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THE SEDUCTIVE SULTAN

Sheikh Rafi could have a harem of women...but hetegabewitching Zara
Blake. And just as the prince was about to steslfitst, sizzling kiss from
Zara, she was stolen from him - abducted by hisearemy.

HIS CAPTIVE QUEEN-TO-BE

Zara's head was spinning- she'd been kidnappedhAndaptor was a dead
ringer for the prince. Then Rafi appeared withscoe plan and a promise
to make her his queen. Was this a trap...or thg wal back into the arms
of her beloved sheikh?






Rafl's Inheritance
The Sword of Rostam

To Prince Rafi's lot fell the Kingdom of East Barak, a land of richly

varied landscape, extending from marshlands at #eacoast, through the
broad desert with its ancient remnants of civiligats long dead, to the
broad flowing river called Happiness, and into threountains, where his
palace lay.

To him also was given the great Sword of Rostam.isTFabulously

jewelled and inscribed sword had, according to thecient story, once
been the battle sword of the great hero Rostam .c8ithat time, any King
of Barakat who drew the sword in anger signalledhi people and to the
enemy against whom he drew it that there shouldioerespite from battle
until one or the other was vanquished. Once theSd/@f Rostam was
drawn, negotiation was no longer possible.

Therefore a king must be very certain of his groum@fore drawing the
Sword of Rostame

There was once a king of ancient and noble linealge ruled over a land
that had been blessed by God. This land, Barayug lon the route of one
of the old Silk Roads, had for centuries receiverldultural influences of
many different worlds. Its geography, too, was idigeit bordered the sea;
then the desert, sometimes bleak with its ancieinsy sometimes golden
and studded with oases, stretched inland for matesnbefore meeting the
foothills of snow-capped mountains that captured thin clouds and
forced them to deliver their burden in the richleggs. It was a land of magic
and plenty and a rich and diverse heritage.

But it was also a land of tribal rivalries and notfrequent skirmishes.
Because the king had the ancient blood of the @ur&ings in his veins, no
one challenged his right to the throne, but manyhef tribal chieftains



whom he ruled were in constant jealousy over tlagids and rights against
the others.

One day, the king of this land fell in love witlfioeeign woman. Promising
her that he would never take another wife, he nedrher and made her his
gueen. This beloved wife gave him two handsome $basking loved them
as his own right hand. Crown Prince Zaid and histher were all that he
could wish for in his sons—handsome, noble, braaiors, and popular
with his people. As they attained the age of mjpthe sheikh could look
forward to his own death without fear for his caynfor if anything should
happen to the Crown Prince, his brother Aziz waiép into his shoes and
be equally popular with the people and equally styamong the tribes.

Then one day, tragedy struck the sheikh and his wif

Both their sons were killed in the same accideotvHis own death became
the great enemy to the old man, for with it, hevkneould come certain
civil war as the tribal chieftains vied for supreaya

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

were complete, the queen said to' her husband;ding to the law, you
are entitled to four wives. Take, therefore, myblansl, three new wives,
that God may bless one of them with a son to iblyedr throne."

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

violated this command, and upon his descendantsefeen generations.

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



One

A horseman, his companions lined on either sideblack charger beneath
him, galloped across the desert under the mornumg while the wind
scorched his face and lungs, and his horse'sttedrsed out behind. His
companions, in high spirits with the impromptu raleeighed and called,
their voices ringing on the air as they urged thedunts on.

Some distance ahead of them, beyond a harsh rat&sop enclosing a few
date palms, stood the fallen white stone pillararofincient ruin, encircled
by the low green roofs of tents. But it was notaoss this settlement that
they headed. The goal of the race was the rockyrautand its sparkling

waterfall and pools. The rider on the black braolef the rank with a cry,

surged ahead of the others and passed throughr@wndefile in the rock

walls, one arm and his horse's tail high in the@signal his triumph.

His companions followed closely, but the gap wagitous and some were
obliged to check their mounts as others passedhmee who were hot
behind were in time to see their leader halt hagtamg mount abruptly and
give a smothered cry. Then they, too, pulled ugnmazement.

To see a woman in the desert is not entirely uneege of course. To see a
half-naked, perfectly formed beauty of delicatdwsta standing under the
waterfall of their favourite resting place, herlowg black hair streaming
down around her shoulders and back as she raisdddseand arms to the
cool torrent, was like something out of the ancialgs.

Still unconscious of their presence, for no dotiet $ound of their hooves
had been smothered by the thunder of water in hes, ¢he girl lazily
moved out of the stream of water, opened her eyebsaw them. Her eyes
and mouth opened wide for a moment of startlebhesk as she stared at the
dark, handsome horsemen all around her.

There was silence. Then the girl stepped a litilayafrom the waterfall on
the rock ledge and said gravelgalaam aleikum.”



Her accent was foreign, and so was her cool, hgudypnity, the faint air of
challenge. The leader gazed speechlessly. Sheowely las a gazelle, the
water drying on her skin as he watched, leavingpft and glowing, her
mouth the perfect bow of the ancient paintings #utrned his palace, her
wet hair a wild mane of curls that the paintingsoashowed. Her breasts
were high and rounded, her hips slim but very femider bathing suit was
a soft colour that matched her lightly browned skKer legs were slender
and curved, her bare feet sure on the smooth wkt ro

His brain stupidly told him that she was one of Btei of the old tales. In a
moment she would disappear.

Around him his men flicked him glances and waitedtheir lord to speak.
Her dark eyes, too, were upon him. Her eyes had desavn to him from
the first, and she seemed to realize that he vaaslédader.

He gazed steadily at her. When the silence strdtt®long he saw alarm

kindle behind her gaze, and then, still speechlessaw decision there and
watched aghast as she turned and agilely begdimtio ihe dangerous rock

face beside the falling water. It was not a long/wp to that other small

pool above. In a moment, just as in the tales afsPshe had indeed

disappeared.

Around him, his men began to talk and exclaim. [Eaeler shook himself as
if from a dream. He realized that, from the momeintheir entering the
place, no more than a minute or two had passexb #hort a space of time,
his world had changed.

"What the heck is happening out there?" Gordon dskiost of the team
were already sitting around the long lunch tablethy time he arrived,
stepping under the long green canvas roof witlefraind pulling off the hat
that was an absolute necessity for anyone workimputhe blazing sun.

"Haven't you heard?" squealed Lena, delighted ¥& lsameone to pass the
news on to, since she herself had been one chshéd hear. "That's the tent
of the sultan himself going up.”



Gordon blinked, but whether it was from his ey#$&adlty in acclimatizing
to the shadow or from astonishment was impossibéay.

"We've all been invited to dinner tonight, the wdhddam,” Ryan, the site
director, informed him. "Those are his minions thére preparing for the
feast.”

Gordon strode to the edge of the canvas sheltegaretl out over the desert
to where the circular red-and-blue tent was goipg'li looks the size of a
football stadium," he observed mildly. "How manyusfdoes he think there
are?"

Gordon was English and it was a point of honouhwiim never to show
excitement. Zara had seen the facade crack onlg~emten the first clear
evidence was found that they really were at the @litancient Iskandiyar,
that all his educated guesswork had paid off &t Tdss would be the crown
of his long career as an archaeologist. They hiast@d around cheering
and jumping for joy then, and Gordon had joinedNp. mere feast laid on
by the Prince of East Barakat would evoke suctspaese in lm, though.

"He asked for exact numbers,"” Zara said now, "t ttnows how many of
his own court will be in attendance?"

Someone said, "What's the point of it all? Whyasdieing it?"

"To welcome us to his country, according to his seeger."

"We've been in his country for three months."

"The wheels of princes grind slowly."

"l suppose it's possible that someone finally gawe the message | sent
telling him that we had found the gates that comfthat this is ancient

Iskandiyar," said Gordon.

"Maybe he figures it's time to check up on us isecave're about to find
treasure."



"He's as rich as a sheikh already," said Warren.

"He is a sheikh," Lena pointed out in her scratchy, iieat voice. "He's
not married, either," she went on. She was comlglet@gaware of the non
sequitur, and when the shout of laughter went @dabked around.

"Why are you all laughing? He really isn't, | he&rdn the radio. Don't you

remember when that woman was kidnapped by the lsioéiWest Barakat

awhile ago when that guy stole something from hi@?'tourse they all

remembered, they had talked of nothing else fosdayhen she ended up
engaged to him. They said then that his two brstharen't married."

Lena sighed, making them all laugh again. She btirét the grinning faces
around her and shrugged good- humouredly. "Alltrighhat did | say this
time?"

"Nothing, Lena, it's just that you're so obviouklyping that this one will
kidnapyou," Zara told her kindly.

"Oh, am | that obvious? Well, a girl can dream,'ttane?"Zara shuddered
involuntarily. She still hadn't told the others abter experience at the
wadi. Partly because she knew she would get blathey. had all been

warned that there were bandits in the desert agylshould never venture
off the dig unaccompanied. But there was more torékictance to talk

about the incident than that.

She had felt so exposed when the bandit chief—ghpeased he must have
been that—had stared at her. It was as if her wieileg had stopped for a
moment while he had entered like a conqueror akehtpossession. Even
now she wasn't sure what had given her the strelogtiteak out of the
prison of his gaze and climb the rock face. Or Wwhyhad let her escape.

She had been terrified that when she got to theratide of the outcrop he
and his men would be waiting there, and when he neisshe had run,
slipping and gasping, sobbing with exertion, a# thay to the camp, not
looking back, but with every cell of her body listeg for the sound of
hooves.



She knew that Lena was a fool to fantasize abdngbdednapped—it must
be a dreadful, hellish experience, and if thatl been the bandit's impulse
she was glad he hadn't acted on it. And yet theag awart of her that was
sorry to think she would never see him again. .ysirat...

"Listen, that reminds me," she said now, still ufimg, but knowing it had
to be confessed. "l think | ran into that bandid &ms men."

That got their attention. Some of them choked oeirtltoffee, and
everyone's eyes were on her. "Where?" two or tieeeanded at once.

"l went to the wadi early a couple of days agog shid softly.
"By yourself?" said Gordon. "Zara, that was veryvige."

"Yes, well,  won't do it again. They galloped itnie | was standing under
the waterfall. | didn't hear a thing. | opened igg®and there they all were,
on horseback, snorting and stamping.”

"The bandits were snorting and stamping?"

They laughed lightly, but this was serious and ne was pretending it
wasn't. "Did they see you? How did you get away?"

Zara swallowed. She was not sure why she was sotagl to tell them the
details. "l went up over the rocks and ran likd.hel

"If they'd seen you they could have caught up witki, on horseback,"
someone said. "They must not have seen you."

Zara said nothing, got up and wandered over tdridhge to get a cold drink,
then leaned against it, drinking and staring odrakie site, leaving the rest
of the team to talk over this latest development.

She was amazingly lucky to be on this dig, whicls waw certain to make
archaeological history. The fourth- and third-centdB.C. city called

Iskandiyar had been mentioned by several classighbrs. Its whereabouts
had puzzled modern archaeologists, though, bedawsas described as



being on the banks of the river which now bore tlene Sa'adat,
Happiness. For more than a century travellers battked in vain for some
sign of it. Such an important city should have &dftensive ruins.

Some had even suggested that the classical wrters confused, or

inaccurate...but Gordon had never doubted themdd@ohad researched
Iskandiyar throughout his career, and one day hadided on a much later
reference to the fact that, "in her lifetime Quétalimah of Barakat built

bridges and tunnels and many public buildings. 8tenged the course of
rivers, even the mighty River Sa'adat, when itesuhter..."

That was the clue he needed. If the course ofittlee had been changed
eighteen hundred years after the city had been thein it followed that the
city's ruins would no longer be on the banks ofrther.

By good luck and good timing, Zara was taking Gaotgalasses during the
time that he found a possible site in the desertisof the river, and by even
better chance she had graduated by the time hirfgnwas in place. And
best of all, he had offered her a place on the team

Until they had uncovered the massive marble li@mfthe sands of time,
there could be certainty only in their hearts. Bwg classical authors had
described Iskandiyar's "Lion Gates," and now it wams/en almost beyond
doubt. This was a city founded by Alexander theaBen his victorious

Eastern march more than two thousand, three hurnyd@cs ago. Not long
after his conquest here, he would weep because wene no more worlds
to conquer.

And now here she was, finding history and makirgg the same time. Zara
gazed out at the white pillars that shone so hwanshthe fierce sun. She
wondered sometimes about Alexander's tears onottasion. Had there
been a hollow inside him that he could ignore amylas he kept on the
move, kept fighting, kept conquering all he met aad? Was it a lack in his
own life rather than the lack of new worlds thad Imade him weep?

Zara wasn't thirty-three, the age by which Alexaritl conquered the then
known world, and although to be associated witthsxziting success was
a wonderful piece of luck for someone so young, sliiehad plenty of



worlds left to conquer. But sometimes she had tge to weep, because in
unguarded moments her life seemed empty. She diddérstand why. It
was as if she had a voice inside telling her slierhssed something, had
left something out, as though there was somethsggsihe should have done
or be doing.

She loved her work. She had always loved histagit from the moment
she had understood what history was. She enjoyednémtal exercise of
trying to understand old ways, the things that hadivated cultures long
disappeared. As a child she had been taken onsa fidd trip to a new
archaeological dig on a site in downtown Torontod ahe could still

remember her thrilled amazement when she realizadhistory could be
touched, smelt, dug up out of the ground. Fromni@inent she had known
what she wanted to do with her life.

Nothing at all stood in her way. She got the maskg, was accepted at the
University of Toronto, and Gordon had recognized ¢mmmitment and
taken her under his wing, as he had several proghsudents before her,
who now had reputations of their own in the fiebthe couldn't have asked
for a better start to her professional career ttoawork under a man of
Gordon's calibre on a find of such importance.

Her personal life was comfortable. She had had asy,efairly happy
childhood, and had come through the teenage yeéinsomly a couple of
years of tears and slamming doors and impossilsenpabefore things had
righted themselves. Zara dated only casually, agwt khings light. Of
course one day she hoped to fall in love, but sheiwno hurry.

And yet...like Alexander, she wanted to weep.
Why? What was missing from her life? What did stz

For no reason at all, she was suddenly rememb#rengiercing eyes of the
bandit chief as he stared at her on that mornfiegvalays before. There had
been another world in his eyes, a world far fromdwen neat, comfortable
existence. That dark, hungry gaze had promisedahgaission, a way of
living she had never even dreamed of...till now.



For a moment she thought of what it would have migde had come after

her...swung her up on his horse and ridden awaly ér. They said he

might try to take a hostage, but he had not lo@kdter like a man who sees
a potential hostage. Zara shivered at the memohowf he had looked at

her.

She had run harder, faster than she had ever her iife to escape him. Her
heart had never beaten so hard. She closed herseytng out the glare of
the sun on the desert, but the bandit's eyes widreigh her.



Two

The preparations at the sheikh's tent went orftalfreoon. Helicopters flew
in, disgorging lines of people carrying food anghsies, and took them
away again; men came and went in Jeeps and onblagiseExcept for a
moment when it seemed as if the half-erected tentldvblow away in a

sudden breeze, no shouting was heard, there wasnming. Everything

was done with an orderly calm and neatness thdtena said, made the
archaeological team feel "sort of like a low-budfijet."

One thing the women were all agreed upon, andwhat he necessity of
dressing in their best for the feast. By commonseonh everyone downed
tools early to take time to prepare. One of thaintders produced an iron
and asked if she could plug it into the generagad!| The other women fell
on this with cries of delight.

"How wonderful! Whatever made you think of it, J&ss

"l didn't. My mom packed for me. | told her I'd m@vuse it, but she
insisted."

"l kiss your mother. Please thank her from all ®fuyour next letter!"
"I don't have an ironing board, though."

"A towel! All we need is a towel on one of theleh.."

The men went away scratching their heads.

There were lineups for the shower and for the iamg a lot of excited
repartee as people dashed to and fro. Fortunatsylyneveryone had
something suitable to wear, since everyone hadotegéo be sampling the
city nightlife of the Barakat Emirates some timeotiner during their stay.
But some—the lucky ones—had what Gordon called ftile monty."
Including Gordon himself, who stunned everyone whenappeared just
before time in white tie and tails and polishedesho



"Can't let the side down," he said by way of exptaon when the others fell
back in amazement at this vision of British Estgtioinent eccentricity.

"Gee, Gordon," Lena said in stunned tones, "itd jike one of those
films—you wearing all that in the desert and all.”

Blonde Lena herself got the prize for feminine méagence in a low-cut,
blush pink dress under a matching gauzy pink getargeat embroidered in
the Eastern fashion with lots of silver thread.

But it was Zara who really stopped them in theicks. Small and slender,
wearing a beautifully simple, high- necked, longesled white dress in
heavy raw silk that hung straight and smooth to theme brown feet in
delicate gold sandals, her curling cloak of haillisg over her shoulders
and down her back, one gold bangle at her wrist,vghs a vision. Lena
eyed her with mock dismay.

"I dunno, you kinda make me feel overdone," sheenkes! plaintively. But
a chorus of voices assured her that many men pedféine obvious, and
large numbers of those who did were Oriental patest

"And me,"” said one male voice. Greg moved to hede siand
mock-ferociously put an arm around her, leering Womto her cleavage.
"Any Oriental potentate is going to have to gedtpae first.”

"That'll take about a minute," another man observed

Lena giggled and rolled her eyes. "Oh, Greg, d&lifook at you if the
prince wanted me!"

"Right, are we all here?" said Gordon's dry voige\e the nervous, excited
banter. "Before we start, may | just remind youtladit we will very likely
be sitting on cushions on the floor, and that ddssidered rude in this part
of the world to direct the soles of your feet ag@me. So don't think you can
lie stretched out with your ankles crossed and peénting towards the
prince. You sit with your feet tucked under yougamay or another. In
addition—" He gave them several more pointers dr&h tconsulted his
watch and said, "Right. Time we were off."



And in a column of twos and threes they left thardy enclosure and began
to move across the sand in the direction of whey tlere still laughingly
calling the sultan's tent.

They had barely set out when they saw lights, amdment later they were
greeted by a party of servants with flaming torched a man dressed in
peacock blue magnificence who bowed and introdincedelf as Arif ur-
Rashid, Cup Companion to the Prince.

"Very flattering,” Gordon muttered into Zara's €&y tradition the further
the king or his emissary comes to meet lis guaéseshigher the honour.
We've been met effectively at our own doorstep y\Wece indeed. | think
we can look forward to a substantial feast. Pearise bottom >f our wine
goblets and told to keep them sort of thing." PaZgurgled into laughter.
She was one of the few who recognized when Gordmnjeking, and his
eyes glinted approvingly down at her.

But it wasn't quite so much of a joke as he hadgimed. All the
archaeological team gasped with awe when they gakseugh the doors
into the tent.

It was like entering Aladdin's cave. Everythingwém with richness and
warmth. The colours were deep and luxurious—emeraly, sapphire,
turquoise. Every inch of walls, floor and ceilingsvhung and draped with
carpets, tapestries, or beautifully dyed cloth, #wedfurniture—of walnut,
mahogany and other unknown, fabulously grained wedthd such a
deep polish it seemed as if it would shine "evamifire touched it."

All the light came from naked flame, or flame undelicately painted or
cut crystal globes that sent light shimmering arbtine room like a
thousand flung diamonds. And all around them wenedsome men in
exotic dress introducing themselves as the Cup @aiops of the prince.
The team felt as if they had stepped back centumiésne, straight into
the pages of thArabian Nights.

One of the Companions had visited the dig earfiethe afternoon, and
had been introduced to every member of the tea@drgon, and now



they were all greeted by name. For several minutesy made
conversation.

Then the heavy sound of a helicopter was heard ddgs There was an
expectant pause, during which the team found itossfle to chat
normally. All of them were surreptitiously watchintpe entrance.
Suddenly a group of men erupted into the roomirtglend laughing, and
bringing a vital and very appealing energy withnthéAs one man, the
Companions in the room turned and bowed.

The new arrivals were all just as exotically antbadully dressed as the
Companions, and the brilliance of the prince hifngsels breathtakingly
unmistakable.

His long, high-necked jacket was cream silk andrszkto be studded with
pinpoints of green light from elbow to ; wrist aadound the collar. His
flowing Eastern trousers were deep green. Diagpmaioss his breast he
wore a cloth-of-gold sash, and a double rope oblabsly magnificent
pearls at least a yard long was looped and drapexdhis chest, and fixed at
one shoulder with a ruby the size of an egg. He &ddstrous black
moustache and thick, waving black hair, which, ltke heads of all his
Companions, was bare. His fingers were clusteregl avking's ransom in
gold and stones.

He put up one arrogant hand in a gesture thatyrorer man would look,
Zara thought, ridiculously theatrical, but in hirmesned perfectly natural
and engaging. Smiling broadly, he recited sometiingrabic, and then
said in English, "It is very kind of you all to cento my poor table. May so
propitious an occasion be blessed."

The efforts of the team to think of some suitaklgponse would have made
Zara laugh if she hadn't been similarly dumbstroeiself.

Prince Rafi recognized Gordon in the throng andd&trto his side to greet
the director, where Arif joined him. The prince thd briefly to Gordon
and then Arif introduced Maeve, then followed thinge slowly through
the room, introducing him to each member of thenteBhe prince tilted his



head solicitously to each and shook their handshanging a few words
before moving on.

He made his way around the room and at last appedrZara’s side. Now
she was aware of two things not quite so obviooifa distance—a heady
yet elusive scent of sandalwood or myrrh or somettsimilar, and the

powerful physical aura of the man. He was not talt,he exuded power.

"Miss Zara Blake, Your Highness," said Arif, andavall-shaped, graceful
hand was extended to her. Aware that she was bigisAara flicked her
eyes to his face as she put her hand into his.s'NBiske, His Serene
Highness Sayed Hajji Rafi Jehangir ibn Daud ibnddasal Quraishi.”

The name rolled off his tongue like poetry.

"Miss Blake, it is a very great pleasure,"” saidghace ;n a tiger's fur voice,
with such emphasis she almost believed him.

"How do you do, Your Highness," Zara murmured, iimgdthat, whatever
her democratic principles, her head seemed to haw own accord. Dimly
she supposed that was the definition of true rgyalvhen you couldn't
help bowing.

"l hope your stay in my country will be long anditful,” he said.

Zara looked up again, but found that she couldnmeét his dark eyes for
long. She blushed even more warmly, though shéhbedly blushed in her
life. "Your Highness is very kind," she murmured.

She expected him to move on then—he had only exgtha few words
with each of the others—but to her surprise he@skéour name is Zara?"
He pronounced it with a little explosion of air the first vowel.Zahra.

llYeS.ll
"This is a very beautiful name. In my languagenéans botHlower and

splendour, beauty.Without saying it, he managed to imply that sVes
well named.



"Ah...oh."
"Are your parents perhaps Arabic speakers?"

"No...my father's background is French and my metHeshe shrugged and
tried to smile "—just plain Canadian. Sort of mixed

Zara was amazed to find herself so stumbling amfused. It was not at all
like her, and she was furious with herself. He wasince only by the luck

of birth, and his compliments were no more sigalificthan anyone else's!
There was no reason to start blushing like a fiftgear- old. A glance

around the room showed her that the others hadeatbthis interest.

Passionately she wished he would move on to theteasn member.

He did not. She looked at him again in time toriceet the tiniest flick of
his long black lashes to Arif ur-Rashid.

The Companion nodded, raised his mellifluous vaeiaghtly for attention,
and said, "Here in Barakat, ladies and gentlemendw not follow the
Western custom of preliminary drinks and hors dimwesi while standing.
You are invited now to sit at the prince's table."

The wall behind Zara suddenly opened, and only theéishe notice the big
wooden arch she had been standing in front of,aledeas a doorway as
servants lifted the heavy draperies that had cldased

Prince Rafi lifted his arm. "Allow me to escort yddara."

At the sound of her name on his lips, Zara stifteadittle. Okay, this had
gone far enough, and it was going to stop righ¢ heefore she found herself
ensconced in the harem.

"Thank you, Rafi," she said coolly, and put herdhan his arm.

He smiled into her eyes and drooped his eyelidh pi¢asure, tilting his
head in acknowledgement. Zara gasped a littlewsisea fool to play games
in so different a culture. She had no idea whatsags she had just sent
him. For all she knew she had already said yespwsgprandial romp.



And, she recollected somewhat belatedly, she had than herself to think
of. The whole future of the dig was under this rmatle sway. He could
wave one graceful, masculine hand and the desaridwie clear of them
tomorrow.

The archaeological team filed after them throughdhched doorway and
into the dining room, where they stopped amazees af astonishment soft
on their lips, and feeling just a little, Zara tigha, like barbarians seeing
civilisation for the first time. Among them, the @panions moved with
polished grace, inviting them individually to sit.

Prince Rafi led her all the length of the room wldlara gazed in unaffected
delight at the spectacle before them. Dozens—huistireof multicoloured
silk and tapestry cushions lay massed around tigg low rectangular table
that stood about six inches off the ground. It €haith - at crystal and
painted porcelain, silver and old gold. Down thatce of the table and all
around the walls could be seen the flicker of niouerflames under the
most artis-tically painted glass globes. Agains orall there was a large
fountain—she couldn't believe it, but it was a nearble fountain, and the
sound of the softly splashing water was better thmarsic. All along the
opposite wall, panels had been rolled up to allegvgentle night breeze to
cool them, and the moon and the stars and thetdestarm part of the
decor. Zara had never seen anything to equahieirife.

"It's very beautiful,” she said quietly, and PririRafi smiled.

"l am very happy to please you, Zara." He led behe farther end of the
table. The smell of cooking food rose delicioushytbe air.

Prince Rafi stopped and guided her to a placetétaldeside her, and with
a curious sinking elation she understood that sttk been chosen to sit
beside him during the meal. A Companion was ormthisr side, and next to
the Companion was Gordon. All around, the othersewieading their
places, and in a moment it became clear that esezxgnd or third place was
taken by one of the Cup Companions.

Prince Rafi raised his arms and gestured themtt&ara settled herself
among the most comfortable cushions she had evemsa her life, and



tucked her feet neatly beside her. She turneatbthat Arif ur-Rashid was
on her other side.

Music started playing. Several musicians with geth and other
instruments—some of which she had never seen betond come in and
settled in a corner and were playing a soft accamnpent to the coming
meal.

Arif clapped his hands, and a small army of whitgdcboys and girls
appeared, each boy carrying a pitcher, each didsin, all in silver chased
with gold. They approached the table and kneltheydiners. One girl knelt
between Prince Rafi and Zara, and, balancing temloe her knee, offered
the prince a bar of soap. He spoke a few gentlelsy@nd she blushed and
turned to Zara, offering her the bar. Grateful Batdon had warned them
of the ritual, she took the offered bar and wadterchands lightly under the
flow of water that the boy produced from the pitche

When Zara had finished, the girl reached to takestbap from her, but her
hand fell back as Prince Rafi's own hand stretcddss the basin. Her
heart beating hard with unaccustomed confusiorg Zgped the perfumed
soap into his hand. His dark hand closed firmlytenslender white bar. and
Zara's mouth opened, gasping for more oxygen teamed to be available.
She watched transfixed as he stroked the bar qf iswa@ a lather between
his hands, then, as if without volition, felt heazg drawn upwards to his
face.

He was watching her, a half smile in his dark esgswly, lazily, he set the
soap in the basin and held his hands under thansttee boy carefully
poured. The scented rosewater mingled with theerostubtle scents
assailing her nostrils.

"The towel is offered you, Miss Blake," said thenpe, and she blinked and
smiled at the worried girl who was holding the saftong of fabric up for
her.

"Thank you," she said. She dried her hands andhedtas the prince did
the same. Then the boy and girl moved away to tjpgnphalanx of water
bearers, who all bowed and then filed neatly ouhefroom.



Almost immediately another group of servants filedvringing with them
this time the welcome, delicious odour of food. Nifitthe next few minutes
a feast appeared. Some dishes were placed onbllee $ame were carried
around and offered to the guests. The beautifutisdnd gold goblets were
filled with water and wine and exotic juices.

After the bustle had died down, Prince Rafi lifted gold cup. "l extend to
all members of the archaeological team my congrtitiis on the important
historical site which you have discovered and wdldoubt in the years to
come excavate, to enrich the knowledge of my cgismand the world's
ancient history. In particular, | commend Mr. Gand®hett, whom | know
well from those occasions when he visited and wrmteme in his
enthusiasm for this project.”

He turned and saluted Gordon with his glass, aedybody drank.

"But now is not the time for speeches. The pleasaf¢he mind are offered
when the pleasures of the flesh have been satisfitdinvited them all to
eat and drink, but Zara could hardly take in thedsoWhen he said those
words, "the pleasures of the flesh,” it was asisf Ihody sparked with
electricity so strong she received a shock fromShe was covered in
gooseflesh.

She thoughtl'm helpless already. If he really does want meoh't be able
to refuse.



Three

It became clearer and clearer as the evening woithai Prince Rafi had
eyes only for Zara. Whether he was speaking tomhae room, or to an

individual, or listening or silent, there was adiof glow around the two,

apparent to almost everyone in the room. Sevenaédj as if hardly

realizing it, the prince would break off what hesgaying to lean over and
encourage Zara to try the most delicious tidbitlenplatter that was being
offered, or to signal the cupbearers to refill ss, or to ask her with an
intimate -rule whether she liked some flavour.

When the whole roast sheep came in, he regaled éflevith the story of
the time his father had, according to custom, nthéegrand gesture of
giving one of the sheep's eyes to his most honogtesst—the British
Ambassador. He mimicked the British Ambassadot&efaxpressions of
gratitude.

He was a magical storyteller, with the knack of mgkpeople laugh. ' 'Did
he have to eat it in front of everyone?" Zara dske

Prince Rati turned lazily approving eyes upon tvehnjch shocked her
system as if with an unexpected touch. "My stepeotimy father's first and
most beloved wife, was then a new bride. She wtsgon the other side of
the Ambassador. Just after the sheep's eye wagdsdos him, my
stepmother had the misfortune to knock over herewalass. The
ambassador certainly put something into his mouih a@e it with great
enjoyment. But it was rumoured that my stepmotfftenaards berated my
father and made him swear never again to offerpsbesyes to a foreign
guest."

They were all laughing. Rafi watched in admiratimw Zara's neck arched,
her eyes brimming over with mischief and merrimdmr black lustrous
curls falling just so with the tilt of her elegdmad.

"My stepmother was a foreigner herself,” he saghtliShe understood the
ways of foreigners, and she gave my father mucli galvice. She was of



great assistance to him in his rule. He always saitl He paused. "They
were much in love, all their lives."

He said this gazing right at Zara. The laughted direher, and heat crept
visibly up her cheeks. She was beginning to bé&la kngry now. Making
eyes at her was one thing. This was getting ridigsil She was starting to
feel like an idiot.

She returned his look coolly. "It didn't stop hiaking other wives, though,
did it? She was not, after all, your own mother."”

Instead of chilling him, this comment had the effet making his eyes
spark with interest, as if she had betrayed jegl@ml he counted that a
point in his favour. "Ah, you do not know my fatlsetragic story!" Rafi
exclaimed. He looked around at the musicians. "WieMotreb? Ask him
to come forth."

A man in curious dress entered carrying yet anotimfamiliar stringed
instrument not unlike a banjo. "Motreb, | ask yowing for my friends the
song of my father's love," cried Prince Rafi.

