't be. Not in thoseeg." He grabbed her
right hand and, removing her glove, studied hagdns.

She had nice hands, he thought. Soft, with neatipded nails coated with
a clear polish instead of the garishly paintedrialthat so many women
boasted these days.

He put her hand against his cheek to check thedeatyre of her fingers,
but the feel of her skin against his, effectivehattered his professional
interest. All he could think about was how he'd fghen she'd run her
fingers over his bare back as they'd made love.

Unconsciously he turned his head and pressed aokisser palm. He
inhaled the very faint fragrance of roses.

"Um, | thought you were going to give me a skiiegdon," Kali muttered.

Skiing wasn't what he wanted to teach her, Hadsaught. In fact, skiing
was...a vehicle to impose his chauvinism on herremeinded himself, a
sense of desperation rising. What was the mattérhwin? Why couldn't he
keep focused on his goal? Why did he seem to fospeit he had to do
every time Kali so much as glanced his way.

He didn't know, and this clearly wasn't the timeamarry about it, he told
himself.

"They don't feel all that cold to me." He struggtedsound dismissive.
"You're probably one of those aggravating individuaho turn the heat
down to sixty-two in the winter, too," she grumhl&d/ell, since | can't get

any sympathy, let's get on with it."

"Right." Hassan glanced around the deserted sINpé.looking at her
helped his concentration.

Dropping their skis on the snow, he helped hehpus on and then fastened
his own.



"Aren't | supposed to have poles?" Kali asked. YTlaways do on
television."

"Poles give the beginner a false sense of secCUHigssan quoted his own
childhood instructor.

"I'll take any kind of feeling of security, false aot,” she said, but he
ignored her.

"Let's go up to the top of the beginners' slope"did forward, stopping
when he heard a squeak behind him.

He turned to find Kali madly flailing her arms arwlin an attempt to keep
her balance. One of her skis had crossed overthiee at the tip.

Hassan fought to control his urge to laugh at hegprssed expression. Male
chauvinists weren't supposed to have a sense adhum

"You're supposed to keep the edges of your skallpgf he said.
"Stuff the theory! Give me some practical advicehow to do it."
"Carefully,"” he said. "It's a skill that comes withactice."
"Always provided I live long enough to get it."

"Straighten them out."” Hassan waited until she d@mbmplished it. "Now
push your skis forward, one at a time."

Kali tried again, this time managing to move a feet forward.

"l did it!" She beamed at him.

She started forward again, carried along on a walveenthusiasm.
Unfortunately it didn't carry her far. She crosskdr skis again,

overbalanced and fell.

Hassan reached down and pulled her to her feet.



Kali rubbed the snow out of her face and righteddnigiht red ski cap which
had fallen over her left ear. This time she movedy\cautiously, slowly
inching forward.

Hassan watched, a bit surprised at her persist&maemight not have been
that eager to learn, but having committed hersai, was giving it her best.

His eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he wondered veisg she might be
willing to try. A warmth trickled through his loinas several intriguing
possibilities occurred to him.

He watched as Kali continued to inch her way towthedcrest of the gentle
slope. By the time she reached the top she wasnggfepw breath.

This is ridiculousshe told herself. She shouldn't be this out chtbrérom a
little bit of simple exercise. She was going to abeut enrolling in some
kind of fithess program on Monday so she'd be ttbkeep up with Hassan.

She slowly ran her tongue over her lower lip aseyed the width of his
broad shoulders beneath the down- filled blue a&k¢t he was wearing.
They looked enormous. A shiver raced through hat lad nothing to do
with the frigid night air.

“Turn around.” Hassan's sudden order jerked heobhér erotic thoughts
and, startled, she spun around.

Her awkward movement overbalanced her again, ahdrtgshock Kali felt
her skis began to move, taking her with them.

"Keep your skis parallel!" She heard Hassan shewh& began to pick up
speed.

"And how am | supposed to do that, when | can'neyet my own body to
do what | want it to?" she muttered to herself.

"Get away!" Kali shrieked when the ski instructaddenly swooped down
beside her.



