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NO OTHER LOVER BUT YOU

One night of electrifying, primitive lovemaking \wiSheikh Arash Khosravi

and Lana Holding had never let another man touah &eparated by

circumstance, she despaired of seeing him againth@u reunion proved

bittersweet. For pride and pain had made her ststvegkh ruthless and as
cold as the blizzard they were stranded in....

Arash had risked his fortune to save his belovathtty. And so he could
promise gentle Lana no future. But solitude witk tireathtaking beauty
was too tempting for his noble resistance. Surreng¢o the woman who
was his torment, his delight, he vowed to havefbesver. Could he keep
her when he had nothing to offer... but himself?



One

Winter was taking a last swipe at the mountainstrAng wind had started
to blow soon after lunch, and within an hour thauigul spring weather had
developed claws. Now, wearing the anorak and jdaihad been perfectly
comfortable this morning, Lana Holding was shivgrimnd probably it

would get worse.

Static screeched in her ear again. "Nothing," €p®nted briefly, turning
down the volume on the CB mike and tossing it tgtothe truck window
onto the passenger seat. She leaned against thkeand looked down at
where Arash was tightening the wheelnuts, hislégtbent, his right leg
extended awkwardly away from his body.

She could have helped with the job, but when, snusiual autocratic way,
he had told her not to bother, she hadn't forced iflsue. She was
determined to en-joy this trip through the bredimg Koh-i Shir
mountains in spite of his presence and the jinx skamed to be dogging
them. Getting into a heated argument with Arashr @xanging a wheel
wasn't her idea of a good time.

She sighed with ill-suppressed anxiety. "They nsti$tbe miles behind us."

Arash pulled the wrench off the last nut and streged. "They probably
have not left Seebi-Kuchek."

Seebi-Kuchek was the village where they had sgennight. Their little

convoy had consisted of two trucks when they sétfroin the palace
yesterday, one carrying Arash and Lana, the otheiof Arash's staff, who
had come along as bodyguards or advance men otlsageOr for all she
knew, their role might be just to make sure she/Aradh wouldn't have to
be alone.

If so, that was fine with her. Lana didn't wantlie alone with Arash,
either—she didn't want to be with hia all—but she had been impatient to
get into the mountains. This morning, when the otheck had developed
minor engine trouble, it was she who had suggesetting off without
them.



"They can catch up with us at lunch time," she tnggd. "The weather is so
beautiful. | want to get up into the mountains white sky is clear, and what
if it doesn't last?"

She regretted it now, even more so because hendtsshad been right.
Clouds were building around the magnificent peaklotint Shir, and soon
this road would be just any old desolate stretchoafl with no mountain
views to entrance the eye.

Arash had agreed without a word, though she knehala't liked it. They
had dawdled at their lunch break, waiting for thieeos to catch up, but it
didn't happen, and so they had gone on again. Anlater one front wheel
had hit a pothole hard. Replacing the broken whvwtgich had unbelievably
stubborn bolts, had cost them too much time. Slegvkhey would have to
hurry if they were going to reach the village thegre aiming for on the
other side of the pass today.

She eyed him now. "Should we go back?"

"Your choice," Arash said, moving to set his taal® the back of the truck.
He slammed the double doors. "We can go forwatthok. The distance is
about the same, and each way it is unlikely we gatldown out of the pass
before nightfall.”

She eyed him in alarm. "What does that mean?"

"It means spending the night in the mountains.”

Lana closed her eyes and heaved a sigh. "Whydgripisojinxed?"

"l know no better than you," Arash said, in a calmice which had the effect
of irrationally irritating her.

"I know you don't know, Arash," she told him leyel'Haven't you ever
heard a rhetorical question before?"

His response was to eye her steadily for a momeahttlzen say, as if she
hadn't spoken, "Which shall it be, Lana? Forwartawok?"



She could hear the suppressed impatience that wesstaalways in his
voice when he spoke to her, and of course thisggifuation was no easier
for him than for her. However much she disliked gkr®urrani ibn Zahir al
Khosravi, cousin and Cup Companion to Prince Kaviime knew he
returned the compliment with at least equal force.

She couldn't imagine how he had been talked intogideer escort to Central
Barakat, any more than she could understand—now—skveyhad accepted
the situation.

She had wanted, unofficially, to be the first tv&l through these fabulous,
awe-inspiring mountains on the newly-built Emerbldghway which her
father's money had made possible. And when Alinog+Hest friend from
university, now Princess of Parvan—had said thatid¢dahad a particular
reason for wanting Arash to be her escort, hacetititat she would in this
way be providing cover for a secret diplomatic noss Lana just hadn't
known how to tell her friend that the thought of kimg the journey in
Arash's company would leach all the joy out ofdldeenture for her...

So now here she was, stuck in practically the mdesblate mountains on
the face of the earth with Arash al Khosravi, a méio got on her nerves at
the best of times.

Who was still waiting for her to decide. "You'rerbgetoo,” she told him.
"What do you want to do?"

"Let us go on," Arash said.

Arash shifted gears for another climb on the tartumad that, with a small
chunk of Jonathan Holding's vast wealth, was bdingt through the
mountain ranges of Shir and Noor to link Parvarnhie Barakat Emirates.

He thought back to that moment when Kavi had asiedto accompany
Lana Holding on her misguided pilgrimage on thdl-shfinished road.

Arash had never before pleaded with his princeafor favour. but he had
been horrified by the request.



He had resisted in the strongest terms.

Kavi, | ask you not to ask this of me. | cannoth®eone to take her through
the mountains. Surely any of the others...

"As the most trusted of my Companions, Arash, yautiae only one | can
ask this favour," Kavi had replied uncomfortablpdaArash had realized
there was more to this request than he himselfead told. "We owe her
everything. How can | entrust her safety to anyeo?h

He gazed at his prince for a long moment as ceytanept over him. "Who
has requested this, Kavi?"

"I myself make the request,” Kavi said, but witlioae in his voice that
belied the words. Arash opened his mouth to sayitthauld be worse than
useless for him to make this trip, and then sulosidi® silence.

It was true. Kavi and the country owed Lana Holdevgrything. Kavi had

two reasons now to bless the luck that had putamchArash at university at
the same time as Alinor, now his wife, and hemfui¢.ana. Lana, who had
turned out to be the daughter of the Americandmbiire Jonathan Holding,
had fallen in love with Parvan, and had persuadeddther to aid the tiny
kingdom in the aftermath of its savage and destreiclvar against the
Kaljuk invaders. So this was a small sacrificeKawi to ask of his closest
and most trusted Companion.

Between Kavi and Arash there could be no such thgng command. Arash
had not sworn to obey the Durrani, for such an oathid not be asked from
one of his ancient line. But he had sworn his lgyahnd such a wish,
expressed in such a way, was more powerful thamarand.

On my head and eyes, Lotk had said then, bowing formally in the most
ancient of exchanges.

But he wished Kavi had laid any other mission an.hi



The way Arash was pushing the truck, Lana wondiéteelhad changed his
mind after all, and intended to get down out of plass before they had to
stop for the night.

"Mash'Allah,” she reminded herself, in the way that she hadéebduring
her time in ParvanWhatever God willsln terrain like this it was easy to
remember the maxim that, whatever man proposiesGod who disposes.

He heard the murmur and glanced over.
"Pardon?"

"l was just thinking that we might still make it\do out of the pass to where
we originally planned to stop if you keep it updithis."

Arash shook his head. He wished it were true. llithve dangerous to drive
after sunset."

He meant that they could not afford to risk hittiwgother pothole in the
darkness.

Lana glanced nervously at the sky. She had beewgtfgr the past hour to
tell herself that the thick heavy clouds were mgveast and the area of
clear sky was- no smaller than before. But theyewmt moving east, and
the amount of blue was definitely shrinking.

He followed her gaze, but said nothing.

They rounded a curve, and he braked sharply. Aagpoé stones and rocks
and snow had come down off the side of the mouritaspew across the
road. He bumped slowly over it.

At night, without benefit of a moon, they would ast certainly have hit it
before he saw it. Suddenly Lana accepted that thayy would have to
spend the night up here.



"What if there's a storm?" She tried to sound mattdact, but she couldn't
hide the note of dismay in her voice.

Arash flicked her a glance.
"Is there any protection up here?" she pursued.
He shrugged. "It is as you see."”

She knew in a storm they should find cover. Buehgrthe remotest region
of Parvan, landmine warnings were still posted pnemtly on both sides of
the road. The snow-covered, uninhabited mountainspst as much as the
valleys, had been liberally strewn with butterflynes by the Kaljuks in the
last days of the war, before their retreat.

Anything might be a landmine in disguise—a cominya a leaf....

There were teams all over the country working hamdmine clearance:
Lana knew all about it, since it was her own favteuyproject in Parvan.

She also knew that, except for the routes that ileeenomads’ regular
pathways between their summer and winter groumdsuding this one
where the road had been built, these bleak, diffiobountains were
scheduled to be the last area cleared.

It made sense to clear the valleys, the towndattmelands and nomad trade
routes first. But it meant that even if they sasa&e or overhang, she and
Arash could not just climb up to take shelter. Thegre safe from mines
only for a few yards either side of the road, ahdhat had been mostly
levelled to make way for the road.

A gust of wind roared down the mountainside, shgkine truck as it
bumped along, spattering sand and gravel agaiesivthdshield, making
her shiver.

Storm and mountain—you couldn't beat them for mganhuman being
feel frail and insignificant.



"We can't pitch the tent if there's going to beaxra. We'll have to sit it out
in the truck,"” she observed in a level voice.

There was silence. He did not deny it.

Lana felt the first real thrill of alarm. Sitting ia truck overnight while a
storm raged with only Arash and a survival candiecompany! It defied
imagination. The man could barely bring himselfbw® civil to her at the
easiest of times.

She eyed the clouds again.
"Is there going to be a lot of snow?"

It was a stupid question, which she knew as so@hassked it. When the
weather was unseasonable in the first place, whitdaguess? But it was
just ordinary human nature to ask, Lana figuredidh't really mark her as
ignorant, but by the glance Arash threw her, ythiick she was a specimen
of a species that lacked basic reasoning capahiliti

Arash shrugged. "Two inches? Two feet?"
"Two feet?"
"It is impossible to guess.”

His voice was rough and flat, not sharing anytharip her, and she had to
breathe deeply to calm her irritation. She had obben making
conversation to ease her nerves, and besides, siekmw the ropes a lot
better than she did. She'd never been up heredydfot his family estates
were in the Koh-i Shir mountains somewhere, so shguldn't she ask an
expert?

But what was the point in defending herself?
They always did rub each other the wrong way. Iswae of those

inexplicable, unfounded antipathies. Each wouldeha@en happy never to
see the other again, she thought, if only one efntlvould leave town.



But Parvan was Arash's home, and he wasn't goiegitgrate. And, apart
from this short break which Alinor had insisted drana wasn't going
anywhere, at least until after Alinor's baby wasnb@nd then— well, she
wasn't ready yet to name a day when she would IBanean.

She had never met such brave, strong, true pespleeecitizens of Kavi's
little country of mountain and desert, and here—pimgj, with her father's
money, to put the war-torn country back togethere-fit that she had
found her reason for being.

"What is this, Lana, adopt-a-country?" her fathad demanded in amused
exasperation at yet another request for a contobutn one of his weak
moments she had convinced him to match, dolladdtiar, all the funds she
raised elsewhere. "Don't | already support mogtevillages and roads and
wells and schools? And that mountain highway—whatyau calling it, the
Emerald Road?—is sucking up cash like a vacuurmeltdVhat else can
there be?"

"Dad, face it—if you don't spend your money on stinimg like Parvan,
what'll you spend it on? Trying to buy power, thathat. And then you
won't be a great guy anymore, you'll be a monsied, everyone will hate
you," she had explained ruthlessly. "And | don'htvaveryone in the world
hating my dad."”

"I'm not trying to buy power at the moment, Lanlag' had told her. "I'm
trying to endow a museum."

The new museum wasis baby, and it needed lots of funds, too. But he
almost always came through for her. And sometimesr tinterests
coincided, for many wealthy Parvani families wewecéd into selling their
ancient treasures to finance the rebuilding ofrtinaes.

At least Lana could always make sure the Holding®&lum paid well.

Kavi and Alinor and all the people whose lives gheched—whose villages
and homes and farms were rebuilt, much soonerdbala otherwise have
been possible, with her father's generous donatamis the money she
raised with her fund-raising events—of course wgeteful.



Only Arash stood outside the circle of her admir&s a sheikh and tribal
leader with a valley full of farms and villages ¢are for, he had not
interfered when his people had received their sbbifee generosity. But as
the man whose own estates and family home hadredffae would accept
nothing from her.

And although she was certain that his painful lioguld be helped with
surgery, he had virtually pretended not to heardffer to finance a trip for
surgery abroad.

She had never understood his reasons, and shager loothered to try.
She turned her head to ran a look over his stramgympromising profile as
he drove, his own attention firmly on the road. \M&s wearing a leather
jacket and denim jeans and boots, but he lookdds®oa sheikh than when
he was in full traditional dress.

"Will this thing drive if there's that much snowstie couldn't help asking.
"There are too many unknowns to predict anythiith eertainty,” he said.
"So we might end up waiting for a helicopter resXuHer heart sanldnd
how long would that takeshe wanted to ask, but she suppressed the desire
His answer would only be another irritating refusalguess, and she was
already gritting her teeth.

"I knew | should fly," she muttered.

Arash lifted a disbelieving eyebrow. "And why didyou?"

"Well, you know the answer to that better than | Aash!"

"l know only that Kavi asked me to see you safelyCentral Barakat and
that you insisted on coming by road."”

She threw him a look. "I do know, Arash, that I'neyading cover for some
secret mission to Prince Omar."



Arash frowned at the road. ' 'l am entrusted withnmission other than
delivering you safely to my cousin Omar and Priscéana in Central
Barakat."