He leaned to Haroun on his left and murmured a wotds ear, and when
the singer-storyteller settled himself to sing $bag of the great king who
fell in love with a bewitching foreigner, the Conmpan got up and stood
beside him. Between the plaintive lines, Motreb seal) playing his
instrument, while Haroun translated the story aidgKDaud.

"And will you take no wife but me? You cannot sweathis, quoth she.™

Zara, who had never heard the story, was entratadd,by the tale itself
and by the haunting ululating melody of the sirgyeoice.

"1 will. I swear. No wife but thee..." Then shedrd the story of how King
Daud had married the stranger and to the greatfibys people, had made
her his queen. And how thirty years of happy mggiand two sons
followed, giving no warning before disaster strutkhe shape of a fatal air
crash. The king and queen mourned long.



"We have lost our beloved sons, my husband. Aadgh with all my heart

| would give you more, | am old...your promise, tooade in the sweet
blossom of youth, is old. | say it is no more.dshdied with our sons. Take
therefore, my husband, three young wives, and getdor your kingdom,
that this land may remain what men call Blessed.™

Zara's eyes burned as the tragic voice sobbededtbry. Somewhere on
her right she heard a sniff, Lena probably, whi@deher own control slip.
She dropped her head, surreptitiously pulling sugsout of her bag with
one hand, and dabbed her eyes.

Her free hand was taken in a firm but gentle halig her eyes flew to

Prince Rafi. He drew her hand up, gave her a Islogy, dark and sexy look,
and kissed her knuckles once, twice. Not a simpdsgure of the mouth,
either, but a dragging pressure from parted ligsees half closed, as if he
wanted to eat her. Her body seemed to melt in spiddl her determination

to be unaffected. Her heart had been knocked ftesrmborings and lay

kicking helplessly in her breast.

After that, she had trouble swallowing. Never hiad experienced so public
or so determined a seduction. When the song was Briace Rafi himself
poured wine into ailver goblet for the singer, who drained it todfia large
pearl at the bottom as his reward. He bowed anckdetand there was a
pause in the entertainments and the buzz of coavensarose.

The song was followed by stories from one or twanPanions, then by
gymnastic young performers, then by a very artéllybdancer in the most
bewitching costume Zara had ever seen, then bynansbng. All the artists
seemed to be paid with jewels or gold, in scenesgsit from theArabian
Nights.

Meanwhile, the food came in a never-ending supplyd so did the
approving looks from Prince Rafi's dark eyes. Zah&art seemed to kick
into a new, higher, faster rhythm with each look.

He was staggeringly charismatic—handsome, viriligh \&t smile women
probably jumped off cliffs for. But he was also esdrt chieftain, however
rich, and her own inner response to his admiratigitened her. A girl



should have some resistance if she was going pdgositioned, and Zara
felt she had no more resistance than a kitten.

When the last empty tray had been carried awayll siheer salvers laden
with soft Turkish delight in powdered sugar begamtake the rounds, and
there seemed to be general movement among thesguedt by the
Companions. But when Zara tried to get up, Prina®'$firm hand was on
her arm. And she was too much of a coward to rédsesimplied command.

After a few moments, Prince Rafi made a signah® €ompanion named
Ayman, who had changed his seat and was now logrminthe cushions
beside Lena, to the obvious displeasure of Arifth/éinod to his prince and
then to Lena, the Companion got to his feet andtefroom.

"It was a tradition among my forebears to give sobehonour to those who
had performed some signal service," Prince RafabetSince each of you

contributes to the overall achievement of provioeganly that the great Is-

kandar, whom you call Alexander, visited this labdt also uncovering the

city that he himself founded, it is my pleasuregward each of you with the
traditional robe of honour. Even so would. Alexankdave been presented
with a robe by my own predecessor."

At that moment, Ayman returned, leading a traithef boys and girls who
had been the water bearers at the start of thareyeBach youth was the
bearer this time of a neat cube of folded clothp&Udifferent colours, in
stripes or swirls or solids, glittering with golddsilver threads. Each knelt
at the side of one member of the team and offéreddbe.

There were loud squeals of surprised and appreeidelight from all the
women, but the men, too, were clearly very pleaBedple began jumping
to their feet to unfold the robes and try them on.

A pretty girl, gazing in deep admiration at Zaraek beside her, her arms
full of glittering cloth. Zara thanked her. Thechilicked a glance at Prince
Rafi, who nodded approvingly. To Zara's surpriskee tgirl smiled
affectionately at the prince, who winked at herfobe bowing and
departing.



"Who are these servant children?" Zara asked.

Pnnce Rafi laughed. "They are not servants! Theyaung courtiers. They
are the younger sisters and brothers of my Companior my own
cousins... all are educated at the palace. As ageticademic subjects and
languages, they learn the rules of hospitality."

All around, people were on their feet, trying orl ad-miring their robes.
"Oh, my!" Zara exclaimed breathlessly, as she bégaxamine her own
gift. It seemed to be made of spun gold, and erdbred with fabulous
designs in red and green. She had never seen agbirich and lustrous
outside of a medieval painting. "But itseautiful" she whispered
helplessly. "I can't possibly..."

Not far away, Gordon was standing up to model s @ery rich robe.
Hearing her cry, he glanced down and gave her amoaiory look, which
she interpreted as meaning that it would be a greseét to refuse a robe of
honour. If she insulted the prince, the dig mighthstory. She knew they
were hoping to convince the prince to contribute fimding they would
need to keep it going beyond this season.

"It's very beautiful," she murmured, drawing heetfender her haunches
and struggling to stand gracefully amid the cushiddut her foot was on
the hem of her dress and before she knew what wgagening she had
fallen straight onto Prince Rafi.

His arms quickly caught her, and his eyes closedesdong black hair
spilled over him. The robe of honour tumbled froer&s hands and was
splayed out around them, glittering in the lampmialike something
magical, a thing of inestimable value.

Prince Rafi inhaled, his eyes closing, and murmuredher ear, "The
perfume of your hair would drive a man mad. | haveamed of you,
waking and sleeping.”

As a tableau it ranked with the most beautiful minie paintings in the
prince's own extensive collection. Even the Compasiwere not proof
against it. Everyone in the room was frozen in sposure, half with their



arms in their robes. All eyes were on them. If gleee not so covered with
embarrassment, she could have laughed at the gicflso many startled,
curious, gawking faces.

But it was her own reaction that was the dangera Zalt molten, like the
golden robe, electrified by the man's touch, hisspred words.

"lI—I'm so sorry," she stammered, struggling frora grasp to her feet. "I
don't know what made me so clumsy."

"Do you not?" he smiled. He solicitously helped teegain her feet.

"Ah...well..." She hardly knew what she was sayifying for calm, for the
ordinary—so far as anything in this remarkable @wgrcould be called
ordinary—Zara lifted the robe and put it on.

It was breathtakingly beautiful, utterly rich angurious. It fanned out at
the back in a broad curving sweep to the floor,levim front it was cut
shorter, the hem just skimming her toes. "Thank'yskie whispered.

Trying to give her breathing room, Gordon sat dand said to Prince Rafi,
"l think | should tell you that one of our team sawgroup of mounted
bandits the other morning. There seemed to be guitember of them, and
I'm afraid our security may not be sufficient.”

Prince Rafi's head straightened with surprise. tal' he exclaimed. "So
near! We do not often see Jalal on our side ofittez. His headquarters is
in my brother's land. Where, exactly, were theyn8&e

"At the wadi. Members of the team go there to redaay from the heat
whenever they get a chance. Everyone has beendvaohé go off the site
alone, but I'm afraid the waterfall there is vezgnpting."

"At the waterfall?" Rafi repeated, in a differerdice. He turned his head
towards Zara, who had sat down to listen. "Whed,l@ow many?"



Zara smiled. "It was three days ago. | didn't dtmpount their numbers. |
just took one look and ran! But | think there wie or twelve, anyway. All
on the most magnificent horses."

He was watching her intently. "Were you frighteried?

"Terrified," she agreed without emphasis.

"Their captain—did you see him?"

"l think so," Zara told him, repressing a shivettee memory of the bandit
chiefs gaze and her own reaction to it. Not mudfedint from the response
Prince Rafi raised in her. Maybe she had a weakti€ksre certainly was
one man with an air of command."

"And he—did he see you?"

That passionate black gaze rose up in her mind'saad, pressing her lips
together, Zara only nodded.

"But you were not taken? Twelve men and you escéped

"I don't think he—they tried. 1 am sure if they hadden out of the
enclosure and around—uwell, on horseback they coal@ caught up with
me before | got back to the tents." Her mouth wgsshe didn't know why.
Something she had noticed but which hadn't filtetecbugh to her
conscious mind was making her uneasy.

"Then he is a fool," said Prince Rafi. "When a nsaes what he wants,
should he not take pains to achieve it instantly?"

Zara smiled. "Maybe he didn't see what he wantgtk"said, and shivered,
knowing it was a lie. The bandit chief had wanted. hThere must be
something about her that appealed to the Arab teampnt, too.

A marriage made in heaven, then, she told hersgly.d



"What man would not have wanted you, so beautifidlan the fall of water,
your limbs bare and your skin so silken? He musetmeen jealous even of
the eyes of his companions for the fact that they saw the vision. If he did
not pursue you across the sand and catch you umpsdmorse then, it can
only be because he had other plans to obtain youn®@ King Khosrow fall
madly in love with Shirin when he caught sight @&fr tbathing? And he
stopped at nothing to gain her."

It was the naked passion in his eyes, more thathmgyelse, that told her
the truth. He had been veiling it from her all ewgn letting her see only a
portion of what was there. But now she saw agae hilack flame of

complete and determined need burn up behind his. gaz

Her hand snapping to her open mouth, Zara gaspeeleatric sound that
caused conversation everywhere to stop. Her hawdyslowered, while

her eyes gazed helplessly into his. Take away thigevkeffiyeh that had
enwrapped the bandit's head and chin...

"A man would do all in his power," Prince Rafi prmed her softly.

"It was you!" she whispered.

His black eyes fixed hers, letting her read théhtrThat was the reason,
then, for the prince's sudden interest in the tdanthis dinner...she saw it

all. That was why he had singled her out.

His Serene Highness Sayed Hajji Rafi Jehangir ilaudibn Hassan al
Quraishi was the man at the wadi she had thoughbadhdit chief.



Four

Zara succeeded in tearing her eyes away from timeg% at last, and
glanced up to see that the gaze of every memkibedrchaeological team
was rivetted on her. The Companions, more socskiljed, pretended not
to notice, and were making light conversation teirthinattentive
neighbours.

She really couldn't think. She needed air, andusisi.

"Excuse me," she said. Struggling to her feet gghm coat billowing and
glowing behind her, Zara walked down the lengthhaf room, past little
clusters of people who tried to cover their fastorawith chatter but could
not help following her with their eyes.

Outside, the full moon glowed on the broad dessrsweeping dunes, the
tents of the archaeological team in the distanod, @doser, the outcrop
where the tall palms that surrounded the pool aaigrall were just visible

above the rocks.

Pressing her hands to her hot cheeks, the robmnMildy behind her, Zara
moved towards it. There was a narrow defile inrtieds from this direction,

dark now with moon- shadow, but she knew her wegugh. Soon she was
inside, listening to the rushing sound of the fajlivater.

It was Gordon's theory that this was the origiralrse of the river, before
Queen Halimah, in one of her public projects, hagntied it, and that an
underground stream remained as testimony, forceédeisurface here by
some geological fault, to form the delicious weaa#rénd its pools before
disappearing underground again.

She was walking where Alexander the Great had jgbance walked.
Zara sank down on the rocks by the pool and diggedhand in, leaning
over to press the cool water to her cheeks.



The moon was strong, casting black shadows unéew#ils of rock, but
she sat in full moonlight, and it glistened on wer, on her hair, and on
her golden robe.

It was two thousand, three hundred and thirty ysarse Alexander had
come here with his armies, but humankind had nangbd very much. Men
were still consumed by jealousies and passiond.sar was still like this

river...try to divert it, and its power went undexygnd, to force its way up at
any weak spot...

She did not know what to do about Prince Rafi. Thate was a powerful
attraction between them she couldn't, wouldn'tdrgeny. She had felt it for
him when she thought him a bandit, and finding aiking had certainly not
lessened its force.

But she was a stranger in a strange land, a woesired by a king. She had
no idea what dangers awaited her if she gave mh@t she felt, what he
wanted. She spoke only a little of the languagewknot nearly enough
about country and its culture. Her knowledge of #inea was all of the
distant past, and she wasn't sure that the autbp@vers and ways of the
ancient kings whose names she knew had altogetissed into history.

Suppose she gave in to him, for one night, or oeekwor...what would it
mean, in the end? Did kings let women go after tiayloved them, or did
they guard them jealously in their harems, not wgrthem, but not willing
that any other man should ever have the poweriofjb@mpared with the
king as a lover?

Ridiculous. She was sure that was ridiculous. Boatwvas not ridiculous
was the fear she felt. The thought of letting hikenlove to her frightened
her. No man had ever made her so nervous.

She heard a clinking sound, and something that dexliiike a horse
blowing. In sudden alarm, Zara lifted her head.

She was beautiful, a white dress and a flowing gaidobe, and her black
curling hair another robe over her shoulders and dla like the
descriptions by the poets. Her face a painting, tbgebrows darkly



curving, the mouth a perfect bow. The mountain tei had their tales of
the Peri, the race of Other, whose tiny beautifubmen enticed men and
disappeared, but this was the desert. Behind her thoon shimmered on
the rustling water.

This was the one. There could not be another.

"Who's there?" Zara called, trying to keep any sigmerves from her
voice, realizing she had been a fool to come wangeut here on her own.
"Who is it?"

Suddenly the place seemed eerie, full of dangea Zhivered and got to
her feet. What a fool she was! What if Prince Ralfowed her out here?
What if he had construed her movements as an tionta

She heard a footfall. The waterfall disguised etleng, but she thought it
came from the passage. It was Prince Rafi. She knewd panic filled her
blood with the urgent command to flee. She rantlaghwind towards the
sheltering rocks. Damn the moonlight! It caughthe glittering robe and
would betray her whereabouts even in the darkestshs.

Zara turned her head this way and that, peerirgutir the gloom, trying to
remember the layout of the place. There was a rasohewhere, a place to
hide, but the shadows were very black. There watime to think. She
flung herself into the unknown.

Then she shrieked as the black horse reared upnh &f her. Out of the
shadows a body bent down and dark hands reachéerfofhe princeMy
God, is he mad8he thought, in the moment before the strong hgradsed
her, the powerful arms lifted her, and she felthibese beneath her thighs
and her face was smothered against his chest.

She clung to him for safety, there was nothing &sdo. He had already
spurred the horse to a wild gallop, and to fall moight kill her. Her heart
pounded deafeningly in her ears. In the tiny pahtes mind that remained
cool, she had time to think,didn't scream. | suppose that counts as an
invitation in this part of the world.



She couldn't scream now—she was pressed into hest,clalmost
smothered. She smelled the odour of male sweatlesett and horse in the
all-encompassing burnous he was wearing over bihes, and the hairs
lifted primitively on the back of her neck.

The smell was not right. He had been sandalwoodnayrch, and another
scent, all his own, that was missing now.

In the same moment she heard a curse resonate ¢chelst under her cheek,
and the horse veered wildly and half reared, thngwier harder against
him. For a moment, one arm loosed her and he wrkstith the reins, and

Zara lifted her head and saw a man flung to theurgtoby the horse's

powerful forequarters as they rode past.

In the moonlight the colour of his coat seemed |gyiig: he was impossible
to mistake. Prince Rafi leapt to his feet and gawese as she watched, but
the horseman had guided his horse into a violditmand in seconds he
was left far behind.

She screamed then, loud and long, but it was tte Wll around her
stretched the glow of moonlight on the wide, Wesakpty desert. Fear was
nearly overwhelming. She gasped and choked, botdshe could scream
again the strong hand came up and pressed haenfadée stifling folds of
the burnous.

She was afraid of falling off the horse as it masi@eadlong plunge down a
cliff of sand, but the suffocating hold was toarfirThe sickness of terror
was in her throat and she wondered which would drsev—what the bandit
had in mind for her, or being crippled or killedden the sharp hooves.

She must get calm. She gained nothing by thinkinglat lay ahead. She
had to plan. She had already missed a crucial typby. If she had not

believed it was Prince Rafi on the horse, she nfighte.. .but it was no use
thinking of that, either. She should think of eszapw.



"If you struggle | will tie you over the saddlelig man grunted as she
stirred. ' 'If you scream | will knock you on thedd." Shivers of terror

chased up and down her spine at the threat indic® vHe sounded like a
man who said what he meant, who would stop at ngthi

"l can't breathe!" she cried, and he must have dameanity, she thought,
because he let her turn her face into the air.

He kept one hand over her mouth, her head press#ddgainst him. Zara
impatiently forced her stupid mind to think. Theneist be something she
could do! They would follow her. Prince Rafi, Gordethey were sure to
chase the bandit. They might already be in thecbpter. And there were
the Land Rovers, too.

He had thought of the same thing, she realizedffer a time she could not
measure they left the sand and entered an are@mof ground they had

been galloping at an angle to for some time, ame he turned the horse so
sharply that it was almost facing back on its owthpHe had ridden away
from the camp towards the east, but now she thabgltwere headed west
north west. How long would it take the searchergite up on the easterly
direction and search other possibilities?

Far to the left now on the clear desert air thegrtiehe sound of the
helicopter beating the air. Her head was presgedyfiback against the
bandit's chest, but she could just see the ligtitardistance that told her the
helicopter had a searchlight. If only she could/éesome sign, some signal
of the way they had gone! Something that would ehin the
searchlight...her sandals were gold.

She still had both her sandals on. It seemed inigessfter all that had
happened. There was a little strap between eac¢Haeing out to a lacy
pattern over her instep. She had never realizeatd&bw firmly they held.

Slowly, trying not to think of what she was doirgt the bandit pick up the
thought, Zara worked one sandal off her foot arattddl it free. She didn't
look back, didn't try to see how it had fallenmlight be days before it was
found, if ever. A few miles later she let the sestsandal drop.



The helicopter was going the wrong way, carefudifoiving the horse's
first easterly direction. The sound grew faint. ldaptor's firm hold on her
slackened. "They will not hear you now, if you serg" he told her. But the
horse's pace continued.

Her hip felt bruised and she shifted to a more awtable position. The

golden robe was billowing in the wind. She pullédt,samazed to find that

she was still wearing that, too. "Where are youngkne?" she asked. Her
throat was hoarse.

"To my camp."

"Isn't your camp on the other side of the river?"

He glanced down at her, the moonlight full on laisef, and did not answer.
She caught her breath on a gasp.

"You look like Prince Rafi!" she whispered.
The man laughed, flinging his head back. "Do | so?"
Fear chased up and down her spine. "Who are you?"

"Have not you been told tales of me? | am JalaBiedit, grandson of the
great Selim."

"Who—" Zara began, but he interrupted her.

"Do not waste your breath with asking questiongilllanswer nothing and
we have a long, hard way to go."

He hadn't been exaggerating. Zara had lost tradin@. She had rarely
been on a horse for longer than an hour, and shesitteng sidesaddle, one
hip thrust higher than the other in a posture thetame increasingly
uncomfortable as the time passed. She was glad mimabness set in, but
even that was painful.



"I must blindfold you now."

She surfaced from the daze she had sunk into, andeved how long they
had been riding. The horse was covered in latimer odviously miserable,
but doing his best for his master.

Jalal lifted an arm and pulled the large keffiyetni his head. "Wrap this
around your head and eyes."

They must be near some landmark that she wouldleeta identify. She
prayed that this meant that he intended to keeplhe&—for otherwise why
bother about what she saw?—and sobbed once witteliké of a fear she
hadn't been letting herself feel.

She cast one last glance around her, trying to meenthe scene, imprint it
on her mind, as she reached to take the cloth aap ker face in it. Ahead
there was a mound of rock, made huge with shadbe/ti®ught she heard
the sound of running water in the distance, but dasert was full of

moonshadows that made it hard to distinguish featur

A buffet of wind caught them then, and her goldelmer suddenly snapped
and billowed out behind her.... Zara thougdti§ the one certain marker |
could leave—if she could drop it without his noticing. If thdgund it,
Prince Rafi would recognize it, she was certain.wéelld know that she
had passed this wayif anyone, nomad or trader, ever passes thig, she
told herself ruthlessly. And if the wind hasn'tibdrit, and if the nomad
takes it to his prince...but she had to try sonmgthif she gave up hope now
she was lost.

Under cover of wrapping her head, Zara releasedondrom the beautiful
robe. Now it was held on only by one arm. She fiaswrapping the scarf
around her eyes. Then blindly, inch by inch, wogkby touch alone, she
drew the robe into a bundle in her lap.

The horse, very tired now, struggled on for minutdsle she nearly
suffocated with fear behind the constricting cldihlast it was reined to a
very slow walk. Zara tensed for action. She semsedcho, their approach



to something large. They were about to enter soleeepPulling her arm
from the robe, she screamed and began to struggle.

She was no match for the bandit's strength, andehedlion lasted hardly

more than a second. But the robe was now looserihdnds. "Bend down,

it is low," he ordered curtly, pushing her flat ags the horse's neck and
bending over her. This was her last chance. Lywgy ohe horse's neck,
Zara dragged the crushed robe from under her ang ft away. A moment

later the sounds told her that they were enteromgeshing like a cave.

"Cover your face," he ordered again.

Behind them, the golden cloth glittered for a motmerhe moonlight as it
fell to the desert floor.

Rafi ran all the way to the helicopter and pulletilély at the door before he
realized that Ammar had locked it. Precautionsragiaialal, he reflected
grimly, but this would give the bandit a head skertwould probably never
lose. Rafi ran back towards the tent, calling foe Companions. But the
party was noisy, drowning his cry as it had drowttexlsound of the horse
and Zara's scream.

By the time he had reached the tent again, he knewmuch time had
passed. The bandit could be heading anywhere, raddrkness his trail
would not be easy to follow.At last Rafi was cles®ugh for his cries to be
heard, and the party was silenced. There were shatl the Companions
came spilling out of the tent on the alert. All thechaeological team
followed, calling questions.

Rafi curbed his impatience to be gone, told thenatwtad occurred, and
gave orders for some to take the land vehicles seaach that would be
virtually useless. Even if they could find the kréne land vehicles would
not be able to follow everywhere a horse led.

"He galloped east till he was out of sight," hedsaBut he is not a fool. He
might be headed anywhere." Seconds later he setioffing across the



sand back towards the helicopter, with Arif and Aamnnsilently pacing
him.

"What a fool to have set no guard tonight!" he tegtdimself as they flung
themselves into the cockpit and Ammar started obars slowly beating.

"Shall we go to his camp, or follow his trail?" dended Arif as they lifted
off.

"Follow his trail,” said Rafi briefly, straining tgee against the deep
moonshadows on the desert.

"His camp is still on the other side of the rivsrit not?" Ammar said, as he
flicked on the landing light. All three peered donit this was not a military
helicopter and it was not a powerful searchlighie’ can only get across if
he goes to the bridge. Why not meet him there, 2'6rd

"We do not know that he means to take her to hispcaA man who has
plotted to take a hostage for so long may haveearhasother place to keep
them," said Rafi, his jaw clenched. "Radio Haroomltive to the bridge."”
He did not want to think of what conditions Zaraghti be kept in, or for
how long, if they did not catch Jalal tonight.

The air was strangely damp, and the sound of theelsohooves echoed.
They were moving slightly downhill. Zara straineer lears, trying to take
in every detail of what she heard, in case it migter prove useful. Was it
a cave? If so, it was a very large one, and sheswaesthey had not been
riding towards the mountains. An underground ca¥drne thought that it
might be her prison made her shiver. The horse sdampick its way in
darkness.

After a long time measured only by the beatingefterror, the dampness
lifted and their path went uphill again. Then tloede whickered softly, and
there was a voice.



Her captor called out, and the voice answered, rmmd through her
makeshift blindfold she saw the glow of light. Therse stopped, and her
captor called soft commands, and she was lifteh fice horse and carried.

She didn't scream or struggle. Better to give timenexcuse, she thought.
Not that they would need one.

Rafi cursed himself. He would never buy a civillalicopter again. There
was no infrared, no night search capability besidedeeble landing light.

And the whole desert to search. They radioed tlaeese military camp to

scramble a couple of Sikorskys, but Rafi knew mheart lie task was now
impossible. They had given him time to get to covatal was not such a
fool as to go on riding through the desert withaptive woman all night

long.

And even if he did, he was not the only rider ia thesert. They might stop
half a dozen riders abroad on legitimate—and iliegite—business on a
night of full noon like tonight.

But he searched, all the same. Once they reackdwtd ground he saw the
extent of the task, for the man - ;ht have gonendugye from here and left
no trace. There were thousands of trails acrosdebert.

At dawn, ordering the search to continue, he reito the palace and went
alone to his study. He sat in thought, but thinkimguld not change
anything. Prince Jalal's ransom demand would cama snough. Before
that, if possible, his brothers must be warned.

"Ah. he chooses well, Prince Rafi!" said the bankiis teeth very white
against his dark beard.

They had set her on her feet by a roaring fire. lté@rtbeat was stifling her.
"He has not chosen me for anything,” Zara saidafil a member of a
Canadian archaeological team and believe me, thehadian
government—"



He laughed. "We heard that Prince Rafi had folloviedhe steps of
Khosrow and fallen in love with a woman bathing. Dat deny that it is
you. | saw you with a robe of such value that drdycould have given it to
you. And | saw your beauty. By moonlight | thougbti a Peri. By firelight
also your beauty enchants."”

She was in a strange compound, that seemed tahoeisded by rocks and
ancient ruins. But the fire blinded her. She caubd see much beyond it.
There were people in the distance moving to andaiaof going about their
regular business. Where could she be?

"He gave everyone on the team a robe," she saitisis/ely. Zara felt sick
at heart. He looked so like Prince Rafi! How cowdch a startling
resemblance be coincidence? What did it mean?have found the lost
city of Alexander. Prince Rafi has no personalregéin me at all.”

The dark face closed. "If it is true, that is ayddr you."
Five

FROM JALAL IBN AZIZ TO HIS SERENE HIGHNESS RAFI IBN
DAUD: | HAVE YOUR WOMAN. NO HARM WILL COME TO HER
YOU AND YOUR BROTHERS OMAR AND KARIM AGREE TO MEET
WITH ME AND HEAR MY DEMANDS.

"The fault is all mine!" Rafi said. Prince Kariménoe Omar had arrived for
a council of war. ' 'In the first e. | should havwed guards posted.”

"True enough,"” said Omar dispassionately. "Why you?

"Because | was besotted by black curls, like theebent Khosrow," Rafi
said.

Karim nodded. "We heard. You came back from a tigeit the whole
palace on alert for a grand feast in the — It waad gou had seen a woman
bathing in the Wadi Sahra and lost your mind. Yoowks worked flat out
for three days."



"Word travels, doesn't it?" Rafi said. "When a pénloses his marbles
there's always someone with access to a phone."

"Well, I don't deny it. I've found her, and now bhase of me she's in danger.
Worse. If | hadn't—and if we hadn't disagreed witlu, Omar, about how
dangerous Jalal would become, we might have daditiwim ages ago."
"We'll deal with him now," Omar said. They had agfethat the tribes
would see it as a sign of weakness if they subahttie]alal's demands.

"I admit | was hoping to plan my wedding before eridking a desert
-campaign. But Jalal comes first now," Omar added.

"Do we know where he's taken her?" "I've got Hadf &army out scouring the
desert for any sign, but one thing is certain—br'this side of the river. He
didn't cross the Dar al Jenoub bridge—we had tloaed off before he had
any chance of reaching it. And now with your mennitaring the other
bridges... and there have been no unscheduled@faifioghts anywhere in
the area."

"So he had a place chosen in East Barakat." "Aritlmg men stumble on
it, there's only one way to find out where that Rafi said.

His brothers looked at him expectantly. "Send samedo infiltrate Jalal's
camp to listen for clues. Someone there knows wsleess being held.”

Karim and Omar nodded silently. "Yeah, sounds dosaid Karim after a
moment. "Who will you send?"

"Myself," said Rafi.

FROM HIS SERENE HIGHNESS SAYED HAJJI RAFI JEHAR-IBN
DAUD IBN HASSAN AL QURAISH1, PRINCE OF EAST BARAHAT
THE BANDIT JALAL: WE OFFER NOTHING AND ACCEDE TO NO
DEMANDS. WE URGE YOU TO GIVE UP YOUR HOSTAGE
INSTANTLY. REMEMBER THE SWORD OF ROSTAM. WE URGE YO
TO AVOID THE CATASTROPHE WHICH WILL SURELY ENSUE IF
YOU PERSIST IN YOUR PATH. WE URGE YOU TO AVOID RATEE

OF THE SWORD OF ROSTAM. RELEASE YOUR HOSTAGE.



Zara lifted the battered tin pot for the third tinre five minutes and
confirmed that there was still no water in it.

If there was one thing solitary confinement taught, it was how irrational

the human mind really was. There was no water e fbt, and there
wouldn't be any until the woman came and brougintesobut she was
thirsty and could not control the urge to checlditt not help that by her
reckoning—which might or might not be accurate,csirshe had no
watch—the old woman was late. She came every dage aluring the

morning and once in the late afternoon, to brirggrttodicum of water and
food Zara was allowed and to empty her latrine eDthan that she was left
entirely alone.

The woman spoke no English or French, and Zaradfhkof Arabic words
hadn't been designed with the needs of a hostagénith

She was irritable because it was so hard to keemhel off her physical

discomfort. She was lying in a disintegrating roofran ancient ruin that
appeared to be the camp of Jalal the bandit arfdhisom merry men. She
had been wearing the same dress for three daysidrékss had been white:
there was nothing to disguise her filthy state. tTlvas worse than the
intermittent hunger and thirst. The dirt was a ¢ant Her hair was matted.
The thick walls of her prison had been designedtay cool during the

summer heat, but still she sweated in the aftermodithough she

mercifully could not smell herself, no doubt shendt

Her prison cell was doorless and empty, with @diag Ms. and the
once-beautiful tile floor was faded and broken, gritty with desert sand
that had been blowing into the ruin for centuri€sey had given her a
camel blanket serve as both mattress and covering.

Worst of all, she was chained by the ankle to &ibhdahe wall which, for all

that it looked as if it had been there since Neas absolutely immovable.
She had a range of a few feet, enough to takerber fier blanket to her
latrine—a tin pail mercifully covered with a thigkooden lid—in the only
corner she could reach.



At least her nose and ears had not been removech Wwhd been standard
practice for the enemies of the state under DaKug of the Medes and
Persians, in the time before Alexander came to wentipese lands. "Him |
punished well,” was the way Darius had recordednhseeents. She
wondered how Jalal the bandit would record herroceration for history,
given the chance.

Two thousand five hundred years ago. She suppdsedvasn't anything
like as miserable as those poor rebels againgiréred usurper Darius had
been—or even many more recent hostages—but shaineasnfortable
enough.

Alexander the Great had been appalled by the HEadteatment of
prisoners. History suggested that he had been gnet group of Greek
craftsmen and artisans—prisoners, who had all df@mputations of
whatever part of their anatomy was not relevanth&r art, in order to
prevent their escape. In those days, she supppeédss were the lucky
ones—their craft had needed both feet and handd. finters,
silversmiths, or mosaic workers would have losirtfeet. Some sources
said it was in revenge for these atrocities thaxAhder had burned the
great, magnificent palace of Persepolis, but Zagh rever quite believed
it.....