Her instinctive attempt to wave him off doomed &Horts to stay upright,
and she pitched over, rolling to the bottom inrayta of arms, legs and skis.

"Are you all right?" Jim reached her first.

"Don't move!" Hassan's harsh voice came a secotad. lale sounded
furious.

"l don't know what you've got to be annoyed atg stid Hassan. "I'm the
one who fell." She lifted an arm to try to' levarself up.

"l told you not to move!" Hassan said, running hads over her limbs.
"Does anything hurt?"

Hurt? Kali closed her eyes and searched inwardig. dnly thing she could
feel was the delicious sensation of his hard fiagershing against her skin.
It felt fantastic. Hurt didn't come into it at all.

"Kali!"
"Sorry." Reluctantly she opened her eyes. "I'm.fine

"You're sure,” Jim persisted. "Mr. Sharif would\®ry upset if | let one of
his guests break something."

"Don't worry, I'm fine." Kali took the hand Hassaffiered her and struggled
to her feet, trying to keep from tripping over tsids again. "Haven't you
heard? We women are a pretty sturdy lot."

"To say nothing of impetuous.” Hassan repositioned skis so that they
were both pointing in the same direction. "Whatewade you take off like
that?"

Kali giggled. "Surely you don't think that plungevenhill was voluntary, do
you? | think my skis are possessed. Kind of lik&tgphen King novel."



After one quick glance at her laughing featuressdda hastily averted his
gaze. He absolutely couldn't afford to share heusament. Duty and
humor were not compatible. At least, not in hie tiiey weren't.

"I think you should call it a night, miss,” Jim dai'You can tackle the slope
again in the morning when you're fresh."

"No." Hassan said. "She can't give up now."

"But—" Jim began.

"He's right." Kali smiled at the worried-lookingyog man. "I think this is a
case of that old cliche about getting right backunen you fall off a horse.

| need to show myself that | can do it."

Jim shrugged. "If that's what you want, but if yghould need me, just sing
out." He gave Hassan a disapproving scowl and mawey.

Hassan studied the determined jut of Kali's fragbdeking chin, realizing
that Kali wasn't the least bit fragile. She haceef tempered steel. She
wasn't about to let herself be bested by a skiesl8deeling of pride at her
spunk washed through him, and his voice softened.

"This time you go first, and I'll follow."

Kali eyed him uncertainly. "But what happens ifitle back into you?"
"You'll come to a sudden stop."

Kali took a deep breath. She could do this. Skiwag nothing more than the
mastering of a few of the basic laws of physicsl sime'd always been very
good at physics.

With a feeling of determination she turned and begatortuously slow

crawl up the slope. This was as good a way as @ampass the time until
night.



Just because Faisal had put them in separate idmsmean they had to
stay in separate rooms. Not if she had anythirgayoabout it.

Kali shot a quick glance over her shoulder at Halsdaeloved features and
almost fell.

"Careful." He steadied her with a hand on her batkeep your
concentration."”

| am, she thoughtlt's just that I'm concentrating on your lovemakiend
not on my skiing.

"We'll quit after this run,"” Hassan said even thohg knew he should insist
that she continue skiing. But it wasn't going tdphieis cause any if Kali
were to have an accident and hurt herself, he titpugtionalizing his
desire to protect her.

"Okay." Kali gamely tried to increase her snaikligace.

She finally got to the top of the slope, and timset she managed to slide
almost to the bottom before her skis crossed aadedh

"For the life of me | can't see how you can mantdgese things," she
complained as Hassan hauled her to her feet again.

"l told you, experience. It'll come in time." Knesd, he helped her out of
her skis.

"Maybe,” she said doubtfully, "but | sure could useme help in the
meantime. They ought to make skis that fasten hegeb keep them from
crossing.”

"But then you wouldn't have any freedom of movenient

"Good. From where I'm standing, or, more accurafalling, my problems
are caused by too much freedom of movement.”



Unable to resist the impulse, Hassan dropped & diss on her pink lips.
They tasted invigorating, like the outdoors itself.

"Let's hurry. My fingers are frozen. | want to geém warm." She fell into
step beside Hassan as he shouldered their skisemua@d back to the lodge.