Of course he wouldn't tell her if he was. "So whgswt so important that
you and no one else accompany me?" she demandactalg.

There was a short silence.
"But this was your own choice," he said in slightise.

Lana's mouth gapedMy choice? What, to have you along? Why would it
be mychoice?"

"Naturally | found your motive inexplicable."

Lana turned to look at him, her eyes narrowedid 3@u really think that |
had asked Kavi to force you to come with me? Kawildn't have told you
such a thing!"

He threw her a glance, shrugging. ' 'lt was onesiptes explanation for
something inexplicable.”

"Thanks for the vote of confidence!" she snapp®dhdt did you think my-
motive was, Arash, just as a matter of interest?"

The truck slowed as his eyes briefly but electni§yy met hers.

"I thought your motive would be revealed in timdidn't trouble, therefore,
to wonder."

"Dont hand me that!" she commanded irritably. Yiu thought I
engineered this, you must have had some ideas abbgttWhat was my
reason, Arash?"

She stared at him, her mind whirling, fury alredxypbling up inside, and
she thought how dangerous it would be to be stchatime with Arash, of
all men. She knew there was a well of resentmenteintowards him....



There wasn't another of Kavi's Cup Companions #if@tdike, whom she
wouldn't rather have been with now.

"What reason could | possibly have for wantingeéalone with you up here
in God's country?"

He made no reply. After a minute, she opened heutimon a slow,
outraged breath.

"I don't believe it!" Suddenly she could hardly get words out for the rage
that assailed her. When she spoke, her voice shook.

"What did you think, Arash? Did you think | maybanted to get you alone
to make you an offer?"

She saw a muscle leap in his jaw and was sureahbaihhome.

"What kind of an offer, exactly, were you envisaggrjust a brief affair, or
was | going to go so far as to propose a mutuallyvenient marriage of
wealth with an ancient title? Was that it?" "It wast that | believed it. It
was merely one possible explanation that crosseching."

"You really have to be seen to be believed!"

He slowed the truck with a quick jab at the braked turned to her, a blaze
of fury on his face.

"You deny that such a possibility has occurreddo?/
She stared at him, the words tumbling from her. lijges,| deny that such a
possibility has occurred to me! What gives youright to speak to me like

this?"

His eyes were dark with feeling, and a shiver dthower her. What on earth
could be coming now?



He lifted a hand from the steering wheel and mgdr pointed at the end of
her nose. His eyes flashed violet, and the furyisnvoice now astonished
her.

"What gives me the rightPougive me the right, Lana. You with your quiet
suggestion that | am for sale at public tender!"



Two

It had been Lana's idea to offer a fabulous funsifrg dinner on a jet, flying
guests who had paid a substantial sum for the hoowarnight from
London to Parvan, where they would greet the sunita®se over
magnificent Mount Shir. Then they would land at tapital to meet the
Regent Prince and his wife at a palace champagrakiast.

On board the luxuriously appointed jet, donatedtf@® occasion by the
princes of the Barakat Emirates, subscribers wks® @rivileged to meet
some of the Cup Companions....

Lana had quickly learned that Kavi's handsome Com@anions had a
drawing power second only to Prince Kavian himseifd she included
them in nearly every fund-raising event. The lonffesing Companions
joked that they were no better than performing $edrsuch times, but
uncomplainingly took their turn.

It was just chance that Arash was one of the pe¥ifoy bears whose turn it
was to appear for that particular fund-raiser—aen¢scheduled to last for
nearly a day, and for most of which they were,amirse, all captive on the
aircratft.

Sheikh Arash Durrani ibn Zahir al Khosravi nevatefd to please women
who fantasized about the Cup Companions. His chaas rough and
unstudied; he never came across as practised mhed] but he had a
natural charisma that had an effect in spite—or bmalpecause—of a
sometimes impatient tongue.

Arash was tall, dark and arrogantly, powerfully ddooking, with a firmly
held mouth behind a neat curling beard. His flagldark eyes sometimes
seemed black and sometimes glowed deep violetloarceo unusual that
people couldn't help remarking on it.

The fact that he had been wounded in the war wéluKistan and walked
with a limp only added to his romantic glamour.



When in addition he was wearing the Companiondittcaal state dress of
flowing white oriental trousers snugly cuffed arduthe ankle, beaded
thong sandals on strong bare feet, and a rich wdamk- silk tunic
surmounted by his jewelled chain of office andvigs medals—well, Lana
knew it was a strong female heart that could resist

Lana's own heart had been immunized early, so stseinvno danger, but
she had seen women trip over their own feet whew tere still twenty
paces away.

It nearly always amused her, the effect one smdmfa Cup Companion
could have on the donations, but it was not amusimgn the Companion in
guestion was Arash.

Probably because she didn't like him.

She also hated having to pretend enthusiasm forwitim these adoring
women. Arash, whose eyes sometimes seemed to hidepasorrow even
when he smiled, was a rich source of inspiratiordfeamers. She wanted to
say,Don't go anywhere near him, he's dangerous to krdmwv of course she
never did.

Anyone would have been guaranteed to ask how sbe.kBut she had
never talked about it to anyone. Not even Alinoggged that Arash and she
had a past that had affected her so deeply thatgheould hardly look at a
man....

"l suppose he suffered an awful lot in the war,tinda Burke Taylor had
said with clinical soulfulness an hour or so irte flight, and Lana knew
that Lucinda had sought her out for a purpose.

It was going to be a bumpy night.

Usually Lana had no difficulty enthusing about @@mpanions to smitten
women, and the donations went up when she did.tldatwoman had

already married two high-profile, low-income memdaa Chinese poet-
in-exile was already next in her sights. It waslagious as the day was long



that she thought of these transactions in ternmiothase. His culture and
brains for her money. And she believed it an etyjaasaction.

If she was going to start aiming at Arash...butvétsn't Lana's business.
Arash would have to look after himself.

"I've heard he's the Grand Sheikh of his tribe nbosounds so fascinating!"

"If you consider losing your father and older heat in the same war
fascinating.”

"Oh, of course, | didn't mean—I just meant, the lghlousiness of being
sheikh of a tribe, in this day and age! It's justg"

After a struggle Lana mastered herself. "He's wéoge to the prince, too.
One of his closest and most trusted advisors,'tehéded.

His back turned to them, Arash was talking to samedcana had earmarked
for him. She provided each Companion with his owhdf three or four of
the wealthiest and most charitable people at aeptewhey all disliked the
task, but each could be counted on to speak toyeweron his list. And
usually a good proportion of Arash's targets mamteatons afterwards.

"And he's not married, right?"

The gunsight eyes followed as Arash and the gussbtnsciously moved
closer to them. Lana gritted her teeth.

"Not married, and hasn't got a bean," she hearselezay flatly.

The woman's eyes brightened at this information.

"Really?" She turned to fix her gaze on Lana, wao to consciously refrain
from ducking. "Do you mean he's—" Her voice droppec confidential

murmur. "Is he looking for a moneyed wife?"

It would be husband number three for her, and exaly would mean
sinking the fortunes of the dissident poet, but wbt? Arash's estates were



in ruins, and just because he wasn't acceptingrany Lana didn't mean
they didn't need an injection of cash.

It wasn't up to her to guess whether he would clamsan offer or not.

"Might be worth putting your bid in," Lana saidadlthat the other woman
was apparently deaf to irony.

Arash's gaze met hers briefly across the spacedihiated them. He had
heard some of the discussion. But instead of sgndim an apologetic
look, as she would have with any of the others,aLarerely raised her
eyebrows in a shrug and shepherded Lucinda initastobn.

"Your Excellency..." she began, giving full weidbthis title because of the
impact it had on most Westerners. But the way As&d her she knew he
suspected her of irony.

Well, to hell with him. He knew nothing about hérhe had known her at
all, he would have understood that he could takédtker's money without
obligation.

"...may | present Lucinda Burke Taylor?"

Maybe Lucinda would have better luck. Maybe Arasbuld be more
comfortable with a cash sale. Maybe that had beemiistake. She hadn't
asked for anything in return.

Lana frownedMistake?The only mistake she had made with Arash was a
long time ago, and she was far from making another.

"l wasjoking" she said now.

"You were not joking. She came to me as one whoesoim assess a horse.
She wanted to count my teeth!"

"I know she did! Don't you know irony when you hé&a&t



He glanced at her. "And Miss Burke Taylor—did shew irony when she
heard it?"

"I can't help it if she was too stupid to get noirp. You've dealt with
enough stupid, greedy women. You couldn't have diag trouble with
her—she wasn't up to your weight at all!"

"Thank you." He bowed ironically over the wheel.

"But Lucinda's not the point now, is she? Whereydo get the jump from
Lucinda to me?"

"You?"
She breathed deep, trying to quell the irrationay that consumed her.
"Even if you thought | was serious, you have nougds for suggesting |

would want to put in a bid myself. No grounds &t'al

To her surprise, he braked and pulled over to tde ef the road. He
slammed the gearshift into Park and turned to her.

" 'What are you talking about? Why do you make sehmfuss about a
simple mistake?"

"I'm talking about you saying | engineered thip 80 | could make a pass at
you!"

He stared at her. "Are you crazy, Lana? | havetgld you—"

She overrode him. "It's been a long time sincedwhmyself at you, Arash,
and if it is not already obvious, let me make ie drundred percent clear—I
am not likely to do it again!"

"You did not throw yourself at me," he said. "Yofieoed yourself to me

from compassion, the way a woman does when a mgoing to war and

may never come back."

"'Is that what you thought?" she asked bitterly.



"Is it not the truth?"

She blinked slowly, her eyes clouding. Was it? \thias what had motivated
her? She could hardly remember now, but she sugmsemust have had
some reason for such crass stupidity.

"Maybe," she said. It would explain something, aayw-the thing that had
always mystified her. Why had she thrown herseliiat when now it was
so obvious they were incompatible and didn't likeche other? Just
out-of-control hormones?

She sighed. "It doesn't matter now, does it?"
"No, it doesn't matter now."

' 'And just to set your mind at rest, Arash, inecgsu really are afraid it
might happen again, it is just possible | mightreduced to buying a
husband for myself—"

"I did not—"

"But never, in a thousand million years, would eeconsider makingou
an offer, Arash. So if you were thinking that whe teasoning behind my
offer to help you rebuild your palace or your vgler anything like that,
you can relax."

"I have—"

"l didn't want you to come on this trip, | was Kawailed into it, and | would
have flown when | discovered you were going to lyeascort, only Alinor
as good as begged me not to. | have no desird@beralone with you, for
any reason whatsoever!"

"l understood this before," he said, not withoutnowr. "You have been at
such pains to make it clear that you regretted tigitt, Lana, that even a
stone statue would have the message by now. Sow kimat you do not
believe what you are indignantly pretending to éedi and that you know



very well that what was in my mind was no more thzat Lucinda Burke
Taylor had asked you to open certain negotiationtiér."

Heat rushed up under her skin, and she was fillitl angry shame. Oh
God! What a fool she was! Of course he would néwagine...what the hell
had possessed her to accuse him of thinking subimg? It was the last
thing he would think. They couldn't stand each dtlsée must be going
crazy. Mountain air did that to some people.

"I am sure that Lucinda Burke Taylor handles henowegotiations. She
must be quite polished by now," Lana muttered, bender head to conceal
her embarrassment from him.

Arash laughed, and from the corner of her eye shthed the smooth
movement of his throat and smiled herself. Howeansgry she got with
him, it rarely lasted. They did have that.

There was a moment of silence while she abruptk to the fact that they
were not moving.

"Why are we stopped here? Why aren't you drivirig?"

He leaned forward, resting his arms over the stgesiheel, and gazed out
at the weather.

"We have a choice to make," he observed.

A huge gust of wind hit the side of the truck, seemo suck the warmth out
of the little cabin, and she shivered. Looking thg window, she could see
lots of rock, but nothing that offered real protewt

"What choice? Is there someplace nearby where wgebunder cover?"

He lifted a hand and pointed out the window bebkele "That way," he said.
"It's a long trek."

She turned and stared at the rocky landscape. “Aitraiss-country? But
what about landmines?"



"There's another mule train route here, leading taalley. It has been
cleared by your teams. It's a long way down thd todhe next such track. It
may be best to make for the valley. | think it @ng to be a severe storm,
Lana. High winds and heavy snow. It will not beestaf remain in the truck.
There may be avalanche.”

They both automatically glanced out at the snoweoed slopes, as far up
as they could see. The clouds were low, dark acr@@singly ominous.

"Do you mean it's going to be a blizzard? But Araghat if it starts while
we're walking?"

"That is only more reason to hurry."

"But we might wander off the route! We could geth to bits."”

"I know the landmarks. Whatever else happens, vlenoi stray from the
path,” he said briefly, without emphasis. They wbath silent as they
considered the other fate that might befall thesmgtt without shelter on a
mountain at night during a storm.

"We have a mountain survival kit in the truck."” Heemed to come to a
decision. He lifted his hand to the key to shuttb# engine. "We must
hurry." He opened his door and got out.

Another gust of wind smacked at them. Arash stagfjander the blast.

"Arash..." she began, but he was already at thk bathe truck, opening
the doors and rooting around amongst their supplies

"Dress warmly," he ordered. "Put on everything yam. More than you
think you need."

Well, it might be preferable to stagger throughri@untains than sit in the
truck with Arash waiting for the storm to hit. Bsite hated listening to him
give orders as if he were an army sergeant and séeruit.

"Thank you for that advice,” she muttered, to thehdboard.



She stepped out of the truck and instantly begaitcer in the icy air. He
was right—her jacket and jeans would get her nowlghe would freeze to
death if the temperature dropped much further.

Her short red curls were lifted and blown flat agaiher head; even her
eyelashes were caught by the wind.