God, if he started cutting off bits of her! It haden said that Mohammad
had only countenanced such barbarity because ve ikmeuld be useless
to try to ban it completely. But fourteen hundrexhss later it was still the
treatment of choice for some... was Jalal one ernth

Alexander. Why couldn't she entertain herself vatbries of Alexander
instead of frightening herself with possibilitieShe moved restlessly,
trying to control her thoughts, and the chain on d&ekle clanked. Zara
laughed, but without much real mirth. Impossible escape from her
thoughts.

She heard no warning. There was simply no oneartiorway one minute
and a man standing there the next. His face wasredyhe was swathed in
a burnous and keffiyeh. Zara gasped in fear antygked to her feet, her
back against the broken stone wall. She cowered fooment as the chain



dragged painfully at her ankle and reminded her helpless she was, then
stiffened her courage and straightened her back.

She had tried not to imagine this moment, tried toathink that it must
come. "Women will attend you," the bandit had toéat grandly. "Have no
fear for your virtue while you are in my protectioshe had tried not to
believe that, either, knowing if she did it woulslp be worse if it
happened. When.

"Alhamdolillah! Can it be you?" cried the man in a fierce whisper
launched himself at her. He wrapped his arms ardwergd and she felt
sickness rise in her throat, choking her. Pushtriigra, she drew her head
back, gasped for air to scream. But he was quicle €im dark hand, fine
and hard as steel, smothered the cry.

"Do not cry out!" he pleaded in English. "It is I'"

His other hand pulled down his scarf. Jalal thediiadmmself, she thought
bitterly, blinked, then stared. Smiling reassunndie took his hand from
her mouth.

'Prince Rafi!"she whispered, aghast. Oh, worse, much worsestiahad
imagined! If she were a prisoner of the prisonethefprince himself...now
it all fell into place.

'l am a fool to have frightened you," he murmuteid. -till behind her back,
tight across her waist, he lifted her to stroke Iar from her face with
melting tenderness. "But | was overwhelmed atrgegou. We did think
you could be here. Thank God | have found you! yae well? How has he
treated you?"

"Get away from me," Zara hissed, and fought agdumstgrip. "Do you
think I'm a fool to be taken in by a trick like 2"

Releasing her instantly, His Serene Highness dievedif up in frowning
amazement. "l am party to no trick. What is it ymslieve?"



"The man who kidnapped me is not Jalal the banslig'said. "You should
have chosen a conspirator who looked a little likesyou, Your Highness!
Who is he, really—one of your brothers? Am | sugeb® faint into your
arms with relief and gratitude at being rescuedd@egsn't my reaction
matter too much?"

Prince Rafi eyed her with concern, then began t@ aahis voluminous
burnous. "I have water," he said gently, his vaté scarcely above a
whisper. He pulled out a canteen. "And a littledo&¥ou are perhaps
delirious with want after three days."

Furiously she knocked his hand aside. "Do you ineadll take anything at
all from your hands? Howareyou do this to me? Let me go!"

"Khanum?"called a voice from the passage. Prince Rafi froze

"If they take me, we are lost," he whispered,ditifinger to her lips, then
whirled, glancing swiftly around saw and slippedely through a gaping
crack in the wall to the room beyond.

His reaction was so basic. Suddenly she was coaviixlife depended on
her not giving away his presence here Zara sankhdowo her haunches
and picked up the empty water pot. "I need waten€ cried in the same
tone she had used to the prince, banging the pah@mround for good
measure. "How dare you leave me to starve?"

The frightened old woman slipped in through therdeay and murmured
incomprehensible apologies. Zan gazed balefullyhet "Water!" she
commanded:Ma'l" She had learned the word quickly.

"Ma'," the old woman agreed, smiling and gesturing afteldlithe small

earthenware jug she was carrying. Between her inpthher sun-scored
skin and the jug, she was a timeless figure. Pigbstie hadn't changed
much since Alexander was here, Zara thought, wadgcttie water trickle

invitingly into her little pot. There was never emmh water in the jug the
woman brought, and she never seemed to understaraks ZAttempts to
convince her to carry a bigger one. Perhaps Jathigiven orders to limit
what she got.



Zara snatched up the pot and drank thirstily, dredwoman obligingly

refilled it again with the last of what she hadat,iZara knew, had to last
her the next twelve hours or so. The old womanheaddnto a pocket of her
robe and pulled out a cake, which she placed ia'€drungry hand with

another smile and muttered word.

"Shokran.Thank you," Zara said, between bites, and the wobwaved,
nodding, picked up the latrine bucket, and was gone

Her chain did not allow her to reach the wall thlglbbwhich he had gone.
"Are you still there?" Zara whispered betweeadiNow she was desperate
to know he had not gone and left her alone.

Prince Rafi slipped back into her cell and stoodting silence as she
wolfed down the strange little cake. It tasted bkeross between wheat and
potatoes, flavoured with unknown spices.

It doesn't compare to a meal in your tent,” she wdien she had finished, a
little embarrassed to have m such hunger in fréminother human being.
"But better than starving."

"Much better,” he agreed gently, and suddenly sles wo longer
embarrassed. "I am sorry that you suffer for thengfcountry. We should
have dealt with this vandal long ago. My brotherasaid so, and we did
not listen. It is my fault that you are here, avdll get you out.”

He stepped through the door and looked throughewfdra tried not to
drink more of the water in the pot. "You are noagled? Jalal must be very
sure of his perimeter defences to mount no integnatd on this ruin."

Zara shook her head, though he had his back td'Mer.only that woman
comes—usually twice a day." She took another tipy ¥Otherwise |
haven't seen anyone.” Suddenly remembering, slpedasd said, "She'll
be back in a minute with my...with the bucket. Yahould hide."



He obediently turned back and went through the,vaaldl a moment later
she heard the old woman's step.

He was back with her again soon after the old woletinHe pulled out his
canteen again, unscrewed the cap, and offered hetavithout a word.
Taking it with a little murmur of gratitude, Zaraaahk her fill for the first
time in three days, and gave a long sigh of retief. hand was wet, and not
to waste a drop, she wiped it across her dusty. ficevas sharply,
deliciously cooling.

"Oh, that is so good!" she said.

He was pulling something from another pocket aredvgatched him like a
hungry cat. "Dried dates," he said. "Desert food."

After three days without sugar in any form, shenihem surprisingly
sweet. "Thank you!" she said, her voice crackifignahk you so much for
coming!"

Tears of gratitude, hot as acid, burned her eybs.saw how terrible a
punishment solitary was... to be cut off from alinfen interaction had
shaken her to the core. She had not understoodaibeply she was affected
till this moment. She hungered to touch him, tdekl and comforted to be
reassured that she was a valued member of the h@oant was as hard to
fight as the need for water.

He did not wait for her to ask. When she ate anathte and began to cry in
earnest over its precious sweetness he cradleid hes arms, pressing her
head to his shoulder. "Cry, my dear one," he sabfiee. "Cry first, then we
will discuss the future.”

She could not resist, but stood sobbing against hihlle a wave swept
her—the release of pent-up fear and anguish tleghat not allowed herself
to feel before.

He felt the sobs tear at her, her struggles to kkem silent. He did not
know what suffering her tears covered. Imprisonmehtourse, that was



natural enough, but...she had said no one camenadurt her, she had
seen no one save the old woman. And yet...

"If he has hurt you. Beloved, believe that you kbal avenged ten times
over," he promised, choking back sorrow and rage.

If she had been harmed, nothing would prevent Rafn pilling the
bandit's lifeblood, every ounce, into the sandhef desert he pretended to
own. He would make her his wife and his queen idigas—nothing could
prevent that except her own wish...but he woultké bandit first, without
mercy; he would cut his heart from his breast amdl ihto the dogs, if she
had been hurt.

The rush of relief was terrible to him—as primitivees birth and
death—when she shook her head resolutely agambréast. "No. He said
he wouldn't, and | haven't seen a man since | gog.hrhat was why |
thought you..." she whispered through her teard, lmoke off to again.
"Please don't kill him on my behalf."

"Beloved, | cannot swear to spare this bandits,"liRafi said. "But his
death will not be laid at your door." stroked heairhtenderly, and
murmured soothing to her in his own tongue, theé sufsic of which she
found comforting. Her sobs subsided quickly; she wad she drew back
and smiled up at him.

"Now," he said. "We must talk. Every moment is jppas. Sit and tell me
all that you know. Tell me first how you were browtidiere. We did not
think to find you here. We thought you still on thther side of the river.”

She stared at him. "What do you mean? What sideeofiver am | on?"

He helped her to sit, and pulled up his burnougvteal desert boots, jeans
and a hip holster, from which he pulled a gun. Thensat beside her,

leaning against the ancient wall, and drew herresgdiis shoulder with his

left arm while he cradled the gun in his right avatched the door.

"We are in my brother Omar's territory, Central &aat. You were not
aware of being brought across the river?"



"No! Are you sure? Oh, sorry, how stupid! Of couyse're sure. But | think
I'd have realized."

"Were you drugged at any time?"

"Never—well, not so far as | know. Anyway, not whihe had me on the
horse, and he brought me straight here, we didakenany stops. | thought
it was going to kill the horse."

"How long did you ride?"
"Hours. | lost track."

He watched her. "You travelled for hours and yorvad at this place
without crossing the river?"

Zara nodded. "After a long time he made me blirdlfolyself, and then |

thought he was taking me into an underground cawgrsomething. It was
very damp. There was water dripping, and | couldriveind roaring at a
distance. | was terrified he was going to tie medepp underground. But
then there was light, and voices, and we were Hgyethat time it was

almost dawn, but | was put in this room before w sauch. Is this his

headquarters? | thought he must have moved them."

He was frowning with thought, and nodded abserithpw can this be?"
After a moment, his brow cleared. "What can youastber of where you
were before you were forced to put on the blind?ld

"l—oh! | almost forgot! | dropped...threw down thagautiful gold robe you
gave me, just before we went inside, | think. | @t was, but maybe we
were already in the cave.... | thought the helieogearchlight might pick
up the glitter. I'm sorry, was it very valuable?"

"It will never be more valuable than as a markee Wust send out parties
to search for it, and solve this mystery."

"My sandals too. | did think | saw one of those bites of rock in the
distance when he blindfolded me, and | thoughtdrtieunning water,"



Zara contributed, as her memory came back. "Batldn't tell whether we
went | towards it or not after | was blindfolded."”

Still thinking, taking it in, Rafi nodded. "Whatse, my beloved? What
other clues have you? For | must go. Time is pgssin

She said doubtfully, "Do you know that you and Ulalak alike?"
"No, though you said it a moment ago. Is it a gjrbkeness?"

He turned and his black eyes fixed hers, remintiieig | and doubt crept
over her again. She had only his word for anythimgy- his word that she
was on the Central Barakat side of the river. Dididptors try to
disorientate their captives in order to break tltemwn mentally?

He understood directly what she was thinking, &lsaéfthoughts were in his
own head. Rafi shook his head at the great mydtag.not his father often
spoken of knowing his beloved wife's thoughts?

"Do not mistrust me," he urged her softly. "A mormehdoubt at a critical
moment and all may be lost. You can, and you niustt me absolutely,
now and forever. | am your husband. You are my willeere can be no
room between us for doubt.”



Six

She felt the silence enter her soul. "What aretgtking about?" she asked
in a level voice.

Rafi drew back a little to look at her more closeéhere in the circle of his
arm. "You have not felt it? You do not yet know®'dsked.

She looked at him wordlessly. She was sure of ngthBEhe was so
disorientated—could this all be part of a good- bagd-cop routine? Was he
going to try to convince her that she had amnessomething?

He smiled into her suspicious, doubting eyes. 8wt in the moment that |
looked at you. My father also knew like this, iredslow, when he saw my
stepmother for the first time. He saw his fatehds been so for me. Of
course you do not feel it now, here in a prison—yamind is too full of
other things. But you almost felt it that night,yas&I sat beside me—I know
that the knowledge was close to you then. Is itsoGt'

With all* her might, Zara resisted. She had to l@kay from his dark,
entrancing, love-certain eyes. "If it was true thatl loved me, you would
not take advantage of this situation.”

She felt it go through him like a little shock. "Yare right,” he said. Gently
he lifted his arm and took it away, and she feltlbes so keenly her eyes
burned. She bit her lip on the retraction that antwrst from her. She was
certain of nothing, and she was vulnerable. Velpetable.

"Now," he said, in a more businesslike tone.
"How did you get in here?" Zara pressed. "Arerér¢harmed guards?"

Rafi nodded. "We stopped the truck of a man froemilage who brings in
supplies. We thought he might know where you wezimdp kept, but he
swore he had not been asked to take his vegetahieseat anywhere save
here." He shrugged. "We took his brother hostagd, lacame inside in
place of the brother."



"Why?"

"Why? To find news of you. | hoped to hear talkndfere you were being
kept. We did not dream that you were here." Rafised. "He is a fool to
have brought you here. When | heard one of the wora# to another that
she would soon take the prisoner food and wateéig hot dare to hope it
could be you."

His voice was soothing her, making it difficult foer to concentrate. Zara
shook her head, trying to clear it. It was so tarkleep her suspicions high,
and yet she was sure she should. She had no idghewlit was plausible or
not. At the dig they were supplied by such an ayeament as the prince
described, by one of the local villagers in histératd truck...but what did
that prove? Perhaps only that Prince Rafi knew di@my would be
convincing.

Before she could decide what to answer, he wasfeét. "My brothers
are waiting for me in the desert, where they hb&illager hostage. | must
leave with the truck. Do not lose hope. We wilkfigou before long.”

She struggled to her feet, and, without meaningwailed, "You're
leaving?"

Of course he could not resist the tone of despairlanging. He bent and
swiftly kissed her mouth. "I swear to return,” hkigpered.

It was their first kiss, and each felt the suddes &f the connection. Rafi
smiled, his teeth looking very white in the gloangd restored his gun to the
holster. He picked up her hand, and bent to kisswill come to you soon,
my beloved."

Rafi moved quickly through the empty rooms of tbhetress ravaged by
time and Genghis Khan and crept through the shaditviie was close to
where the now nearly empty truck stood. To his dignall the buying was
finished. There was only one woman still standinidp the driver. He strode
out into the open, where he began a tuneless wigists he slung an empty



crate onto the pile of empties on the truck bed.wdes surprised at the
amount of food that had been offloaded. Jalal'sdbafnrebels must be
bigger than any of them had guessed.

The villager threw him a look of mingled fear amtief, set down the glass
of mint tea with a word of thanks to the woman wiaa offered it, and
signalled to him to get into the truck. Rafi worshtey climbed into the cab.

"Is your stomach very bad?" cried the old womahito. He had used his
sick stomach as an excuse to ask for a toilet.hButad been gone a long
time. Too long.

He was afraid to say too much in the desert act€haink you, Mother," he
said, shaking his head.

"You should have some mint tea, that will settBck stomach," she cried.
"Next time," he muttered, smiling.

The vegetable supplier slammed the truck noisilp igear and turned
towards the gate.

"I told her my brother was sick with the same thitingit | had asked you my
cousin to help but you were no better, with a stmigke a woman's. |

drank four cups of tea, as a preventative. | thoygh would never come
back," he said, in frightened irritation.

He did not know who his passenger was, nor thexpestwho held his own
brother hostage, but he had seen the bandit Jalal rtimes, and his
passenger's likeness to him behind the keffiyeh nedseassuring. If he
was on the wrong side of an internecine struggl®ould go badly for him
and his family when whatever was coming was overd-aman who was
on both sides was sure of only one thing: beinthenwrong side.

Both men sighed with relief as the guard at the gatved the truck through
without incident.



"The tunnel. The tunnel of Queen Halimah," breati@adhar. "Is it
possible?" They sat in silence for a moment, alisgrthe thought. "It
would explain why my siege of the place never hayleffect. They could
bring anything they wanted in through the tunnel.”

"I've always thought that story was a myth," saatik. "Every old ruin of
a public works is attributed to Queen Halimah."

Rafi said, "Just because she's become a legend'tlmesn there isn't some
truth to the stories. Zara wasn't taken acrossdgérShe's on the other side
of the river. How else did he get her there?"

Karim shrugged apologetically. "A woman who hag peen taken hostage
isn't necessarily in the best frame of mind for mglacute observations."

"You're speaking from experience, of course,” Ometurned. Karim
flushed.

"There is nothing wrong with Zara's mental capatiBafi said quickly.
"She said she wasn't taken across a bridge anlie/eder. Anyway, the
alternative requires not only that she was hallatong, but that our soldiers
screwed up at the bridges. The alternative is gmplthink he's found a
tunnel."Omar said quietly, "I agree. Look at thehaeological dig. Your
archaeologist is the first one to take the oldisgoabout the change in the
river's course seriously, and as a result he foadost city of Iskandiyar."
Omar lit a black cigarette and drew on it thouglhfd'’And there's a direct
connection, isn't there? Because the story suggiestshe course of the
river was changed in order to build a tunnel und€pueen Halimah had a
tunnel built and then moved the river to flow owér isn't that the
archaeologist's idea?"

Rafi, who had heard it all at impassioned lengtimfiGordon at the time of
giving permission for the dig. nodded. "That's atiol

"We need to consult him on this. He must have dm@al photography of
the whole area when he was looking for Iskandiy@thar continued.
"Maybe they'll show something."



"We also have Zara's help,” Rafi said, and toldrtladout the golden robe.
"l want to get the men to work searching for tlodie."

His brothers stared at him. "It'll be covered wstnd, if not blown away
entirely,"” Karim said. "It's been four days."

"They'll find it somewhere," Rafi insisted quietibon't give up till they
have."

Omar frowned. "What are you going to be doing nadale?"
"I'm going back into Jalal's camp."

There was a startled silence. Omar squinted athmough the smoke. "You
can't do it," he began.

Karim jumped in. "You're crazy, Rafi'! What good MWildo if you're taken
prisoner, too?"

"l don't intend to be taken prisoner. She's beiegt kn an isolated part of
the ruined fortress and there are plenty of placésde."

"I still think we should just roll up with tanks drsmash through the main
gate," Karim said.

"She is chained to a wall in a ruin. Even artillérg could bring the place
down on her head. Mortar certainly would," Rafidtbiim. "I am going to
get her free before we make any attempt to stomplace, and that is not
open to discussion.”

Karim turned to Omar. "He's crazy. Don't you thivéks crazy? We can't let
him do it."

The cigarette dropped to the sand, and Omar's dizsntly crushed it in.
He looked at Karim and shrugged. "It's his womaam;iik. What would you
be saying right now if it were Caroline?"



Karim started to say something, stopped, though& imoment, and shook
his head in resignation.

"There's no time to argue. We've got to get orgahiz want to go back in
with some equipment and supplies. We have to watkhow to get me in
there. And we have to make contingency plans, amd wut a signalling
system, because once in | may not get out agaard"Rafi.

She lived in perpetual shadow. The light in hersqmi was diffused,
creeping in through the cracks between the stosy@ing in from the
passage outside, with more or less intensity, déipgron the time of day.
Zara lay and watched the sunlight retreat throlghdoor and down the
passage, until she was in the near darkness tkeakrstw would last till
morning. Sometimes the firelight reached her, batenusually it appeared
only as flickering shadows.

She was being swept by feelings over which she sdeahave no control.
Sometimes she loved Rafi so fiercely it hurt. Frilvese deep feelings of
trust and longing she would be swept to feelingstesfible doubt.
Everything he had said and done came under theewewaf a hard,
frightened little voice in her: how was it Jaladdme looked so much alike?
And why was he ignorant of that fact....? And had he found her cell? He
had said he heard two women talking about takimgnaer, but Rafi had
arrivedbeforethe old woman with the water.

Those and a thousand other doubts tormented kerfliks buzzing around

her head. And there was no reality check in a pldeethis. She had

nothing but her own mind, and her mind at the mdmexs a sea of chaos
with hardly a spar in sight.

Would he come back, or was it a trick?

If he did come back, should she trust him?

At last she wrapped herself in the dirty blanked &l asleep on her hard
bed to dream confused dreams. She awoke, as usdag night. Hunger



and thirst and discomfort disturbed her sleep, bowv she felt that
something had awakened her. She sat up, leaningsadhe wall, and
listened for a moment, but there was only silence.

"Rafi?" she whispered.

Suddenly there was the sound of an explosion, lengdssage wall outside
her cell glowed a faint red for a moment. Then ¢hewrs the crackle of

gunfire, and she heard shouts and calls, and morfrg. Explosions, and

the sounds of galloping horses, the high ululatirngof raiders.

For several minutes, her heart beating crazily iédr and uncertainty,
Zara sat listening to the sounds of attack. Narsdksors rushed through
her head: if everyone who knew she was here wkslkilvould she be left
to starve and die? Who were the attackers? WHhhaeif found her? How
would she be treated? As a freed hostage, or psilao$ war?

It was over quickly. The horse hooves faded in®distance, the last shots
were fired, the uncomprehending screams of womere wienced, the
random flickering light changed to utter darknegs.man shouted
incomprehensibly for a few minutes and then all sident.

Zara stood waiting. All she could hear now was bem anguished
heartbeat. Wild thoughts occurred to her like d¢tam an invisible whip.
What had happened? Were they alive or dead o 2t&uppose it had been
a chemical attack? She was so powerless here,ethtonthe wall like a
dog, to be forgotten or remembered at someonelmwhkhould she call out
or remain silent? What was safer?

She saw the glimmer of a distant light reflectedtmwall of the passage
outside the door. She watched it without breath#ige had never seen a
light there at night before; no one ever came tock# during the hours of
darkness, but somehow she knew that this was gig¢ bf a lantern
approaching her.

Footsteps, and then the lantern was in the doorhalg, high. She saw the
dark eyes, and almost cried his name aloud. Shé bick for a split
second, and then noticed the beard.



"You are well?" said Jalal the bandit.

Her breath hissed between her teeth. Thank Godhathenot called Rafi's
name! Her heart had never beat so wildly in her I§ick fear invaded her.
What was he going to do? She needed a delaying,taeeded to get him
talking...

"What happened?"” she asked.

His eyes glittered as they raked her, seeking tisgver to some question.
"A small harassing campaign—it is nothing. A fewmfeom one of the

desert tribes, perhaps, looking for easy pickihgging to find our guards
asleep. Or perhaps not."

She stared at him.

"Perhaps it was your lover, the prince. He may Haweed to judge our
strength and readiness from our response to suehiida What do you
think?"

"Or maybe he planted a bomb inside the camp. Maylel go off when
you least expect it." She stood wrapped in herkagrher eyes wide in the
lantern light. He was reminded suddenly of a smiadpped animal,
delicate, beautiful, but capable of very fiercasemsce if attacked.

"Do not be afraid of me," he said suddenly. "Yoe i@wrno danger here. My
men obey me.""Then why are you keeping me?" sheagethto ask over
the lump of terror in her throat.

Jalal grinned, showing his teeth like a fierce waldmal that smiles as a
warning. "You are the bait in my trap to draw thapes of Barakat. They
will come to me—of this you may be sure."”

"They'll come and kill you, I'm sure of that.”

He smiled and shook his head. "They cannot kill ey know it."



His confidence could only be braggadocio. If shal@ékeep him talking
about the magic that made him invincible.... "Rgalishe asked in bright
curiosity, as if they were at a cocktail party. "Wimot? What makes you
invincible?"

He grinned again. "Ask your lover, Prince Rafi, tiext time you see him!
He will tell you! You have food, water?"

Taken aback by the sudden question, Zara noddedlgum
"It is good." To her amazement he bowed and swept o

It was useless to lie down. She was wide awake mgthies. She sat waiting
for her eyes to grow accustomed to the darkness,agaking. She wished
he had left her the lantern. The night was friegrdivhen you had light.

As if the thought gave rise to a hallucination, she the flickering glow of
a light, not from the passage, but from that gagnéwall opposite that led
to a room beyond.

"He never thought you would be able to respondisophlrting advice so
quickly as this," Prince Rafi murmured, sticking tiead and the candle
through the wall and smiling at her, "but since here, you may as well
take advantage of my presence, don't you think?"



Seven

'Prince Rafi!" she whispered, and threw herselfas him. The chain
around her ankle pulled her up short so that dhiofevard, but he dropped
the candle and swooped to catch her in his armgefReerwhelmed her.

The candle lay burning in the dust as his moutimdouers. Zara trembled as
his passion enclosed her. Her heart yearned tovmamsshe felt both tears
and laughter in her blood, and the complete comvridhat she had come
home at last.

His mouth was cool and warm at the same time,drigue delicious, his

hold both tender and ruthless, his body accommogldiers like the softest

bed, and yet so strongly muscled. When their mopénted she lay in his

arms, and felt his lips tremble along her throat, ¢theek, her forehead, her
hair, felt her own response to the loving touchreywdoer, drown her, move

her almost unbearably to tears and joy.

"Beloved," he was murmuring. "My beloved."

The candle flame gave a last flicker in the dust eeent out. This broke
through the spell, and she reluctantly drew awde ®as so vulnerable
here, both mentally and physically. Between one emmand the next, she
had become desperate for his company, his touatsidered him her
saviour.... She knew such things happened in gnstike this. Hostages
fell in love with their captors. Judgement got lost

Her emotions were so near the surface—she had bef@re experienced
anything like what she felt now around Prince Réfifrightened her,
because what else could it be but the peculiar eesdof being held
hostage?

He didn't attempt to keep his hold on her, but e snatched up the
candle while the glow of the wick still announcésl whereabouts. Zara
heard the click of a lighter, and then the cani@mé flared up again.



"Oh, how lovely to have light!" she exclaimed inupotarily. "It's so
beautiful, candlelight!" And again, the softnesstpthe tenderness of that
fragile flame in a dark world brought her closedars.

He stood before her, holding the candle up andihgpét her by its light,

much as the bandit had done, and with the same fii@sking eyes. But for
all that, there was a world of difference in hizgaShe would never
mistake them for more than a fleeting moment. "C8tne murmured. "Let

us sit."

She allowed him to guide her to where her blarkgtttumpled, and stood
passively holding the candle while he folded it ghaced it neatly on the
ground. They sat and Rafi carefully spilled aditttax and fixed the candle
on the ground between them.

"Now," he said.

Questions tumbled over themselves in her mind. "¥ame back," she said
wonderingly. "How did you do it? Was that your mehno made the attack
tonight?"

"Not my men, but my brothers, and my Cup Companiand "theirs."

"Your brothers? All three of you?" she repeatedit"Bhat if you'd all been
killed?"

He shook his head. "We did not think it likely.dny case, most of the noise
and light was caused by fireworks." He tapped toaes wall they were
leaning against with one knuckle. "This structigenot so sturdy that we
could risk real mortar. We fired some mortar ot ithe desert as if we had
bad aim, then my brothers rode up with the Compenioing and making
as much noise as possible, and | slipped in agytlaeds all moved to
counter the assault they expected. Instead ofiatigzcthey rode past.”

He was so clean. He smelled of soap and aftersiZas@ inhaled the
delightful odour of him, and was abruptly awarénef own condition.



"I'm very dirty," she said. "I know | smell horrdgl and my hair is so
matted—I wish | had a comb, even!"

Rafi looked into her eyes and said, "Your smelhisxication to me, and
your hair a bed of delight." She shivered with limgg

"But since you are unhappy..." Rafi leaned a littlene side and slipped his
hand into the pocket of his black jeans, which leeemwith a loose white
shirt and the same enveloping white keffiyeh arolbischead that Jalal and
his men wore. He was dressed like one of them.

What he pulled out was a small velvet box. He efdiat to her on his palm.
Zara frowned wonderingly. "But what is it?"
"It is for you," he only said. "Take it."

She took the box, marvelling at the velvet's smoes$is to the touch after
days of feeling the rough blanket, and grit anditstone.

It was a ring. A ring to dream of, a ring to dig.fé& huge deep green
cabochon-cut emerald encircled by gleaming, girttediamonds, rubies,
sapphires. It caught the candle's glow, magnifyang intensifying it, so
that she seemed to look through the ring into @mystky.

"Ohhhh," breathed Zara. She could find no wordsowhHbeautiful." She
raised her eyes to his. "But—"

Rafi lifted his hand to stop the words on her lif$is is a wishing ring," he
said. "No more, no less. Rub the ring, and makésh,vand it will give you
your desire."

She smiled, caught like a child by the promise afjo. "Really? Whatever
| ask for? Suppose | ask to be free?"

"Some wishes take longer than others, but all eaetgd,” Rafi assured her.
"Put it on, and make a wish."



It was large, fitting her middle finger, where iade her hand look as if it
belonged to some Eastern potentate's favourite at\Will happen when |
rub it? Will a genie appear?"

"The genie is already here." He bowed. "Rub thg,mimy lady, close your
eyes tight, and name your wish."

She laughed aloud, for the first time in days, sstiantly choked it back,
reminded of her surroundings. Laughter carried hkeother sound. Her
heart soared. "All right!" she said, closing heeyo concentrate and
carefully rubbing the ring. "l wish | had a comb!"

Rafi raised his arms in the air, waving his haraag] said, "Abracadabra!
You may open your eyes, my lady!"

On his palm lay a neat, wide-toothed comb. Zargpe@svith delight and
reached for it. "You have one! How did you know?"

"But the ring is magic, lady," he said, his eyeasfiing with love and
humour. "I of myself know nothing. Shall | comb ydair for you?"

Entranced by the look in his eyes, she passeddimd dack to him. Rafi
took it, picked up a lock of her matted hair, aeddn tenderly working the
comb through it.

"Madam, shall the genie tell you a story while benbs your hair?"

Zara sighed, feeling his hands in her hair, fediogy the shock of his touch
travelled to her scalp and over her skin. How hdsom had been

transformed! Just in this moment, she thoughteédom meant she would
not see him again, she would not change placesanmigbne.

"Oh, yes, tell me a story!"
"Turn your back, so that | can reach, please," d&id. sShe turned, and

crossed her legs under her, pulling the slit siithe once-white dress up
around her hips and knees.



Behind her, his voice began, "Once upon a timeg kgo, there lived a great
king. Mahmoud of Ghazna was his name. This kinganbdautiful Turkish
slave, Ayaz. Ayaz was a faithful and very belovids, whose hair was a
special glory. It was long, and curling, and tundbtéown the slave's back
like a thousand black narcissus blooms, and it sdethat even the
candlelight was ensnared in the fragrant net dscur

His voice was hypnotic, and his hands worked thindugy curls as he spoke,
so that Zara was uncertain whether it was presepast that he spoke of.
His touch caused tremors to ripple over her bodyivesia, delicious little
tremors that put her in a kind of trance.

"'The slave was forbidden to the king, and theg kinew it and strove to live
by the law. But one night, the king drank more thanal, and in the gentle
haze he looked and saw the black hair, ringlet upwiet, 'in every ringlet
a thousand hearts and under every lock a hundmmasaind souls,” and
desire filled him. He felt his approach to dangew cried out to the slave,
Your hair leads me astray from the path of virtGet it off so that it will
cease to tempt me!" and he handed Ayaz a knife.

"Ayaz, as perfect in obedience as in beauty, pickethe knife and merely
asked, 'How short shall | cut it, Lord?"

" 'Cut off half of it,’ said the poor king.

"And instantly the slave lifted the ends of thosagmificent curls onto the
roots, put the knife into the fold, and cut. Thadpraised such devotion,
drank more wine, and fell asleep.