Her fingers wouldn't be the only thing that woulsllearm after an evening
spent in Faisal's home, Hassan thought. Her tempeld quickly reach the
boiling point, too. Although...

The memory of her calm reaction to Faisal's eanigteness flickered
through his mind, suddenly making him uncertain.

"I'l ask Faisal where the women are," Hassan baidonce they were back
inside.

"If they've got any sense they're hiding from titiel twirp," she muttered
under her breath.

"There you are, Hassan!"
As if on cue, Faisal emerged from the room to tplketrof the entrance hall.
"I had a couple of new releases flown in from Halbpd this morning.

We're about to watch one."

Faisal gave Kali a sideways glance as if he couldrdr to look directly at
her and added, "The subject content is not suitablomen."

Kali gave him a gentle smile. "Somehow, that ddesnjprise me."
Hassan choked back a laugh at Faisal's confusedssipn. Clearly Faisal
wasn't sure whether Kali was being conciliatory vanether she was

mocking him.

"Go ahead and start without me," Hassan saidtdkik Kali to her room and
be down later."



As much later as | can get away wibdtassan thought. Spending the entire
evening with Faisal and his contemporaries was rii@e he could face at
the moment. And yet it was precisely with men Haesal that he would be
spending the rest of his life. The knowledge madeféet drag as he
escorted Kali to the elevator.

When they reached her room, Hassan sifted throligheahings he wanted
to say but couldn't, and finally muttered an anesaignding, "If you want
anything, you can call me on the house phone."

And who was he supposed to call to make his wagltt? Hassan wondered
grimly as he shoved his bedroom door open.

He dropped into an armchair and closed his eygagtto distance himself
from the frustrations that swirled through him. Anage of Kali's face
immediately floated in front of him. She was sudn&gue woman; it was
no wonder he was in love with her.

His totally unexpected self-discovery slammed tgiothis mind with
numbing force, leaving him confused and uncertain.

Could he really be in love with her? He tried toka

He certainly liked her and shared her sense of huide admired her
intelligence and the work she was doing with harngppatients. He lusted
after her fantastic body.

He jumped to his feet and began to pace the roomagitated to sit still.

But it was more than just sex that he craved, latized. He wanted to
cherish her and protect her from anything that @walrm her. He wanted to
make plans for the future with her. To have childwath her. To come

home to her every night. He wanted to grow old \wih. And when he died,
he wanted her beloved face to be the image hesdarrio paradise.



Hassan drew a jagged breath, squarely facing tttethiat if he couldn't
share his life with Kali, he didn't think his lif@ould be worth living.
Desperately he tried to figure out what he showld d

He couldn't. He couldn't get beyond the panickyugia that without Kali
he'd never be anything more than a robot, mindlegsing through the
motions of living.

But he'd promised his father that he would retorthe kingdom.

Hassan made a monumental effort to think. To tryeimember exactly
when and why he'd made that promise.

It had been almost twenty years ago.

His father had just returned from England wherd beén his ex-wife, and it
had been obvious to the teenage Hassan that héealagy down. Hassan
had wanted to comfort him. To cheer him up. To nfakeforget his wife's
defection.

Now for the first time, Hassan took a long, harakat his parents' marriage
from the viewpoint of a dispassionate adult andthatugh the eyes of a
hurt child who'd been emotionally crushed by histheds flat refusal to
accompany them back to the kingdom after his unacletimely death.

His father had been faced with the unenviable éhbetween what he saw
as his duty to his country and his fealty to hisewivho refused to live
permanently in a place she hated. And his fathdrdm@sen duty over his
love for his wife. Something Hassan found inexgiea Kali and his love
for her were the most important things in his lierything else paled to
insignificance.

Hassan frowned. He didn't know if his father hadrbswayed by the very
real power he'd gained—both political and economiceven if his father

had believed that his wife would capitulate in &mel, but the fact remained
that his father had chosen the kingdom over his.wAhd just as his father
had made his choice, he was now faced with the saiee. But it wasn't a



choice his father had asked him to make, HassdizedaHe hadn't asked
any of his sons to make that sacrifice.