Her jacket billowing, she staggered to the backheftruck, where Arash
dragged out the bag she pointed to and droppetdhérafeet. Lana bent
down and started pulling clothes out of it. Sherfiagacked for cold

weather; she was heading to the desert, afte3lad had few suitable things.
But layers were the warmest way to dress anyway.

She quickly grabbed out sweatshirts and jerseyairaf sweatpants, socks.
Then came a couple of pairs of leggings. She gatrdbem in surprise,

suddenly remembering having packed them, paused fmoment, then

tucked them back into the case.

"Put them on," Arash commanded her.

She glanced up. She had thought he was fully enlgdge apparently he
had time to watch her.

"Put them on," he repeated in a voice that broake@rgument. Another
wind slammed into them, smashing one of the dobthe truck closed,
rocking the vehicle violently. It was icy cold, Wwitfingers that reached
inside the cotton shirt she was wearing to countibs. She shivered.

"Are you crazy? I'd have to take off my jeans fil&t freeze just putting
them on!"

"You will quickly get warm again when we start taig," he said.

She really didn't want to strip off in the middlé tbe road—in front of
Arash—if she could help it.

"I'm sure I'll be all right with—"



"The temperature is still dropping. We have a lomglk on exposed
mountain."

She still hesitated, and his voice got flatter amate urgent.
"Lana, we are using valuable time. Do as | say'elaft your jeans!”
The explosion over, his words hung in the air. Tleges met.

A muscle pulsed in his jaw. She wished they coaldyh. It should have
amused them. But somehow, instead, she felt heatuquin her cheeks.
Lana turned away and pulled her jacket off, reagliom a jersey.

As she pulled on all her sweaters, Arash pulled @mck tracksuit over his
jeans and shirt, then a heavy sweater and down aedtthen his leather
jacket. All right for him, he didn't have to strif his jeans, Lana thought
bitterly, pulling down the zipper and shivering sl slipped the denim
down over her hips.

Underneath she was wearing only a tiny pair offbriie paper-thin yellow
Lycra, and she saw Arash glance involuntarily atbbeee hips and thighs
before he firmly continued with his own business.

It was just male instinct, she told herself, trytoggnore her reaction to his
glance. Trying not to remember the last time helbakled at her body.

Her jeans around her knees, she held down herhe@btwvith the other toe
and tried to prise her foot free, but her feet nhaste swollen during the
long drive— the boot was stuck.

"Damn!" she swore, wrestling with the boot for anment before starting to
hike her jeans back up.

"What is it?" Arash turned. He had dressed quicdg was packing the
supplies. He held a coil of rope in his hand. hd,abelieve me, it is best if
you put on everything you can."



"I'm trying to. | can't get my boots off!" she exploded. Ndwe gouldn't get
her jeans back up over her hips.

Without another word Arash sank down at her fedtguickly loosened the
laces.

"Lift your foot," he commanded impatiently, andenl she mutely obeyed
he wrapped one hand around her ankle and worketiabeoff with the
other.

She shivered violently. It really was freezing. tigshe stepped with her
free foot on the gravelly road to let Arash draw thle other boot. She
shoved her jeans down again, and he took overltalgm down over her
knees and shins and off one foot and then the .other

Then she stood half naked in front of him, notrengher lower body except
the yellow bikini briefs. Lana swallowed convuldiydooking down at his

dark, thickly waving hair as he lifted his head &mavned questioningly up
into her eyes.

For a moment they were both silent, remembering.

"Ohhh, it'scold! she cried, pretending that she had been asdaylatb
memory of another life, another world.

Arash got to his feet and turned to business, amhlshook out the first pair
of leggings, lifted a foot and quickly began to wdénem on.

When she had put on the leggings and jeans arssatpants she began to
warm up again. She quickly pulled on her boots jacket, tied a big silk
scarf around her head and face, pulled up her hndanade the drawstrings
tight. She slipped a small toiletries bag with tfeee essentials into her
pocket.

Meanwhile Arash had stuffed two backpacks full, avaks tying a rope
around his waist. When that was done he took ther@&nd and began to tie
it around her.



"What on earth are you doing?" she demanded.

He threw her a look and went on tying the rope.

"Answer me, Arash!"

His hands stilled for one moment of what lookect likritation and he
looked into her eyes at close quarters. In thiy ¢jight his eyes were the
colour of crushed dark violets. She could almostlstheir perfume.

"l am tying a rope around your waist," he said lgve

"l can see that!"

He shrugged. "You asked the question.”

"You know what | meant!"

"The reason for what | am doing is as obvious asatttion itself. What do
you want me to say? If you get blinded by the stodm you relish the
prospect of wandering off the path away from me getting lost—or
worse? Do not waste time on argument, Lana! Evecgrsd counts! You
must submit to me in this! If you challenge me g\sep of the way, we are
doomed."

You must submit to me in this.

Lana swallowed. Of course he was right. He wase#pert here. "Sorry,"
she muttered, and then turned and slipped intstthes of the backpack he
held up for her. A moment later he had shouldersatteer one himself,
larger, heavier.

"Ready?" he asked.

Together they stepped into the storm. Survival ddpd on mutual
cooperation now. She wondered if they could achieve



She had gone to London to study at university, imgrddventure, wanting
travel, wanting to get away from the restrictiohatther father's sudden
wealth imposed on her life.

Lana had been born and raised in an ordinary, caaffiy-off family
environment, with a father she hardly saw and aherotwho was
proportionately devoted to maintaining home anditianshe rarely spent
time with her father because his field was comtend when Lana was
about five he had taken the plunge of startingpliie company.

Within ten years Jonathan Holding was almost @obidlire, and Lana's life
had changed completely. She had of course enjdyefitdedoms that such
wealth offered, but she had equally disliked trstrretions that it imposed.

The worst effect was in her dating life. She haly t,een sixteen when she
had had to fight off a date rape from a guy whoema well-placed kick had
finally calmed his ardour, had drunkenly apologized confessed that he
had wanted to be able to claim he had deflowereththan Holding's
daughter.

He was a student at a nearby private school fos.bblat night she had
learned that there was a competition among the: goggjoal was to get the
"virgin's panties' of the daughter of someone fasntmuhang on your gym
locker door. Lana Holding's panties would be alnasstnuch of a feather in
a guy's cap as those of the daughter of a highkpnoiovie star, who was
her fellow student.That experience had made hewy, veery wary.
Afterwards she listened to her friends when théeth about sex, about
how they had meant to resist but had been overdyntleeir own passion,
or by a guy's, or by his arguments or bad tempemerely by their own
impatience to know what it was all about....

Not Lana. The experience gave her breathing time,aagood reason for
resisting during those first cloudy, hormone- hdays of growing up. And

when the cloud had cleared a little, she had redlthat she wanted a lot
more from a guy than just his determination tolggtunderpants from her.
And a lot more from herself than just her hormoergang out for relief.



She had decided to go abroad to university, whatie a little luck she
could be just an ordinary person again. She haghtakr mother's name to
become plain Lana Brooks, though at her fathesistence she had agreed
to live in a building with extremely high security.

Lana had been lonely in the huge and luxurioustayant, until she had
invited her best friend, Alinor, to share the plagth her.

Alinor had already caught the eye of the mystergrasluate student Kavian
Durran, who rumour said was an important membethefParvan royal

family. He was accompanied everywhere he went lgy ttho Parvani

friends who had come to England with him. Rumoia #zeywere actually

bodyguards.

One of them called himself Arash Khosravi.



Three
Lana bit hungrily into a piece olaan."Where are we?" she asked, chewing.

Buffeted by howling winds, they had been strugglagoss rocky ground
for well over an hour, and if there was a path, grainly hadn't seen any
markings.

Every step terrified her. The thought of what wolidgbpen if he put his foot
on a mine made her sick with fear. She had gritkedteeth till her jaw
achedNot him,she had silently pleade#fter all that he's suffered, don't let
him... She didn't like him, but she was a long way froanting to watch a
landmine blow his foot off.

But he had brought them safely to their first step. "Five minutes," he had
said, eyeing the sky. The snow had started tafalbst as he spoke, and a
layer of powder was already settling on the grodoing blown into little
ridges under rocks and against stones.

Arash had set a hard pace, and his knee must berba him. She knew he
had been hoping to reach their destination befoditst sign of snow, and
he did not hide his anxiety to get going again.

"In that direction,” he replied now, pointing irdaection she guessed was
south, "not far from the Barakat border. Maybe tiyaniles."

"And in the direction we're heading?"

There was warm soup left over from lunch, in trerimos flask. It had been
filled this morning by a woman in Seebi-Kuchek, #ieage where they had

spent the night, and although of course Lana hawkid her, she was a lot
more grateful for it than she had imagined being.

They had only the flask lid as cup. Arash lifted ttup to his lips once for
every time she did, but he could barely have warhigtips for the amount
he drank.



"We are heading towards a river valley. There wiefud shelter.”

She didn't bother to ask how much longer they bagbt They would either
make it before the storm broke or they wouldn'e 8bdded, finishing the
last bite of her bread, and dusted the crumbs frenknees. Arash held up
the cup of soup to her.

"Finish this off."

She was hungry. A long time ago, in a past of glevitich she could now
hardly recognize, she might have drunk the soupaowit a thought. Lana
had always been an exuberant eater. She had newreedvabout her
weight, or whether people—other women, mostly—Imadight her fat. She
loved food and she indulged herself.

But she never took food for granted now. Too oftkie had seen poor
villagers produce their last morsel of food forithasitors...the generosity
of the people here was the deepest she had ever met

So she stood, looking down to where Arash sat oock, his right leg
extended. He too was much thinner now, though egesyure still carried
the promise of power. "Thanks, Arash, I've had flén

She saw his pupils expand, all at once, like &.calien his eyes fell to the
cup between his hands. After a moment, he lifted itis mouth and drank
deeply.

He held it out to her again. "The last mouthfulasyou."

He had drunk less than half, but she could noteatga point further. She
took the cup with a nod and gratefully drainednibile Arash with quick
efficiency cleaned up the remains of their meagealm

He stood, drawing his right foot under him in tivekevard way she was
used to, and Lana unconsciously tightened hemlosshook her head. She
knewsomething could be done, if not to restore fulidiion to the knee, at
least to relieve the constant pain she was susatiered. She had asked a



couple of surgeons about his case, and the pragn@s pretty clear. Why
wouldn't he let her father finance the operation?

They shouldered their backpacks in silence. "Readly&sh asked briefly,
and at her nod stepped into the wind and started afa followed as the
rope that joined them lost its slack.

Her hands were cold. She had only two thin pairglafes, and other than
drawing her hands up inside her sleeves there tnasich she could do to
warm them. Pockets were out of the question moteoivay—she needed
her arms free for balance.

The wind was horrible; she had never experiencel sald, strong winds
in her life. Thank God now, except for gusts, itathp came from behind.
Whenever it blew into her face and her nose, iengfly, it seemed to suck
the breath from her lungs.

They had been heading downhill for some time. Mben once she was
blown against Arash's back. On each occasion lppsth firm as a rock,
till she got her balance, then with a brief wortlaféagain.

"l suppose that's a knack you get when you're dais¢he mountains,” she
called once, but if he answered her, the wind $reat@way his words.

It was funny—she didn't like him, but she trustéd.hirhere was no one she
would rather have been in this trouble with, no she would have trusted
more to get her through this.

She searched for her reasons. Because he was manhawvho lied to
himself. Arash never disguised his perception afityein order to bolster
his ego.

How rare that was among men.
She knew there was no one Kavi trusted more. "Amshy right hand,”

she had heard him say to Alinor once. "If | onlinthabout a thing, it is
done, as if my own hand had done it."



He was as fine a warrior as any of his famous daregshe Parvanis were a
nation of storytellers and she had heard plenstafies about Arash's war
exploits, from everyone but him.

She had nothing but respect for him as a man. @denkver seen him
perform an ungenerous act.

Except one.

It was a pity they couldn't like each other. Butwrhstry was like that,
sometimes. Something primitive operating in spftalbrational process.

And she, of course, had other reasons.

They came to ground that sloped sharply upwardshare, the vegetation
having got a little thicker, the path was visitAeash turned up a defile, and
the wind simultaneously changed direction and bthercely at them. The
snow it carried was cold and hard, stinging hee fath sudden ferocity.

Losing her balance, Lana stumbled and cried out,tibough the wind
seemed to steal the cry right from her throat, Aragned and stepped
quickly down to her, his hand outstretched.

She grasped it and recovered her balance, herltestihg so hard and fast
that she was lightheaded for a moment. She claspedther hand to her
chest and blew out a relieved breath.

"Thanks!"

Her pack was heavy enough to have made a fall n&ty might have
broken a bone. His grip was firm, and he held beah extra second to be
sure she was safe. Her heart was still going lideuanroll.

"All right?" Arash asked. "It will be easier vergan now."

She nodded, and he let her hand go, turned andoment



For a moment she stood frowning down at her haunskt @ith that brief
touch his hand had warmed her freezing fingers.

After a long struggle, half-blinded by the snoweyttrested the ridge, and
the world was transformed. Lana, breathing hedwlyn exertion, gasped
at her first glimpse of what lay below.

Behind was the familiar white and grey of rock amauntain and snow, but
at their feet the ground opened, as if a giantkingd cut a gash in the fabric
of the earth and the two sides had been pulled apaeveal the earth's
deepest beauty in a vast, rich valley.

"But it's magic!" she exclaimed breathlessly. "@hash, how beautiful! It's
like—it's like Shangri-La!"

It was green with spring growth and the early bodsnumerous trees.
There were neatly planted orchards in a dozenteres; as well as the wild
growth of natural forests.

There were villages, and farms with the neat, aédtold terracing she
had come to expect in Parvan. There were sheeg@aid freckling the

fields, and their bells jangled on the wild windskeepherds hastily drove
them home.

As everywhere in Parvan, there was evidence oK#lgiks' destructive
bombs. Terraced fields were smashed, a rooflessehgaped helplessly at
the coming storm, sad skeletons of a burnt orchknaded emptily at the
sky.