"But in the morning!" Rafi went on, still workingshdeft way through the
tangles of her hair. "When the slave appearedédditiig for the first time,

shorn of those beautiful locks, how the king waserable, and angry with
himself and all the world for what he had commantiede done. He sank
into a gloom, getting up and sitting down again apgroachable by no one.

"Then his Cup Companions and his courtiers begamtoy, for a king who
is unhappy with himself may be a risk to othersti8xy wondered among
themselves what could be done to bring the king ldaio his own good



graces. At last, they went to the great poet UnsGampose a poem that
will pacify the king, and recite it to him," thegdged.

"And so Unsuri went in to the king, who said to hikvell, say something
about this." And being a great poet, Unsuri immietjacomposed a poem."

"What was the poem?"

He recited it to her in a haunting, rhythmic voie unlike the sounds made
by Motreb on the night of the feast.

"That sounds magical," she said with a smile. &l feetter, and | don't even
know what it means!"

"It has been attempted by several translators theerpast nine hundred
years. Literally, it means, 'lIt may be a crime &awé cut a few of the curls of
such an idol of beauty, but what's the point of tleistless gloom? Instead
you should call for wine and wassail, and be ofdjobeer. A cypress is
most decorative when it has been trimmed!"

Zara wrinkled her nose a little in disappointmeéte. was quick to catch it.
"Yes, the poem in the original is more than its nieg. A modern poet has
done it better justice. Shall | recite that?"

She nodded.

He began to recite with a more pronounced rhytham tthe was used to
hearing in English. It was seductive.

"whisper of ambergris through the cut of beautsiregt the curve of spine,
deep swathe and coal his eyes in faint of length glow on a nape of
hyacinth and honey unravelling knots swallowed dvee®l long holding
too much in the billow although scissor slips oasie find an unsettled
dawn, watch, and call for wine, as the strong g@gress winds radiant
clipped only this morning."”

His voice was rich, deep, taking the poem persgn8lhe felt his eyes on
her own neck, on the billow of her hair, and ewsord was charged.



When he finished they sat in silence, while Raévdithe comb long and
straight through her untangled hair.

"That's...lovely," she breathed at last. She ligedtry, but she'd never once
met a man who would so unselfconsciously recit®itadmit to sharing a
poet's feeling.

"Yes," he said, and he meant more than the poem.

"So, do you want me to cut my hair off?" she saithwa smile, fighting to
loosen the grip of the dangerous mood.

Rafi dropped the comb and laughed. "Never!" He dhesvhands down
through the full length of her hair from crown teltw her waist, and lifted
it to fall in a glittering wave in the candlelight.

Zara swung around to face him, and took the contieasffered it to her.
She drew it through her hair for the pleasure elifigg how neat it was
again, her head tilting so that her face was hdtldén from him. "Doesn't it
tempt you from the path of virtue?" .

He sat up and took her wrist, stopping the hypndtigthmic motion. "Your
hair tempts me, yes. It incites me to desire, widny other things about
you. But you are not a slave, and you are not floldén to me. It is marriage
that | think of. You know this. | have said it."

She dropped her head further, veiling her face d¢etely, and made no
answer. There was a moment's silence. Against ail tshe felt his

heartbeat and her own, two separate strands,stedeéd while they merged
for a few powerful synchronous beats, then pargaim like the different

threads of a melody.

They sat for a long, silent moment, both of thesteling to the music of
their hearts. Then Zara yawned, but whether fromvaseor fatigue she
didn't know. One of the worst torments of her impriment was not being
able to sleep soundly, but in Rafi's presence shg miles from feeling
sleepy.



"It is time you slept,” he said.

"Is it very late?" she asked.

"Very," he agreed. "Nearly three."

She was surprised. She had thought it around nhitlnghe felt that she
could have sat talking to him for hours yet. But &hew he would have to
leave the camp again before dawn.

"How are you going to get out again?"

Rafi smiled. "I will get out again when | take youthvme. This requires a
plan, which it has not been possible to make witkmaowing more about
the setup here. First | must locate the tunneldbanhects this camp to the
other side of the river. Then when we have workatl & plan, | will
communicate it to my brothers."

She stared. "You—what are you saying? You ctaithere!”

"Why not?"

"Because...well, it's obvious! They'll catch you!"

He smiled. "You will learn to have more faith inurchusband than this."

Zara fell silent. There were a million responseshis, but she could not
find the one that fit.

"But we will not plan yet. Make another wish on yaushing ring,” Rafi
commanded, "and then we shall sleep.”

"Really?".
"What do you most wish for?" "A toothbrush!" shédsa

Rafi inclined his head. "It shall be done, lady dAmhat else?"



She blinked and smiled her perplexity at him.
"Do not you wish for a softer bed?" he asked.
Zara's face abruptly lost its smile. "What? How gan possibly—"

"But have you not understood that | am your gebie¥you wish for a softer
bed?"

She looked at him out of the corner of her eyeg-8%," she said slowly.

"Then close your eyes, rub the magic ring and nekesh. Do not open
them again until | tell you to do so."

A bubble of laughter escaped her. How astonistorthink that she should
laugh in such a place! Oh, he changed everythimgl ihhe really meant to
stay...

Zara closed her eyes, lifted her hand, and ritualbped her ring. "l wish |
had a softer bed,"” she chanted. She heard Raifipgedm her side and step
across the room. When she peeked he had disappshecithought through
the hole in the wall. She closed her eyes again.

"You may open your eyes now."

He was standing there with a roll of something.aZgaped at him. First
holding out to her a small package, he proceedsgdrad the roll out on the
floor against the wall. It was a sheet of foam rehbwo inches deep, about
two feet by six, grey like the stones behind theodative tiles that had once
covered the floor completely.

"l don't believe it!" she breathed. "And this—!" hrer hand was a little
plastic package containing a tiny toothbrush ar tof toothpaste, of the
kind you found in hotels. "You really are a gerttedw did—where..." The
words died on her lips.

"But it is magic, my lady. You must not questioe tlworkings of magic."



He folded the blanket in two and spread it on itlke Imattress. Obediently,
at his command, Zara slipped between the two fatdklay down.

"Oh, what luxury! Oh, how wonderful not to feel eydone in my body!"
She propped herself up on one elbow. "But wherg/@uegoing to sleep?”

"Next door. It is risking too much to stay with yeuwe have seen tonight
that someone may come at any time."

"What if someone goes into that room?"

"The doorway is a pile of rubble. Tomorrow | wilhitd it higher. Tonight |
will watch. I am well armed and there are men wagitior my signal in the
desert. Sleep in the knowledge that you are sajdhatoved.”

He crouched by her as she lay down again, picketheigandle and stood
looking down, the tenderest of smiles in his eyes.

She was a hostage in the heart of a rebel's fortbes she had never felt so
safe, so cherished, so protected, in her life. Zarded up at the prince, and
suddenly sleepiness crept over her. She breathegalydder eyes closing.

"Goodnight, sweet prince," she whispered.
She watched under drowsy, contented eyelids adighe moved away
through the crack in the wall and into the nextmo&he watched a few

minutes until it was extinguished.

She drew her hand up superstitiously and rubbedrbe"Please keep him
safe," she whispered. A moment later, still holdimgring, she was asleep.



Eight

There was a hole high up in the wall, a hole tétil one fat ray of sunlight

for a few minutes every morning. Although the walkse porous, it was the

only direct sunlight Zara saw, and after the fitay she had moved her bed
so that the beam would play on her face in the mgrand wake her. Even

this brief dose of sunlight was better than nothing

Last night, Rafi had placed her new mattress iinghtty different position,
and when she awoke the sunbeam was playing witkdubkea few inches
from her eyes. She smiled in lazy pleasure, fontbenent not remembering
anything, only watching the dance of the dust moteke warm sunlight.

She had slept well. She remembered Prince Rafj &irel then where she
was. With a sudden motion, she lifted her hand sawl that the ring was
really there, on her middle finger. Zara smiledgtshing out her hand in the
sunlight, turning the ring so that the stones catigh light and sparkled. It
was exotically beautiful, and a stone that size tnhes worth a king's

ransom.

Zara stretched and sat up, calling Prince Rafiisenia a whisper, and then a
low murmur, but he did not answer. Her heart kickedsously. Where was
he? Where could he be?

But she was quick to take advantage of his absémagse the toilet.

Afterwards she reached for the little dipper thetter drinking water. She
always tried to save one mouthful for the morningsllow her to rinse her
dust- dry mouth when she woke. This morning she iige brush her teeth,
and sighed for the wonder of such a simple pleagsideanliness.

Then she sat down on her blessedly soft bed indyesf sunlight again and
played with it until the sun climbed higher andigappeared. That was her
entertainment for the day. Usually nothing now vadolidppen until the old
woman came with her water and food.

The old woman! Zara looked down at the foam madtréiswas grey,
practically invisible in the poor light, but shechao idea how sharp the old



woman's eyes were. Quickly she got up and spreadltinket so that it
covered the mattress as far as possible. The lilavden't as long as the
foam, but spread on the bias, corner to corneguered much of it. When
the woman came Zara would sit on the end that veisle.

She took off her ring, hiding it under the blankatd settled to wait. It had
been the same every day. She sat and tried tdantkeerself with anything
she could remember—the plot of old films, fairyetglhistory, Iskandiyar,
her own memories. Tried to keep the knowledge ofphight and her fears
out of her mind.

Today, she found, she had an additional worryakt wot her usual nature to
be nervous, it was part of the torment of imprisenta—but she was
growing more and more afraid. Where was Prince Rdfhat if he had
gone out for a reconnoitre or something and beaghd& What would they
do to him? Would Jalal recognize him? Suppose kil him before they
realized?

The old woman came at last with water and anothesfdood, and Zara

watched her carefully for any signs that might te#ir something had
occurred. But she seemed exactly like her usudl ¥éten the woman

returned for the second time with the empty pakaZgot her attention, then
put two hands up under her tilted head and mimespsahg.

"Boom! Boom!" she said, waving her hands to indican explosion,
opening wide eyes to indicate the sleeper's s@rpris

The old woman nodded her head vigorously. "Boorn& agreed, showing

how she herself had come bolt upright in her bée. \8aved her hands and
made rushing noises to indicate how people hachier and yon, and

made a comment that Zara of course could not utaahets

Encouraged by this willingness to communicate, Zdrat herself in the
chest with her fingers and died, then lifted hendsaand eyebrows to
indicate a question.



The old woman shook her head. No deaths. Somerhtim¢ arm, or the leg,
but not seriously, she indicated. Zara held ughaeds in surrender, and the
woman shook her head. No prisoners either.

None at all?
None.

Then the woman did a remarkable thing. She strdt¢hue her hands to
Zara, and shook her head in sad resignation, tiegpped her palms
together, muttering something that even acrosdahguage barrier Zara
knew could be nothing other than "Poor child!"

So the woman did not approve. Zara shrugged, ssay, What can we
poor women do? The woman mirrored her shrug, aed they smiled at
each other.

"Why do we do it?" Zara asked in English. "Whywle let them run the
world in this ridiculous, violent wayBang! Bang!"She pointed her hands
like six-guns, shooting wildly at anything.

The old woman shook her head in resigned agreems@edking in her own
language. "War, always war! Never peace!" she criadd Zara,
recognizing the wor&alaamatunderstood.

So two women stood in a dusty prison and discoveretkrstanding and
agreement across the barrier of language and liitesaty divisions of race,
nationhood, creed, and politics, and knew in tlingarts that, whatever
surrounded them, they were not enemies.

And then one, the warder, picked up her water payveent out, unwillingly
leaving the other, her prisoner, chained like amahto the wall.

Rafi returned soon after, whistling softly to annoe his presence, and then
climbing through the wall from the next room.



Zara heaved a sigh of relief. "Oh, thank God! | wasting so worried!
Where have you been?"

He smiled at her in a way that turned her bonesatr. "Have you been
worried for me, Beloved?"

She could not imagine the term on the lips of atmgloman. Her eyes fell
and she nodded, half-smiling.

"Do not worry. | will be safe because | must. Nathwill happen to prevent
me taking you from this place.”

The sweet silence of lovers fell between them. 'Hgwu made a wish
while | was away?"

She had wished for his safety, in the foolish weaskn of human
superstition. She did not say so, but he shoolkhé&l patiently, as if he
guessed. "Wish only for yourself while you are héihat do you wish
for?"

She was almost beginning to believe he could dthamy, even here in the
enemy camp. "A bar of soap and a cool bath," sladleziged him, half
believing that two Companions would march throupk tloor with a
marble tub filled with bubbles.

"Your wish is my command,” intoned the genie, aligbed back through
the wall. A second later he reappeared with a lgageof water. He set it
down, disappeared again, and when he returnedleaHacecloth and a
bar of—

"Soap!" she cried, in a hoarse, happy whisper. &s@d it to her and she
put it to her nose, sniffing luxuriously. It wadlidately, deliciously scented
with almonds and patchouli. "Oh, where on earthyaid find this?"

"It is the magic of the ring," said the genie. "Tédnés no towel to dry you,
but the air will serve as your towel. Shall the igdmathe you, Madame?"



She glinted a smile at him. "I suppose that meharets no point wishing
for something to scrub my back with?"

He lifted his hands. "But no. It means that | am Ilack scrubber.”

She didn't know why she let him do it. Prince Ragdproached her, turned
her so that her back was to him, gently and dediiedy lifted her hair aside
and began to pull down the zipper of her dress.

It was a long zipper, extending from her necklalway to below her waist.
She heard the little cry of its passage and herstkivered with expectation.
She should stop him, should push him away, shoudrdhim out while !
she bathed...but she did not.

When the once-white fabric fell down around hershigafi caught it and
lifted it up over her head. He tossed it on hertrass without turning his
eyes from her.

She was small, and perfectly formed for him, bukhew that already. She
stood in the briefest of briefs, her only garmeauesfor the black hair that
fell down her back and over one shoulder like & vei

She saw his breath catch in his chest, but hensditdng.

His eyes fell to the chain that encircled her anldad ier own gaze

followed. She could not take off her briefs oveattly et she felt his hands in
the elastic of the waist, and held her breath. Aigk whisper of the tearing
fabric was echoed by Zara's own indrawn breathadishield the two ends of
the torn silk and his muscles contracted with fifi@enot to touch her skin.

After a moment, impersonal as a servant, he ptiiledriefs down her free
leg, inviting her to step out of them.

He straightened and stood looking at her againhiggr beautiful breasts,
sloping hips, graceful limbs, with eyes so darkwaassion and control she
had to part her lips to breathe.

He said in an ordinary voice, "When | take you tppalace, as | shall do as
soon as | have you free, then you will have alvatih,” and she was grateful



for his restraint. He bent to the pail of wategmved in the facecloth, and
began to rub it with soap.

"Do you have all the modern conveniences in thaqed"

He laughed, throwing his head back, very mascaimehearty for a second
until he remembered and choked it off. "In the We§tourse, baths are a
modern innovation. In my palace, themamhas been an essential for many
centuries, my beloved."”

Zara blushed with embarrassment. "Pardon my culamagance,” she
said. "l do know better."

He started with her face. Carefully, meticulou$ig,washed her forehead,
ears, eyes, cheeks, chin, lips, neck, throat; gem$ed and wiped them.

"Shall | describe the bath that you shall enjoyrgsqueen?"” Rafi asked in
the middle of this.

How could she protest that she would not be higgde

He took her assent for granted. "The queen's thatimber is quite new, only
about a hundred and twenty years old. My anceslideda large wing to the
summer palace when he took a new young wife whasel@ him so much
that the other wives became jealous. Her name \aées BEind this part of the
palace is still called Hala's wing. By traditionbiélongs to the chief wife.
My stepmother used it all her life, whenever we itbere."

Her shoulders, her arms, underarms, breasts ankl.b#& touch was
thrilling and hypnotic at the same time. She watd & trance of shivery yet
sleepy pleasure.

"The queen's bath is a suite of rooms about teedtittne size of your present
chamber, my lady, and built all of the rarest marbi some parts it is inlaid
with designs in many colours. It was the work ofegy fine mosaic artist,
the greatest of his day. There you will see Shd@picted bathing in a
stream, and Khosrow watching her. In a long lireuad the walls are all



his horses and men and elephants caparisoned imdise beautiful of
colours, for he was on the hunt when he saw her."

He scrubbed her hands, each finger separately diteenher down to rinse
them in the blessedly cool water. She wondered hewad gotten it, but
she didn't want to speak for fear of breaking fhedlsHer skin seemed to be
breathing again for the first time in days, andissn the luxury of that and
the sensation of his electric touch, she was ivérea

"There are other scenes, too, from tales thaspteany ancestor's young
wife. Some are on the ceiling, to beguile the giseeye while she is being
massaged by the attendant, some on the walls, sonike floor of the
bathing pools. History suggests that my ancestat lais young wife
enjoyed bathing together. Perhaps you and |, talb bathe here. Then |
will tell you the stories that the pictures illuete."

He. washed her stomach, abdomen, buttocks. "Yaenddnts will wash
your body and hair, and massage you and rub riatiliemt oils into your
skin. Your genie has not brought any of these with him, my lady,
because , if you had all you wished here, what d¢empt you to

sit the palace? So some pleasures must be delaydtef sake of your
lover."

"Just the smell of this soap is heaven, at the nmbfhghe said.

With careful deliberation, he was washing her sé&xwas gentler than she
could have dreamed, his touch human and persohabbsexual—and yet
not denying her sexuality, either, or his own.

"When you have been massaged with the sweet-sgaliils of the
hamam,my love, and | am beside you, your body lazy vlitkury, how
will you be able to resist me? If | take you thex &iss you, how will you
say no to me? It would not be possible."

His voice was as sensuous as his touch. Zara'sveyedalf closing where
she stood, her skin rippled by wave after wavehofesy anticipation.



She thought he was waiting for something from hat,her brain was too
slow now.

"No?" she asked weakly.

He smiled, as if he had had all the answer he waftitéis touch had such
power as this over her, she would be his in the 8hd must be his.

"Put your foot in the pail,” he commanded, and chmd down to draw the
water up to her thigh with the cloth as he rubbed with long hypnotic
strokes from thigh to shin. She rested her hantdigshoulder and lifted
her foot while he scrubbed the accumulated dirtdust from it, then she
shook it dry, put it gingerly down onto the griftgor again, and put the
other foot into the water. This time she was immtméhe clank of her
chain.

It was blissful to immerse even just her foot ia ttooling water, magic to
feel so clean. But it was Rafi's touch that madeHeart beat hard, his
caring expertise that pulled her lips into a softle.

"l never expected to have my feet washed by a kstgg said. "Isn't this a
little out of character for you?"

He glanced up at her. "But a king is born to sevic

"He is?"

"He serves his people. That is his duty. If—wheun gnarry me, you too will
face this duty. My stepmother was a great queea.dith many things to
improve the lot of the people. You will be like h¥ou are like her."

"But I'm an archaeologist!"

"And may an archaeologist not serve the peopledpsrwe will build an

important museum. Or turn the site of Iskandiyanew you are finished

there, into a tourist attraction, which will bringprk to the people of the
desert.”



Zara was silent with surprise. "You've been thiglkatout it a lot,” she said
weakly.

"How can a man think of marrying a woman withounking how their
future will be? And how can a king give his peoplgueen without thinking
of their welfare in his choice?"

"You have a lot of duties,"” she observed. "Any athé should know
about?"

He smiled up at her from his position at her féevery man serves his wife
in the matter of physical pleasures. That alsodatg."

"Is your life all duty, then?"

He kissed her on the side of the knee. "God is ifoérto us. Some
pleasures it pleases Him to call duty."”

She had never felt the side of the knee as an eoogezone before. That
and the promise in his voice made her nerves Sihg.laughed softly. "Are
you seriously telling me God calls sexual pleasudeity?"

Rafi looked up at her in surprise. "But of courfal you doubt it? Are
Western men such fools? The Prophet—may his name be
praised!—instructed his followers not to climb ¢weit wives like a mule,

and get off again leaving her unfulfilled. 'Senchassenger first,' he said,
and when they asked him what messenger, he tahd, tiekiss, a caress.’
What is it you say in English?—'A word to the wisesufficient.™

He was finished now, and sat there on his heeldingnup at her. "How do
you feel, my lady?""Very, very clean. And pamperédank you."

As he had said, the air had already dried her Skisuppose | have to get
dressed again," she said ruefully, glancing dowthatfilthy dress with
reluctance.

He shook his head in bewilderment. "But mistresisg’ genie protested,
"have you not learned yet to use your ring?"



Zara's eyes widened with astonishment. "You—do iyman it? Really?
Clean clothes?"

He shrugged. "Wish and see."”

"All right.” She lifted her hand and rubbed thegiirtlosing her eyes. She
felt him silently leave her side as she did savi4h for clean clothes," she
murmured.

She opened her eyes. The bucket, soap and clothearmtbthes were gone,
and she was alone in the room. For a moment oksatgeulnerability, she
thought, panicked/Vhat if Jalal came to see me no#d she realized how
protected Rafi's presence made her feel.

But she had no more than time to think it befordi Ras slipping back
through the wall. In his hand he carried a litile pf folded white fabric. He
offered it to her. On top was a neat little paicofton briefs, and she heaved
a sigh of delight. The little puzzle of how to gleém past her shackle was
quickly solved—she sat and put the shackled foaiuph one leg, then
forced the fabric up her ankle inside and pasirttre Then she could slip
the other foot through and draw them up aroundlpes. There was nothing
sexy or lacy about them, they were comfortable]-viiging. Just what she
needed.

"Oh, that feels so much better!" she exclaimed. &"\&ise?"

She lifted up next a pair of loose white cotton tpaonf ingenious
wrap-around design that allowed her to fold thenargund her legs and tie
them at the waist. Last of all came a tunic. Onhew she had put it all on
did she truly appreciate what he had done—the trepooduced the high
neck and long sleeves of her dress in cool aitpooand the pant legs were
so loose and floppy that they looked like a skithvglits up the sides.

"But—it's almost the exact pattern of my dress'® sxclaimed. "The old
woman will never see the difference in this ligh#ven Jalal would
probably not notice. He had seen her only in dagnéy moonlight,
lamplight, firelight. "How—where did you find suehthing?"



Prince Rafi looked at her.

"Zara, | am king." He spoke gently, but she sudgéegit his power like an
aura emanating from him.

Nervously, she grinned. "So you wave your hand sorde minion does
your bidding?"

His eyes were black suddenly. Silbuwill do my bidding when the time
comes, that will be enough for me."



Nine

That night he lay with her on the narrow bed, wragger in his arms as
they talked. She thought how strange it was thatsétould feel so safe in
such surroundings. Not since her toddler days, wieng carried on her
father's shoulders, had she felt such a sensafeicperotection in the teeth
of danger.

"I would like to hear you tell a story now," Ra#id.
"You're big on the idea of storytelling."
"It is an ancient and honoured tradition with myple."

Zara certainly felt she preferred this personalysétling to television
herself. "All right. What shall | tell you?" she sed.

She had not meant it as a real question, she wasngiover the ancient
Greek tales in her head, but he took her at hedwor

"Tell me about your life," he begged gently. "Let learn to know each
other, and make up for all the time we have nohsfmgether."

"Oh! Where shall | start?"

"Start with the night that your father made loveytaur mother," he said,
with a warm voice that traced like silk velvet oer being. ' 'And take me
from there through everything that led to your lgelmere in my arms
tonight. | want to know every detail."

She laughed a little. No man before had ever sh&weh a deep interest in
her. Men usually asked her about herself only ascato duty in between
talking about themselves. "That would take a lifei"

"A lifetime is exactly the time we will have," Rgdbinted out reasonably.

She found there was no answer she could makettd'tdhat do you really
want to know?"



"Everything. | have said."

She wondered how long it would be before he stastexting. "Well, the
way | heard it, my parents had been living togefoera few years when
they started to think about children."

"What are your parents' names?" he asked.

So he really did want full detail. "My mother's naris Maddy and my
father's Brandon. So Maddy and Brandon talked & @and decided they
were ready for the next step. My mother was onpilieso she stopped
taking it, and then they waited for six months ler system to normalize,
and they counted dates and charted her fertilityd A wasn't exact, there
was a five-day period when they should make lowereday."

"But of course," Rafi interjected, as if everyomethe world made love
every day.

"So..the first big day—night, | guess—came, and they had
champagne—please don't ask me what brand it wasid-aacandlelight
dinner and drank to the future and how their Imese going to change and
then they got undressed and they made wonderfal drd then they were
lying there afterwards, my mother told me, and theth kind of stiffened,
and panic set in. And they turned to each othersaid, you know—oh
God, what are we doing? We're not ready for this! &'t be parents yet!"

Rafi was chuckling lightly beside her.

"So they agreed the time wasn't really quite reyd they should wait and
think about it a bit longer before taking any futtsteps."

"How human your parents sound. So how did you mg@ngiven such a
hurdle?"

She smiled. ' 'Well, it was already too late. | wagady there."”



"Excellent.” He nuzzled her neck gently. "l am gjad were so quick to see
your window of opportunity. How would | have manddbe rest of my life
if you had been stargazing at that moment?"

His certainty was so enticing. Zara fell silentiwitishing.

After a few moments he prompted her. ' 'So you @ddvom the start to be a
determined soul.”

"That's what my mother always said. Whenever | difficult as a child,
she would say, 'Don't you blame me! No one foraaaltp come here! You
wanted to come, too!"

He lay back laughing. "What an extraordinary worslaa must be! Maddy."
He tasted the name. "I'm looking forward to meetieg"

His confidence was infectious. When he spoke lilad,tas if all this were
going to pass and their lives return to normal.ifas was a foregone
conclusion that they would overcome everything getdmarried...her heart
was always lighter. Zara laughed too.

"What is it?"

"Oh, just the thought of my mother's face whenllher the Prince of East
Barakat wants to meet her," Zara explained lamely.

"But you are an extraordinary woman. Your mothes kaown all her life
that you will do remarkable things, hasn't she? Whguld it surprise her
that a prince should fall in love with you?"

That seemed unanswerable, so she asked him whattaone while absent
from the room that day.

"| searched for the entrance to the tunnel," hé.sai

She clutched him. "You—yosearchedhat—how?"



"Do not fear for me, Zara," he said. "l am a magsbéd by fortune, it has
always been so. Today | observed the site frominvitiis fortress. | am

working to create passages for myself through taespof it that are

abandoned and empty. Already | can move through divsix rooms that
way—" He indicated the hole into the next roofhe building is built in a

square around a very large courtyard, a typicakpatfor many centuries
here. Most of the citizens seem to live not in theress, but in simple

structures in the courtyard. It is a communal life.

"l am sure that there is no entrance to the tuwitbin the courtyard. That
means it is either within the ruins or Outside fibréress altogether. Do you
remember anything that would give us a clue?"

She remembered the downhill travel, and the upsiie remembered the
dampness leaving the air...but how long had it desfore she heard the
voices, saw the light?

"It wasn't very long after we came up that | weted down from his
horse...but would they build a tunnel to open rigigide the fortress?
Wouldn't that be risky?"

"l agree, but do you think it perhaps depends @npériod when these
things were built?"

She saw immediately what he meant. ' 'Yes, of estrsvhether they knew
the tunnel opening was there when they built thi¥des or whether it had
already been buried. In that case it would be shieance that they chose
this site. Otherwise—"

"What do you think the period of building might be?

He was appealing to her expert knowledge. She kathieed what she
could of the walls, but without a larger view ogtplace it was extremely
difficult.

"You told me the tunnel was attributed to Queen-Hahh," Zara began.



He nodded. "I did, and it is, but many old struetuare attributed to her
which could not possibly be her work. She is reneavim our history for her
public works, and naturally in centuries gone byew people stumbled
upon some forgotten bridge or building, they bedeit was her doing. But
it is not necessarily always the case."

"So the tunnel could be any age?"

"We know nothing about the tunnel except what yauehexperienced of it,
and the brief historical mention that guesses ¢ lualt by my ancestress. In
the time of that writer it was already old andédallinto disuse. Ibn Qalam
wrote in the seventeenth century."

"And what about this fortress?"

He shrugged and smiled. "Archaeology is not onengfsubjects. At the
Sorbonne, | studied politics and statecraft. Notyveseful in any
occupation.”

Zara was momentarily sidetracked. "You were atS3bgbonne?"

"l was, for my undergraduate degree."

"l did my Year Abroad at the Sorbonne! When wera teere?"

Of course they had missed each other by severed yaat suddenly Prince
Rafi did not seem so much a stranger. She had maddiim a man locked
completely within his own culture, with no underslang of her
background except perhaps through his stepmothédrZara began to think
that she herself was far more culture-bound thawdse

"You speak French, too, then?"

"I do. Why does this surprise you?"

"Oh—it's just—I wish | spoke Arabic. But I've ondypt about five words."



''You saidSalaam aleikumery beautifully in the morning at the wadi. And
you will learn the rest,” Rafi said. "You will hapeivate tutors, and we will
by no means always speak English to each other."

She bit her lip. "Rafi, you keep talking as if—"&hroke off.
"As if?" he prompted.
"Well, as if I've agreed to—"

"To marry me? Yes, | speak like this, Beloved. Buill not press you so
long as we remain here. | know you can give me mswar now. But |

believe, | know that when this is over, and youaline the air of freedom,
you will come on a visit to me...then, then | vatinvince you. | will make
you love me. You will see.”

She could not argue with that. At the moment sliesi@ confused, her
thinking so disturbed by her imprisonment, that sbeld hardly imagine
getting back her stability again. She found itidifft to imagine her release.
Even after a few days her horizons seemed to hlanenls to these four
pathetic walls.

They talked again, about her childhood. Rafi préss for detail, the sort
of minute detail with which she had never previgwestamined her life. He
wanted to know friends' names, and what clotheshsttebeen wearing
during an incident she was describing, and whetheiiked her playmates’
mothers or the teachers she named.

Zara stretched her mind, trying to remember, aratenly, after a long
time, something changed—she vgRingit. Her life was there before her
in the darkened room. It was no longer an effolne Emembered details
she hadn't thought of since the day they happened.

It had been a pretty conventional life, and yete levery life, it was a
tapestry. She began to see and understand thiedgsimot seen before, to
make connections between elements that had befereesi unconnected.

To find the pattern in the tapestry.



"I haven't thought of that for years!" she woulctlkexm, remembering an
incident that she now could see as in some wayachkar forming. Her

grandfather's interest in history—she had forgotherse visits to his study
as a very young child, shortly before he died, wher would tell her stories
about the ancient world.

"He was a writer, he wrote fiction about anciene&@re and things like
that—he had been in a wheelchair ever since the kmaisure he told me
once that he would have liked to go out to the gdbwhere history had
happened rather than get it all from books. | dibri‘tk | knew then that he
was talking about an actual occupation...but hentlee'd have liked to be
an archaeologist. He must have! And here | am..."

Rafi listened closely, he questioned gently, he sigent when she was
silent in thought...she had never been given seep @ttention in her life.
She had never met anyone who was such a gooddisten

He left when she began to fall asleep. The lasgjtehe remembered was his
kiss on her forehead, and then she was dreaming.

She dreamed she was falling in love with Rafi.

The next day the genie brought her a small mef@lffom his cache of
magic. Zara, thrilled, excited, grateful almost tiee point of tears,
immediately set to work on the heavy padlock tleddl the chain that bound
her. But they quickly discovered that it made atidisive, carrying,
high-pitched noise which Rafi could hear at a aiséaof several rooms.

"It will be safe to work on it for only a few mineg at a time," Rafi advised
thoughtfully. "And in case someone comes, we must & good hiding
place for it within your reach. It will be risky.dyou want to do it?"