What would be the consequences if he didn't rettha®san wondered. It

wouldn't impact negatively on the smooth runninghe&f kingdom because
he wouldn't be doing anything that couldn't be dopesomeone else...that
wasn't already being done by someone else. He réerexh his father had

hired Fayed's young relative to temporarily run ¢bantry's hospitals. His

father could offer the job of administrator to then on a permanent basis.
From the sound of things, he'd be glad to accept.

His father had always intended that his eldest #dinjnherit the throne
after him. So his not returning would not upsetgbhecession.

And he could offer to spend one weekend a montthha kingdom
overseeing the job the man was doing. That wayefd were ever any
problems, he would be aware of them early enougtotrect them before
there were repercussions.

A flicker of hope sparked to life deep within hithmight work. It would be
a way for him to help shoulder some of the burdieth® kingdom and yet
still marry Kali.

Hastily he strode toward the door, coming to a sanddtop as reality
dampened his first burst of hope.

Just because he wanted to marry Kali didn't meanstie wanted to marry
him. She'd been going to marry Karim, and Karim &agery outgoing,
extroverted type of man. If Karim's personality epied to her, would his
own, far more reserved one?

The only way to find out would be to ask. His stemahurned at the
thought of telling Kali the truth. Once he did thlére would be no going
back. If she didn't want to marry him, he'd ne\as ker again.

But as much as he wanted to postpone his confeseitimat he could have
at least a few more days in her company, he knewisk was too great. If



she were to find out his real identity from eithk@rnov or Faisal, she might
be so angry she wouldn't listen to anything hetbazhy.

How should he go about telling her? He tried owtes&al approaches as he
slowly made his way back down the stairs to henroo

Hi, Kali. | just came back to mention the fact that not really Karim. I'm

his twin brother, but let's-get married anyw#&e winced at how flip he
sounded. Somehow he needed to convince her ofinueris). Maybe

something likel'm not really Karim, but I love you and want t@army you?

Please?

Filled with uncertainty, he chewed his lower lip.

The problem was that Kali was liable to be so maenvhe confessed his
impersonation that she wouldn't listen to anytreisg he had to say.

Hassan grimaced. There was something to be saithéogood old days.
Then he could have just kidnapped her and helccaptive in the desert
somewhere until she agreed to marry him.

Pausing in front of her door, he sent up a sileaygr for success and then
knocked.

Kali opened it immediately, and Hassan eagerlyctesl her beloved face,
looking for some sign that she shared his lovecbiddn't find any. She
looked her normal, enticing self.

"l wanted to talk to you." He forced the words past a throat almost closed
with tension.

Kali felt an icy chill spread through her at higid expression.
Bracing herself, she gestured into the room. "Canfe

Had he finally decided to tell her who he reallys®dali swallowed against
her stomach's sudden panicked lurch.



"l..." Hassan shoved his hand through his haigrtyeat a loss as to where to
start, and Kali felt her spirits plummet still faet.

Her first guess had been right, she realized ipalesHe was going to tell
her the truth and ruin everything. Somehow shetbatiop him.

Her gaze swung frantically around the room, lookimgan inspiration. It
came when her eyes landed on the bed. Maybe she distract him by
making love to him. Maybe that would get his miritivehat he'd come for
long enough for her to figure out what to do.

"l..." Hassan choked on the single word.

"You poor baby, you need to unwind," Kali murmurédping she didn't
sound as nervous as she felt.

Hassan gulped. Her voice was an intoxicating mectof sympathy and
sexuality that turned his insides to a quiveringssnaf longing. It was
becoming harder and harder to remember what he'e ¢®re to do.

' 'What you need is the benefit of my one semedtarassage therapy,” she
said.

"Massage therapy?" His words sounded strangledsiovn ears.

"Uh-huh." Kali gently pushed him into the chairuas standing in front of
and then walked around to the back of it.

He tipped his head back to follow her movementwaasl treated to the sight
of her breasts outlined in the fuzzy blue swedtengas wearing. He hastily
lowered his gaze, desperately trying to focus oatwie had to say.

He couldn't make love to her until after he'd téd who he really was. He
knew it. It wouldn't be right otherwise.