But there were also signs everywhere that the iitdnatis were rebuilding
their lives. A half-finished new roof, the freshidiks of a rebuilt muezzin
tower, freshly plowed land.

Far to their right, a river cut through a rocky g®rand thundered in a
massive, breathtaking waterfall down to the vallegr so far below. There



it continued its journey as a river again, glistenbetween rich hilly banks
all along the valley till it was lost to view.

At their feet the path they had been following serlg became visible as a
trail leading along the steeply sloping side of vhdley down towards the
river. It branched out in many directions, and i#adized that this path was
the inhabitants' link to the caravan route andotier world.

A blast of wind drove more stinging snow into hacd as she paused to
catch her breath, and Arash said, "We must hurgetao cover. There is
still some way to go."

' 'Has the valley been cleared of mines?" shedaske

He nodded. "This valley was mostly spared the minesy case, being so
close to the Barakat border. The Kaljuks were dfohibringing the Barakat
Emirates into the war against them. If a pilot maade a mistake, if the
mines or the bombs fell across the border..."

"l thought Central Barakat came in on Prince Kasite."

"Prince Omar is Kavi's cousin and mine. He fougktwar unofficially. His
brothers, too, sent money and arms. But to engagdarakat Emirates
officially— the Kaljuks were at great pains to gileem no excuse to
formally declare war."

"So this valley was luckier than some."

He twisted his head in a nod. "As you say."

"What is its name?" she asked, but Arash shookédasl.

"Save your questions, Lana."

He did not take the main path, leading to thedefd sharply down, but a
less-defined, though still visible, route to thght, in the direction of the

waterfall. High on the green slope, it seemed nudra goat track than a
human pathway.



Suddenly the storm broke in earnest. The muddypgodés began filling
with snow. The pattern of the wind was visible hie snowflakes' whirling
dance. Her eyes traced whorls, and spirals, angl sareepingblasts, and
leaping chaos, all within the space of a few sesond

The thought entered her mindhke secret of life is in those patterns, if only
| could understand themThen she blinked in surprise. She must be
lightheaded from exertion and lack of caloriesr&pture of the heights.

One of Kavi's bodyguards was a walking, talking Bemb, as far as Lana
was concerned. Arash Khos- ravi was powerfullytpaihd in their many
discussions about the mysterious trio of Parvatiending the university,
Lana and Alinor convinced themselves that he rea#ly a bodyguard.

He was also ruggedly good-looking, his eyes wedeep, unbelievably
sexy violet, and he exuded masculine sexual comfele

When he looked at her, Lana never felt that assersisim his gaze that she
had learned to hate from men, never felt that guestovering in the air
between themCould I?

Arash's sexual assessment was very different. Viledooked at her, she
seemed to hear a voice inside her head, saY¥iag,have never wept with
pleasure. | will make you do s@r You have never been given all that you
need. | will teach you how much more you need ytoanbelieve now.

She was sure he didn't guess how far she was fierexperience of real
sexual pleasure.

When Kavian and Alinor started to date, Lana andsArof course were
often thrown together. Up close she had found himeathtaking.
Mysterious, elemental. He was so different fromrtien she knew.

Even the way he carried himself was different. Héked as though the air
were his own, and with every step his body seencedestate a deep



connection with the earth, as though his movemaasts part of the earth's
breath.

For a while she had been convinced the deep, alpniogitive attraction she
felt was mutual. She had told herself that Arask afgosing his moment.
She imagined that he was deliberately buildingitiensity between them,
increasing their anticipation.

She wished she had the courage to tell him hecipation didn't need any
help. She had never felt such powerful sensualt@xent in a man's
presence. Looking forward to the day Arash woulkkenhis move, she
would burn and freeze and melt and shiver all atsgime time.

Maybe, if she had not been so totally inexperiencbe might have been
more confident that he would welcome some move fhem But he made
her so nervous. What if she was imagining it allfaf her hormones had
just made her sexually crazy?

The day drew nearer and nearer when he would gehom

Each day her heart ached a little more. Each dayhslught This will be the
day.Each day she trembled when he was near.

And then the impossible arrived. Kavi and Alinorreséeaving for Parvan
the next day, and Arash was going with them. Anthwa deep sense of
shock, Lana had realized that he was never gointate@ his move. And she
might never see him again.

That night, at a farewell party at Kavi's placdiftee drunk—a little drunk

and a lot desperate—Lana had stared across the abdmrash Khosravi

where he leaned against a wall watching the pracgsdandknew that this
was her last chance and that she could not legbimithout a word....

She heard the introductory strains of a slow sexygsand, swaying across
the room to where he stood, had slipped her bouyhis surprised hold,
and her arms around his neck.



"Dance with me, Arash," she breathed softly, smilif¥ou're going home
tomorrow. Dance with me tonight."

They struggled along the path that Arash chose.elVkeing closed in, and
below them, all along the valley, lights came orvillages and isolated
farms. And still they walked, the path droppingywgently as it proceeded
around the valley's slope, leading closer and cltsahe waterfall. Its

comforting rumble grew steadily louder, even againe blast and thunder
of the wind and the thickening fall of snow.

She realized, after a while, that he had some pgoial in mind, and knew

exactly how to get there. Several times beforestimv got deep enough to
cover all trace of the track, she noticed otherkisabranching off, leading

perhaps to this or that distant flickering lightabuster of lights marking a

farmhouse or a village. But he always chose hik péthout hesitation.

Ahead of them there seemed to be nothing but shadowhe sound of the
falls. Yet he moved sure- footedly, not pausintatee his bearings.

Then at last, just before evening darkened intbtnighen she thought her
fingers and her nose must be black with frosthhte stopped. The snow
whirled, and Lana gasped as a white-grey wall laoqzin front of her.

A door creaked, and Arash led her through intowrtgard. There was less
protection here than she would have imagined froenhieight of the wall,
but the reason became evident when another gugtt asale the falling
snow to reveal massive damage a little furthergalon

"Ya Sulayman! Ya Suhailrash called, but his voice was eaten up in the
roar of the storm.

There was no light anywhere.
"'Is there a house?" Lana asked, peering aroandThe wall was fairly

typical, a kind she had seen before. It probabisosunded a large house and
garden and perhaps an orchard. Generally suclca pias the home of the



sheikh or tribal leader, or the village chief. lertiravels, finding the best
projects to undertake— digging a new well hereuilding the mosque
school there—she had often been offered the hdispibh such homes.

So it was likely that Arash had brought her tolbese of the local sheikh.
But it was strange that there were no lights. Thaesk of a village chief
should be full of people and lights, and, in wealthe this, the courtyard
and even some of the rooms might be crowded withas. She wondered
if it was even still standing.

"Yes, there is a house," Arash responded, aftartsigpagain and receiving
no reply. "What is left of it."

He moved forward, and she had to follow. Then,hesy tgot closer, the
snow briefly cleared, and she caught a broad wbt once palatial, but
badly damaged house. It had obviously been the hoiman important
sheikh. Probably the tribal leader of the wholdexglwith a pedigree going
back centuries.

Even half shrouded by the storm and cloaked intnidfie@ ruin made her
shake her head in sorrow. It must have been a ibdaplace, built on
several terraced levels up the hillside.

As they walked she saw the intricately patternednmastones under her
feet, broken now, and a dry channel said thatiagpad once made its way
through the garden. There were the remains of ateliarchways and, just
visible on the far side of the flat roof, an intdome.

Although there were some signs of industry—a ndlat g¢f new bricks,
some boarded-up windows—no extensive repair se¢oeave begun.

Arash led her towards a doorway and pushed operdéloe, and she
followed him inside, out of the wind's icy blast.

He shoved the door shut against the wind. Theydstmoa moment in total
darkness. Catching her breath, she felt him fumiitle something.



"Didn't we bring a flashlight?" she asked, and fdmat she was speaking
in a whisper.

"One moment,” Arash said, in a normal voice, arsd fien a match flared
and she saw his hand reach for the glass chimnag ofl lamp on a small
shelf just above her eye level at the doorway.

He lit the wick and replaced the chimney, then platkee small metal match
back into the little box and restored it to itsqaebehind the lamp. Dimly
she wondered how he had known where the flintbox iwahe darkness.

They stood looking around a large shadowed roorardtwere windows in
one wall, a rug covered a doorway leading off tredl wpposite the door
they had come in by, a tiny arch opened in anoffiee. room was intact,
untouched by any bomb damage, and Lana was wauseby virtue of
being out of the wind.

She gratefully stripped off her gloves and begaruboher freezing fingers
as she looked around.

There were rugs spread thickly on the paving stomefarge pile of
cushions, a low square table, a carved sideboaddadig bronze charcoal
brazier in one corner.

These were evidence of wealth and an importantlyafallen on hard
times, like the house itself. Country people, amenemany city people in
Parvan, sat and ate their meals from a simple sjptéad on the floor.

In the corner was a folded stack of quilts on ditr@nal korsi, so they slept
as well as ate here, at least in cold weatheeeltred the actual living space
had shrunk to this one room.

She blew on her hands and held them to her cold wbde Arash called
again and got no answer.

"l guess there's nobody home," she said.

"No," said Arash.



"Do you know the master of the house?"

"l am the master of the house," he said, bowinghked in the traditional
greeting of his people. "Welcome to the ancestaté of the al Khosravi."



Four

The lamplight revealed some kindling wood stackadai corner and
charcoal in a metal scuttle. Arash dragged the zmdrazier over to the
arched doorway in the opposite wall, lifted the thgt hung there and
hooked it open. Then he began to lay a fire inotfazier.

The room was cold but not chill, and Lana wondexbd was living here
now, and when they would return.

There was a second oil lamp on the low table amedvatrdlessly knelt to
light it before starting to unload food from thibackpacks to create the meal
they were both hungry for. Too late, she wondefeshe ought to have
asked permission.

It was a strange and disorienting experience tee H@een brought to his
home so unexpectedly. Since she had come to Patvash had made it
very clear he did not intend to renew any friengshith her. Refusing
money was only part of it.

After an initial period of hurt confusion, she hkrned to respect his
boundaries—if respect was the word. She carefubided anything that
might be construed as pushiness.

So although she had funded projects in this vallag, had never visited it.
She had made a paper decision, or sent one okasr. tShe hadn't even
known exactly where the valley was situated. Sladized that she must
have avoided even seeing the name on a map.

The Valley of Aram.
No, not avoided. Why should she care where Ar-sasbime was? There
were lots of valleys she hadn't been to, lots whummes she wouldn't

recognize. It was only chance that this valley asa®ng them.

Perhaps she was picking up some mood from him. ®laybothered him
having to bring her here. She was sure only thengtst necessity could



have forced him to do it. Looking back to that momtim the truck, she
imagined he had made the decision with some reiaeta

And that might have nothing to do with her. Maybattwas just because it
hurt him to see his home. Once so beautiful, nouira

Yet it still had something.... Lana paused for ameat in her labours and
looked around, like an animal sniffing the air.

"What is it?" Arash's voice invaded her thoughts.

"I don't know," she said slowly. "It's just...tiptace."

He was quiet for a moment. "Yes?" he prompted, waiendidn't speak.

"I don't know, it's just got...it seems ridiculotes say it, when it's been
bombed, but it has such a peaceful feeling. Thee®ms different here. Or
something,” she said, laughing a little because kimal of imagining was

really unlike her.

But Arash did not laugh. He nodded. "It has alwlagrsn so. That is perhaps
where the valley got its name."”

She remembered suddenly, and smiled. It meanttingg, he had told her
once: in Parvani it meant the Valley of Tranquility Arabic, the Valley of
White Antelopes.

"Have you been here very much since...have you hesnrecently?" she
asked, on the thought.

"Twice in the past few months, for brief visits."
In a little rush of words she asked, "Do you ming lmeing here?"
He looked at her thoughtfully. "Mind? Why?"

Sorry that her voice had given expression to heughts, she shrugged.



He let the silence go on just long enough to umiert. Then he said, "l do
not mind bringing you to my home, Lana.”

In the handsome carved ebony sideboard that loake¢dough it had been
imported from India in some previous century, Lé&mand dishes, cutlery,
sugar, salt and pepper, everything neatly stackddckearly in recent use.
There was a woman's hand evident everywhere, fnerhigh polish on the
sideboard and the bronze charcoal brazier to thancpatterned cloth
covering the low table.

"Who lives here now?" she asked.
"Two of my father's servants.”

When the fire was going, she saw his wisdom, fosthod the smoke from
the brazier was drawn out through the doorway. Wsteod up, picked up
his flashlight and a tin pail that stood on a snsatiol near the door. He
disappeared out the doorway.

A warm, glowing comfort seemed to settle on thempemanating from the
two circles of lamplight and from the broad flickey fire in the brazier
which sent odd moving shapes around the walls girdle carved patterns
in its lid.

Lana breathed deeply, absorbing the deep comfora fimoment, before
getting up and moving to the stack of cushionsssive She began to spread
the cushions on two sides of the table.

When he returned with the pail full of water, Arashair was thick with
snow.

"What's it doing out there?" Lana asked.

There was a wooden dipper on the stool and heoset the pail and put the
dipper into it.

"Snowing very heavily, and a strong wind. Thera i®ilet. Shall | show it
to you now?"



With a nod she followed him out through the curtgirdoorway into an
adjoining room which, though she could see liti¢adl in the flashlight's
glow, seemed to be stacked with furniture. A haleme corner of the roof
let in a very cold draft and snow was drifting &g the tiled floor.

Diagonally across the room there was an opening,cate through this
they entered a passage. A couple of doors aloragh®stopped and opened
a door.

Inside, the first thing she saw was a bucket, archkart sank. Then, to her
relief, the light brushed over a typical Parvaniete—the white square of

enamel on the floor, with a hole in the centre ol foot-shaped patches
either side of it, that she had already grown acened to using. Above was
a cistern with a chain, but Arash said, "The watgply is damaged. There
is a pail of water for sluicing.”