She couldn't bear inactivity when there was sometihe could be doing to
gain her freedom. "Yes," she said. "Anyway, whiéspoint of finding the
tunnel if I can't go out through it?"

"We will bring men through it to attack,” he saBut it was true that it
would be a great deal safer to free Zara first, ahd would weather



imprisonment better if she were actively aiding ben escape through the
tedious days.

They examined the stones near her by the lighisot&ndle, and found a
narrow crack not far from where her chain was erdbddin the seam
where the wall met the floor. It was quite longdavide enough to take the
file. It wasn't very deep, either, she discovergdjimgerly poking around
with it, but she could slide the file in on a slamnid it was almost perfectly
hidden.

They agreed she would work on the padlock for arfanutes twice each
day, after the old woman had visited her, to rediheerisk of someone
coming on her unexpectedly.

Zara suddenly felt real again. She was human. 8h&l o things that
mattered.

That afternoon, when he came to bring some purdbfnat for her lunch,
the genie brought her another pail of water, ardnstd another sponge bath
and washed her hair.

As she sat combing it out, feeling blissfully c@rid clean, Rafi said, "I
have to try to get a message to my brothers sowill. do it under cover of
darkness. You will be here alone. You should hay if possible. | know
you will worry until | return. But | am afraid soraee will see the light and
come to investigate."

"Oh," Zara said in a small voice, because he vgig.riVaiting would be far
easier if she had a candle. Darkness made hesdd®lpless, but they had
agreed that the candle should be used only in esneies.

"Perhaps if you ask the old woman for a candle wdtemcomes next, she
will take pity on you."

"Oh! Yes, she might, Rafi, she seems very—conceforeghe."

"l will teach you the Arabic for candle. It ghama'a,”



"Shama'a,"Zara said. When he nodded she repeated it twaree times.

He smiled that smile of approval that always mehed. "You see how
quickly you will learn to speak to my people,” heids "It is a beautiful
language, too, that you will enjoy learning—intteand precise."

"Precise," she repeated smilingly. "Yes, I've hataete are about twenty
words forcamel.”

"And do not you in English have as many wordsdog?"
She lifted an eyebrow. "We do? Pooch and dog sthdtl know."

"And hound, bitch, pup, cur, mutt, canine, mongfehd also shepherd,
terrier, basset, beagle...dozens of breed nameg.mtright?"

"Oh," was all she could say to that. Sometimesfshes if every time he
opened his mouth, Rafi gave her some new experiahoeved her some
barrier in her thinking. She was being stretchealway that she had not felt
at university. There everything she learned somefibmto her already
known image of the world, or broadened it only &s¢ predictable ways.
Rafi was constantly showing her things that did fitptso that she had to
change her image— or step outside it—to accommadteta.

Soon it was close to the time that the old womaghtnbe expected. Rafi
wanted to use the last of the sunlight in any camehis explorations. At
night he used a flashlight, but there was dang#ran

When she was left alone, Zara fretted. Now thatethgas something
productive she could do, she was desperate favlth&oman to come and
go so that she could begin on the padlock.

So eager was she, she almost forgot about askinlgda@andle. It wasn't till
the old woman returned for the second time with drapty pail that she
smiled and said pleadinglyshama‘a?”

"Ahhh!" exclaimed the old woman, with a jumble obrds that Zara knew
expressed surprise at her coming up with the washort speech followed,



accompanied by a clap of her hands and a pitying & voice that seemed
to be saying no, it would not be possitie would refuse.

She didn't let the old woman finistshama'a?'she begged again.

Between sign language and murmurs the old womanakegl—-but a light!
What was the good of a candle without somethinggtd it with?

Zara's heart sank. Why hadn't they thought of tld$? what fools they
were! She could have kept Rafi's lighter and shaw+rhow would the
woman guess that it had not been in her pocket thenstart? But now...

She lifted her hands in resignation and smiled wibgfgiving in to the old
woman's argument.

The old woman leaned down, her wrinkled brown hstnettching to Zara's
cheek, and muttered agaioor child! Poor childher tone suggested. With
a lingering, sorrowful glance, she went out.

Fighting impatience, Zara counted to a hundredj thade a dive for her
precious metal file. She began the ritual they &igred upon—filing hard
for a few seconds, and then a pause to listemgrgdgain. Rub dirt into the
shiny wound she was making in the metal, so thvabiild be less noticeable
if anyone checked. She could keep it up for no ntioae a few minutes.

Impatient as she was, Zara knew how important & vabe careful. It
would be worse than foolish to risk the whole goise by being over-eager
now. So she filed, listened, rubbed, filed.

It was while she was rubbing dirt onto the metalvitnat she had decided
was the last time that she suddenly heard the sowidsomeone
approaching in the passageway. Sitting straight wistart, Zara snatched
up the file and slipped it hastily into the litteack they had found for it.

She was a little too hasty. Or maybe they shoulet lthecked out the hole
more thoroughly. Because instead of finding itsviznes resting place on
stone, the file slipped from her fingers. She helaedunmistakable sound of



it falling flat on the stones under the floor, s&lenches out of the reach of
her fingers.



Ten

It was the old woman, coming jubilantly and triuraphly in, holding aloft a
candle and a cigarette lighter in either hand. Zaa biting her lip against
tears—but she knew she had to react with gratitodehat was evidently a
coup.

"Thank you, shokran jazilan!"she murmured over and over, as the old
woman squatted down beside her and showed herahédesful technology
by which the cheap plastic lighter worked. There waly a tiny amount of
fuel left in it, Zara saw. She wondered whethealJa&d given permission,
or whether the old woman had done this in secret.

"Shokran jazilan!"she kept saying, bending her head to hide heredist
"Shokran, shokran!"

The old woman put her hand under Zara's chin dtedllit. Tears she could
falling note. She wiped the tears with a gentletkiroughened forefinger,
and murmured cajolingly.

She thought Zara was crying in gratitude for thedéa Zara smiled and
blinked back the tears as the woman consolediteall right, poor little
one. There, there. It's all right.

She allowed herself to be consoled. But when tdeanmiman had left her
alone again, she lit the candle with trembling anye impatiently brushed
away her tears and tried to see down the crackentherfile had fallen.

Her fingers would not go in past the knuckle, anéel sould feel nothing but
air. Zara tried to pry away bits of mortar with Higrgers, but considering
what a ruin she was inhabiting, it was infuriatinitm.

The candle was short. She knew Rafi had more, tilbitsvas stupid to
waste it. So she gave up on the hopeless taslkagmibivn, watching the sun
set by means of the diminishing light in the passagaiting for Rafi to
return. She hoped he would come back after hixkeard before he tried to



get the message to his brothers. Surely he woutthke any attempt till the
camp was settled for the night? It would be a laag if he did not come....

She was already deeply dependent on him. Her ensotiere volatile and
far too near the surface now, and Rafi was heigeeind her strength. She
felt a deep need of him, a yearning for him.. &l wasn't herself. She
didn't need a master's in psychology to underdfaatcthe powerful feelings
she had for him might be the result of her isofatio

Yet she felt that her dream was true, that shefaltisg deeply in love with
him, that he was the one she had been waitingttat, whenever and
wherever she had met him, she would have felt it.

When she had first met him, she had thought hisraib, and even then she
had felt the pull, argued this side of her. Sutbbt showed that they were,
as Rafi insisted, naturally drawn to each other?

She began to dream a little. If she did not lova,ht would be a terrible
mistake to marry him, she knew. To come to a seaagintry for the rest of
her life, to make such a huge change—to take omgmssive responsibility
of being queen to a people—all that would be imtddée without a deep and
abiding bond.

If shedid love him, she was sure he would be a wonderfubéwg. He was
brave, he was honourable, with a nobility of naaseavell as being noble by
birth. He was so thoughtful of her, so protectamed he listened to her in a
way she wasn't used to. She was sure that wasnfhoa. And he had such
a rich imagination, and a sense of humour...howdcany woman choose
better?

Zara thought of the ring, and drew it to her lipshe fading light. It caught
a last glimmer from somewhere, and sparkled onke, 4 beacon of
promise. Just before sleep she kissed it, rubbingith her lips, and
wished...



They came to her as she lay in her high white ledden silken sheetdis
Highness desires her presensbke heard them whispéte commands it.

We hear and obegaid other voices.

She felt their hands on her skin as she sleptateli gently lifting the silken
sheets and drawing them back, carefully lifting bedy. She awoke then.
What is it?she asked drowsily.

Madame, he has asked for thee. He awaits thee. Weecame to take thee
to the baths.

A shiver of delight ran through her bodye has asked for me?

In her was the knowledge that she was newly enterédte harem, that she
had arrived only today, and when the Sultan oftll Worlds had accepted
her as a gift, he had cast an interested eye osewdiled form as she
stepped from the litter that brought her and magteobeisance in the huge
Throne Room...

He has, Madame. The bath is ready.

They led her through a bewildering series of roamd then through a door
and into the greahamam.In the centre the male slaves, their powerfully
muscled arms and strong chests gleaming withw#éjtad her.

They surrounded her and carefully began to distayeHer clothes were

white, and they stripped off layer after layer Lsitie was naked under their
admiring gaze. She saw them exchange glances lovdered eyelids.

He will be pleased with thee, Mistredbey said.

She only smiled, and allowed herself to be led dowmthe warm water.



She dived and swam deep. On the walls and flotireolbath were images of
men and women that made her gasp. She found tleatalld breathe
underwater, and stayed there, watching the images.

They seemed to move with the flow of the water basteyes. Handsome
black-eyed men, beautiful women with hair like losvn, long, flowing
curls...they kissed and toyed with each other, snded and flicked lazy
glances of desire.

She felt heat in her belly, and thought of the &ulbf All the Worlds, who
had summoned her the very night of her arrival, thecheat increased.

They bathed her with soaps of a most deliciousssg, like cream on her
creamy skin. They washed her hair, and rinsed &refdly, and they drew
her from the bath.

She lay on a bed of velvet, and a thousand handsagad and stroked her.
Perfume was rubbed deep into her skin, so thatet@me the perfume. The
heat in her belly moved to her loins, and thenltparts of her—skin, hair,
lips, eyes—under their caresses, and she thougtdtbing but the man for
whom they prepared her, and what he would demankdeof and how
willingly she would give it.

She could not remember his face, for she had dgataeed to glance up at
it, but he had excited her. Thrilled her. His vowgken he whispered to a
courtier his approval;

his hand as he negligently signalled that she shdd taken to the
harem...she had melted with desire for him even,thad had wondered
how long before he thought of her again. Whethewbald ever think of

her, ever send for her...

The slaves stroked every part of her, scentingkier, making her a perfect
offering to the one who was called the Sultan of the Worlds. With
careful assiduity and melting softness, they tinked skin with palest
cream. They outlined her eyes with blackest black] her fingertips and
toes with a deeper pink. Then they dyed her lips nipples—and even her
tender, hidden bud—uwith sweetest pink.



They dressed her in cloth of silver. A tiny jackleat barely covered her
breasts, so that the fullness of the two globessjuswed beneath. A pair of
trousers of thinnest gauze, full and flowing froeldw her waist to her feet,
gathered in at her ankles. All her stomach and tethdeft naked.

Not only her stomach and abdomen. The pants werstiiched between
her legs. The seam was op&fow him this only at the lashey advised
her.He will be well pleased with the trick. It is new.

They argued about stondluby, emerald, sapphirepurmured different
voices. Ruby won. Ruby to match her lips, that badn red without the
dye.

So they placed a large jewel in her navel, thattetl rose in the lights as she
moved. They placed jewels also in her ears, hee,nms her fingers and
toes, and sprinkled through the curls of her Rdiey locked a jewelled belt
to sway around her hips.

They stood back to admire Beautiful, they agreed, with soft whispers.
Lady, you will be fortunate. When you are elevatedposition, remember
us, who helped you there.

She promised Each of you shall have one petition answered ifstas you
say,she vowed.

They draped a cloth of ruby-spangled silver overtear and faceNow,
they said.

Another door opened. They led her through rooms laait$s of steadily
increasing beauty and magnificence. She heard riresica distance. Gold
and jewels glinted from the walls. Lamps glowedibdicarved wooden
screens, casting magic shadows. She was terrifiedhailled together. The
music played in the same rhythm as her poundinglhest, building long
and slow to a distant but inevitable crescendo.



And then she was there, in the Sultan's own priv@dens. The hangings
were lushly ornate. There were paintings of men w&nchen in intimate
embrace on the walls, that sent shivers of ddsicaigh her. There was light
and shadow and perfume and incense.

She was melting. They opened the one she knewhadadt door, and then
she entered alone. The room was dark, shadowee, Algough a high
arched window, far away, she saw the full moontaedstars in a midnight
sky. Beside it, at the far end of the room, wa®ad, ldraped with beautiful
cloths.

She knew that he was there, on the bed.

At a signal, the music started again. Seductiveyataling music.
She saw a pale hand in the shadows of the bed.

Dance for mesaid a voice. His voice.

The music already urged her to dance. Her armsab#eir own accord,
and she understood that she was a dancer of gkaBke began to move,
with the tiniest movements of her hips, her faderstiden from him.

The floor was cool under her feet. They were thlg part of her not afire
with desire, with wishing. Her hips increased th@ovement, her arms
swaying like dancing serpents in accompaniment. jEthel in her navel
glinted and glowed, with each flexion of perfectsolke. Those in her ears,
her nose, on her fingers and toes, and in her jesvbklt sent wild shafts of
coloured light all around the walls.

She danced, and each step, each movement madeoherfait, more
intoxicated. She smiled behind the silvery veilttb@l hid her face from
him, and as the dance went on she began to toythgtkeil, and with the
promise of unveiling her face and hair for his d&déon.

She sensed his attention. She had caught him—heéeevdo see what
woman was in that lush body, behind that spangéed:€¢. She dropped it



first to show her eyes, holding the gauzy fabrilt &t front of her lower
face, and sent dark glances of passion towardsh@eows of the bed.

At last, as the music reached a crescendo, shéedtand spun, and lifted
the veil above her head to trail behind her inagineShe heard the intake of
breath from the shadows of the bed and stoppeteasusic stopped.

Then there was silence.
Approach,said the beloved voice.

Fearlessly, and yet full of trepidation, she stepfoeward till she stood at
the end of the huge, canopied bed. Still he wahadow.

Come furtherhe commanded, and she entered the shadows tdtbhimi

They were in a world apart, the world of shadows. Wwhs bare chested,
barefoot, wearing gold trousers, and wore a gaidatu with a rich green
jewel.

He held a glass of intoxicating liquid, which hdéepéd to her. There were
sweetmeats. At his bidding, she ate and drank,hemdvild intoxication
increased.

Still she did not see his face. He ate, and pldeader morsels of food
between her lips. They struck her tongue with shgdtavours that seemed
to enter her beindelicious,she said gratefully.

Yes,said he, but he meant—her.

At last, at long awaited last, his hands were upemn She felt his touch on
the underside of her exposed breast, and murmoftg sf hunger.

His fingers found her breast, the nipple. He stdokewhile her throat
helplessly moaned its quiet deliriuiviou see how it will béae told herYou
love me without knowing it.



Yes,she saidl knew it when | saw yotrhe fire in her was already wilder
than anything she had ever felt. Her limbs burnéH iy hot hunger for his
touch. He stroked her—Dbreasts, stomach, abdomen.

They know how to please miee said,and yet | have never been so pleased
with a woman.

Nor I, with a Sultanshe murmured, and he laughed.
Only then did she understand her danger. If henlehthughed...

But he had no choice. His touch drugged her, andgd him. They were
made for each other's deligkidive me your lipshe said.

She offered up the pink-dyed flesh, and he devoitrétls tongue entered
her mouth, inviting her to do the same in retund then when she did, he
gnawed at it with hungry intensity.

His hand strayed along her arms, over her abdoAreryou a Peri, that you
affect me sohe asked.

She only smiled, and he thought that it was tfums...how is this fastened?
he asked, of the silver cloth that hid her brefists his eyes and mouth.

So,she said with a smile, opening the fasteningsiior. Her breasts were
revealed, white and pink, and his shadowed eyee ghteningly black
with interest. tell thee, there has never been a woman like, e said.

His hands touched and stroked her full breasts, andhe moanedThere
has never been a woman | would pleasets® said.Give me your rosebud
lips.

They kissed. Her heart sang, her body shook wehasure. His hand moved
hungrily between her legs, and then he found theese



What is this’he demanded, one hand with firm command spredaintpgs
for his gaze as she lay on soft pillows. Obediestlg spread her legs, and
then the treasure was revealed. His breath hisssebbn his teeth.

What jewel is thisPe asked, the silver cloth parting to reveal tinéolyed
hungry budNo, not jewel, but delicious fruit.

His dark head bent over her, and she felt the hgrrepiralling heat of his
tongue where the silver cloth granted him acddssavoman has ever moved
me like thishe breathed, and of its own accord, her body drehne jerked
with the pleasure of his hot breath, his heateduerAgain,he said, and his
face lowered between her thighs.

She exploded then, melting with heat and sweetisfsscried with a deep,
primitive, hunger-sated, still-hungry voice, andfak the wildness sweep
through him.

Who art thou’he demanded.
| love youshe said, and of its own accord, her hand reaidnrddm, for the

hard, hungry centre of his being, for the ramrodtkat her body demanded
should make part of her own being.

Is it so?he cried. Then open thyself to me, for | am hungered withega

She spread her legs. He rose up above her, stnohigead yet melting gold,
over her body of white and pink and silver. He #trinto her, between the
folds of spangled silver, into the path of pinkdashe gasped with the
sensation that flowed through her.

"Rafi!" she cried then, seeing his face for thetftrme.

"Zara!" he replied. He tried to say more, but he waept with feeling, and
with the need to thrust and pound his way insigectivern of his yearning.



Zara felt total confusion, mingled with the moslicleus sensations she had
ever experienced. Her body shook with simultandwurgier and fulfilment.

"Rafi!" she cried again. "What is it?"
It is love,said the Sultan of All the Worlds.

And she shook and trembled with the pleasure he bay, and knew that it
was so.

Rafi returned very late. He had had great difficuit signalling. Jalal's
guards were too watchful.

"They have a military precision, though they loiela bunch of ruffians,"
he told Zara. "They murmur the password very quidtheard it last time,
but tonight | could not get close enough and hadai. My brothers have
news."

"What?" she asked excitedly. She had been sleepunghad woken up
when he merely put his head through the hole imtalé Now they sat by
candlelight, talking softly.

"We will find out tomorrow. Tomorrow the foodstufése due for delivery
again by Mustafa. One of my Companions will comwiti him in place of
his brother. We agreed on this as a fail-safe."

They were leaning against the wall, side by sidggaZ/awned, and Rafi put
his arm around her and pulled her to rest on losilgler.

"It is late. | did not mean to wake you. Lie dowownand get some sleep.”

“I'm glad | woke up. I'm not really sleepy now.dve to tell you what I did
with the file," she said, and then sadly confessed.

He listened to the tale of woe, and her self-bldonenot having asked the
old woman for a candle on her first trip, and owesal other points.



"Don't you think We could get it out again if wedha stick with something
sticky on the end of it?" she finished.

Then he smiled and said, ' 'Do not grieve overtthisg. If it is God's will,
we will find a way to retrieve the file. But let wait until tomorrow. Let me
speak to my Companion and learn what my brotherglanning."

She had done her crying; it wasn't hard to do asaiee "All right." '

They sat in silence, and she thought of her dreant of what it meant to
learn that she loved him, and feel the truth dfiitconsciously she sighed.

He was always quick to sense her feelings. "Tell Betoved," he said.
"I'l have a lot to learn if | marry you, won't I?"

"Does it frighten you?"

"Yes, a little. I'd be a fool if it didn't, wouldn?"

He was silent, his black eyes grave. His hold &gkt around her. "We are
young, Zara. You are twenty-five, | am thirty. Wénagr happens to us, we
have a lot to learn. You are not a woman who wilegup learning new
things. The question is nethether,but whatwe choose to learn. Whether
you marry me or not, the future is full of new tipn of surprises, of truths,
of experiences that you have so far not dreamedaf.are a woman who
travels far in the search of knowledge. You wilveein any case settle
down—will you?—and be pleased to think that youwnball.

"The culture of my people will be no more diffictdr you to learn than the
ancient world of Alexander. It will, even, be easM/hereas now you seek
answers from stone, | will be there at every stepriswer your questions.
And | assure you, | am not at all like stone. Wigen ask me questions, |
will answer. Just as, when you touch me, my bloddalways run."



Eleven

When her ray of sun awoke them the next morninyg tirere still wrapped
in each other's arms. Rafi yawned and kissed Igtiyi "Is this not

pleasant, to wake up with each other? Does ittfeygbu like something you
cah spend the rest of your life doing?"

But before she could answer, he abruptly remembghexte they were. He
smothered an exclamation and murmured, "l shoutchage fallen asleep
here. The old woman or Jalal might have come inwiitoe very dangerous
for both of us if my presence is discovered."

He left her soon afterwards, because during thenmgrbustle of the
encampment he could risk walking around without taach danger.
Everyone came and went, and he was just anotheefig a white keffiyeh.

Zara performed her morning rituals when he was g&me always had
enough water to drink now, for there was a wellhe courtyard and Rafi
had managed to steal a pail which he kept next,dobbrof water. So she
could rinse her face and hands and brush herésetty morning, and comb
the dust out of her hair with a wet comb.

Then she sat down to wait. This was the hardest paw of her
imprisonment—the sheer mind-numbing boredom ofi@awiothing to do.
She had not wished on the ring for a book to readdeck of cards, but she
certainly did wish she had something to keep hedmoccupied. It was too
easy to slip into fear and negative thinking.

But she could at least think about her dream. $batsan hour seeing it all
again, the palace ruins, the slaves, her costutheseyes of the Sultan of
All the Worlds.

She thought, too, about what Rafi had said abolingaup beside him. It
was true—her heart had been singing when she atediked him there. It
had a feeling of lightness. He did not seem aiveatranger, but someone
she knew well...and would come to know better.



When he returned, slipping through the wall, he mastering softly, "Ow,
ow, ow!" and making a curious mewling sound. Zaapk to her feet, her
heart racing.

"Rafi, what is it?" she hissed hoarsely. "What'sng?"

His shirt was bulging strangely on one side ofwasst, and he had his hand
clutched there. Through her mind flashed the in@gegunshot wound and
a makeshift bandage. But the bandage seemed to daéngnquite
vigorously. Zara stared in confusion.

"Your genie returns, lady!" Rafi cried. "And nor@tsoon—I might have
screamed and given myself awa&, you little monster, don't you know
when you have a benefactor?" he demanded, gralabbitige bulge in his
shirt and pulling it away from him. With the othee was unbuttoning the
shirt. He reached gingerly in.

His hand came out full of writhing fur, claws antigkers. And a little pink
mouth that mewed its fury at him.

"A kitten!" Zara cried. "Oh, Rafi! How did you—"
"Careful'" he warned her. "It's got claws like nkssd’

She was laughing almost uncontrollably. Rafi hekltiny little creature in

one hand, well away, and all four paws were wildgwing, trying to get to

his hand. It was an image of David and Goliath—etbgert warrior defeated
by a few ounces of grey and white fur.

"Go ahead and laugh,"” he said plaintively. He Betkitten down on the
floor, where it immediately scampered to a foldhef blanket and crept
under. Rafi eyed it bale- fully as he began to ptilhis shirt. "I'll have to

wash the blood off me, because | will become idiafiie if 1 have a

bloodstained shirt. | thought kittens were suppdedzk gentle things. Who
started that myth, or is this one just a monster?"



"Well, naturally she thinks you're a danger," Zasglained placatingly.
"How is she to know your noble nature when you h&vieeen properly
introduced?"

"She seems to know yours."

The kitten had turned around under the fold of kédmnd was now blinking
out at the world. Zara, crouching before her, adlgextended a finger, and
the kitten sniffed it curiously.

"She's got a very pretty face. Where did you fied?H

"There are half a dozen who hang around the corahwooking area,
waiting for the scraps that the women throw theheyrall seem to be from
one litter, and | didn't think anyone would notitene went missing. If it's
found here of course you can pretend it wanderéd in

He took his shirt off, and Zara stood to examine ltattle wounds. They
were surprisingly extensive. Not deep, but thers avaetwork of tiny lines
all around one half of his waist and lower cheking which blood was
starting to seep in little teardrops. "Goodnessy lomg was she inside your
shirt?"

"Only a few minutes. Another minute and I'd havel la release her,
though," he joked.

Zara nodded, feeling suddenly sober. "Maybe thdtat | should have done
to Jalal. Bitten and scratched till he let me go."

He put his hand on her cheek, his eyes seriousvdild have been very
dangerous. You were on a galloping horse, and he imwano mood to
relinquish a hostage so valuable. You might havenldeadly hurt, if not
killed."

The blood was starting to drip now. "I have nolelot anything!" Zara said.
"I'll just have to wipe it off with water and my tehands."



She damped her hands by pouring a little water fnemdrinking pot over

them, then ran them over his side and stomachptwbree times, rinsing

off the blood. His body was very firm with musclas chest broad and
covered with dark curling hair, his waist narrows arms strong...with her
hands flat against his flesh, Zara paused, andotheh between them was
suddenly electric.

She was afraid to look up into his face. She stfvoden there, while
sensation zinged from her fingertips and palmssiad trembling along her
arms and into her body.

Too late, she lifted her hands away from that demge touch. But the
electricity did not stop when the connection waskbn. Rafi lifted his
hands and, her head bent, she saw how those dttdnglegant fingers
grasped her upper arms. "Zara," he whispered Hgarse

She raised her head, expecting his kiss. Wantingdt wanting to think
about what it meant, but only wanting that fultpsig mouth, the taste of it
on her tongue.

He said, ' 'Zara, if | touch you the way | wantdach you now, | will lose
control. It is not safe here. | want to kiss yowadnt...but if | do, it will not,
it cannot stop with a kiss. | know myself, | knoww..I know how much |
want from you and want to give you. | have nevérdesire like this for any
woman. If | make love to you, | will—I have knownhfiom the moment |
saw you at the vaterfall—I will be lost.

"So | will not kiss you now, Zara. Not when thesesuch desire between us.
When my brothers and | have taken you safely outyadr prison,
then...then." He nodded. "I tell you this becauseman likes to know that
a man desires as well as loves her. But | mustmigldesire both from you
and from myself, so long as we are in this place."

Her blood was champagne. The bubbles ran througsystem, making her
light with joyous laughter and aching desire. Ndvad any man's expressed
desire so enchanted her, so thrilled her. Her btasted to and fro in her,
for the sheer joy of the exercise.



"All right," she said, an irrepressible smile te@sher mouth. She wondered
when a man had ever before in her experience pubwn sexual need
second to her needs. Never, probably. Sexual dasdeselfishness, in her
experience, seemed to go together.

A woman didn't have to be in prison to appreciatthsa man. Any woman
in the world, she thought, would love him.

The kitten did not at all like being bathed, but&Z&ad no intention of
adding fleas to her expanding family. So it waspsoh and rinsed
thoroughly in the pail of water, and then dried—eaosquare torn from Zara's
once-beautiful white silk dress, whose existence $tad suddenly
remembered. Then, notwithstanding the tiny clale,sat down and by the
light of Rafi's flashlight—which it seemed safe ttse during the
day—ruthlessly checked the kitten for fleas.

A little surprisingly, she did not find any. Zaratghe still-indignant kitten
down on a fresh square of the white silk, whereninediately began to
groom itself.

Rafi, meanwhile, had gone, after removing all ente of the Kkitten's
ablutions except for the flashlight. He also leshind a few morsels of meat
which he had picked up along with the cat.

When the kitten was fully recovered, Zara amuseddiiby feeding it the
little tidbits of meat. It ate greedily. It was mhibut not starving, and now
that the dust of the place had been thoroughlynelédrom its fur, it looked
as healthy as any other kitten. It was very pratiy confiding, and quickly
forgave and forgot the bathing episode. It expldresllittle cell, but one
hiss from Zara was enough to convince it not taogbinto the passage.
Then it returned to the little square of white @m hed, settled itself against
her thigh, licked a paw, and promptly fell asleep.

Zara didn't think that she had ever in her liferbese delighted with the
company of a fellow creature. Just watching theekisleep made her heart
lighter.



The flashlight was still beside her. Rafi had \effiile she was examining the
kitten, reminding her to hide the light if the eldman came in his absence.
Zara began tucking it out of sight under the blamkéen a thought crossed
her mind, and instead she knelt down beside thek énethe floor where the
file had fallen and shone the light into the apertu

It was the kitten who saved her. Zara heard areexafion from the passage
and surfaced with shock to realize that she had bgig to see down into
the hole for minutes, totally lost to her surrourgdi. Meanwhile, the kitten
had awakened refreshed and had ventured into tbeaga at a critical
moment. When the kitten and the old woman spiedh edber, the old
woman cried out, and the kitten made a dash foh#ven of Zara's bed.

Zara had time only to bury the flashlight under blanket, turn her ring in

towards her palm, a move that was second naturertaow, and sit on the
exposed edge of her mattress before the old woinae a exclaiming.

Now how did the kitten find its way in here?

"Mash'allah,” Zara responded.It must have been God's will.

God looks after his little ones. Here, my little enhere is food and drink
for you.

Zara accepted the flat bread rolled around a santyliece of meat with

noises of gratitude. She did not often get meat sfie missed it. But she bit
a tiny piece off first and offered it to the fasated kitten.

Ya Allah! You don't mean to feed the animal from yoown mouth?



But it is my friend. | cannot let it starve.

The old woman shook her heddwill bring you a little food for it. Do not
give it your own, you are too hungiyow easy it was to communicate ideas
around such a subject as a kitten. The mixtureigri fanguage, body
language and vocal outbursts was clear to each.

And a little bowl for water Zara begged.

Nodding, cackling, delighted with their ability mmmunicate, the old
woman poured out water for Zara, picked up thenatand left.I'll come
right back.

She returned a few minutes later with a broken exaand a little gristly
meat and fat. The sight of this made Zara undedstamv carefully the old
woman had chosen the delectable meat in her owawseim She watched
as the old woman bent down to stroke the kitteeadhthen patted Zara's
cheek.

The kitten is as pretty as you. Jalal says PrincafiRoves you. You are so
lovely, it is no surprise.

When the old woman left, Zara played with the kiftevaiting for Rafi's
return. She tore a strip from the piece of whitle sine had used to make its
bed, and laughed at its antics trying to catchsthp, able to forget herself
and where she was more completely than she coublih@gined possible
a few days ago.

When Rafi returned at last, she was lying on hekfothe kitten standing on
her chest pawing at her lips as she blew air ardkrtitile noises, laughing
in helpless amusement in between.

He stood on the other side of the wall for a momewatching in
appreciation. Her beautiful hair was splayed outea¢h her, her legs in a



posture of graceful abandon, her attention enticglythe kitten. Just so
might the favourite of the harem have toyed witkitten, in decades and
centuries past.

But the moment he stepped through the wall, shbbgd the kitten and
swung herself up to a sitting position and fulleatton. "Is everything all
right?"

"It is very well." He was carrying a thin stick what glowed, even behind a
badly scratched surface, like marble. He sat ddaying this gently on the
floor beside him.

"Did your Companion come in?"

"Arif has been here and is safely gone. He brotightmessage from my
brother. They had much to tell me." Rafi smiledhé&Tirst is that, thanks to
your ingenuity, Zara, they have found the tunnel.”