His thoughts suffered a dislocating blow when Kxédiced her hands on his
shoulders.



"You're tense as a board. You need to relax.” dadj her fingertips into the
tight muscles of his shoulders.

Hassan gulped, feeling his body beginning to rdakali thought touching
him was going to make him relax, she'd probablykkd her massage
course!

Her fingers inched upward, lightly working their ysaver his neck until her
hands cupped his chin. She began to slowly rubicemicles on the
sensitive skin behind his ears with her thumbs.gdsped at the volatile
sensations that flooded him.

"Any better?" she asked.

Tell her,his conscience screamed at him, but her fingegarbeo move, and
his thoughts fragmented into a million tiny, irfetrable pieces.

"I have this fantasy about being a masseuse," slimared. "Did you ever
fantasize about being one?"

"No." The sound of his voice echoed in his eart @svere coming from a
great distance. ' '‘But | do have this fantasy alb@mwing my own houri.
You'd be perfect.”

"I'm not quite sure exactly what a houri is," sharmured as her fingers
continued to work their insidious magic on his body

"A houri is a beautiful, seductive woman who livesly to please her
master."

Kali's chuckle dropped into his whirling thoughtsaising his body
temperature.

"Thank you. I've always wanted to be thought oadseautiful, seductive
woman."

Kali gently tugged his chin up, tilting his headckao she could look into
his eyes. "Do you really think I could fulfill aylour fantasies?"



She could fulfil fantasies he hadn't even hadhiagsan thought. A lifetime
wouldn't be long enough. But would she want to dme¢old her the truth?
The thought put a brake on his growing ardor.

"If you have to think about it that hard, then dpably couldn't.”

Hassan reacted instinctively to the uncertaintcoeld hear in her voice.
Turning, he caught her around the waist and pilérdnto his lap. He didn't
want to raise doubts about her own sensualityt,Fiesd reassure her and
then he'd tell her the truth.

Staring down into her face, he said, "I don't hthes slightest doubt about
your ability to fulfill all my fantasies."

Hassan shifted slightly as the warm, soft weighteafin his lap was having
the inevitable results. He could feel her shoufefessing against his chest,
pushing at his self-control. His arms tightenedtsly, and she snuggled
trustingly against him, raising a myriad of feekngrom guilt at his
deception to plain old lust.

"What's the matter?" Kali asked. "Am | too heavy?"

"Heavy? Where?" He indulged his compulsion to tokmehby running his
hand along her shoulder and then down over her &meast.

She trembled, and he felt an answering respongeidsiele himself.

The rapid beating of her heart slammed into himypahd he pressed harder.
He could feel her nipple hardening, and he hadvenvdhelming desire to
see her breast. To feast his eyes on the palecpierfeof her velvety skin.
To kiss the rosy tip and then to take it in his thoand suckle it.

His breathing developed a hitch when she twistdevgays.

Slipping her hand beneath his sweater, she pughedrd over his chest.



Kali tugged his head down and began to nuzzlekimeltehind his ear. Her
lips felt fantastic, warm and firm and infinitelYliing. When she caught
his earlobe in her teeth and licked the tip, hkgdrspasmodically.

He tried to think. Was she reassured enough fortbirtell her the truth
now?

His concentration suffered a further setback whentsaced her lips along
his jawline.

"You're not relaxing." Her seductive voice made @ckery of the words.

Relax? Hassan thought. A misogynist couldn't re¢lag close to such a
beautiful, sexy woman.

"But you're in luck,” Kali continued, "because | apoing to give you
chapter two in my massage therapy class."

To his disappointment she suddenly scooted offapseaving him feeling
bereft.

"Now the first thing we need to do is to loosen iyolothes."

Kali knelt and began to untie his shoes.

Hassan looked down, fascinated by the way the ligimpstruck reddish
sparks off her gleaming hair. It looked as if glithg fairy dust had been

sprinkled over her head.

Unable to resist the impulse, he reached out amthismshand over her hair,
the silky texture caressing his fingers.

"You are the most fascinating assortment of tesiireae muttered his
thoughts aloud.