Then he handed her the flashlight and left her.

It wasn't easy to use a typical Parvani toilet when were wearing briefs,
two pairs of leggings, a pair of jeans and swedtpdiut the icy air added
impetus to her efforts. Lana was soon back in taenh.

The fire had died down and stopped smoking, andbtheier had been
moved over to within reach of the table. The cagwer the doorway was
down, to keep the heat in. Arash's jacket was mangp and his boots were
by the door. He was filling a kettle as she enteaed he set it to boil on the
brazier.

She moved over to the coat hooks and slipped otepbwn jacket and
scarf and boots. She stretched gratefully.

"Oh, that's better!"
A huge sack of rice was leaning against the sidebdaash took a cooking

pot from a shelf high on one wall and began meaguice and water into
it, then sprinkled some salt in before kneelinglexce it beside the kettle.



A charcoal brazier was really a miracle of engimegras Lana had come to
appreciate during her time visiting the countrysafi®arvan. It would cook

their food and provide heat, and because they im@m@ng charcoal there
would be little smoke.

This one was also beautiful to look at. The elategraandcrafted design
that decorated it and sent haunting shadow pattertusthe walls probably
meant it had descended in a wealthy family for gatiens. When a sheikh
had commissioned such a thing from the best craftsm an age of
excellence, succeeding generations were not hasgplacing it.

Rousing herself from her reverie, Lana moved owesihk down on the
cushions by the table. Seeing him against the aakg of his own home,
she felt her curiosity in him stirred. She didsually let herself think much
about Arash, though she felt no such inhibitionhwihe other Cup
Companions.

"Were you born here?" she asked, when he had adjtise pots on the
brazier and relaxed back on the cushions that lwttyecorner to where she
was sitting. As always, he sat with his right legthed out.

"Yes," he said.

"In this house?" she pressed.

He picked up two of the pieces mhanwhich she had placed on the table
and reached over to balance them carefully on éinelles of the brazier to
warm.

"Where else?" His dark eyes moved to hers. "Thisyisome and the home
of my family for many generations past. My ancestoere born here and
insh'Allahmy own son will be born here."

A little ripple of irritation scraped down her spiat his words.

"And where will your daughter be born?" she askedydand knew only
when she spoke that was not what she had wantsai/to



He gazed levelly at her. ' 'l spoke of my son bseduvas speaking of his
inheritance—as occupier of this house and as sluéitie tribe of Aram. If
God wills, I shall have many sons and daughtersitBaimy eldest son who
must inherit."

"What if you don't have a son?"

She didn't really know what prompted her to trptovoke him. Maybe just
what she had feared if she was too much alonemhk—a bubbling up of
some nameless, long-held resentment.

When Lana had come to Parvan in the aftermath efathr and, deeply
moved by what she saw, had poured her father's ynideeebalm on the
bruised and hungry land, of course she had beehtgleneet Arash again.
Of course she had been glad he had survived the war

But when she tried to say so, he had looked agjteerely, as if he scarcely
remembered who she was but was determined not teetecapitalize on
their previous acquaintance.

Well, as if it mattered. Arash was alone in holdivag at arm's length. There
wasn't a Parvani citizen in the length and breatithe land who wasn't half
prepared to turn Lana Holding into a saint, amdegt Arash's own people.

"La-na!" they would cry, when she climbed out afack or helicopter or
down off the back of a horse or mule, recogniziaglly her curling red hair
and creamy skin even if they had never seen herddbecause her fame
spread from valley to valley faster than her tramsgLana!"

She soon learned that in Arabic her name meantdtiened”. For many,
the "he" in question was "God," as in "God softehexlanger towards us
and sent us balm for our wounds." For everyoneeimh that the horror of
destruction was relieved by her generosity.

And the Parvanis were a people who understood gsiter

"Lana's team" would enter a village or a valleyadiield, and work for a
time, and then the evil "butterfly" mines lurkimghouses, in wells, in fields,



in schools, mines that might otherwise have takotor a hand or an eye
were gone, and the people could return to the Idosil, homes and schools
and lives.

A chief would write a letter about an irrigationssggm which had been
deliberately destroyed by the Kal-juks, and Lanauddocome with her
experts and find a way, and the money, to restor8he had imported
planeloads of seed and distributed it in time fier$pring planting, a crucial
step to recovery for the farmers, for whom the tea broken the cycle of
planting and harvest. Schools and mosques evergwinare being rebuilt.

She tried never to impose, nor simply to give digabut to find ways to
help people help themselves within their own ptiesi She discussed and
negotiated, so that the people themselves decided was best for them.
Villages got teams of mules, perhaps, or flockstugep and goats, to be
shared among all.

Her donations helped the many women whom the wéntede widows to
start herb farms, or simple factories for the maotufre and export of
carpets, textiles, ceramics or other handicraftaf they had previously
produced only for their own use. In the prettiestl anost historically
interesting areas, they opened small tourist dJussses.

All this meant that women could earn the moneaaftheir families rather
than be dependent on continuing handouts. And benections abroad
often guaranteed these products a market.

Parvan was beginning to thrive again, and everyaigit couldn't have
been done without Lana.

Arash resolutely stood apart. His refusal to acm®ptmoney from her
various funds had always been incomprehensiblertddut of course it had
never really affected her. It was his loss, nosher

Now she was here, and could see the ruin of thee-pnoud house with her
own eyes. And the thought that he would not comsemwith his dislike of
her even for the sake of restoring this beautidthie was sharply painful.



And so, very human, she said, "What if you haveoms?"

His face closed, his jaw clenched, and he turnesydmm her to see to the
warming bread. He carefully turned over each piece.

"If I have no son, then there will be no one todnththe land and title," he
said. "No one to carry out the sheikh's duties agrtbe people.”

His voice scarcely disguised a deep pain. She badrrheard that note in
his voice before. She realized that in this he wageply, painfully
vulnerable.

Lana closed her eyes, biting her lip. Her desiréhtiot him had been
unconscious, a basic human reaction to being hengelf. Too late she
remembered his father and elder brother, bothndbie fighting. For Arash
and the people of Parvan, most of the old certsritad been wiped away.
This was not the time or place to challenge thedamrimogeniture.

"I'm sorry, Arash, | didn't mean..."

"But that is a long way in the future,” he contiduas if she hadn't spoken.
"There is much work here to occupy me before Itbark of taking comfort
in a wife and family."

She glanced around them at the pitiful remainshhbritage.

"What—restoring this house, you mean?" she asked.

"This house, and the lands, and the flocks, and/iéifiey, and the people's
livelihood," he agreed.

"Are you saying you won't get married till all this she waved a hand,
"—is rebuilt?"

"A man does not marry until he has something teradfwife."



The charcoal brazier was hot now, shedding a velgame warmth and a
comforting red glow around the table. A pot waststg to simmer.

"Don't you think that a woman who loved you wouldni’to share in the
rebuilding with you?"

Arash gazed at her, but his dark eyes were witegptession.

"A man does not marry unless he has somethingeo afvife,” he repeated
woodenly.

Lana blinked at him.
"Are you serious?"
"Why not?"

She shrugged; it wasn't her business at all. "Widiere | come from, if a
woman loves a man she doesn't wait around till eat$ the mortgage.”

His eyes bored into her, his face shadowed inlitleefing lamplight. She
had the feeling that some of his inner control sigaped, and that she was
seeing a part of him that he had been keeping hidde

"You, of course, will not have to wait for a mando so. You are in a
position to pay the mortgage yourself."

Angry heat burned her cheeks. "What's your poitit&t &ny man will only
love me for my father's money?"

"l am not such a fool," he told her flatly. Therasnan expression in his eyes
that she couldn't fathom. She stared as if locketth® beam, and licked her
lips. Did that mean he himself found her attra@i®it in that case, why...

"Well, what is your point, then?" she demandedlassly breaking into her
own train of thought.



She looked away to fiddle with the intricately ob@salt pot in the warm
circle of lamplight, carefully aligning it out ohé¢ shadow of the matching
silver sugagadronso that the light glinted from its highly polishedrface,
as though that were an important task.

"Your father's wealth insulates you from the ordynaecessity of men and
women, Lana."

"I don't think so." Ashamed of her weakness, stiediher head and gazed
deliberately into his face.

He raised his eyebrows, and she explained, "Theamngnecessity between
men and women is love, and a commitment to therdutwhether two
people are in this valley contemplating a bombedwn, or in Los Angeles
trying to buy a place with a second bedroom forldaby, or in a mansion
trying to book a slot at the best school, it's glsvgoing to be easier when
the work is shared, isn't it?"

"This may be true where two people choose their ivure. For me it is
different.”

"Why?"

He had spoken as though what he said was thewwral on the subject. He
looked irritated at being pushed.

"You think love should conquer all, Lana?" he askedy.

"l think | wouldn't want the man | loved to thinke way you're thinking,
and not many women would.™

"In a situation like this—" he lifted a hand to iodte the house "—that will
require many years of labour before it is habitagain, should a man ask a
woman to marry him, knowing that he will be at hatd/sical work every
day, from sunup to sundown, rebuilding all thatdrisestors have built over
centuries and has been destroyed?



"Should he offer a woman he loves a husband shédveme only when he
was racked with fatigue and frustration, too tiesen to talk with her, too
poor to offer her beautiful things to decorate beauty before her youth
was over? What would you think of a man who askesth Sacrifice of your
own youth?"

She rubbed the tip of her nose pensively. ' 'l guagould expect to work
beside him, Arash. We could always talk while weraveepairing the
dry-stone walls or feeding the livestock, couldvet?"

"I cannot ask a woman to help me in a task thatire alone," he said, as if
that argument were obvious.

"But didn't you just tell me that your son will ieht?" Not waiting for his
reply, she went on, "Excuse me for pointing out abgious, but that son
will be your wife's child, too. Why shouldn't shelp build an inheritance
for her child?"

She waved her hand to indicate the place aroumd.thbere was a tension
between them now, and she realized vaguely thestnot new.

He did not reply. "Are we talking about a real wonieere?" Lana asked. "I
mean, there is someone who is waiting for you taltithis work?"

He shook his head. "Once | thought to marry the awf my choice. But
the war ended that for me."

She snapped, "Well, more fool you, then."

His eyes flashed with outraged masculine fire.

"Do not call me a fool, Lana," he returned, vergmly.

"I'm sorry. But are you telling me that you haveebeestrained from

marrying the woman you want because your life isthe same as it was
before the war?"



There was another long pause as he gazed at hear, dind she was sure he
spoke against his will, he said, "Yes."

She shook her head. "And she's willing to put ugwhis?"

"She knows nothing of it."

Lana felt her jaw dropping. She tried to speakppséal, tried again. "You
didn't even tell her? What if she marries somedselgefore you're ready to
declare yourself?"

"It will be best for her."

"Are you in love with her, Arash, or is this a dgtia marriage we're talking
about here?"

"I am in love with her," Arash said simply, but lmsice held the reflection
of a deeply suppressed passion, so harsh and eawlta almost felt sorry
for the woman who was the object of it. It wouldlike standing in a blast
furnace if he ever let go.



Five

The pot of simmering water suddenly broke into ling boil and, as if
grateful for the interruption, Arash turned andrfiduea and mint in the
sideboard. He tossed some into the pot, then rethibé®m the heat.

"I hope Suhail and Sulayman won't mind when thepwedome and find
that we've used their supplies,” Lana said, gratef for the chance to
change the subject.

Arash got to his feet and moved through the shadawem over to the
window. He wiped the glass and peered out.

Then he turned. "They will not mind." He smiledHave you lived in my
country so long without learning this?"

Lana shook her head. "No one could be in Parvaterominutes without
learning a whole new definition of generosity,” stssured him. "Are they
your father's servants you spoke of?"

"Yes. They live alone here now, as simple caretakeam sure they will be
back soon," he said, but she wasn't sure whethersther or himself whom
he was comforting with the thought.

Lana blinked. "They won't come home tonight, whiky?"

There was a curious pause, as if this was thetifingt the thought had struck
him. "It is only a little after seven o'clock," heurmured, .and his dark eyes
seemed unwillingly drawn to hers. She could notlrdee expression in
them.

Lana shivered all over her body without knowing wAyash turned back to
the window, but the shape of his back told her tizdtever he saw was on
his own mental screen.

"Arash, what is it? What's the matter?"



Was it possible he was worried that they were bete somewhere in the
storm? It seemed so unlikely. The storm had cdytaimot come down

without warning. But he abruptly moved towards tio®r, picked up his

jacket and pulled it on.

"What are you doing? Where are you going?" shelcrie

"To find Suhail and Sulayman,” he said, as if tineveer were obvious.
"They are not young. The weather will make it d@it for them."

"Arash, there's a village, there are farms, atkalie? You don't really think
they're out there lost in this now? They had plesftyvarning there was
going to be a blizzard. Don't you think they're gtaying put for the night?"

"Perhaps," he agreed, nodding. "Someone will kndwere. I'll find them."

He opened the door, and a blast of show came ia devil's wind. It
scurried all around her, making her shiver. Then#ain both lamps
flickered; shadows danced wildly on the walls. Smgduffed from the
brazier.

"In this?" she cried, utterly mystified. "You'lleze to death yourself!"

"It is not so bad yet. If they do not come homdgbh however..."

Lana jumped up. The lamp flames were almost blowtrand it seemed as if
light as well as comforting warmth was being sucked the room. Now
the shadows were not intimate, but sinister. Shefleandering, out of her
depth.

"Arash, youcan'tgo out in this!"

She reached for him in her urgency, grabbing th# ef his jacket in both
hands, as if to hold him back forcibly. She almasghed at the futility of it.
He was so big, a mountain warrior. She couldn'etald him for a second
against his will.

But at her touch, as if it had such power, he stdpp



Lana gazed into his eyes, her mind racing with ecye.