She squealed and choked the sound back, her Hgimdstdb her mouth in
happy astonishment. "They did? How?"

"At night, in helicopters. Your robe of honour esfted the spotlight. They
marked the place and returned in the morning. Myt yards away from
where your robe was lying, a pile of rocks like asther in the desert
disguises the entrance. Jalal of course has nacgsusphat we know of the
existence of the tunnel. By great good fortuneotierop is hidden from the
view of this fortress by a much larger pile neardwyt they are being very
careful nevertheless not to have any activity mithmediate area, in case
he is surveilling them."

She was almost speechless with gratitude and.réldéf oh thank God! Oh,
Rafi, how wonderful' Have they come all the wayotigh it? Does it lead
into this camp?"

''The exploration must be done with great cautiatal must certainly have
guards inside the tunnel—he would be a fool if lkribt, and he is not a
fool. We dare not signal to Jalal that it has bemd—he might take..."
Rafi broke off. "Take steps. He might even destheytunnel."



The archaeologist in her leapt to the surfaceh; God, don't let him do
that! | want to explore it when this is over! It stlbe a fascinating piece of
history."

He smiled at her enthusiasm. "Yes, let us hope wadadestroying
something that has lasted so long."

"What will your brothers do?""In three days thesaicelebration here—it is
an old custom among the desert tribes. | have heamdersations among
the women about the feast. We will use the oppdstuhmust locate the
entrance to the tunnel at this side. If it is asimvagine, you can be taken
through the tunnel to safety before the attackrmedihat will be the safest
way."

Her heart thumped with nervous anticipation.
"How will—how will it happen?"

He wrapped an arm around her. "Tonight," he sadidjll tell you another
story from the Book of Kingly Wisdom. And then yauill guess yourself,
Beloved. It is one of the reasons why princes vea@uraged to read such
books. So that in difficult moments they might renter the tricks of their
ancestors.

"But first we must see about retrieving the fileitN\this." Grinning, he
reached into his pocket and pulled out a famikenking packet. It was
white and printed with Arabic lettering in pink, toil was nevertheless
unmistakable. It was open, but there were threewrsticks of gum in it.
"Never again will 1 complain about my Companion fArigum-chewing
propensities. He had this in his pocket.”

Much later, Rafi returned from another exploratwith some fruit, and a
little meat for the kitten. The kitten ate ravengwsd then fell asleep where
it was, exhausted by its day of entertaining theoprer.

Rafi, too, was exhausted. He had spent vain houasother search for the
tunnel. She could see he was a little dispiritednisyfailure. But her news



would cheer him up. She let him settle and sinkdwgsh into a ripe piece of
fruit, and then, like a conjuror, produced her bkhi

Rafi sat up, astonished, the fruit forgotten, an gplitting his face. "The
file!" he exclaimed, wrapping his arms around H£ara! You did it!"

"Thank Mr. Wrigley, not me."
He sat back and gazed at her. ' 'Who is Mr. Wrigjley

"The man who invented chewing gum, | think!" shil tbim with a grin.
They laughed.

"But this is excellent!" He picked up the stickrmofirble and examined the
little pad of chewing gum still adhering to one efll took you a long
time?"

She blew air up over her face. "Long enough.” Staded. "If | hadn't had
the other Mr. Wriggly to amuse me in between | khiid have screamed.”
Before he could ask, she said, "That's the kitteevg name. Mr. Wriggly."

Rafi grinned, and felt his disappointment over bisn day lift in the
presence of her good humour. They ate the frughang and chatting, and
flirting at each other with their eyes in a waytth@ade their blood race
pleasantly.

Then Zara declared, "It's time for my story nowptaRafi blew out the
candle and they lay down together.

"Is this another story about King Mahmoud?" Zarkeds

"It is," Rafi explained. She realized how pleadaistvoice was. She would
probably enjoy a telephone book recital from hi@né& day an old woman
came to his Hall of Justice and complained becauaecertain area of the
kingdom, where she lived, they were troubled bythless band of bandits."

"Oh!"



"Mahmoud asked her where this place was, and wetosd him the name
of it, he said, 'We don't really have much contreér that region.' But the
old woman said to him, 'l am a homeowner, and ktrobrmy house and
garden. Are you a king, and you say do not havedrgbover your own

territory?’

"Mahmoud was shamed, and he asked her for de&fis.said that the
bandits lived in a stronghold in the mountains arme very wild. They
controlled all the caravan routes and regularhbsubthe caravans and all
the honest people who lived around. She herself lbad money and
possessions to the bandits and she felt thatasiMahmoud's fault for not
keeping law and order, he ought to repay her."

"Is this the same king whose courtiers were tedifbecause he had a
hangover?" Zara demanded.

He touched her nose. "Ah, but a king must alwaysalesubject speak
unpleasant truths."”

"Must he?"

"Of course. Now, do not interrupt the story. Mahmquromised the old
woman that he would establish law in the area apé wut the bandits. And
he thought for awhile, and then he sent out a proation saying that a
caravan protected by the king's troop would be gyouto that area, and all
those who had business there could join it.

' 'There were many merchants who had feared tatgahe area because of
the bandits, and at this summons they all begaas$emble. And before
very long a hugely rich caravan was ready to det of

"On the night before the departure, Mahmoud caileslof his troop leaders
to him, and gave him certain instructions. Andnke&t day, the caravan set
off. It was an enormous caravan, with hundredsaohels laden with all
manner of the richest goods. It proceeded for dengkweeks, and at last
arrived in the area where the bandits held sway.



"And one day the residents of the place where ttayped came out to
them and told the merchants and the soldiers tinatga group of bandits
was hiding at a certain point that the caravan doeach on the following
day, ready to ambush the caravan.

"The merchants became very nervous at this, anc datked of turning
back, but the leader of Mahmoud's men talked tonthgaying that their
lives would not be in danger because it was théiexd' duty to take the risk
to themselves. And he told them that Mahmoud hplda that would wipe
out the bandits, and that if they followed his iastions all would be well.

"So the merchants agreed to go on. Now among thmelsathat made up
Mahmoud's part of the caravan were ten camels tbaith apples. And that
night, the Leader of the King's Troop had all tlaskets of apples brought
into his tent. Then he took out of his wallet tlottle of poison which King
Mahmoud had given him, and a needle, and he cirehpped the needle
into the poison and then into each of the applasnThe had the apples all
loaded back onto the camels.

"The next morning, he called several of his meretbgr and instructed
them what to do. Then he said to the merchantsa 'few hours we will
reach the place where the robbers lie in ambuslenfthey attack, all the
merchants should flee to safe ground. As for. nterag men, we will put
up a token resistance only. When you see me whgehaunt and gallop
off, all of you follow me. We will regroup and imaour will attack again.

"So they proceeded on to the ambush, and everjidnas instructed. The

merchants fled as soon as the bandits came outeobuishes, and the
soldiers fought a little. Meanwhile, soldiers whadhreceived special

instructions from the leader cut the ropes on tlael$ of the ten camels, so
that apples spilled onto the ground in all direxsio

"'And, seeing that it was done, the leader gagesignal and led the retreat.
"The bandits, seeing nothing unusual in their flighince the bandits

themselves were a huge band, began to check thefy.bAnd seeing the
apples rolling on the ground, many of them pickesit up and ate them.



"So when the troops and merchants returned todémees they found the
bandits sick and dying everywhere, with only a tapable of fighting. And
the leader sent a message to the local amir, oistguhim to invade the
bandit headquarters and finish off whoever wasether

"And so that is how law and order was accomplisimethe place called
Dair Gachin."

Zara lay silent for awhile when he had finishedeihhe cleared her throat
and spoke. "Is that what you're going :0 do? Po&a@ryone in the camp?”



Twelve

She was thinking of the old woman who had beenisd ko her, and
wondered if her own freedom could be worth so mams.

But then, it wasn't just her life at stake. Like ttandits of Dair Gachin, Jalal
had been making trouble for a long time in the Etess.

"We will not use poison, of course. This camp isdéiwomen and children
and other non-combatants. But we can modify thie. & brothers will try
to smuggle in to me some powerful narcotic, anth itk we can put many
of them to sleep before we attack. They will alsadpin fruit that has been
drugged.”

She heaved a deep sigh of relief, not realizing bbevhad communicated
her fears to him.

Rafi was silent. "One day, | hope, you will trust ivetter than this. Do you
believe | could allow the unnecessary deaths ahany innocents, Zara?"
he asked after a long pause.

"l didn't know." She shifted uncomfortably. "Terebthings do happen,
don't they?"

"But this would be massacre. What could justifyitiessacre of so many of
my brother's people? My people, for my brotherggbeare also my people.
Am | such a barbarian in your eyes? What have edommake you think
so?"

She said, "How was | to know? Isn't Jalal a teeribillain? Isn't he a
murderer and worse? And aren't all his people icaptid with him?"

' 'No. What has given you this idea? His grandfatisgs the great bandit
Selim. In his day he dominated a part of this desenost as ferociously as
the bandits of Dair Gachin | told you about. Buttael no son. He died soon
after his grandson came. For twenty five years—mbsty life—there was
no trouble in the desert.



"Just around the time that we succeeded to ourritahee, his
grandson—Jalal—began to cause trouble. He madaulidis claims for a
kingdom carved out of a part of each of the threeates. He demanded to
meet with us to show us the justice of his claiBgt his activity at the
moment is confined to setting up his camp herehagatg followers to his
cause. My brother once laid siege to this fortréss, withdrew without
casualties.

''We have known for a long time that he was wgitmget a hostage. Omar
discourages tourism in this area, but still, thee¥e opportunities which
Jalal did not take. He did not want just any hostagseemed. One of us.
Not long ago he tried to take my brother Omar'&dcén."”

"Are his claims just?"
"Of course they are not. How could they be?"

"What claims did he make? Didn't he even have tept®' Zara asked, a
little mystified.

"l don't know what his claims may be. We refusedet with him."

Not believing her ears, Zara struggled out of Radms and sat up. She
stared down at him in the darkness, seeing notiimghe liquid of his eyes
in a glimmer of errant moonbeam. "Are you seriousliing me you've got
all this trouble with this guy angbu haven't even talked to him?"

' 'Zara, my forebears have ruled in this land fondreds of years. His
grandfather was a bandit. What can there be tatadkit? If he thinks he has
a right to rule because his grandfather was a ndardike the bandits of
Dair Gachin, he is mistaken."

"But how do you know'what he thinks? You didn't evalk to him!" she
exclaimed. "You call that diplomacy?"

She could hear by his voice that he was keepimdyenlirritation. "No, | do
not call it diplomacy. | do not use diplomacy witlandits. | call this



protecting what is my own from those who would kieawhat benefit
could there be to me or to my people from negatngtiwith a bandit?"”

"Well, okay, but what's the downside to you andrypeaople from just
listening to him?"

"To meet with a man like this is to make the wdHohk he has some right
on his side. He has none."

"Why do you care what the world thinks?" she panet.

"We trade with the world. If the nations of the Wlesgin to put pressure on
me and my brothers to give in to his demands—wbaldcwe do?"

"Couldn't you meet with him informally, secretly?"

"We discussed it. We believed that such actionwrpart would only fuel
his determination.”

"l thought you said your brother Omar disagreedhtat."

"My brother Omar was of the opinion that we shoattack quickly and
arrest Jalal and his deputies, and disperse hswvfets. Karim and | did not
agree that a pre-emptive strike of this kind wasessary. We see now that
we were wrong—and Omar now says that his plan e@gxtreme, born of
bitterness. So you see it is not easy. But Omar ceasinly right to this
extent—Jalal causes disaffection among the desbdst We must deal
with him."

"How?"

He took a deep breath. "I am not a man who leapsiglence as an
alternative, Zara. | and my brothers have the detetion to end this
situation without violence if possible. We do nanwto start by killing. If
the answer were merely to kill Jalal and his fokosy that would not be
difficult to achieve—but violence only opens theod@n more violence.
Our country now is as blessed as its name. We tlwaat to go the way of
SO many others."



"Oh," she said, with a small shamed smile. Theestmidl a kind of joy for
what she had learned about him.

"The difficulty in this situation is how to free yavithouta killing. If he had
harmed you in any way—then | would cut him downheiit remorse. But
within his own lights, he has treated you as wekgrisoner can be treated.
Is it s0?"

She nodded. When she thought of the vast differeet@een what her lot
as hostage might have been and what it was—J&laehsviour could
practically be called noble. "If you're so detereadmot to start violence,
why won't you take it one step further and talkitm?"

"I have told you why not. Talking is not a solutitmevery problem, Zara.
Perhaps you think so, but sometimes it is not tssvar."

"That's just a way of saying | don't understand.”
"Are you so sure that you do understand? It isysimple issue, and you—"
"And I'm a simple girl?"

"Do not put words in my mouth! | was going to sggu are not very
familiar with the history of this problem. How cauou be?"

"What you mean is, you don't want to consider avp@nt not your own."

"No, that is not what | mean," he returned irritglditting up himself. He

groped in the darkness for a moment, and lit tmellea His eyes flashed in
the little glow. "I mean that | have consideredstiiiewpoint—we all did,

long ago—and it has too many drawbacks."

"The only thing it has against it is your fear efjitimizing a claim that for
all you know may be legitimate to begin with. Iethlaim is not legitimate,
| don't see how listening to it would give it arggitimacy. And if it is

legitimate, shouldn't you—"



"I have told you. It is not possible for his clatm have any legitimacy
whatsoever."

"Are you telling me there is no conceivable circtanse whereby he might
have justice on his side?"

"None whatsoever."
"Then why do you think others will believe it? Wlaae you afraid of?"

"I am not afraid of his claims! | am afraid of hémusing diplomatic
problems for us that will affect our trade statGsin you understand what a
problem it would be for us to refuse to give hilme@ignty if the powerful
nations threatened our trade? We are not part &RVe are vulnerable
to such pressure! | am trying to build roads anasies for my people! There
are villages without electricity! My people can éducated in the arts and
sciences here, but for technology we still send ynabroad! This
technological education is critical to our futud you ask me to threaten
all this by listening to a desert bandit with nobagh sense even to...to...to
eat green leafy vegetables?"

The ludicrousness of this, delivered as it wasfurimus undervoice, struck
both of them in the same moment.

"Eat green leafy vegetables?" Zara repeated ina&yskioice, and they
suddenly erupted into gusts of laughter and fét each other's arms and
down onto their narrow bed.

The noise of their laughter had to be suppresséattahey both instantly
remembered. They lay quivering, trying to contajnnihile little snickers
kept breaking out. Zara pressed her mouth agaiasRhoulder, and he
felt the heat of her breath through the cloth afgiirt and against his skin.
Fire erupted in his chest; his body grew hard agdier thigh.

"Zara!" he whispered warningly. His hand on her dightened, as if to
push away from her, or perhaps not.



Zara had also been suppressing more than she lesgion seemed to
come from nowhere, overwhelming, engulfing her.&urdy, foolishly, she
didn't care about safety, secrecy, life or deatr. blood whispered that the
closeness of danger only meant she should takehlaece while she had it.
That she should snatch at the cup of life whilgas so close to her lips...

Of its own accord, her slender hand cupped his Hadd. She lifted her
upper body on her elbow and smiled down at hinrmieng, yearning for

him, for his beautiful, flashing dark eyes, for firsn, passionate mouth, for
the love and need she saw reflected in both.

"Rafi," she whispered, and bent her head, herfaling around him like a
perfumed cloud, till her sweet, cherry-ripe mowhahed his.

He lifted his hands to stroke her head, he opemednbuth to accept her
kiss, both of them drowning in desire. "Sweet,'bneathed, "sweet, how |
love you."

His mouth was delicious as the fruit they had glsired, sending spirals of
delight through her. His hands were strong, tmgiliher with his firm
possessiveness, his powerful desire. He strokecchesk, her hair, her
back, as his mouth drank in the taste of her.

She was trembling with a feeling that was strortban anything she had
ever felt—a yearning from the deepest part of Hers®afi!" she
whispered, lifting her mouth. They were in, notedl,cbut a magic world
bounded only by the edge of candlelight and thekbtaurtain of her hair.
There was nothing for her but here, and now.

For him, too. But when he lifted himself, and shed in his arms to lie
beneath him, her chain clanked. It was a loud,iemfily sound, and she
winced as the shackle chafed her sore skin. It a@y a moment's
discomfort— even as she winced she was alreadyrtiplgh her mouth to
be kissed again.

But for Rafi, it was the summons of reason. Heetlosis eyes briefly, then
opened them again to see her parted, willing, flahreowed lips so close



to his; he took a deep, long, sobering breath,ngilhis blood to still its
storm.

She was smiling at him from passion-darkened eyls.was his, he knew
it. In this moment it was whatever he wished. Hisite swelled in him for a
moment, telling him that he might never find hervatling again, and he

struggled before he won.

When he knew he had conquered himself, he benfatd p light kiss, no
more, on those passionately parted lips. "Zara, hitoo dangerous,” he
said softly. "I dare not risk it. We must wait."

"Ohhh," she wailed softly, a whisper of complaiBhe lifted a hand to his
head, but he caught it and brought it to his lips.

"You are my treasure. Not this way, Beloved. Ndthwou chained to a
wall. Shall we give him such a victory?— that tonember the first time we
loved, we must remember this prison and fear abdmalit? That we stole
our pleasure in a moment, not taking time, not mgkdiscoveries, but
snhatching at whatever we could reach?"

He was right. She knew, too, that she must notrre of a burden on him
by protesting. She must bring her share of selfiglime.

She nodded her agreement and struggled to sit sigebbim. "All right,"
she said.

"We will not regret waiting." His dark eyes promiseauch more than he
said aloud. "Our patience will be rewarded."

The torment in her blood slowly died. Sanity reednThe storm passed
over them, bringing peace in its wake. She was ljugyateful to him then.
He was more than right. What would she have thoafjhim later, if he had
been capable of making love to her for the firsietin such conditions?

FROM JALAL IBN AZIZ TO SHEIKH RAFI: | AM IN NO FEAR
OF THE SWORD OF ROSTAM OR ANY OTHER. THE SWORD



OF JUSTICE IS IN MY OWN HAND. | HAVE STATED MY
TERMS. THERE IS NO POSSIBILITY OF COMPROMISE.

Around the camp on three sides and on the fardfitlee river the military
presence was growing, a fact that could easilydsn grom the bandit's
headquarters. Rows of sand-coloured tents had tggkdike curiously
regular dunes. Men moved back and forth. Helicgptame and went and
regularly overflew the stronghold in a show of powe

But they were powerless, and all knew it. No marteould be fired, no
bomb dropped, without danger of bringing down theient stronghold and
killing the hostage.

The bandit's determination to take no hostagehmitight one now proved
his intelligent foresight. Unless a risk was takéth the hostage's life no
conclusion could be forced.

They would take no risk with Rafi's future queen.

There was one press tent. The Barakat Emirates abe@®ys news in the
West; people liked to keep track of the three hamsprinces. Karim and
Omar cursed the press presence—one leak, oneréglsg might cost the
lives of Zara and Rafi and throw them all into adaly battle which no one
wanted—nbut they had to put up with it. The presthefworld must be seen
to be allowed to cover the story.

Omar and Karim had to stand before the press anr@sregular basis, too,
briefing them with lies that would protect the niigs Mostly they repeated
the same ones over in new words.

The press wasn't happy. They needed some newetvdioyt day to keep the
story hot. A waiting game was not a story. Theyaretp ask when and if
the princes meant to take action. They could seeason to wait—unless
there was something they hadn't been told. Theyesdar although they
never admitted it aloud—they wanted the killingstart. Some blood to
show the folks back home.



One or two negative stories about the princes ek Mostly these were
based on the fact that restrictions had been plang¢tie movements of the
press corps, such restrictions being called "asmnakcratic.” But some
began to question the princes' "readiness fordjat#thd suggested there
might be a little question of cowardice influencithgir continued waiting.
One or two stories suggested that, although eattteqdrinces had served in
the military and was commander in chief of his ammed forces, none had
ever engaged in an actual campaign.

This last was certainly untrue. At other times BeinrOmar's personal
sacrifice and bravery during the Parvan- Kaljukistaar on the side of his
cousin Prince Kavian Durran had been noted in Wiestapers—but what
was one little misreporting of fact when audiencasvat stake? So the
princes' "failure of nerve" looked like being next on the agenda. It was
only one or two stories so far, but there was mgtlthe media loved so
much as the destruction of heroes they themsel@previously created.

The princes were too involved in their plans to paych attention to the
foreign media coverage, but it did not go unremar&eerywhere. Before
the trend could gain momentum, a helicopter arried, to the delight of
the press and the amazement and disapproval ofmKand Omar,
disgorged Caroline Langley and Jana Stewart—looklagert chic and
lovely, and full of smiles for the mainly male psesorps.

Not just smiles. Several cases of chilled champagee also offloaded
from the helicopter, and a couple of palace sesvant. trays and glasses,
and the press corps was invited to toast the engags and future
happiness of these gorgeous Western women whodmagred the hearts of
princes.

The stories filed that day were all about the bi&aublonde American

fiancee of Prince Karim, the beautiful redheadedtSéiancee of Prince
Omar, their plans for a double wedding, which hadrbdelayed by the
current crisis, and the champagne on ice they dalaightfully brought to

the desert campaign....

"What are you doing here?" the princes demandednwali four were alone
together at last.



"Saving you from a public relations disaster," Giaeo replied sweetly.
"None of those reporters has had alcohol for d@isat do you think you're
doing?"

Omar almost shouted, "My brother is inside Jaledimp with his future
wife! | have better things to think about than gleoholic consumption of
the press corps!"

"Maybe you do, but somebody had to think abouGgtoline informed her

grim-faced future brother-in-law. "We've arranged supplies to be flown

in on a regular basis. Now, we're going to arraingake the journalists off

to do photo shoots of the palaces. And we'll fé&eart there, and bring them
back in a much better mood than they collectivedyat the moment.”

"They need stories,” Jana pointed out firmly befaréher protests could be
lodged. "And you need breathing room. So we'refiyiyou time."

There was one hard-headed, tough and desert-selasongn campaigner
among the press corps. However much alcohol shitgel under her belt,
Jana and Caroline were pretty sure tsla¢ would not be sidetracked by
pretty fiancees and palaces.

The woman smelled something. She had already kmeghtin the no-go
area making for the rocky outcrop where the turamtéiance was hidden.
The princes had been very careful not to mark tea as special in any way,
and a lot of totally unnecessary Jeep activity wenin the desert to cover
the necessary visits to the tunnel- but a nosenisse, and the reporter had
one.

If she found the tunnel or even speculated orxitdence, a great advantage
would be thrown away. Jalal would certainly cldse tunnel, by one means
or another, if he knew they knew of its existence.

On advice from Jana and Caroline, Omar secretll tbis woman aside
and promised her an exclusive when it was over.prlee was laying off
until they had the hostage safe.



The coming holiday was, they knew, their best ckaAd their efforts were
concentrated on that. On the last trip in with Nest Arif had prevented
him taking in all the fruit the women had asked. fobhen Mustafa had
promised faithfully to go in again with the missisigpplies on the very day
of the festival.

Men were now engaged in doctoring that fruit wita trug. There was also
a bag of the drug set aside to be given to Rafhd§f could get this to Rafi
during the delivery, he might be able to put ibitite vat of beans that was
part of the traditional fare of the holiday.

That side of the plan was as prepared as posdibke exploration of the
tunnel was more complicated. It might be as muctwasmiles long, and
there was no way of knowing how many of Jalal's nmeght be lurking

within. It would be more than dangerous—it wouldfelhardy to go into

it with a light, and virtually impossible to go Wwitut one. The probability of
discovery was very high, and they could not afftmdgive away their
knowledge of the tunnel by killing a guard.

But unless Rafi discovered for certain that thenalractually debouched
into the stronghold, they could not simply hopesemd a squad of men
through the tunnel at the critical moment. Whath#y emerged into the
desert outside the walls?

The tunnel might be a huge advantage, or it mighwvbrthless. If the drug
worked, they could land helicopters into the comqmEhubut this was an
operation that needed ground support.

Rafi had until tomorrow. If he was unable to loctte tunnel entrance in
time to inform Arif when he went in with the supghuck, someone would
go into the tunnel with an infrared viewer andaatjuillizer gun a few hours
before the assault on the place and, with luckontepack. Rafi had timed
the shifts of the guards in the compound, and theyld make the attempt
just as a shift began. That would mean that, wikittla luck, anyone they
knocked out in the tunnel would not be missed heefbe assault was made.

But for now it was all waiting.



Thirteen

Early the next afternoon, the old woman enteredptisoner's cell to find
her flushed and trembling, her face and hair soak#tdsweat, being racked
every few moments by dry heaves.

Ah, poor child! What ails thee?
Panting, the prisoner put her hand to her cidgtheart.

The old woman dropped to her knees on the floodaddher ear against the
child's chest. Her heartbeat was fast, very fas¢ Was hot and sweating
hard. Gasping for air.

She gently soothed the child's foreheatiere, drink this water | have
brought you.

The prisoner gratefully drank. Then she mimed allgegoing into her arm.
Medicine. | need drugs. Jalal. Tell Jalal.

If you rest, child, you will feel better soon. Anglill bring you...

Drugs! | must have drugs or | will die! Tell JaldBring Jalal. English.
English.

The old woman rose to her feet, wailing softly eodelf. She set the water
within the prisoner's reach, and the little plateavoury cakes and bits of
lamb she had so carefully chosen from the feastd.fddhen, calling
reassuringly that she would bring Jalal, she rustad the room.

She brushed past the guards and into Jalal's agragmWhere is he?
Where is Jalal?" she demanded of the men loungmeget playing
backgammon. They sat up, murmuring in surprisepktdre anyone could
answer her demand, Jalal himself strode in frormthe room.

"What is it?"



"She is dying, the prisoner! Her heart races likeuated gazelle's. She is
asking for you. She says she will die without medis. She must be
released at once!"

"Calm yourself. Young women do not die of hearaelts so easily."

"Go and see her! | insist that you go and listewhat she says! If she dies,
you are ruined! We are all ruined!"

Jalal and the old woman stared at each other maghburAt last he nodded.
"Yes, you are right. | will talk to her, find outhat the danger is."

He strode out the doors and across the compourel h€ht was already
intense. Canopies were being erected by a happypgromen and boys all
around the perimeter of the open square. Theydtcgheetings to him and he
nodded and waved as he ducked under the doorwhg frassage leading to
the prisoner's cell.

"Thank you for coming," she whispered. Her face s@gered in sweat, her
breathing erratic. Jalal cursed under his breathkaelt by her.

"What has happened?" he asked. He lifted her andtfelt her pulse. Well
over a hundred. Perhaps a hundred and fifty. 3jakd. Would fate never
support his cause?

"My heart. I—I have a congenital heart defect. @o know what that is?"
He frowned at her. ' 'Of course | know what—"

Jalal broke off. He blinked rapidly at her, andrtigently bent forward.
"l—you—" he murmured. His head sank onto her bregshtly, like a

child's seeking comfort.

Zara held her breath as his weight became heaganst her. His hand let

go her wrist, and his arm sprawled. His legs urddldil he was lying flat
across her, trapping her arms. "Jalal'" she murchurgently. "Jalal!"



The bandit did not answer. She shook him agaim $ireiggled to draw her
hand out from under him and lifted his eyelid. She/ the white of his eye.

"Unconscious," she said more loudly, raising heesegs Rafi came up
behind. In his hand was a small gun, which he sthalvn the waist of his
pants. Black, like Jalal's. He bent and lifted Handit's body off her. It
sprawled onto the floor.

"How are you?" he asked anxiously.

Already her breathing was returning to normal. "fine. Don't waste time
on me. A half hour of aerobics won't kill me. Canuyget his keffiyeh off?"

Perhaps to mark the festive day, Jalal was weasingreen-and-white
patterned keffiyeh on his head. With Zara's helgfj Row pulled it off. He
paused, looking into the unconscious face of hesrgn

"My God!" he exclaimed. The resemblance was renideka
"Yes, it gives me the shivers," Zara agreed.

In a moment he had wrapped his awn head in theWwed keffiyeh. "Oh,
you really are like him!" she exclaimed.

"Good," he said shortly. He pulled the gun frombbe# and handed it to her.
''Keep that. If he stirs at all, shoot him ag&im for the chest area, it gives
you the biggest target. You have eleven more gellaitinsh'Allah you
won't need them all."

"How long—?" she began, taking the gun calmly aredgiing it in her
hand.

"No one is certain. These things are still expentakfor humans; | am told
the results vary greatly. Perhaps two or three ©id@erhaps much less. Be
on your guard.”

"What are you going to do?"



"First | will check Jalal's private apartments &esf the tunnel entrance is
there. Then | will meet Arif when he comes in wikie supplies truck and
give him what information | have discovered.” Hdlgd a folded piece of

paper from his pants pocket to double check va$ a map showing where
he thought the tunnel must be, and where Zard'svesl

' 'Do you have your copy of the map?" he asked.

She nodded, indicating the corner of the mattréssrevshe had placed it.
"l can pass it to Arif without talking to him ifegessary, and | will watch
where he puts the drug. Then, if all goes well,ill put the drug into the

beans. Then | will return here."

It sounded desperately dangerous, but Zara biignand made no protest.
"And then?"

"You are almost free. A few more minutes and tadiqck is broken. Do
that while | am away. If the old woman comes, yall mave to shoot her,
too. You are certain of what to do if | do not et

They had plotted and planned late into the nigheyThad discussed the
probabilities and made their best guesses, dragnrttaps and made half a
dozen contingency plans.

"Yes," she said.

He waited, but she said no more. She would not weeging her hands or
worry anxiously about failure. He bent and salutedlips with his.

"You are a brave woman," he said. A moment latex&® gone, leaving her

with the unconscious body of his near twin. Settlmggun down close by,
Zara picked up the metal file and bent to her task.

"Salaam aleikum!" Peace be upon thee.



"Waleikum salaam,Rafi replied And upon thee, peace.

He raised his hand as he had secretly watcheddaland it occurred to
him that the gesture was not unlike his own natgesture.

He strode across the square towards Jalal's paypatements. Although the
perimeter was well guarded, only one plagghin the fortress had a
guard—Jalal's own rooms. Two men were on twenty-fmur guard
outside the doors, which lay in the east wing.tAdlt half of the wing was,
he thought, otherwise uninhabited.

To a casual observer the two guardsmen might leeked like a formality,
like the beaver-hatted guards at Buckingham PalBoe.Rafi also had
guardsmen in his palace. He knew the differencedst those whose duty
was a ritual and those whose duty was to guards&ingen were always
alert. No one ever got near the leader's quarteh®ut being challenged.

Yet he had also seen Jalal himself wandering dratdy in the compound
among his people. So his rooms were not guardedukecof fears of
attempted assassination.

Put all these facts together and there was reasdhirik that Jalal was
keeping the tunnel secret by living over the erdean

He did not dare to risk his disguise with Jaldisest companions, who all
came and went freely to the private apartmentstiiBare was another area,
further along, where men came and went, and Rafiadmost sure that the
guards also kept close watch on that entrance. 8ahsual lifted arm, he
strode under the crumbling arches and on towarlb¢lavy wooden door.

Inside, he saw a large, long space supported met¢hare by pillars. The
gloom was relieved by the light of a lantern, besihich sat two men

smoking and playing backgammon. They looked upistehtrance. He

approached the light quickly so that they wouldssdace and rely on that
for identification rather than his voice. When tlsayv their leader, they got
to their feet in some alarm.