"Thank you, kind sir." Kali tilted her head backdalmoked up at him, her
eyes lingering on the sharply etched planes dfdus. That he was reacting
to her was obvious, but just how much she'd distthbim from what he'd



come to say wasn't so clear. Nor was there any faaper to find out.
About all she could do at this point was to conéinvith her seduction
efforts. If she were successful, she'd at least lla memory of this night to
cherish.

She fumbled at his shoelaces with fingers that seeta be all thumbs,
finally managing to get them undone. Impatientlgkiag his shoes off, she
tossed them aside. Peeling off his black socks,flsimg them after the
shoes.

"Proper circulation of air over the body is verypiontant to the success of
massage therapy," Kali hurriedly said when he ogdmng mouth. "If your
skin is stifled, then it doesn't work."

"I didn't know that."

Probably because | just this minute made itKali thought. But whoever
had said that all was fair in love and war wastriftesults were what was
important, and the result she hoped for was to gassan's love. No matter
how improbable that outcome seemed at the moment.

"Stand up,” Kali ordered, and Hassan obediently did

She rocked back on her heels and stared up théhlefichim, allowing
herself the momentary pleasure of simply lookingiatmagnificent body.
Reaching up, she unbuckled his belt and pullegd.flt joined his shoes on
the floor.

Quickly, not giving him time to retreat, she unloaged his pants and pulled
down the zipper.

His only reaction was the sudden hiss of his indraveath. So far so good,
she encouraged herself.

She gripped the edge of his sweater and pullegl aver his head. Studying
the cream-colored polo shirt he was wearing benigdtr a second, she
decided it had to go, too. She wanted to feel hestagainst hers, and she
couldn't do that if he was wearing a shirt.



She yanked the polo shirt over his head, managidghevel his hair in the
process.

"Sorry," she muttered as she smoothed his hair baokplace with her
fingers. His hair felt crisp, and she swallowed asily, feeling her breasts
begin to tingle as she remembered how his hairfelicagainst her bare
skin.

Not yet. She throttled the urge. At the moment dign't want to do
anything that in a pinch she couldn't claim to be pf massage.

"Lie on the bed, facedown," she ordered Hassaheakisked off her shoes.
Hassan obeyed with a promptness that encouraged her

"In the middle of the bed," she said, and when kettbted over, she knelt
on the bed beside him.

Taking a deep breath, Kali placed the palms offfagrds on his shoulders
and began to slowly knead his flesh. His skin wasmvand supple beneath
her moving fingers. Sensuous. Her eyelids felt ieaad it was a distinct
effort for her to keep them open. The air in themofelt thick. AlImost
visible. Kali took a deep breath, laboring to ditaigto her lungs.

Slowly savoring the contact, she worked her way mdws spine till she
reached his waist and found her progress hamperaticbpants he still
wore.

Kali raised her head and studied him, her gazeting lovingly on his face.
His eyes were closed but his features were taiit lzss were under great
pressure.

"You can't work through cloth," Hassan said. Rajdis hips, he worked

his pants and shorts down his legs and off his bddytossed them over the
end of the bed, but Kali didn't notice. Her attentfocused on his now
naked body.



He had the most fantastic physique, she thoughtingt down at his lean
hips. They were flat and muscular, and totally mmise. She placed her
hands flat on his buttocks and pushed her fingets his flesh. She
wanted—

Kali let out a startled squeak when Hassan suddefisd over and stared
up at her. His eyes seemed to be burning with susdity that appealed to
her far more than any actual fire ever could. Srethe tip of her tongue
over her bottom lip, watching as his eyes follovsadt movement with a
heart-stopping intensity.

Unable to sustain his burning gaze, her eyes dbppd she found herself
staring at his swollen manhood.

"You aren't the least bit relaxed,” she blurtedtheughts out loud, and then
winced at the inanity of the statement.

"That's because you aren't a very relaxing perdos,uttered. "In fact,
you're damned unsettling."

"You haven't seen anything yet," Kali vowed.

Slipping off the side of the bed, she grasped thigon of her soft blue
sweater and slowly pulled it up.