"Please," she breathed. "If you go out in thisymvght both die. What will |
do if you don't come back?"

He lifted his hands to hers. She resisted onlyflgrés he made her let him
go and drew her hands away from his chest.

"You are safe here,"” he said. Then he shook hid hed, stepping through
the doorway, banged it shut behind him. The lamghieydoor went black,
and for a second she thought it had gone out éntBet the flame returned
as if from nowhere to renew its struggle againstdark.

Lana shivered as the cold air encircled her. Whaearth did he fear? Not
that Suhail and Sulayman would have set off for @amthis, she was sure.
They could have stopped at any home in the valtelyasked for shelter. If
one thing was certain, it was that the two servesgi® safe somewhere.

She thought of the way he had looked at her, asa$tling with something
he could not explain, and she wondered if the stah@ shadows, even
perhaps their conversation had triggered some memdrim.

Did he suffer from some war trauma? Lana's motledther had been in
Vietnam. Lana had learned a lot about war traunex tive years of her
growing up.

She also knew there had been a hard winter ofifigl the mountains and
that Arash had been in several of the battles.

"Oh, God, please no!" she cried aloud, and madeeafdr her own jacket
and boots. In a fever of impatience she got intortland tore open the door.

"Arash!" she cried. The wind battered at the dogpush her back into the
room. Snow blasted, hard and stinging, into hee.fadis time the lamp
gave up and went, out. Swearing, Lana forced hgramaiinto the darkness,
dragged the door shut and then stood in the blindirmite-swirled black,

trying to get her eyes accustomed, trying to fied lbearings.



She groped her way across the paving stones withahms ftilly

outstretched ahead of her, buffeted by wind, gpdor the wall. She
touched it before she saw it, and kept one hanitl ashe moved. After a
few minutes, she felt the outer door under her bamdl struggled to open it.

With a roar of rage, the wind tore it from her fang, almost from its hinges,
and bashed it back against the wall. Lana was suckeinto the cold and
merciless heart of the maelstrom.

"Arash!" she screamed helplessly, while the winédisined her to her knees
as if she had been hit with a club. God in heawdrere was he? In a storm
like this you could die five feet from your own frtodoor! She had heard
stories of such things happening, of bodies fowntbked against some tiny
protection only yards from warmth and life.

Kneeling where she had fallen, trying to see,steh through the howl for
Arash's voice, Lana felt the first icy drop of tardribble down her spine.
Where was the house? She could see nothing butlhiming of the
snowflakes. Before, she had seen the secret ahlifieeir wild dance, but
now she knew it for the dance of death.

Still on her knees, she turned this way and that,face lashed raw with
stinging snow. Nothing. No one. Her confused serssescely told her
which way the land sloped under her.

Desperately she shuffled forward on her knees. $¥&sgoing uphill or
down?

She stopped and reached with her arms, feelirgy@lind her for the wall.
She must be no more than a few feet away fronutitiflshe went the wrong
way for only a yard, she might never find it.

"Arash! Arash!"she screamed, and the wind sucked the very bfeath
her throat and threw the words aw&irash!"A hysterical giggle arose in
her throat—was she offering rescue, or seekingVitat the hell good was
she going to be to Arash even if she did find hifishe could do in her
ignorance would be die with him.



But even though she was helpless in the face &f weather, she could not
have left him out here alone. If he was in the gfigsome traumatic war
memory, he might be blind and deaf to the truetseaf his situation. God
alone knew what he might be seeing in his mind.

She might at least wake him from that.

"Arash!" she cried again. If she could find him abdng him to
himself—Arash was a mountain man. He would bringnthhome safe
again.

She began to pray, moving through the snow onmeekand sometimes on
all fours—it was futile to try to stand—trying tdisld her eyes from the

burning, driving snow as she peered helplesslyratdwer into the storm.

Her hands were already freezing cold, and she deeldthe cold seeping

through at her knees.

"Arash!"

| am not going to let him die like this! What witle tribe do without him?
What will Kavi do if he loses his best friend selassly? And Alinor, she
loves him, too! How will they survive if Arash dles

"Arash! Arash!"

So many people love him and count on him, andutdnwill them if he died,
and | am not going to let it happen! They love hyau can't let him die,
everybody loves him, I...I..

"Aaarash! Where are youWXaaraaaash!"

Out of the storm, without warning, something leapher. Something huge.
She screamed crazily and was knocked flat intodaobesnow.

For a split second she lay passive, waiting foffiisé slash of tooth or claw
that would end the storm and life and all for Herthis death, then8he
asked, with a crystal acceptance.



Then, suddenly, life erupted in her with violenti.

"l have to find him!" she shrieked, lashing outdiyi and feeling the blow
connect. The animal—it must be some kind of mountait—reeled up in
surprise.

"Lana!" it cried."Lana!"
Arash.
"Arash? Oh, God! Arash!"

He tried to lift himself off her, but twice the wdrblew him flat. Down at
ground level, the shrieking howl was muted.

"What the hell are you doing?" Arash shouted ind&t subsiding where he
lay for a moment, stretched out, half on her bd@yf buried in snow.

The shape of each of them was balm to the otherretminder of human
existence in a bleak and terrifying landscape,eawh unconsciously clung
to the certainty that was the other.

"l was looking for you! Good thing you found me!"

She began to laugh as sweet relief flooded hery Weze safe now. Arash
would find the way back to warmth and life and love

Funny how warm snow could seem when you were daingd in it. Down
here on the ground, with the snow already drifagginst them and Arash's
breath hot on her cheek, Lana could suddenly utatetsthose strange
Northern stories about people who lay down to sleeme blizzard. She
would like nothing better than to wrap him to h&ela blanket and...He
shouted again, but this time the wind howled angtkbd and she could not
hear. Arash struggled up on one knee. In a wirgthks the inflexibility of
his leg hampered his attempts to stand, but hegdthgana to a sitting
position.

"Get up!" he ordered, and she smiled.



"Easier said than done, mister!"

They struggled to their feet at last, and thendod& her hand and to Lana's
amazement she took only half a dozen steps andsteeped through the
courtyard doorway. Astonishing how close safety. & had felt as if she
was alone in the Arctic wastes.

They fought to get the door closed and bolted aganwind that was
determined not to let them, and then made their wdfie inner door and
the room where warmth and light triumphed over lleatd darkness. This
door, too, they closed and bolted.

Arash turned, and his hands of their own accordpgid her upper arms.
Lana felt his heat burn through all the layers ef blothes towards her
heart.

She could not find words for any of the thousanoughts that tumbled
around her mind. Something more than death hadineckto her out in the
storm, something even more dangerous.

And the threat of death had passed, but that d¢itineat was still present. It
was in the purple depths of Arash's eyes, in tighuneed she felt to fling
herself against his stalwart body and assure Hdrselas real.

This was the deeper danger—that the brush of degtaedy fingers had
torn away a veil. Behind that veil lurked a trutlat she must not let herself
see....

His hands tightened on her arms, and her breasgsarad fell in a trembling
breath. Time gently slowed for her, to allow heptrceive every flicker of
his eyelash, every movement of the muscle in ks jlae pulse at his throat
that gave the bass beat to the music of her IHe.flexing of his lips as they
parted and firmly closed again.

She remembered another time when he had heldkeethis, when her life
had trembled in the balance as it did nbtave nothing to offer yohe had
said then.



And it was true.

She closed her eyes and turned away her head,e#tindofv his hands
tightened in a brief convulsion and then slowlyHet go.

They turned to the mundane task of kicking off thmiots and hung their
jackets again. Then they moved over to the lowetalvhere the lamp still
bravely burned and the brazier glowed attractivety,

The naanwas burning.

The ordinary world slid into place with a small skoArash bent and
snatched the two pieces mhanup and dropped them in the centre of the
table. The smell of charred bread struck her nestith curious sharpness,
as if her senses had responded to the threat wfcBah with increased
appreciation of the world.

As if they were grateful for the distraction frolwnse other need.

Lana was suddenly starving.

She flung herself down on the cushions, reachea fpiece oinaanand,
though it was burning hot, tore off a piece. Shdd it in the little dish of
hummus she had set out.

' 'BismAllah,” she murmured, and popped it into her mouth. Theadr
sizzled on her tongue and she panted quickly tbitaad flapped her hand

in front of her mouth.

"Oh, that's delicious!" she exclaimed, when shedimved and swallowed.
"l am so hungry! Aren't you starving?"

Arash, standing above her in the gloom, breathex oteeply. "Yes," he
said. "l am starving."

To her relief he sat down and reached for soaan.



She had put out some of the food they had browagiat after a mouthful or
two of hummus Arash picked up a dish of cold cadedr lamb and
tomatoes and turned to stir it into the cooking.ric

He began rooting through the sideboard and pullgdspices he found

there—cumin, she thought, and coriander—and smthk&ltiny amount of

each into the mix.

Lana's stomach growled as delicious scents rosheansteam, and she
unconsciously picked up her fork and watched hiywgs he served the
mixture onto their plates. The physical and mestahin she had been
through had turned her ravenous hunger into shaesasion.

Then, in the silence that real hunger imposes tergahey ate.

"Do you really think Suhail and Sulayman might beught out in the

storm?" she murmured tentatively, when they hadreatl the rice and

lamb, and Arash was pouring tea into the two d&idaaditional tea glasses
that sat in chased silver holders.

Arash's thick dark eyebrows went down in a darkpissed frown. "No," he
said.

She pressed her lips together, wondering if he edaiter to make an
opportunity to talk about whatever it was.

"But you were determined to rescue them."

He eyed her with dark intensity. "Not to rescuenth&o bring them home."
"But why?"

There was a glimmer of deepest violet.

'"You know what it was that drove me. Why do yashato talk about it?"

She didn't understand why he thought she knewhBiishagine Alinor had
told her something?



"Well, if 1 do, it's only a very general guesshbtght that you might want to
get it off your chest—"

' 'What could be more stupid and dangerous tha@etsuch a thing off my
chest now?" he said crushingly.

She wrapped her arms around her own shoulders. ,"Wboyld it..." She
licked her lips. "I mean, | really don't understaAdash, so if you think I've
been told something, | haven't.”

"Told?" he said disbelievingly. "What need have yoibe told? You know
it."

She was mystified and uncomfortable, and mutelpkh@r head.

He gazed at her unblinkingly. "What is it, thergttijou imagine the case to
be?"

She half shrugged. "My uncle was in a war. He—rafeds, he used to
have memories that he couldn't control. He'd jestrtsomething and flash
onto some horrible thing."

Looking at his clear eyes now she knew she had weemng. There was no
shadow there of the kind she remembered in heelsneles.

"I belong to a warrior race, Lana. We fought ashage always fought for
our homeland. We fought to defend our people, amés. | have wounds,
like all my countrymen. But such memories as thieatyou speak of are for
the Kaljuks, to remind them forever of the priceaofunjust war."

She nodded, mesmerized by his eyes and voice.

"But you are not such a fool, Lana."

"It didn't fit with what | know of you. But—what sé could it have been?"
she murmured defensively.

He shook his head and was silent, bending to drisiknint tea.



"Why won't you tell me what it was?"
She heard the little clink of the glass hittingstsicer.

"Why do you press it? What is it you want?" His amiwas soft with
exasperation. "We are alone here! You know whathegpen!"

She stared at him in sudden, angry disbelief astabhthe truth dawned on
her.

"What?" she cried. "What exactly are you saying?" It semneoeher that
fury overwhelmed her in a rush of blind heat.

He was silent, his mouth tight with impatience astatched her make for
the cliffs edge against all his warnings.

"I don't believe it! You're saying you went outarthat., .that maelstrom,
you risked your life—in order to provide us witltlaaperone?"



Six

"I don't believeit!" Her blood was pumping with indignation sorfie she
felt faint.

"What do you not believe?" he said in a controllegel voice. He gazed
steadily at her.

"What exactly are you suggesting?" she countered.

“In Parvan an unmarried man and woman do not dtaedogether, Lana.
You know this. Especially at night."

What a ridiculous, archaic sentiment! After all 8teess of the day, this was
just too much! She sat up straight, glaring at him.

"Why, exactly? Not because you might seduce me—gonu't like me
nearly enough for that! So, what then? Afraid | htitgy to seduce you?"

"Is it impossible?"

She gasped and drew back as if he had slapped her.

"Well, you're right, of course! It wouldn't be tlfiest time, would it?" she

replied bitterly. "But we all learn our lessonsa8h. I've been immunized
against your fatal charms now. I'm not likely toaw myself into your arms

a second time."

"I do not suggest that you will deliberately thrgaurself at me!" he said
irritably.

"It sure sounded like it!"
"Only because you are ready to be angry with me."

"No, I don't think so! | think | drew a perfectlgasonab—"



" 'Whatever you believed, and whether you had re&salo so, Lana, it is
not what | meant! Why do you inflame our feelingghis way? Do you not
see how dangerous high emotions are at such a'"time?

"However high my emotions get, Arash, they are watykely to shift from
anger to undying love!" she said furiously.

He was silent, gazing at her, until she became mimtable.

"You are more intelligent than this. | will not aig with you," he said,

struggling for calm. "I am my father's heir, thérgpal and temporal leader
of the tribe of Aram. My father's people would keedly distressed to learn
that | had brought to this valley and this hous®l apent the night alone
with, a woman who was not my wife. Let this reaberenough for you."

"There's a blizzard, for heaven's sake!"

"That such things as blizzards can strike unexpcts the very reason
why we should not have been travelling alone togetihthe beginning.”

"So what's your real point here, Arash? That wehtfigrget who we are, or
that your father's people will imagine that we did?

"My point is no longer important. We are alone arecan do nothing about
it. Except to guard against..."

"Yes, you've done it now!" She interrupted him willh apology. "You

probably saved our lives by bringing us here, Ar&8hat a pity we didn't
just stay in the truck. We might have frozen totbdsy now, or be dead in
an avalanche!"