"Shall | saddle Gavrosh, Lord? No one informed us."



A stable! Rafi's heart tightened. That was a redsothe coming and going
that he had not thought of. What a miscalculation!

Well, he must risk everything. "Who is on guardhe tunnel?" He spoke
raspingly, and coughed as if to clear his throat.

And both men turned as one and glanced into thendas at the other end
of the long pillared room. Rafi closed his eyeshwitlief. Not wrong after
all. The intelligence of the bandit, to disguise tunnel with his stables!

"Jehan, Ahmad, and Zahir, Lord."

He nodded as if the information meant something, @ his eyes grew
accustomed to the gloom he moved slowly down tbertowards the total
darkness at the end. "What time do they chang#?shifis voice was still
rough.

He realized he had already begun to enter the tuhihe floor was sloping
down. The darkness was the maw of it. He stoodifgpklindly in, but it
was not the kind of darkness that the eyes growsdocmed to. Too black.
He turned around, his eyebrows raised.

His guards shook themselves, recovering from thaiprise. "In—at four
o'clock, Lord, as usual."

Rafi nodded, and strode towards the door. "TelliZ@hreport to me when
he comes up."

"Shall I call him now, Lord?"

His leader turned eyes of surprised disdain on find the man bowed
jerkily in apology. "I will tell him, Lord, when heomes up."

Rafi went out. In the gloom under the arched ovegh&e paused to make
notes for his brothers on the back of the map. Teestrolled casually out
into the midst of the preparations. He nodded apokes a word of
encouragement here and there, exactly as he wauiel done for his own
people.



He paused by the huge vat sitting over a fire ia ocorner, where two or
three women stood chatting and stirring. He sniffedbean stew, and asked
for a taste. One of the women lifted a large woaosjgwon from the mixture
and offered it to him, and he bent and tastedetshhacked his lips and said
it was delicious, and they looked at him, gratifiedt shaking their heads. It
was not ready yet! In another hour, if their Loedex to eat a portion, they
would not be ashamed then to have their effortggdd but now—! They
clapped their hands and shook their heads.

He laughed, swore that it was already clear thatoitild be irresistible,
promised that he would eat two bowlsful. "Be suna tyou give a bowl to
all the guards who have the misfortune to be ony doday,” he

commanded. "Let it not be said that they misatdhe pleasures of the
day."

The women nodded and promised that it would be dadxe will feed them
first!" one promised.

"Excellent,” he said, and passed on.

He kept his chin covered by the keffiyeh as fampassible, so that his
deficiencies in the area of beard would not bechdtbs moustache was as
full as Jalal's.

Before long he was rewarded by the sounds of shgutind the main gates
were laboriously opened to let in the batteredvee)i truck, loaded with
crates of fruit. Sitting beside Mustafa, the drjverapped in a heavy
keffiyeh, he was annoyed but not surprised to deieceyes of his brother
Karim.

It was pure foolhardiness. If Jalal were to tragnthboth inside the walls,
what choice would Omar have but to negotiate whih bandit? But Rafi

understood the impulse. He lifted his hands in Irggaeting and called a
welcome to the deliverymeNloblesse obliggand anyway, it was a holiday.

Karim's eyes widened briefly, and then, taking due from Mustafa, he
bowed respectfully to Jalal the bandit. Of couragstdfa and all his village



supported the bandit, whether from actual politezalviction or the simple
understanding that it would be safer for them &tgmd to do so.

With a casual eye, Rafi paused to examine the fingly were offloading,
picking up an apple and leaving in its place a¢ietpaper that instantly
disappeared into Karim's hand. "Is this your firfast?" he asked.

"The very best we ship,” Mustafa assured him, nogidike a puppet. He
was terrified that the stranger's presence irragktwould be noticed by the
bandit and then both he and his brother would ubtkully be killed,
himself by Jalal and his brother by those who lhéid hostage. It was a hard
life.

Karim said significantly, "Excellent fruit, Lord! \leryone will want to eat
it! Delicious, and even better than what was ordeféese grapes, too, are
worthy of eating!" He lifted a basket and offeréd i

The leader deigned to pluck a grape and tast&xcellent! Delicious!" he
exclaimed jovially. From across the courtyard tltevaoman was eying him
in amazement.

"What about our guest, my son? Is she well? Howydid leave her?" she
cried.

My son.Rafi swallowed. Could it be? Women did use thentéo young
men not related to them...but the tone of voice medghat of an old woman
to her leader. He might fool Jalal's people, buh# old woman was truly
the bandit's mother—she would not be fooled atecl@ge, nor by the
hoarseness of his voice.

In the bottom of the basket of grapes, he knew, thwasupply of the drug
intended for the stew. The old woman stood gaztrgma, waiting for an
answer. He glanced at Karim, and saw the knowleflges danger reflected
in his brother's eyes.



Fourteen

The brothers glanced at each other in the full kedge that it was possible
they would both be dead in the next few minuteghBairs of eyes glinted
with humour and the excitement of danger.

Karim held up the basket of grapes. "Have no fdanm Jalal!" he cried.
Mother of Jalallt was the way of the desert tribes to call mathmrsuch an
honorific, but if he had supposed wrong... "Evewmar leader was asking
for the best fruit to take to the sick guest! Andappen to have a beautiful
basket of grapes! Your son takes care of all whevighin his shadow, does
he not?"

With a large gesture he passed the basket to @ddaliook them with a nod
and turned towards the entrance leading to theagads Zara's cell. "Now,
Mother," he heard Karim's voice behind him. "Seeatmbxcellencies we
have brought for the celebrations today! Are thestefine apples? All the
way from the orchards in the hills! Is all in hafiod your feast?"

Rafi hurried to the cell. There he found Zararmsgtwith the kitten in her lap,
the gun in her hand, and Jalal's body stretchecheatly on the floor. She
jumped up when he appeared in the doorway. "Ohktfead it's you! Did it
all go—"

He interrupted her, putting his fingers to her lip&e must hurry. We may
have only a few minutes and | have to get him hidte

Zara sobered instantly. "I can help you carry hiwe filed through the
padlock.”

He put down the basket. "Excellent. Take his feet."

It took them several minutes, and, healthy as sh® whe was. small, and
she was panting when they had finally carried Jdledugh to the next

room. They quickly returned to her own cell, wh&afi lifted the grapes

from the basket, snatched up the plastic bag uedémnand restored the
grapes.



"The old woman may come in. If she does, keep lee las long as
possible," he said, stuffing the bag of whitish pewinto his shirt "The
grapes have been brought by Jalal to make yowbé&tdr, but he left again
immediately. Do you have something with which ®your shackle on so
that she will not notice?"

Zara wordlessly held up a strip of the white dressefully dirtied on the
floor to make it less visible.

"l will try to let you know when | get back nextalo Try and keep her till
then if you can. It will be difficult because noutit she has much to do for
the feast. Hide the gun within reach. Don't shoart \ith it to keep her
here—let her go—but only if there is some othefidifty, such as Jalal
awakening. She is Jalal's mother. All right?"

"Good luck," she said with a smile. Underneath whs terrified. The old
woman was Jalal's mother? If she saw Rafi at djpseters—or even at a
distance! Zara knew she herself could never beakast in the identity of
the two men now. How much more must that appltal'$ [own mother! It
must not happen.

He disappeared back through the hole in the wallsive was alone. Her
heart beating with fear, Zara turned to the busirddixing her shackle on
again. The kitten thought it was a game, and didbést to prevent her by
biting her fingers and clawing at the ribbon it wagd to thinking a toy. But
she managed at last.

Then she got up again and did a little quick exser¢o boost her pulse rate,
keeping a constant eye on the door. The shackéeatioher ankle, and she
allowed the tears to come. When she was sweatimg than before, she lay
down.

So the old woman found her.

How are you now, little one?



"Shokran,"Zara said, raising herself on an elbow and smilimgugh her
tears. She didn't want the woman so panicked shdvaash off to find her
son.Thank you. A little better.

The old woman felt her forehead. Still sweaty, bot so much as before,
and it was a hot day. She put her head to then@rschest.

Your heart still beats hard.

Zara smiled. She wanted to say, your son is not a bigam, but heavy
enough, neverthelesd.am much better. See the grapes that Jalal brought
me. Sit and share them with me, please. | am sad.

Rafi used his pathways through the empty fortressnis to work his way
around to the corner where the bean stew was cgoKinere he sat and
waited for the moment when the vat would be lefattended. He was
wearing his own white keffiyeh now, well wrappedwand his head. He did
not want to be noticed, and in Jalal's green hesrdgewould be.

He was relieved to see that the delivery truck ghaak. It was a pity he had
not spoken to Karim, but all was there in the ndtee map, the number of
men in the tunnel and above, the timing of thetshAifd at the bottom, the
words,Let the first man in bring the Sword of Rostam.

While he waited, he fitted the bag of soporifiddeshis shirtsleeve, with the
open end rolled up in his cuff at the elbow. Alllted to do, he hoped, was
pull the plastic free and hold his arm downwardg ere drug would pour

out.



He could not risk this with anyone watching, buhalgh it was clear that
the stew needed little attention now, the womerodtaround the vat
gossiping. He hid in the shadows listening. Over ghst few days he had
picked up information about the camp in just thiaywBut now their
gossiping made him impatient.

Slowly people began to spill out of the variousshaihd rooms, dressed in
finery. Suddenly one of the women standing oventiterealized that time

was passing. ' 'We must go and prepare ourselvesdaelebrations!" she

cried, and within a minute, all were gone.

The stew was momentarily deserted. Rafi did not.wi emerged from the
shadows and slipped under the canopy that shelieeedt from the sun. Its
rays were reduced in intensity now; it was lowetha sky. This corner of
the yard was already full of shadows.

He leaned over the vat for a moment, a man curtot the traditional
dish, stirred it as if absently, and then was gone.

Zara was trying, with her dress fabric, to fash#little sling in which to
take out Mr. Wriggly when the time came. Going itlb@ next room to
check on Jalal, she had noticed the remnants afrees and carried it back
with her. She tore the top of the dress off, aad the two sleeves together
to form a long strap. She was hoping that she csoidehow tie the kitten
snugly into the bodice—and as long as she lefthk&d out, perhaps he
wouldn't struggle too wildly. And by slinging it ew her shoulder or neck,
she would leave her hands free.

But exactly when to try to tie him into it would bee problem. If she did it
too soon, he would go crazy all tied up. If sheilebo late...there would be
no time if he struggled.

It was so difficult to tell how long Jalal wouldeglp. He had not stirred, but
she shot him with the tranquillizer gun again anywbhe timing of the
enterprise was all dependent. Rafi had to waitl petople started to show
the effects of eating the drug, then signal highes.



They were going to attack tonight whether the dmagked or not. There
would never be a better time. But if the drug had worked they were
expecting bloodshed.

The worst of it was that the plan kept being medifin the light of events.
Rafi had to be constantly thinking on his feet. iHgvfound the tunnel
entrance, he had told her he thought that duriegptrty there might be a
way to take Zara out by way of the tunnel befoeedtiack started. For that,
though, she would need a disguise. He could takthheugh a deserted part
of the fortress some of the way, but still therailgde twenty yards or more
to cover in the open.

He was looking for a possible disguise now, whig®avaiting for the bean
dish to be served and eaten. But all the women wegging their beaded
headscarves and embroidered tunics at the pantg.\ifauld be noticed if
she went out in someone's ordinary clothes. Mosh@fwomen had only
one or two sets of clothes, and were recognizeddistance by what they
wore. He was cursing himself for not having foresdlke need for a
disguise.

The sun was low in the sky, Zara could tell. Shalid tie the kitten into the
bag now? Surely one way or the other, Rafi wouladdming for her very
soon? If only she had asked for a little of thegdiw give to the kitten!

She heard a noise behind her and turned to gneetihat she saw instead
was the barrel of an automatic pointing straighbet eye. "Get up," said
Jalal softly. "Make no noise. | will not hesitatekill you."

* % %

They were dropping like flies, Rafi saw with satision. Lying under the
canopies, one after the other they set down thd bbteans, yawned and
stretched out for a nap. The guards, too.

He was watching from the roof. When he was satithat the effects would
be widespread, he turned and gave the signal siqwick, but repeated until
he got the answering code. It came quickly.



Now he had to get down to Zara's cell, on the op@asde of the central
square. He took the fastest way, around the roafdtircase. From there it
was a dangerous climb down a broken-down, almgsagsable stairwell.

He saw them emerge below him, Zara with her haiedsbehind her, Jalal
forcing her to run, holding her up, when she stwadplkruelly, with the

bonds that held her wrists. They were zigzaggindeurand between the
arches heading towards the tunnel.

Standing on the roof, Rafi pulled his gun fromhtdster and fired into the
air. "Jalal!" he screamed.

Behind a pillar, the bandit turned his head, sasvememy high above. He
pulled Zara around to put her between them, andarbetyagging her
backwards. He saluted Rafi, the gun barrel justhing his forehead.
"Another time!" he cried. "I have pressing businéss

He had no clear shot and he knew he wouldn't get©uarsing, Rafi shoved
the gun back on his hip and began the wild premigitdescent down the
half-destroyed stairwell. By the time he had reddhe ground there was no
sign of them. He ran across the courtyard towdresunnel. All around him
men and women lay snoring. Some tried to get @ggsred and fell.

His brothers must have sent the troops down thaelulong ago. They
would have been in position, waiting for the sigdalal would never get out
with her, it was impossible.

Yet still he ran.

He heard the sound of hoofbeats, and the next moakmge black horse
charged straight for him, knocking him down, segdirs gun flying. On its
back was Jalal, with Zara slung over the horseantfof him, face down. It
was an exact replay of the first time he and Jadal met. He vowed the
bandit would pay for it.

Rafi dived for his gun, and chased the horse ot) lag the bandit knew his
stronghold better than Rafi could. By the time Rafd him in his sights,



Jalal had opened a small door inset into the mati@ gnd was bending low
over the horse to go through. With a curse, Rafieai at the horse.

His gun jammed, damaged somehow by its fall. lava$econds Jalal was
galloping off over the desert, now glowing pinktine setting sun.

Rafi ran back towards the stable and the tunneaeo¢. Surely there was
more than one horse in the bandit's stable! Evahethought, he heard the
sound of horses. He entered the stable again toeseerging from the
tunnel at a near gallop, his Companions, in twas thinees, mounted on
their horses.

First was Arif, leading Rafi's own black, Raksh.

"Lord!" he cried, dismounting as the others puligd "We heard the shot
and knew that stealth was unnecessary. What's d®var

"They are asleep, all save Jalal himself. He HeentZara and galloped into
the desert," Rafi shouted, as he mounted intoaddls. "Who follows?"

"A platoon of foot, on the run. The way has beaghtied, the guards
subdued. We will go with you, Lord, to bring herckl the Companions
cried.

On Rafi's saddle hung the Sword of Rostam, ndsinaremonial, but in its
battle scabbard. Rafi pulled the strap over higlhsettled the sword on his
hip, and urged his mount into a gallop.

The Companions followed him, out into the squamuad, and then

through the gate and out into the desert. Aheatheh, his horse's fine
black tail streaming in the wind as he urged ibasrthe broken desert, Rafi
drew the gleaming scimitar from its scabbard.

"Ya Rostam!" he cried.



It was the traditional battle cry of his forebeatsen they drew the Sword of
Rostam against an enemy.

"Ya Rostam!'they answered. Then, as one man, the Companiobayafd
Hajji Rafi Jehangir ibn Daud ibn Hassan al Quraldted their heads and
opened their throats in the high yodelling cryladit warrior ancestors.

They galloped at full tilt, following their princerying their bloodchilling
battle cry to the vengeful winds. Now it was a legiib the death.



Fifteen

Trucks and Jeeps were rolling ponderously acrossdisert from the
highway to the south to surround the fortress.|Jgpairred his mount
towards the cluster of villages a few miles to tiweth. The people there
supported him, would receive him and hide the lyssta

He glanced back over his shoulder. A troop of hbrgst from the gates and
spread out across the red desert. He cursed thi®isoot setting faster. A
few more minutes and he would have been lost ishlagows. As it was, he
cast a huge shadow. They were already coming lafter

His horse was hampered by the double burden. Hédwayver make the
villages. Jalal changed direction and made towdhds biggest rocky
outcrop within reach.

Zara was spending most of her energy on tryingepkconscious. Folded
over the horse as she was, its sweating odour e didr, her stomach being
jolted unmercifully, in terror of slipping off undehe deadly hooves, she
was so sick with nausea and fear that she couldHeeconstant drag of a
faint. She was sure that would be fatal. Jalalgvgeping her with one rough
hand on her bound wrists, but still it needed ladl effort of her stomach
muscles to cling on.

She could not see where they were going, her wstvicted to the tirelessly
galloping hooves and desert floor. When she liftedhead her hair fell in
her eyes, she could see nothing. Her last sigitafif had been as he was
sent sprawling almost underfoot by Jalal's kicke &lad seen his gun go
flying, but nothing more, and he was frozen theréeér mind's eye, in the
act of falling, the gun on the air, dust everywhdiee some horrible
photograph of war.

The sound of the horse's hooves was too closertedrs, but she thought
she heard helicopters behind them, and the strangglbdious howling of
animals, like the coyotes at night when she wentptag in Algonquin
Park. She had always loved that plaintive, lonelyrsl, and it comforted
her now, without reason.



The horse stopped with a jerk that was so unexgextd so final she fell.
But Jalal had already dismounted in time to cataf) &nd before she knew
it she was running wildly up a rocky incline, fodceo leap a chasm that
terrified her, dragged further. Her bare feet wareand bleeding, she saw,
but she strangely felt no pain. Her arms, too, weegcifully numb. Her
clothes were torn in several places, and stainéd diit and blood, but she
had no idea where the blood came from. She didré. ¢f she was | going
to get out of this alive, she had to keep her nutehr and watch for
opportunity.

He dragged and pushed her up and up. Her ascenifficast at all times,
because her bound arms meant she lad poor batartdewas worst when
he dragged her backwards, clasping her arm or sme®ther bound
lwrists.

Suddenly, below on the desert floor, she saw thiedmoen and learned that
that wild comforting cry came from their throatsné€ of them gazed
upwards for a moment, a curving sword held highisihand. It glowed
blood red in the setting sun, and she shiveredimifive horror before she
understood.

"Rafil" she screamed.

She watched as he methodically sheathed the svmokdhan dismounted
from his snorting, stamping horse. Then he ran tdgv¢éhe thrust of rock
that the desert had sometime, long ago, spewedalgl's gun exploded
near her ear and the bullet pinged off the rockpelbelow, but Rafi had
already disappeared from view.

Jalal dragged her more quickly then. She thoughtdseheading for some
known place, and wondered what it was.

"You can't possibly win this," she said breathlgsalVhy don't you give up
now? If you do, Rafi will talk to you about youragin, I'm sure he will."

"l am sure he will, too,” came his dry voice. "WHenrealizes that you are
my hostage and will be so until we meet—he andloghers and I."



On the desert floor, Rafi briefly directed his Canjns to try to scale the
rocks at a variety of places around the periméitemn turned to make the
ascent himself. Arif stopped him. "You have no guord! Take mine!" he
said, thrusting his own revolver into Rafi's hoist&'he bullets in your
holster are the wrong calibre," he said then. "Trakeholster, to0o."

Rafi impatiently shook his head. ' 'No time fortthdow many bullets in the
gun?"

It was an automatic. "Nine," said Arif.
Rafi nodded. "l hope to need only one."

"Lord—" But the prince had already begun the clidbf waited till he had
mounted a few yards and then followed.

Zara understood Jalal's choice as soon as thesedrat the place. They
were within a couple of yards of the summit, adapiateau that seemed to
fall away steeply on all sides except that of tlagproach.

At the last he led her up a steep incline and etlyeadigh a narrow passage
between two high sheets of rock that admitted only. Immediately they
were faced with another chasm, three feet wideyant deep, but sharply
precipitous. Anyone falling down it would break #es at least. For
someone hurled down with their arms bound, deatmare likely.

He made her leap it. She screamed in terror awshg but somehow they
both made it to the other side. There, they larmled small shelf. It was

perhaps a couple of yards square in the centrekiguapering to the merest
toe hold at each end. There was a man-sized mcthe irock leading up to

the plateau, and now Jalal stood inside it. Hepvatected on three sides. In
front of him, he held Zara, facing the passage Wwiwnas the only angle of

approach. At her feet, a few feet away, was themmh®ne push would send
her staggering helplessly over the edge.



She was panting with exertion and terror. If Rafime through that little
defile, he was an unmissable target. And if hefelewing them, he would
come through. "Rafi!" she screamed, "no closer!"

She cringed, expecting a blow from the gun on headh but he merely
growled, "Shut up! He must come and he knows it."

"Don't kill him," she pleaded. "Please don't kilrh"

Jalal looked down and their eyes met. "Don't kiith?"

"Please, please."

"He chooses his bride well, at any rate," Jalal.sai

"I am his bride," she said urgently. "I am goind tmarry him. Let me go,
and | will convince him to talk to you. He will gitvyou a hearing if | ask
him to do it."

He laughed. "You are a woman who should be beliswseh she says she
can make a man do a thing," he observed mildlyt TBuefer my own way.

| petitioned andwas not heard. Now | beg for thagas' favour no longer.
Now I dictate."

"Please let me go. If you don't, you know theré el blood shed. Someone
will get hurt. He told me that they are determimed to shed blood. But if

you do this— please, it's so dangerous."”

"My people lie dead, and you say they were detegthito hurt no one?"
Jalal laughed. "Their determination did not lastyd

"But they're not dead, they're asleep!" she ctigg.a drug!"
He stared at her, frowning.
"Why do you think you're alive? He could have killed you more

easily—instead he shot you with a tranquillizer'g@ihe had killed you we
wouldn't be here now. I'd be safe, and you'd beldea



"My people are not dead?"
"l swear it. | swear it on my life."

There was tense silence for a time she could nottcdhen they heard the
scraping of boot on rock. "Rafi, no!" she screaragdin. "Go back!"

Jalal snorted, and called out, "Your woman imagyms to be a coward,
Rafi, Prince of the Realm! Are you so?"

Zara gasped as Rafi stepped negligently into petéeget range between
the two upright shafts of rock. "I am here, Jalerglson of Selim the
Bandit," he said. "What now?"

The light was fading; blood red shadows were evagne. Zara felt the
metal of the gun brush her forehead, and Jala'spgon her bound hands
tightened.

"Throw your gun down," Jalal ordered.

As if it meant nothing, Rafi lifted the gun fromstolster and tossed it into
the rocky ravine at his feet.

"And what now, Jalal the BandiBien aimee, rul m'enten@afi spoke the
first phrases clearly, drawledl them almost, theédeal the next sentence in
a quick mutter she almost didn't catch.

Beloved, you hear mele was speaking to her in French.

"How many of my people are dead, Rafi son of Dauld®dl asked.

"We killed none, Jalal son of Aziz. Three in thenel were wounded, but
not mortally. All that you saw on the ground weneighed. They will

recover without ill effects."

Zara felt him relax and knew that he had acceptefhe heaved a sigh of
relief.



"Let her go, and we will talk," Rafi said.

"I will not let her go, but | will not kill her, ¢ner. | want a helicopter
immediately, to land on the rock above my head. Qiw only inside."

Rafi laughed. "A helicopter! Where will you go? Teaewill be no escape,
Jalal.Watch his gun hand."”

Again the quick phrase added in French. She loéied one to the other.
In the deepening gloom, their physical resemblan@s even more
remarkable.

"There is no escape for you either, Prince of tealR! We will deal
together sooner or later, you and your brotherslénd

"'We will never deal together unless you givetbene now. Take her from
here and you lose everything," Rafi said firmly.

"I will give her up after we have negotiated. Daiytbink | will pass her to
you on the basis of your word? What good is yourdsito me? You and
your brothers have violated all other bonds, whgusth your word be
good?"

"You may trust me in this. We will talk with youubyou must first give her
up. When his aim wavers 1 will umipet her come to me now, and we will
all go back to he palace and we can discuss whayevewish.Prepare.If
not, what can your destiny be but a prison cell?"

"If you speak to the hostage in French againlittmibw her over the edge,”
Jalal said coldly.

Rafi's eyebrows went up in surprise. "Ah, we hetirat you were an
educated man. Did you go abroad to study?"

"You know well the answer to that."

"I know? Rafi frowned, at a loss for a moment.



"It grows darker. You have not summoned the heteo@o you have a
mobile phone, a walkie-talkie?"

Rafi lifted his hands. "Neither. What can | do?tgrs we should wait till
morning."

She felt Jalal's amused laugh. "Your loyal Compasiare all around you,
no doubt. Summon the nearest and pass on the med§dbere is no
helicopter waiting above me before the sun setd] §hoot this beauty and
throw her over the edge. It would be a loss. Skag#d for your life, not her
own. How many women will you find of such chara@teéfou choose,
Prince of the Realm."

"And what then? Do you think we would ever talkatonurderer about his
claims to a heritage?"

"Summon me the helicopter before the sun sets dchwher die. Or
perhaps, see her live a cripple. You have perhagee tminutes, perhaps
four.”

He was steely. Zara could feel the determinatiamnm and was afraid.
Rafi raised his voice. "Arif!"

"Lord!" came the faint cry behind him.

"You are in contact with my brothers?"

"I am, Lord."

"Tell them to send a helicopter. To the top of ek above our heads. The
pilot only inside."

There was a pause, a murmur. Then, "It is done].Lor
In the distance the sound of an engine changed. dDilee helicopters

hovering over the fortress had changed course.hén shadows, Rafi
dislodged a piece of the loose rock under his hand.



"Well, then, bandit. Your helicopter comes. Whattf?é

"You know already, Prince. She goes with me. If yosh to see her again,
you know the way."

The helicopter must have been closer than they kfigimg low to the
ground, the sound diminished by the wall of rockd&enly, with a loud
roar, it roared up and appeared almost directlylea. Jalal glanced up,
no more, but for the first time the gun was notspegl against her temple.
Quick as lightning, Zara opened her mouth and walither strength bit into
his wrist.

He cried out in surprise and looked at her. Inrtbgt moment, Rafi leapt
onto the ledge and smashed the rock down on Jatejers. The gun went
flying down into the ravine. Feeling herself reledsZara dropped to her
knees before he could take another hold on herceawled sideways out
from between the two men. She saw the last bloddjliter of the sun on
the blade of the Sword of Rostam as its deadly tyeatipped from its
sheath.

"l warned you it would be a fight to the deathalgrandson of Selim,” Rafi
said, placing the sword against his enemy's ndakefing him against
rock.

"Don't kill him, Rafi!" she whispered helplessly.
Jalal stood straight and looked him in the eye.shied. "So be it, then,

Rafi son of Daud. But beware your father's cursgoi kill your brother's
son."



Sixteen

Zara stretched and yawned luxuriously as the dpened softly and a
woman in a white polo shirt and green pants ente®&@ crossed to the
table, paused and leaned over Zara. "Oh, goodreyawake. Did you have
a lovely massage?"

"Lovely," Zara agreed.

"Ready for your facial?"

"Mmmm."

The woman, a beautician named Maria, moved someledhérays around
and then seated herself at Zara's head.

"Same as yesterday, or something new again?"

Zara smiled. "Something new again."

"How about a cucumber mask?"

"Sounds divine."

"I met Sheikh Rafi a few minutes ago. He just adivHe asked how you're
feeling today, and | told him barring a few abrasio/ou're pretty much
back to your old self. He's expecting you for dipraid you know?"

"Yes, | got the summons earlier." Zara smiled.

"He's incredibly dishy, isn't he?"

Dishy,she knew, was the English fgorgeous:Incredibly."

"Don't you feel lucky?"



Zara laughed delightedly. "Yes, | feel amazing@dlously lucky that such
a wonderful man wants to marry me, of course llde! seen him in better
and in worse, and there is no one in the world hka. In the universe,
probably. And on top of everything else, he livesiipalace! | keep hoping
| won't wake up!"

"Well, don't talk anymore, and I'll do my best tcake sure you're as
beautiful as can tonight. It won't be hard. Adilatdoing her bit, too. She
has some of the loveliest costumes I've ever semtyilife for you to try on.

She was showing them to me. They really know holiw&out here, don't
they?"

It had all been just as Rafi had promised, righvldo the portrayals of
Shirin and Khosrow on the walls of the bath. Shd haen pummelled,
pampered and cosseted, her wounds had been dqodberedair expertly
trimmed, her nails manicured. She had swum andllazthe sun. She had
been fed the most delicious foods. She had gonedtiks in the mountains.
She had even been taken through her paces byeaditrainer.

She had discovered the lifestyle of the idle rang pretty fabulous it was.

It had lasted four days so far, during which sheuperated in the palace,
while Rafi and his brothers had talks with Jalathe capital, Barakat al
Barakat. Except for the staff, she had been aldhen Caroline Langley
and Jana Stewart, introducing themselves as "tier tdvo fiancees," had
flown in to visit her. They had stayed one nightl amost of a day and had
departed again only this morning.

This morning...after Rafi sent word that he woutdhome and hoped to see
her over dinner. Zara had heard from excited $haff he had sent orders to
the kitchen for a magnificent meal for two.

Zara was nervous, excited, terrified, happy. Shiertesver looked forward to
a man's arrival with such nervous delight, suchgnymmanticipation, such
longing, such... bridal jitters. When she thoughhion, she seemed to step
into a river of flowing sensuality, of rich lovingeed, that poured over and
through her, leaving her helpless.



She loved him. It was hard for her now to rementbat time—only days
ago!'—when she had worried that the feelings sheftiatlim might be a
result of her solitary confinement and unstable @wns. She had no doubts
now. When she had stood at the precipice and thidbhghJalal might kill
him...everything had been clear as a running brSbk.had known then that
her life could never be other than bleak if Rakdli That something so
wonderful and precious as her future with Rafi most be allowed to
disappear before she had even had a chance toiknow

He had not died. Instead he had discovered avel&g didn't know he
had—and now, after sorting out Jalal's future, he @oming home. To her.

"Stop smiling, you'll crack your mask," Maria impéal her. "It's just drying
nicely." Rafi had flown in an entire team from g tBnglish spa hotel for
two weeks, no doubt at huge cost, and they weenglying their stay in the
palace enormously. Zara had given them the freeafdhre swimming pool

and tennis courts, and often they joined her thal@ng with the

archaeological team, who had also come to speray amd a night having
facials and massages. They had all quickly becomedly.

They were all envious, of course—who could helpyamy such fabulous
luck? But no one wished her anything but good. 8&ae friendly and easy,
and everybody could see why Rafi had chosen her—haldesomething
special.

The spa team agreed with Zara's old friends. Sangethore than just the
petite, perfect build, the wonderful hair, the gargs, warm eyes, the
mesmerizing smile... Zara was the kind of enchgmtwoman whoshould
be a princess.

"Everybody's saying there's going to be a tripleldveg ceremony, all three
of the princes at once. Is that true?" Maria askedetting that she had
forbidden Zara to speak.

The three fiancees had discussed it, but a lot rabgmk on things like
security; they were all aware it might not be valBut it would be an
occasion if they could do it, all right! Zara palteer lips the merest quarter



of an inch and then spoke without moving a mus®let sure," she said.
"Hear ut Ravi says tonight.”

"Well, | think it would be absolutely fabulous iby did! | gave them both
facials yesterday, and they're terrific, aren'ythBid you know them from
before?"