The odd ringing in his ears reminded Hassan ohtdeessity of breathing,
and he gulped in air, unable to take his eyesh&fwispy lace of her bra
which so inadequately covered her breasts. Longihgl studied the taut
pink nipples that pushed against the creamy laeewghted to rip her bra
off and free her breasts. But not for long. He \edrib capture them first
with his hands and then with his mouth.

A muscle began to twitch beneath his left eye metiwith his ragged
breathing. Why he had come in the first place dedrieed to tell her the
truth became just so many meaningless words atsahedsat her fantastic
body."Hurry up," he muttered as she reached fobthn on the waistband
of her slacks.



"But, Hassan," Kali gave him a slow, provocativealerthat set his heart to
slamming against his rib cage. "I'm trying to reyau, and you don't seem
to be relaxed.”

With an exaggerated slowness that put Hassan fgrcibmind of torture,
Kali unzipped her gray slacks and allowed thematbtb the floor with a
soft whooshing sound.

His eyes widened as he stared at the tiny lacyigmshe was wearing.

"You match,"” he muttered and then winced at howchauhe sounded.

"Yes, but," Kali reached behind her and unfastdmedbra, letting it drop,
"now | don't match."

Hassan closed his eyes and tried to ignore thenge#diat he was about to
burst. He wasn't sure how much more of this hecctake.

"And now, | match again."

Dimly, as if from a great distance he heard thendoof her voice, and he
opened his eyes to find her standing naked befarne h

He stared at her as desire fountained within hiansping his senses.

Kali leaned toward him, and he reached for hehlgrag her slender body
and pulling her down. She landed on top of him it force of a bomb
going off. Reaction poured through him, oblitergtiaverything but the
basic need to make her a part of him.

He grasped the back of her head and roughly capheemouth. It wasn't
enough so he shoved his tongue between her lipbegah a sensual duel
with hers.

Kali squirmed beneath him, her soft abdomen preagadhst his manhood.
Hassan began to tremble uncontrollably. He hacte mer. Now.



Rolling over, he clumsily positioned himself abdwr and pushed himself
deep within her. The delicious sensation of heingagkin closing around
him made him shake uncontrollably.

"Hassan, you...l..." Kali's words echoed meanirsiieis his ears as she dug
her heels in the bed and arched her body against taking him even
deeper.

Her action shattered his few remaining tendrilself- control. Reaction
exploded in him sending him into a world where ¢h&ras nothing but
feeling. Oceans of feeling. Deeper and deeper tieegddriven by both his
own sense of urgency and the sound of Kali's huskge encouraging him.

Finally Kali gave a keening sound and went rigichdgh him an instant
before his own pleasure overtook him.

When he could move again, he pulled her into hissarkissed her and
struggled to get the words out.

"Go to sleep,” Kali tried to stop him. She just weahto savor the glow of
their lovemaking. Especially if this was the laste they were to share it.
Her arms instinctively tightened around him trybeghold him closer.

"Kali, I—I'm not Karim. I'm me, Hassan." The wordeemed to explode
from him.

Kali felt every muscle in her body tense as shedtto absorb the blow of
what would come next. She could handle it, shel toetell herself. But she
knew it was a lie. The loss of Hassan would haenttb the day she died.
She didn't see how she was going to get througheteof her life without

him.

She should move out of his arms, she thought. lile&vbe easier to if she
weren't so close to him. But her rigid muscles walilobey her.



"Kali?" She heard the uncertain sound of Hassante\echoing in her ears,
and she madly scrambled for something to say. Rgthang, even a trite
saying that would hide just how badly his words evaffecting her. She
loved him too much to want him to feel even a i@ctof the pain and grief
she would feel.

Her mind was a total blank. She couldn't think sfragle thing.
"Kali, I—I might not be Karim, but I love you."

Kali blinked, trying to understand what he was BgyiThat he loved her?
Could it be true?

"How can you love me?" she forced herself to asiqg to figure out which
would be better, to lose him forever or to have Btay in her life because
he felt sorry for her. Both seemed equally untemaiibiations.

"How could | not love you?" His voice was tight wistrain. "You're
everything | ever wanted in a wife."