"Why do you wish to anger me, Lana, by saying thesatelligent things?
Ask yourself why! Do you not see what is alreadyatk?"

She felt a buzz of awareness at his words, asnggiang in her was trying
to speak, but another part of her refused to hear.



She said levelly, "I think your arrogance has teséen to be believed. The
people in this valley aren't so backward they—"

"My father's people do not receive television signaut they know the
difference between men and women. You have besad#o think you are
above the human condition because of sophisticaanreally so?"

"Are you trying to tell me that I'm going to be z&il with uncontrollable
desire for you, Arash, just because we're alonethay? If so, you couldn't
be more..."

His hand snapped across the corner of the tabtesdpmrated them and
closed on her wrist where her arm rested in theleciof lamplight. His
strong, sensitive hand was dark and rough with aartdvork, and he
cupped her wrist and showed her her own delicate Istructure, the skin
that was pale and creamy after the long Parvarewias if it were evidence
of something.She stared at their joined flesh, o, puzzling over some
truth in the image, as if it were a mathematicalatmpn. Then, in the
continued silence, she looked up.

His face was softly shadowed, the deep violet sf éyes reflecting the
lamp's tiny fire. She gazed wordlessly into theldedlames, and as if they
gave off real heat her blood warmed and her heairtipew wild.

"I am a man," he said flatly. "You are a woman. tbe$ explanation serve."

And suddenly, in the rich, intimate shadows and iffmdation forced on
them by the storm—for something in her registered tnow-filled
hurricane that surrounded the house, and was derdlgtrongly aware that
it was impossible that their solitude could be wised—suddenly, the
primitive incantation took on powerful meaning, dedpt between them.

It was as if by naming a tiger he had produced one.

He was a man. She was a woman. It was a powedngetous mixture, as
volatile and as predictable as the chemical fornd@aynamite.



She thought dimlyDynamite doesn't refuse to explode because pegple
hurt. If you hold a match to a fuse, it will bloyw.u

Lana licked her lips nervously, staring at him,ingkin Arash's being
without a filter for the first time in a very lortgne.

He was fiercely attractive, powerful, a man of metgn charisma. The
passionate anger in his eyes and the set of highmmntributed to the
essence of pure masculinity that emanated from aiperfume that could
drown her senses, flood her reason.

She swallowed.
"And what does that mean?" she whispered.

He did not answer, only looked at her with a bugrsensual possessiveness
that was fanning a fire deep inside her, a volcainber centre she hadn't
even known was there. Slowly, as if in explanatiom lifted her wrist off
the table, while his other hand came up to herathro

With painful, erotic deliberation, he pushed hewdagainst the cushions
spread so conveniently behind her and leaned dewnleer. The flame of
his eyes invaded her thighs and her abdomen, sghmeaagh all her limbs,

with a focus of melting fire.

Her body and blood churned. Arash was deeply, poWer sensually
attractive to her, a fact that she had somehow bb&nto wipe from her
memory.

"Why did you push me to this proof?" he asked. "Mawew from the
beginning the risks."

"No," she protested weakily.
His fingers stroked her throat, her chin, withditsparks of excitement, and

his mouth was only a few inches above hers. Shigeggearning rippled
through her, demanding fulfillment.



Only once before in her life had she felt such ldWood of excitement, of
desire, of the most primitive passion.

"l do not believe you have forgotten," he said. éihtoo, you knew how |
struggled.”

She could not speak.

He still held her wrist captive, pressed into thehdon beside her head. She
lay in shadow. Only the tips of her red curls, timabaround her head to
reveal the broad, curving white forehead and eies hewly opened
flowers, caught the lamplight and glinted as ifhwtbeir own fire. Her eyes
searched his face disturbingly.

"What shall we do, Lana? Shall we give in to thigst madness that can
have no future, and then forget again? Do you yake chances now?"

At his words her heart twisted with a pain she gidwshe had forgotten.
Shehad forgotten. She had convinced herself it was alammggless, and
now, suddenly...

Lana closed her eyes to shut out his face, an@duner head away.

"Not this time,"” she said flatly. "Let me up."

"'I—" Arash began, then closed his eyes, anfllas were fighting his way
through glue, he lifted his head, lifted his harahi her throat, let go her

wrist, like a slow-motion film. A cold draft brustidner.

He struggled clumsily to his feet and moved oveth®e water pail. He
dipped in the dipper and took a long drink fromhit back to her.

Then he picked up the almost empty coal scuttle laadlashlight and,
lifting the carpet curtain, went out.

Silent and unthinking, Lana lay where he had leit. IShe mechanically
registered the presence of a large tin bowl! that#reful housewife had set
under the low table. She blinked, slowly takingnt Then she sat up,



drawing the dishpan from its place, and put itletable. There was a thick
bar of soap and a dishcloth inside. She beganistatke dishes together.

A pot of water was simmering on the brazier. Shered the contents into
the washbowl, and added water from the pail. Stleegli up a knife and the
bar of soap. It was a thick, creamy grey oblong side gouged out in a
shiny curve. As she had seen women do all overillages of Parvan, Lana
scraped the knife along the curve, letting thedta&f soap fall into the tepid
water.

She swirled her hand in the water to create a tels.dHer mind was empty.
She seemed to have no past, no future, no self.n@lsejust a woman
preparing to wash the dishes. She watched her han through the
water, sudsing the soap into a froth, as if it wsymeone else's hand.

"Dance?" he repeated. His hands gripped her whestl, and in the
shadowy room his eyes had been black with a dahgethrilled her, and
she knew she had not been wrong. Arash Khosravipeagrless to resist
her, and the dance he had in mind now did not naesic.

They danced. Slow, sinuous, second by second lesseaof their
surroundings, their perceptual world the limiteiitiess expanse of each
other. His body pressed hers, melted into herthatoshe marvelled at this
new phenomenon that she was both herself and ptismther being that
was both two and one....

Did he struggle with himself during that dance? 8aeer knew. To her it
was all inevitable, and when darkness envelopediheropened her eyes
without surprise to find that they had left the mgohad danced down a
hallway to shadow....

Kavi's apartment was on the second floor of the Ran Embassy, a
massive suite of rooms which his bodyguards shargd him. In the

shadows in the deserted hall, Arash's hands entlosein a grasp that
would have been painful if it hadn't been so timg)] and his mouth came
down and took rough, hungry possession of hers.aHiss wrapped her



tightly and the next thing she knew, he simplyelifther off her feet,
pressing her flat against himself, and, still kigsher, was walking through
another huge room, into another darkened hall....

His strength astonished her. At the door to a rdmpaused, and, their
mouths still pressed hungrily together, she litbed legs up to cling around
his waist, dragging the skirt of her dress up adoli@r naked thighs to free
them. He opened the door and entered anotherafuib®ms.

Inside it was dark. Every second was measured tasd had a weight and
meaning she had never understood before. He ctbgedoor and leaned
back against it, and she let her legs slide dovihdadloor again, let her body
flatten against his, as they still kissed.

No kiss had ever made her so passionately drunkusgry, so sure. The
pressure of his hardened body against her madedreher mouth away to
gasp in oxygen.

He kissed her throat in the darkness. She felhhig his ear, his cheek
under her trembling hand, and that was all sheeg&zlknow, that she was
in Arash's arms. She had never been so hungryjlddova man's mouth,
his hands....

"Lana," he said, his voice urgent and low, andfsktehim grasp her arms
and, a drowning man, lift his head, for air. "l aaffer you nothing. | have
nothing to offer you."

"What?" she murmured, smiling, her mouth of its aeoord planting a row
of little kisses along the perfect line of his ckedelighting in the roughness
of his shadow beard, the firm line of bone.

His arms wrapped her again. He lifted his chin aWayn her mouth,
grasping for control.

"There is no future with me, Lana. | go tomorrowfight a war. | will not
come back. Say no now, Lana, if you hope for mbaa this. Say no."



She didn't believe him. His arms were tight arobadwith possession, and
her heart told her that his need, like her own, mase than sexual.

She dropped back her head and looked at him froiiingmslanted eyes.
"I'll take my chances," she whispered.

Lana had washed the few dishes and was drying thethe time Arash
came back through the curtained doorway with a étckof charcoal, his
head and shoulders covered with snow.

"How's the weather?" she asked, not to let sildaltdbetween them after
what had happened.

"The snow is very, very heavy. The wind is lesscig" he said, as if he
agreed that silence was dangerous.

"l can still hear it roaring, though."

"That sound is the waterfall. You will get usedttd

She paused, taking that in. She would get use@ to i

"Aren't we going to leave tomorrow?"

He looked at her without speaking, the expressiohi$ mouth and eyes
saying it for him, then immediately turned to thesimess at hand. There
was a blackened area on the floor on one sideeofdbm, and, using two

big pads designed for the purpose, he began totdedgrazier towards it.

Lana bit her lip and for a few moments went on nlgythe dishes and
putting them away in the cabinet.

Arash lifted the lid of the brazier and began twllanps of charcoal on the
bright embers.



"How long, then?" she couldn't stop herself askBige was shivering with
nerves.

They exchanged another look. Of course he knewettethan she. She
was just babbling.

""What will we do for food?" she asked, but iswet that fear which caused
her to shiver.

"In the morning we will take stock. Tonight, we sildbassume that lamp oll
at least should be conserved.” He put the lid loacKWe must put the lamp
out and sleep now."

He moved over to the corner where the large sti@ped frame of theorsi
was stored and lifted it to set it protectively oviee brazier, while Lana
obediently moved the cushions onto the rugs thair@ad the patch of
blackened tiles around the brazier.

Then, in a ritual that was hundreds of years oléat, together they began
to spread the quilts over the two piles of cushiompposite sides of the
korsi, making a traditional Parvan winter bed.

There was one huge circular quilt, more than twéde¢ across, all browned
at the centre, and they spread that one last,emaithing,korsi, cushions
and all.

She had seen entire families sleep like this, thedties radiating out from
the brazier like spokes from the hub of a wheek Korsi kept the quilt
away from the brazier, so that it didn't catch,fishile the heat was kept
under the quilt. With your feet at the centre, anty your head sticking out
of the quilt, you slept in toasty comfort, warmey thhe brazier's long-
burning heat.

It had its drawbacks: if you gave in to the temptato keep the room snug
and close, you might die of carbon monoxide poisgnBut Arash hooked
the rug over the doorway open, to keep a fresht laking during the
night, and she braved the cold again to visit thlett



When she returned, everything was ready in the room

They took off only their sweatsuits before stremchout under the quilts.
Silence fell without her noticing, and when she, didnha couldn't seem to
find the words to break it.

She lay down, shifting her body to force the cushimto a comfortable

mould around her. As Arash blew out the fragilddilamp flame, the

darkness fell over her like another quilt. She tidam settle back against
the cushions, knew his feet were just on the atfd of the brazier from

hers.

"Good night," she murmured.
"Good night, Lana.”

Then she wished she hadn't spoken, because tleedithange in the
darkness seemed to underline their intimate iswiatand she wished
suddenly that they could be lying closer togethade-y side, for the
warmth and comfort that another human body bringsnes of hardship.

But she had taken her chances once, and lost.

He had led her into a darkened room and flicked emall lamp. There was
a small sofa cluster, book- shelves, and in anvalca bed.

Although it was decorated in the high Middle Eastéashion, with
beautifully patterned rugs and draped material sivgtthe walls, the room
was completely impersonal. There wasn't one book, item of personal
belongings, and the stack of luggage by the dadrisall.

He gazed at her for a moment of silence as shetanlas if waiting for her
to change her mind. In the morning, his look warhed there would be no
trace of him in this room....



She blinded and deafened herself to the warnintheaeal meaning, and
smiled at him with heavy-lidded, longing eyes.

"Make love to me, Arash,"” she pleaded softly.

He caught her wrist hard, and drew her towardsb#tte The little alcove
was decorated like a sultan's tent, with festodngatterned cloth draped
from the ceiling to cover all the walls...and heked just like the sultan of a
dream, barefoot in leather thong sandals, flowinigitevtrousers and
full-sleeved shirt, an intricately embroidered, g#ed, sleeveless waistcoat.

He drew her dress off over her head, just as sdedneamed he would

when, earlier tonight, she had put on the silk uwear.... In deep green,
softest, finest silk, she wore hareem pants thad&a under the knee, a little
bolero top that exposed her skin from breasts ps.HiHareem pyjamas,”
the salesclerk had called the outfit, in the exgkiscrazily expensive

lingerie shop where she had found them.

She looked like a Hollywood version of a concubinssidptuous,
curvaceous, her breasts spilling out of the cosfimiethe top, her hips and
thighs full and female. Her skin was rich creanr, fe&l hair spilling over
her shoulders and back to glow in the lamplight,dyes gazing at him with
deep sexual hunger and expectation..,.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he drew her betweggmpen thighs, and
rested a kiss on her plump, smoothly curving stdméiis hands of their
own accord stroked her naked back, her curving;caivered rump, her
strong thighs...her arms, her breasts, her shaulder

He drew her head down, reached up to meet herwigs his, with
powerfully disturbing hunger tearing at him, figigi against his
self-control.

He found himself kneeling on the floor in front loér, kissing her flesh
above the edge of the silk trousers, slowly dravifregfabric away to let his
mouth trail closer and closer...he reached up amuolutioned the front
closing of the little jacket, so that above him fdr breasts burst free, and



he felt the heavy weight against his palms, th¢éatenng beading of the
nipples that told him his touch was pleasure to.her

Shadow and lamplight mingled and blended, silema fger cries or his
murmurs were the same, male and female too wera®he drew her down
onto the bed and stretched out beside her, aboyarmed at last, inside....

He had never expected to weep at the moment ofessenever hoped to
see the full human expanse of tragedy and joy m awt, nor to feel that
deep connection that said from this moment on heldvanderstand the
universe only through her.