She carefully laid a warm cloth over the mask, &@ada could feel it
instantly softening. "No, it was the first time."

Half an hour later she got up from the table fegli@laxed and just a little
like a finely tuned, well-oiled machine, and rins&tiwith a shower. Then
she went to her "apartments,” where her personia, rAdilah, awaited her.
Adilah was still thrilled with her sudden promotiap the palace ranks, and
was learning English as fast as she could.

On the bed and couches of Zara's half-acre bedsimrhad spread out
several exotic, beautiful outfits for Zara to cheoSom, each outfit
coordinated with its own pair of sandals, shoeslippers. Zara felt she had
done nothing but smile for four days, and as sbhedsand looked around
her own private Aladdin's Cave, the smile pulledrheuth again.

Lustrous silks, spangled gauzes, jewelled beltsright rainbow of colours
so glowing it was as if a candle secretly flameHibe everything. In fact,
that was how her life felt—as if a candle had bgeninside a simple glass
vase, and suddenly it was revealed as intricatglyed decorated, glowing
and glittering like a precious jewel.

With Adilah's help, she chose a lustrosisalwar kameesn a delicate

transparent silk of midnight blue underlaid witlowingly soft grey silk

satin and spangled with tiny silver stones, witlowa scoop neckline and
flowing skirted tunic over trousers of the samerifabA long spangled

gauzy midnight-sky scarf for her neck, and delicatdes with a one-inch
heel, in the softest leather she had ever toudsd,in deep blue, for her
feet.



"Lovely, lovely!" murmured Adilah, as she stood kam admire her
handiwork. She had been practising her English witb spa team.
"Absolutely smashing, Madame."

Zara examined herself in the mirror. Her hair whsisag and healthy,
spreading in its curling mass over her shouldetdsdown her back to her
waist. Her face glowed with expensive, subtle cdgrageher eyes sparkling,
her mouth a warm peach.

She had no earrings or jewellery of her own, ofrseuShe had come here
like the beggarmaid, with nothing. Whatever jewslleshe had been
wearing on the night of the kidnapping had beew Isince lost. She could
not remember what it had been, anyway. The emeurigling ring was on
her right hand, and as for the left—well, if Rafamted to do something
about that, she would need nothing more. She thoughwould do that
tonight.

Dinner was to be served in the dining room of hen apartments, and she
went there a few minutes before time to check thangements. It was

enchanting. She examined the table and the flowetsall was perfection,

and she moved out to the fountained court. Shesasa@where in the centre
of the palace, she knew, but in the courtyard yewevaware of nothing but
mountains. The sun was setting off to the south, fthl moon already

visible in the sky above the high peaks to themartd east, the air clear,
cool and fresh and smelling of perfume, and jukttla, unless it was her

imagination, of the snow still capping the pealghhabove her.

The fountain in the centre spilled water in an esdlrippling music. All
around the perimeter, bordering the roofed walkvilg a medieval
cloister, were perfect arches, decorated in paitled mosaic tiles. At
every arch there was some flowering plant.

Her enchanted castle. She heard a sound and tanedhe prince entered
the Enchanted Castle.

He too was dressed in the Eastern style, a gréetusic embroidered from
the cuffs to the elbows and on the high collar waitagnificent gold thread
and jewels, loose flowing trousers. He had shavidi®new beard, but his



flowing moustache still curled over his upper like reminded her of the
night of his feast in the desert, that seemed 130 &mo.

She stood beside the fountain gazing at him witle land longing, a smile
pulling irresistibly at the corners of her mouth.

Rafi did not smile. He stood for a moment lookirtghar, too moved to
smile. She was his, he knew it without her havimgpeak the words. She
would not be here, she would not be smiling, shaldvaot be dressed in
this way, if her answer were no. He had spentakiefbur days torn between
wishing and fearing to come to her, finding it ngampossible to
concentrate on the negotiations, until his brotieid sent him away. Even
Jalal had agreed that it was useless to talk Rafilhad had his answer from
his Beloved.

Birds were singing evensong. The moon was growinghter as the sun
died in the west. The sky darkened and stars camanatch those that
spangled in her eyes and on her dress. His hegut fieom him and went to
her, and he knew he would never have it back again.

He followed his heart across the space between,thedstood gazing into
her steady eyes. He knew everything about her,yahchot enough. He
would spend his life in the discovery of her madgmer beauty, her
generosity, her nobility.

His hand touched hers, and they trembled. He littethd drew it onto his
other palm, lowered his head to kiss it. His thdekk hair fell forward, and
she saw it trembling with the power of his feelig&dpe knew she had never
met a man of such honour, such truth, such brawgrgh generosity of
spirit. She had never loved before with all of heing. Helpless to express
her knowing, she bent her own head and kissed his.

He felt the kiss on his hair as if it connected horthe deepest river of
being, and then they raised their heads and ipsimet at last, and the river
ran through them, a rich, wild torrent.

"Beloved," he said.



"l love you, Rafi," she said, marvelling at theday of meaning those words
now had, beyond all ordinary understanding, knowiaginderstood.

"I will love you all my days. | will take no wifedut you," he said.

He did not ask her, because he knew. And for ber,that was as it should
be. How could there be doubts or questions betwesm, when they knew
everything with a touch?

"I will take no husband but you," she said.

They walked in the garden, while the moon climbeel $ky and the stars
burned brighter and the sky darkened to black.bitts finished their song,
and a flower wantonly released her perfume asihight air itself were her
lover. They spoke and were silent, touched anadidouch, and it was all
the same because they were enclosed in love.

Inside, behind the glass, soft lamps were light@d, figures moved around
the table, preparing for their meal. At last thesnivin.

The two servants turned and bowed.

Rafi took Zara's hand in his. "Hanifah, Hay at," d®d, calling each by
name, and they bowed again. ' 'l know you for trakevers," the prince
said.

The women bowed again. "It is so, Lord."

"Bear witness that | take your mistress as my Wife, said, and then he
turned and smiled at Zara and repeated the woragtish.

The women stood shy and speechless, smiling butawes by their
magnificent master and their beautiful mistressy tieeir queen.

Rafi spoke again. "We are husband and wife now,sdid. ' 'Whatever
ceremony we choose to have later for the sake of pegple and
yours—between you and me and God, we are marrieddmel now. This is



the tradition and the law. We are one already. \Welade it before two
persons. Do you accept this?"

Tears burned her eyes. "Yes, | accept it,” she said

He turned again to Hanifah and Hayat and spokewvawerds, and they
bowed and left the room. Rafi led her to a low ¢oaand seated her on it,
and only then did she see the flat boxes on ttie tiarved table nearby.

"I asked Adilah what you had chosen to wear tonidgie said by way of

explanation, opening the first box. It was lar¢eck and square, and inside,
on creamy satin, lay a magnificent collar of peasl sapphires, like

nothing she had seen before.

"Ohhh, Rafi!" she breathed helplessly.

He picked it up and slipped it around her neckeRequal rows of pearls
snugly encircled her neck, with one massive sappinirthe centre, and
beneath, three more giant sapphires, linked byakelly worked platinum
entwining smaller sapphires and pearls, fannedowgat her upper chest.
The other boxes revealed matching drop earringsaastggering bangle
bracelet studded with sapphires all around itsuaierence.

Zara stood and went to a mirrored pillar to admire.

"I've never worn anything so beautiful,” she bredth

"They have never been worn by anyone so beautifid,feturned. "They
have been the property of the women of my famifyni@any generations, but
| think the jeweller was thinking of you as he tedfthem."”

They made her brown eyes appear black. Nothingetaaddone that before.
Zara closed her eyes and shook her head a litieti8ned her back on the

mirrored pillar and faced him. "This isn't a dreasnit?"

He rose and crossed to her. ' 'Does it feel uricegibu, Beloved? It feels
very, very real to me."



She smiled and shook her head. "Not unreal. Bthi@aggh...as though I've
been taken on a magic carpet to a place where-e-$tshggled to explain
"—where my life never expected to be. And now ttiathere, everything
has changed.”

He was smiling at her. ' 'Yes, like Prince Tanbal the magic horse. | will
tell you the story one day. Then you will see ttet best life is one that
offers you a ride on a magic carpet to unknown ggdaeif you accept the
ride."

She moved closer to him and he put his arms arbend'Will you tell me
that story tonight?"

"Tonight? No. Tonight | will tell you other thingBeloved."
"What things?"

"The love that | have longed to tell you since tthay when | saw you in the
waterfall," he said simply. She closed her eyeealing swamped her. Her
heart seemed to be pouring with light, love, joy veonderful to speak.

"l love you," she moaned helplessly.

"l love you. | want you now to choose a ring, asaslitional for Westerners.
Come."

He led her back to the sofa and when they weredesgain, he opened the
last box, a huge flat box with the name Van Cle&rfels embossed in the
velvet. Inside were about twenty-five magnificeings.

She swallowed in amazement. ' "You just have a evhwmbxful of
engagement rings?" she whispered.

Rafi laughed lightly. "The jeweller has sent thése you to make your
choice. In the future you will learn many of theusals of me and my people,
but | follow this Western ritual as testament thahd perhaps my people,
too, will also learn some of your own customs. bknin your country a



woman likes to receive an engagement ring. If theagenot enough to
choose from, they will quickly send more."

Well, she had seen things like this in elegant wwms, of course, but she
had not ever dreamed of having such a tray plaegdrd her with the

instruction to choose among them. Choose a ririgesure for all the rest
of her life as a symbol of the moment when she kebw/ loved and was
loved.

The wonderful stones danced and melted before hes. eThey were
arranged in rows—the diamonds, the rubies, the Isegy the
emeralds—all so cunningly crafted, so enticinglaugédul, how could she
choose... ? There was a huge heart-shaped rubydeedbeamongst
close-set diamonds in a wide curving band, anéshied, catching sight of
it.

"Oh, how—it's breathtaking!" she whispered, hegérs just touching it.

His darker, fine-boned hand came down and firnftedi the ring from its
velvety bed. "This one?" he murmured, as if thaahappealed to him, too.

He lifted her hand in his and slipped the ring dverknuckle and down to a
firm home at the base. Of course during all theows massages and
treatments someone had sized her finger, she edalizth a smile.

"It's beautiful," she said again, wondering agditha levels of meaning an
ordinary word could have, all unknown to those Wwhd not experienced its
true depths. "A heart-shaped ruby, though! Peojilesay it's..."

"People will say we're in love," he said. And hedad her, and the choice
was made.

At last they made their way to the table, and #ast was brought in.When
they had talked of all and everything for awhiladaaken some of each
luscious dish the chef had cooked to perfectioaremembered his mission
of the past few days, and her confinement, andbémelit.



"Tell me about Jalal," she said then. "Who is hd@atWappened? What did
you decide?"

"You know that Jalal is the grandson of Selim. Histher—the woman

who looked after you during your imprisonment—i¢iifs daughter.” Rafi

took a breath, and spoke more slowly. "His fathewever, was my brother
Aziz, who was killed the year before we were boizata's lips parted in
astonishment, and forgetting his story, he brokeméiraw her hand to his
lips.

"Please go on, this is as good as King Mahmouddagy'

"Aziz fell in love with the bandit's daughter andsvafraid to tell my father.
But when she told him she was pregnant he promaéell my father and
seek permission to marry her. He was killed twosdater.”

"Oh, how—!" She thought again of that moment whiee was afraid Jalal
would Kill Rafi, her anguish at the thought of lugihim before they began.
She broke off, closed her eyes and shook her head.

"Then what?"

"It is difficult to be sure what happened nextalalmother told her father.
She was lucky not to be killed outright for shamiing family, but old Selim

was not a bandit for nothing. He understood theesup importance of the
baby his daughter was carrying. He married hentold man to protect her
name and so she was able to give birth and remiéimtiae tribe. And her

father made his plans. But whatever they were, tinee disrupted first by
the birth of my father's three new sons, and thethe bandit's own death.
Her old husband also died. So she was left alotte tvar child."

"And then?"

"And then one day, this woman—her name is Nusalg—bgot her courage
up, made her way to the palace, and insisted kimgglo someone. She says
she talked to an old man close to the king—it seuite® Nizam al Mulk,
my father's Grand Vizier, but at this distanceiing, it's impossible to be



sure. She was sworn to secrecy, which includednamaggo on telling her
son the truth.

"She and her child were given a place to live whtkir wants supplied, and
she says that from that time Jalal's educationsuggrvised and paid for.
She herself was also taught to read. But she maeethe old man again.
Documents would come informing her of what was pé&hfor her son, and
off he would go to school or college or the armextds."

"My God, is it possible?"

"We believe it. They are testing our DNA at the naeory but we do not
doubt what he and his mother tell us. There istoch evidence."

"But then—why didn't he just tell you? Why all thg/stery?"
"He believed we knew."
"He believed yolknew?™

"Two or three times my brother Omar had the chandéd@l him. He did not
do so. Once in the desert he even laid siege tfottress for three weeks
without a shot being fired. Jalal saw this as ewdethat Omar was
unwilling to risk my father's curse."”

"And that wasn't the reason?"

"No. Or not as far as Omar knows. Who knows whay behidden in the
deep layers of the mind? But Omar was not long Hemk the war in
Parvan then. Although he started out with ruthigstermination, he said
when he got to the fortress siege he could notidiatake part in any more
bloodshed and eventually lifted the siege. Jalatmfrse was meanwhile
bringing in supplies through the tunnel.

"Omar has no explanation for why he did not pud thigger on two other
occasions when he had Jalal in his sights. Pelbepsuse Jalal resembles
me. Perhaps not." He shrugged. "Is there a deepanimy behind such
things?"



Zara's eyebrows moved together in thought. "Did yatlner's curse include
Jalal, then?"

"We did not understand it so at the time, of couBaé his words were—-if
any of my sons takes up arms against any brothanwgrof his brother's
descendants, the curse will be upon his head. étithe we thought there
were only three of us."

"Your father must have known. Why didn't he ackrexge him formally?"

Rafi shrugged and smiled. "Perhaps we will nevewvkthe answer to this.
But there are some obvious possibilities.

"Jalal's birth was not legitimate, and in any cdmecould only be at best
fourth in line to the throne, because his fatheizAzad died without

ascending the throne. But in those early days temony of the sheikh's
first two sons was warm in the hearts of the peofleme might have
wished to overlook Jalal's illegitimacy and hear father name him heir.
And my father already had three heirs and problenmugh. This might

have caused factions and rivalries...in any céseetwas no possibility of
certainty then. DNA testing did not exist, bloodtsewere inconclusive. |
think my father did what was best."

"But—"

"Yes. The real mystery is why, having done itnkeeer told us." Again Rafi
shrugged. "For this there is no obvious explanatibone thing could be
certain in all this, it was that Nusaybah would rsgoor later break the
embargo and tell her son his true parentage. Shéhii not long after we
came into our full inheritance. Jalal sent petiiom us under the name Jalal
ibn Aziz—Jalal son of Aziz—thinking we knew his namWhen we
ignored him..."

Hanifah entered with a tray of iced sorbet and toyd cups of Turkish

coffee. Zara surfaced like a dog from water, shgkier head to clear it. As
always when Rafi told her a story, she had lostktraf time and

surroundings.



"And what have you all decided to do for him?" $vek a tiny spoonful of
the lemony ice, a sip of coffee.

"We decided nothing. My mind was not on the tadkeyl were united in
closing the discussions and sending me back to mag,b he said softly,
with a smile that would have melted her had sha Ise@ne. But she was not
stone, she was flesh and blood and spirit, ant et her on fire with love
and longing.

"And now, my Beloved, this is our wedding nightg &aid, and rose to his
feet before her.



Seventeen

He led her at last to the bedroom, where the daa® open onto the
courtyard and soft mountain breezes stirred theéempauze drapes that
created a haven around the big bed, a room wittéenrdom. Inside they
were safe, enclosed, private. A fan turned gehilyh above. Lamps were
softly alight on low tables, the bed turned dowd asady.

She stood facing him, too moved to speak. Love thke told you all the
secrets of the universe, yet you were apparentigue-tied in the presence
of the Lover. In those long tedious nights in Jalfdrtress, Rafi had told her
stories of the Lover and the Beloved, and now halavtell her the best
story of all.

His hands clasped her head, tilting it as he ga#eder black eyes. He bent
and kissed her, and the explosion of sensatiorgdienskin made her gasp.
She whimpered her longing and felt his arms tiglaterund her.

When he lifted his mouth, he was shaking. He hagyd known it would be
as much as he could stand, to hold her and makasewn. He took a deep
breath to steady himself, lifting his hands fisbhe ear, and then the other,
and removed her earrings. He kissed each earlabsatithe earrings down.

With a smile she pulled her narcissus-bloom haorte side and turned her
back. He bent to bury his face in those perfumets ctHow many nights |
have dreamed of this," he whispered passionatelydisg shivers and
thrills of matching desire through her. Oh, wheru ytouly loved, how
everything was changed! All charged with joy.

He removed her necklace and kissed the neck lsdtlipaits removal. Then

her cheek, her ear, her throat, and so turnedHacé him again. He kissed
her face, and everywhere electricity leapt betweenskin and his lips,

shocking and igniting them both.

His mouth passionately covered hers, his arms aabréer, her arms
enwrapped his head. His hands stroked her, préssedicked her, licked



her, burned her as if he were flame and she.. ptteenix, burned and
renewed with each touch.

He found the tab of her zipper and drew it downlémgth of her back, his
hand hungrily tracing the skin beneath all the wWawn. He leaned away
from her and pulled the tunic down to reveal healsts and her arms, and it
fell to the floor around her feet. He found thetéméng of the trousers, and
they slipped down her silken legs, and she sto@dreamy silk thing like
the bathing suit she had worn when he had first keeand known his fate.

He closed his eyes. "Your beauty would strike domwountains,” he
breathed. Then he lifted her bodily out of thesitiile of her clothes and
slippers, an arm behind her back and under herskaee stared down at her
with eyes so hungry she was fainting.

"What if | had done this that day?" he asked. "Whéatad climbed up to
you in the waterfall and kissed you then, as | wisto do? What if | had
lifted you and set you down—"

He set her down on the bed and lay beside hehatid traced the line of the
top of the little camisole, sending shivers of lmggthrough them both.
"What would you have done?"

She remembered the shock she had felt, seeing s$tidlea his beautiful
horse, virile and unbelievably handsome, and siaanh her with those
hungry black eyes...there had been men with himif e had been alone,
if he had come upon her there...

"l thought you were a bandit," she whispered.

"Yes, you thought | was a bandit! | saw fear in yeyes, but something
else, too. | wished my Companions at the endsegtrth that morning! |

said to myself, if | were alone, she would not sayto me. She would have
run only to be chased and captured. She would $&ideyes in the end. Was
it true?"

The way she was feeling now, the way she had ¥eltyetime he touched
her...how could she have gone on saying no if ldettvached her, pleaded



with her? She smiled at the thought, the smiletigighup at him under her
lashes, and his body leapt against hers.

"You were mine even then. Even believing | wasaggrous bandit—say
it!"

"I was yours the first moment | looked at you," s¥taspered.

His mouth kissed hers with desperate hunger, areahwhe arched against
him it lifted and found her breast through the wasitk, found the nipple,
the soft underarm, and so upwards to her shoutteepulled one thin strap
of her camisole out of the way of his kisses whikehand cupped her hip,
her back, moved down her thigh.

He stood then, and threw off his own clothes, réngdhe powerful chest,
the slender waist, the muscled thighs and lagstly.strong, hungry sex.

She moaned helplessly and looked away.

"One day we will go back to the waterfall,” he saletching out beside her
on the wide, luxurious bed and beginning to strbke again. "You will
stand in it, all unknowing, and | will ride up oraksh, and see you there.
And | will climb up to you and enter—" he swallowdttlpless now with
the desire and passion that stormed between thetine"water, and if you
run away | will catch you and bring you back asshed to do that day, and
then I will undress you, so—"

With wildly trembling hands now, he lifted her uppgedy against his and
began to draw the pale silk from the warmer, creamsilk of her skin, all

the way down her long body. His breath brushedhreat, even that touch
too much for her senses, so that she moaned amdpered with hunger,
need...and just a little with the fear of so muaekgion between them.

He closed his eyes as the action of his hands ledv/éar body to him. He
had undressed her once before, but then, thendheutan iron guard on his
wishes and his blood. Now there was nothing betwésat he wanted and
what was right, now these two things were the same.



His passion was merciless. His hand stroked hesskse her body. His
mouth and tongue followed, he felt the heat of heuth against his own
skin, and then there was no boundary between hdrhan there was only
heat and honey and melting into one another. TWasgoy and passion and
tenderness and a terrible terrible longing liketthist of lifetimes assuaged.

He lay looking down at her, her face of unimagiteguty—yet he had
dreamed of it—and thought that to lie in the laghe Beloved, to sip the
flower's nectar, like the hummingbird, to burn likemoth on the candle's
flame—this was the end of all seeking.

He thought so, even as the other seeking burnead apn, and he lifted
himself and pushed there again, to that rlace wloegging ceased, and then
again, and again....

She moaned with the unimagined pleasure of eaokesteaching its limit
in her, knocking at some door within, demandingogening, an answer.
She wandered fainting through rooms of bright colpast trees laden with
fruit, tasting wine and honey. Sensation pouredskrall the senses,
confusing them, so that she drank gold and silgét nd heard honey and
smelled heat, and saw Rafi's face in the centedl,gbassionate, anguished,
his eyes drunk with love.

"This is love," she said, making the momentousaliscy.

"It is love," he echoed, and each knew that love tha melting together of
all the senses, of reason, feeling, dreams, evagytto find paradise.

Deep, deep in her being, a door opened then, ontwld so magic she cried
her surprise and joy from everything she was. Hedthe cry, and then he,
too, was released to enter that world.

For impossibly long, awe-filled moments of joy aswofrow, creation and

destruction, night and day, being and not beingy #xperienced the great
and terrible knowing that is Union. They smiled avept, and cried out and
were silent, and knew and did not know, and werkvaere not, Love.



Epilogue
"Well, Marta, this is getting to be a habit,” s&drry.

Marta smiled broadly into camera two. "Yes, inddgatry! It's been quite a
year for the Barakat Emirates! The princes, it sgelnave the knack of
pulling absolute triumph out of the jaws of disaster

"But losing your chance with all three of the pesdn one day, Marta, that
must be hard.”

"They might have spared a thought for all the woinehe world they were
going to disappoint, all getting married on the sasiay! But you know,

there's hope. I've been taking a good look at soinleose—what are they
called?—Cup Companions to the princes, that'sagdiite the Order of the

Garter or something, | understand, and they'reetiyphandsome crew."

Barry lifted his hand to the earphone. Just therstiteen was filled with the
image of a massive arched portico magnificentlyod&ed in the painted
blue tiles and calligraphic inscriptions of anotlventury."Andrea, you're
there?" said Barry's voice.

The camera panned down to the reporter, standidgruhe arch beside one
of the beautiful columns.

"Yes, I'm here, Barry, outside the wonderful palat®ueen Halimah, here
in Barakat al Barakat, the capital of the Emiratelsere the weddings are
about to take place. The princes chose the patatieas people of all faiths
could attend the ceremony. Just before the cererstantg we'll take you to
the view inside the great Hall of Justice. Accogdiio tradition, it's the
largest Hall of Justice ever built by any monarokivehere. And apparently
it's just about big enough to fit in all the guests have clamoured to come
here today from all around the world.

"As you've seen over the past hour that they'ven lm@eving, we have
numerous heads of state, and representatives alf fieoyilies, crowned and
uncrowned, as well as a massive representatioheoétistocracy and the



ordinary folk of all three Emirates, and lots ottiworld's idle rich. Of
course huge delegations from the families of theest There are Barakati
artists, writers and poets, many of whom will fesbved to record their
impressions of the event, and even a few lowlyegsgntatives of the press.

"They are all seated, and the ceremony is abdugdo. We're told that the
ceremony will draw on both the Barakati and the ¥estraditions in a
unique service used only on this occasion, becaissesays here, let me get
this right..." She lifted a paper and read, "'Baeawalthough God may be
worshipped in many different ways and in numeroiffergnt guises, and
his message has been brought by a variety of ptepHe is always and
ever One.™

"l like that,"” said Marta. "No wonder the placecaled Blessed.”

"I hear we'll be going to the ceremony in aboutiaute, Andrea. Anything
to add before we go?" Barry intervened.

"Just a few statistics—the three princes have achdiseee very different
wives, although all are native English speakersolte Langley, Prince
Karim's bride, as we all remember, is an Amerieard she's a blonde. She
was born into old money, but when her family lastwealth, she turned to
selling clothes in a designer boutique. Jana Stewdritish—a Celt, she
insists, and with the red hair to prove it. Sheisd@ Omar's choice. She was
born to the purple, but turned her back on privlembecome a teacher in an
underprivileged area of London. And Zara Blake,ltbstage whom Prince
Rafi rescued and then proposed to, is a black-th&@anadian with a little
bit of everything in her heritage. She's an arcloggst with the team that
discovered the lost city of Iskandiyar not so lagg in East Barakat. That's
how she and Prince Rafi—"

"We're going inside, Andrea," Marta interrupted h&rve the ceremony is
about to start. We'll get back to you."

As the massive doors opened, an expectant husbvillithe congregation.
There was a pause several heartbeats long, anthinemagnificent Princes
of Barakat entered the great Hall of Justice thhotlgg massive doorway,
three abreast.



Those who were watching took a breath. With natdramatic flair, the
princes paused for a moment. Their costumes wemgnifient, but no
more than was matched by their own regal bearirdy @oud nobility.
Pearls, precious gems, silk and gold embroideryretbtheir masculinity
like a second skin, so naturally did it become them

All three smiled and flicked glances among thenesehlvhen they saw the
throng who had come to help them celebrate theddimgs. The Hall of

Justice, that had once teemed with those seekurgsg was a long hall
divided into three by two rows of intricately deated pillars. Each of the
three sections now had an aisle created betweertethporary seats,
running from the massive doors at the end of tloenrall the way to the

raised dais at the other end, where the princeslsto

Except for those three aisles, the hall was jamwi¢id people. Rows and
rows of chairs seemed to run into infinity.

The princes smiled and nodded, then proceeded sbl¢athe centre of the
dais, where the priest awaited them at the loray athich had been set up
underneath a beaten gold canopy. Behind them, dghrthe doors, came all
thirty-six of their Cup Companions. Usually the Qmuanions drew lots at
ceremonial occasions, but this time none woulddreat! his rightful part in

the proceedings.

"Have you ever seen so much masculine splendour aile place?" Marta
murmured to the viewers in an awed hush, as thep@ormans lined up
along the edge of the podium, spacing themselvél toe whole width of
the hall. Then, at a signal, they moved in unisowml the steps to stand
facing the congregation.

The Companions were almost as magnificent as timeqw they served.
Each wore a richly coloured turban and a cerema@akd, and around his
neck a jewel on a pearl rope, the symbol of thigih loffice.

There was music playing somewhere, but it was isiptesto be certain
what instruments were played. Flutes, perhaps, astoecks, and
tambourines.



Two Companions from each group detached themsalv@strode in pairs
down each of the three aisles to the great entsaaicthe other end of the
hall.

There was another long hush of expectation, and the three pairs of
doors were opened. Through each of them, with nmedssteps, came one
of the three brides, Jana Stewart for Prince Oi@arpline Langley for
Prince Karim, and Zara Blake for Prince Rafi.

All wore the traditional Western white, but eaclessy was individual, and
each bride had chosen a different colour for Hewdrs.

The first that the cameras picked up wore a dresswas closest to the
Easternshalwar kameedt bore a high neck, was open in a V at the front,
had long full sleeves buttoned tightly at the wrinhd fell to mid-calf.
Underneath were the flowing trousers in the samiéevadn white brocaded
silk. On her feet she wore delicately strapped shath heels. She carried
ruby red and white roses in her bouquet, with ashad tiny red and white
rosebuds threaded all through her luscious dark haithough each curl
held a flower.

"Princess Zara," murmured Marta, to any membenetelevision audience
who might happen to have spent the past monttcona.

The second bride wore a long, slim, elegant ouwtiity sleeves to the elbow,
unwaisted. A gored coat, with a stiff high-standiage ruffle running

behind her neck and down into the cutaway bodicgite her outfit an

Elizabethan air, was open over a matching shiftebén She carried a
white-and-green bouquet, deep-coloured ivy andwiiee hawthorn of her
homeland falling from her waist to the floor indkj fertile profusion. Her

tawny hair was crowned with a wreath of ivy.

"And Princess Jana."

The third bride was veiled. She wore a romantissiréiounce upon flounce
of silk lace over a thick crinoline, and abovep#sth snug bodice and tiny
sleeves. She carried a spilling bouquet of bluerdis of different varieties
and hues, and the veil that hid her face traile®ise yards behind her.



"And Princess Caroline," murmured Marta.
As if the world didn't already know.

Behind each bride came her attendants. Like thremrgs, each bride had
twelve. Each had chosen to be attended by a mages$, from three to
thirty. Some carried bouquets, some overflowingkbtss but the message
of female youth and beauty was there. They sphieltind their own bride

with little rhyme or pattern, wearing her colourby, green, blue, in a span
of shades and tones.The congregation smiled andkstin@ir heads in

amazed delight.

It was a long walk to the altar. The Companions Wwhd opened the doors
closed them again and followed the brides and #ité#ndants back to the
front of the hall. When they got there, all thedesmaids stopped at the
lowest level, in front of the handsome Cup Compasio

Each one went to a different Companion, excepbof@rtiny stalwart beauty
with long golden curls and a blue dress who climbdeterminedly up the
steps behind Caroline Langley and followed herttal way to the altar.
Looking down, Caroline smiled approvingly througér veil and then had
eyes only for Prince Karim, waiting there for her.

Lena, dressed in shot rose silk, accompanied 2a.Jana’s young sister,
dressed in forest green, smiled tremulously asfall®mved Jana to where
dark-eyed Omar waited.

"The princes drew lots to establish the order efrtliows,"” Marta informed
her audience, though the same information had dréaen aired many
times in the papers and on television in the rureughis moment. "No one
except themselves will know what that order islumé see it happen. And
now, from this moment until the service is overerth is to be no
commentary."”

All the commentators dutifully fell silent as thergice began. It was a
mixture of hymns and readings, sermons and songsicrand dance. The
vows of each bride and groom were taken in turnungpbridesmaids
yawned and dropped their flower baskets, the olMemen in the



congregation wept a few tears, the Companions exygthwarm dark looks
with the older bridesmaids.

In short, as is fitting at a wedding, everyone grétty much as nature
dictated.

And then it was over. Bells rang, music played, tr@Princes of Barakat
embraced their new brides.

"Prince Rafi of East Barakat, as we all know, wesried some time ago,"
Marta reminded her viewers. "For him and PrinceagZhis was really
more like a blessing. But the others waited fordffecial moment. There's
Princess Caroline, without her veil now, of couBleie flowers in her hair,
as well, | see."

The congregation was on its feet now. All the Isided grooms were still
in the Hall of Justice, as were the Companionsatehdants. This was as
planned. "They'll move to the Throne Room now, ehiire reception is
being held,” Barry informed all those who had neatd the details before.

"Yes, there are Prince Omar and Princess Jana nigokver their

shoulders...they're leading the way down the ckaiske, and then it will be
out into the sunshine, where they'll greet the mgitrowds, and the whole
party will cross the courtyard...yes, there go &sRafi and Karim and
their new princesses...the sunshine is spilling thie room through the
doors....

"What a fabulous day!" said the announcer.

* % %