"Wife?" Kali repeated through the roaring in herse&le was asking her to
marry him?

"Kali, we can make it work," he said, rushing owirtg to forestall a refusal.
"l can work in New York, and you won't have to evait the Middle East
unless you want to."

Kali briefly closed her eyes against the wavesanfitf ness which swept
through her. She felt as if she'd just been giviastasecond reprieve from a
death sentence. She didn't understand why or h&hféléen in love with
her, any more than she understood how or why $&i&d in love with him.
She simply accepted it as a priceless gift frone@elolent fate.

"'l love you, Hassan Rashid, and all the rest &f just logistics," she said.
"Nothing else really matters as long as we're togyet



She gasped as his arms suddenly closed aroundithecnwshing force.
They loosened almost immediately, and he peeredhdote her face, his
eyes gleaming with an emotion that sent a wavetipation through her.

"Tell me, my darling heart, what kind of logistex® involved in us having a
few kids?"

Kali deliberately fluttered her eyelashes at himaimparody of a thirties
vamp. Happiness was pouring through her in suchewakat she didn't
think she could contain it. She felt as if it wolddrst out of her body and
sweep them both away. She wouldn't have believadahyone could be
this happy. To have both Hassan and the promikesathildren.

"Come a little closer and I'll explain it to yowshe whispered throatedly.

"How close?" He nuzzled the satiny skin of her bteand she shivered
violently as longing tore through her. "As closelas?"

"It'll do for a start,” she murmured as she metips.



Epilogue
"Dad? Dad!"

Hassan glanced down at his young son's worriedifestand ruthlessly
interrupted Kali's great-aunt's monologue on th@adimg amount of
makeup modern women insisted on wearing.

' 'Excuse me, Aunt Jane, but Jaimie needs to dpaale.”

Aunt Jane nodded regally at Hassan, gave Jainoéirggcsmile and hurried
away to find another relative to lecture.

"What's wrong, Jaimie?" Hassan leaned toward tleeyfear-old. ' 'Is all the
company getting to be too much for you?"

Jaimie glanced around the huge double living rodntiwwas packed with
relatives.

"No. Not 'actly." He inched closer to his fatherase of his grandfather
Rashid's sisters waved at him.

"'Cept for great-aunt Miriam. She keeps telling wigat a cute little boy |
am. And I'm not little. Not cute neither!" he addadphatically. "It's about
Mom. Sorta."

"Your mother?" Hassan's eyes automatically swunthéobow window
where Kali was sitting on a chaise longue holdimgjrtnew daughter while
the family admired her.

His eyes met hers, and for a moment Hassan foxgoything in the wave
of love that poured through him. He would nevereéndelieved that he
could grow to love her more than he had on thenldiey day, but he had.
Eight years of marriage had broadened and deepgesédalve for Kali until
it was the foundation of his whole world.



"Dad?" Jaimie reclaimed his attention, and Hassaret! back to him.

He studied his son's worried features wonderingtwias troubling him.
Jaimie was normally such a happy child. Could hevberied about his
place in the family now that he had a little si8ter

"Jaimie, you know how much your mom and | love ydon't you?"

Jaimie gave him an impatient look. "I know that!'tBuhat about poor
Eleanor?"

Poor Eleanor? Hassan weighed his son's descripfidns sister. "What
about Eleanor?"

"Do you love her, too?"

"Of course | do. She's my daughter.”

"But how can you, Dad?" Jaimie asked earnestlgnéan, she's ugly. She's
got no hair and no teeth. She's red, and shedmatything but scream and

make disgusting noises."

"She only looks like that because she's just fasesdld,” Hassan reassured
him. "She'll improve. Before you know it, she'll beautiful.”

Jaimie glanced doubtfully over at his sister whe wauffling inelegantly
into her mother's shoulder. "As beautiful as Mom?"

Hassan looked at Kali's beloved features and fsltheart contract with
love.

"Eleanor will be beautiful,” he said softly. "Bubrone could ever be as
beautiful as your mother."

"Okay." Jaimie looked relieved. "If you say so."

Oh, I do,Hassan thought, his eyes never leaving Kali's faoest certainly
do.