He had never been swept with such deep, wild, rexhgjeasure, never
cried a name as though it was the answer to evesstipn he could ask the
universe, now and forever.

She awoke in the depths of the night, not rememyetihe dream that
awakened her. She had been weeping in the dreanhddd was swirling
with distant nameless memories which she did nott warecall.

Slowly, resistlessly, they surfaced—she had beearding of the night she
had asked Arash to dance. Until tonight, she hadotight of that night for
ages. She had put it all out of her mind.

The memory was sharp, strong, immediate, as if Hungein the darkness
made her vulnerable, carried her straight backto time. As if she had
awakened inside that night again, as the persomatideen then. Letting
her feel again the passion, the yearning she hadthea need to touch him,
to feel his arms around her, to believe that itmhieamething to him.

He had not guessed she was a virgin. He was biggdsp of mingled pain
and pleasure had been disguised by their mutud| dilinken passion...and
she was not experienced enough to know that hedde said something
if he had known, or that she should tell him.



Only later did she understand the deep bond tréabkan forged between
them, a bond she should have made him conscious of.

She had fallen asleep while the birds sang thely eaorus, feeling that
they sang the song of her heart, with a sure sailgghtness binding her to
Arash, whose firm, muscled chest was under her,vélagise arm enclosed
her, whose hand gripped her in a wordless mesddgganging....

She had awoken to solitude and silence. She satithpa smile, looked
around the room...and saw only her own clothing taatly over a chair.
Her little handbag, which she had last seen orfaisdhe room where the
party was held, was there, too.

The pile of luggage was gone, Arash's clothes wgere. There wasn't a
sign or sound to tell her another living being wathe world.

She flew up off the bed, dashed on her clothesramaut of the room and
into the flat. A small group of cleaners was at kvor the place...Prince
Kavian and the others had left for the airport aarrago.

She returned to his empty bedroom to search fote a message...nothing.
She asked the cleaning staff...they had seen mpthmpaper, no message
had been left.

So it was there, in the massively ornate main rebrthe Crown Prince's
apartment in the Parvan Embassy, surrounded by ayiic but
uncomprehending strangers, that Lana had finallgetstood her own
feelings.

Slowly, with absent steps, she had left the pl&e&, wandered into the
street, had hailed a black cab...had returned home.

There was a message on the answer phone, fromrAlivbere did you get
to? I'm sorry we never got a chance to say goodbye.

No message from Arash, of course. And now, as aglunderstanding
herself, she understood him.



"l have nothing to offer you, Lana..."
Love, he meant. He did not love her.

She had been in love with him. Crazily, wildly, ggeand passionately in
love. With a love that, when she had finally acedghat she meant nothing
to him, had nearly torn her heart in two.

Now it all came back.. .things she had forgottead forced out of her mind
and memories in order to survive....

He had believed that an invasion of his countryitsyneighbour was
inevitable—she had known that he was convincedhbatas going home
to fight a war. Prince Kavian had still been hopéfiat it could be avoided,
but Lana had watched Arash when his prince spokigddmatic solutions,
had seen the bleakness in his eyes.

Once she had asked him what the result of war wieell&he had forgotten
that, too. But now she remembered as if she haddaklin the question
tonight.

She remembered the utter hopelessness in his skpress if he already
saw the loss of everything in life that held meagrfior him.

"It means our total destruction, Lana,"” he had.saM/e are a tiny nation
and our oil reserves are not easy to access—theataios make it difficult.
Kaljukistan has much oil, and markets that the Wastes to exploit. It has
also the arsenal left behind by its former Soviastars. Who will help us in
this war? Who will take our side?

' 'We have a way of life that is centuries oldwill be wiped out. All our
wealth for generations will be mortgaged to buy theapons we will
need...we will have nothing. In the end we will Bawur sovereignty.
Nothing besides."

Fearfully, she had asked, "But they won't win?"



" 'They will never win unless they kill every Pamvéreathing. As long as
one of us has breath Parvan will fight."

If he had given her the smallest opening, she wbaia said, "Let me come

and fight beside you," that was how besotted sldeble®n. She had ached
for him, she had yearned to go and help to fightwar. But he had given

her no opening....

She had thought of him constantly after he leftnetbmes not knowing for

months at a stretch whether he lived or died. Téwadhi-Kaljuki war was

not a popular cause with Western journalists. Sdeelbarned then that no
news was not good news. No news made you helglesgus, terrified that

the blow might fall at any moment.

One day at university a fellow student had brea#iietold her, ' 'Did you
hear that one of Prince Kavian's friends got kikezbuple of days ago? One
of the blokes who was here with him?"

Her heart—her heart had clenched so spasmodi¢ademed to stop the
flow of life within her. She remembered the paimnaith a renewal of that
terrible, aching breathlessness, the ugly feahadt showed her how wide
was the gulf between hopelessness and real acceptan

It was a dark, evil twenty-four hours before shelddind out whether it
was Arash or Jamshid who had died, because whicloexeof them lived,
whoever had died, the news was horrible, and yetcshildn't stop herself
from wishing that it would not bleim....

It was not him. It was Jamshid. Lana had grievesptlefor the handsome,
laughing man, so young, so senselessly dead—sdyddegt she had
believed that if she did hear the news of Arasle'atlld she would not
survive it.

If she had felt any hope that he would welcomkata would have gone to
Parvan then, would have found him, wherever he afd told him...

But the war had closed the borders. With money,mshbably could have
gotten around that. But she did not believe he dawtlcome her or her



love. Hehad told her she meant nothing to him, lamtad left without one
word, just to underline that message.

Jamshid had left behind a wife planning to join lassoon as the war was
over. She had given birth to his child a few mordfter the news of his
death.

"What a pity she's been saddled with the childgpbe said, but Lana had
never said that. Never thought it. She had envied ather girl with a
feverish pain, because she had her young son asmemnto.

If Arash died Lana herself would have nothing. $hd never heard one
word of love from him. She would have nothing exdadp memory of those
few dark hours of purely physical passion which hmeghnt exactly nothing.

As if her dreams tonight had stripped the armaoamfher heart, the old raw,
tearing pain lashed through her with a heighterrgdncy. Lana gasped for
air, pressing her hands to her mouth, trying toenai sound.

What a fool she had been, to imagine that she bakkd her heart with
common sense, had learned that love was a dreara.\as reality, harsh
and cruel, where you had nowhere to hide, and yyemwoke up.

Now, when it was too late, it was all spread outer, like a tapestry. The
truth of who she was, what she felt, what she raaekd

She had come all this way, begged money from heefafrom friends,
from strangers, worked harder than she had evétaslan her life. She had
gone hungry when his people went hungry, she hapt wden they
suffered, she had stretched her powers and abilitighe limit to try to
restore to them their lives....

Because a man who did not even like her had sachigit, with heartbreak
in his voice,We will have nothing.



Seven

The room was cold but bright when she awoke. There thick designs of
frost on the windows and she could see her braath@air. Her nose was
cold. Lana lay under the heavy layers of quilt withstirring, enjoying the

warmth for a few more minutes.

Snowflakes were still falling heavily beyond thendows, a thick soft fall
of flakes that seemed to mute the waterfall's r&uwe lay drowsily, not
thinking of anything.

In the next room she heard banging and lifted leadhto peer around the
mound of thekorsi, disturbing the quilts and letting cold air intor loe®sy
nest.

Arash was already up. Taking a deep breath to pedperself, Lana eased
back the quilts and got up.

"Ahh!" she cried involuntarily as the cold air etyged her body. The place
was freezing! She went through the curtained arghwher stockinged feet
and made a mad dash across ice-cold tiles toillkeé ©On the way back, she
saw that the banging noise came from the high comhere the roof was
damaged. Arash was outside on the roof, hammeadntg plastic sheeting
over the hole.

Back inside the main room, she carefully foldeddbits and stacked them
and thekorsiback in their corner again, then bent to the tdsksuscitating
the fire. There were still plenty of embers in bnazier, and a careful laying
of new charcoal would get it going again.

Just like her love. It had burned down to embeosthsit she had hardly
known they were there. And now she had put newdnehe embers, and it
would burn her again....

What a fool she had been to come on this trip Witlsh. Why hadn't she
listened to that little niggle of fear, that voitteat had warned her that that



way lay danger? She should have abandoned theofdba drive through
the mountains, if he had to be her escort. Sheldhi@ve gone by air.

She forced herself to put him out of her mind aeddn the search for
breakfast provisions. By the time Arash came doff/ithe roof and through
the door, rubbing his cold hands, there was tea@astechaanwith butter
and apricot preserves almost ready, but she haglieoeeded in controlling
her thoughts....

"Great!" he said, kicking off his boots and hangughis jacket. "Nice and
warm in here!"

Compared to outdoors, perhaps. But the brazielyreasn't up to heating
the whole room comfortably in a prolonged cold kpelweather like this, a
Par- vani family might spend the whole day huddlimgler the quilt around
the hot brazier.Arash sank down on the cushionésiatiplaced by the table.
As if reading her thoughts, he nodded his head tdsvéne other room and
said, "There are a couple of empty oil heaterglere. We can have a look
after breakfast to see if there's any fuel for them

"Where did you find that sheet of plastic for toeff?"
"It was already there. The wind had dislodgedig'answered, as she pulled
the hotnaanoff the brazier with her bare fingers and droppegickly onto

the plate she had left ready, crying, "Ah, ah, ah!"

She shook her hand to disperse the heat beforatnegehe entire action
with the seconahaan.

Arash laughed.
"There's a pot holder," he pointed out.

Lana gazed at his smiling face, his laughing esad, wondered how she
could ever have convinced herself that she hagelngs for this man.



Now her love seemed to her to have always beep,tf@lowing her close
as a shadow, moving out of her vision when sheetlitrer head, perhaps,
but always there.

She had been hoping that with the clear light of #ese night thoughts
would disappear, like most worries that plaguetss humans in the early
hours, but all she had to do was look into his facknow that no longer
could she hide behind indifference.

She had caught her own shadow.

"Arash—" she began, then choked herself off. Shédxi lip in frightened
astonishment. What had she been going to say?ubteemembered | love
you"? Just like that, as if it might be somethimgwanted to hear?

She had had no practice in guarding her tongue. Hfaldeworked more
deeply, convincing herself that she had no feelihgsv that that fence had
fallen, there were no barriers between feeling\ande.

"Yes?"

"Do you want tea?"

"Thank you."

She poured, and they ate the simple breakfastancg. Her mind was too
full of thoughts to notice.

"How long will we be here, Arash?" she asked.

"If we find snowshoes, perhaps tomorrow we candéade spoke as if he
hoped so. "We will not know for sure until the snsteps."

"Is there any chance we'll find food stores?" Lasked.

"I am sure there will be something. In any caseyrehwill be a gun and
ammunition,” Arash murmured thoughtfully.



"You mean you'll go hunting for our food?"

"If necessary. | want to make a tour of the howge.can check the stores
afterwards. Do you wish to come with me?"

She wanted to see his home, as if some part aflhispered that she would
know him better if she knew the place where hedpaht his childhood and
youth. She nodded, and a few minutes later theg wertheir feet, pulling

on boots and jackets and gloves.

He led her through the curtained doorway and adiasadjoining room in
the way she already knew, and along the corridst e toilet.

At the far end of this corridor was a short flighitstairs, leading at the top
through another archway and into a massive rooedlwith beautifully
painted tiles.

There were only a few pieces of time- and war- dgedaurniture in the

otherwise empty room, but nothing could hide thet that this had once
been a luxurious place, and Lana belatedly realiratithey had taken up
residence last night in the staff quarters.

Then they passed through a succession of roomse Whash seemed to
take mental stock. Some were damaged, some menglliabited, but all

showed the effects of neglect. There were squareaywhere on the walls
showing where pictures or other treasures had bung, and Lana shook
her head.

"Did your paintings...?" she started to ask onoe, lze glanced over at her.

"They were sold to buy arms,” he said shortly, ahd remembered that
tortured night back in London when he had foredbentragedy.

She thought suddenlif,| had comforted him then, instead of just Isieg,
if I had held him and told him | loved him...dichiss my chance then?

"I'm sorry," she muttered. "This must all have bserbeautiful.”



He did not answer, merely opened another door antintied on.

Apart from the missing works of art, some of thems were largely intact,
and as they passed through several of these, sheénttchelp saying, "It
would be so much better if these rooms were lived\rash. This furniture
won't take much more neglect.”

He nodded. "Yes, | will come home soon."

When you reach my cousin Omar, Arash, | ask thatsyay with him for a
little, to rest before returning to the Valley afafn and undertaking the task
that awaits you there....

Arash frowned with the memory. What could Kavi'stive be for wishing
him to do this? If he believed Lana, if she had metuested his
escort—what reason could there be for such a dethand

His eyes rested on Lana from time to time as sheechthrough the home of
his ancestors, smiling with pleasure at the sidlat decorated archway, an
intricate inlay design on a bedstead or table, rflditles that his
great-great-grandmother's favourite designer hademahy had he been
thrust into such proximity with her? Was this iremtial to some other
purpose that would be revealed only in time?

It was almost inconceivable that Kavian would héaared to give him the
details of any mission before he left, and yet...

Make love to me, Arash.

He squeezed his eyes shut against the memoriesatizaulted him
suddenly. Lamplight on creamy flesh, clear darksegmiling at him with
such open yearning, the heavy weight of her breadis hands, the sweet
cries of passion and surprise.

He had carried these memories with him acrosshallbiattlefields of his
bleeding country... and each night dreamed thenif, lais soul refreshed
itself with a visit to a mountain spring after tdaily heartbreak of the
wanton destruction of his countrymen's lives.



Arash took a deep breath, his jaw clenched. He dvoakd an iron control
to get through the coming days. And last night headle it clear that after
such a long period of stress his control was naterdd iron.

He opened a door. "This is my mother's dressingirégome of her clothes
may still be here."”

He disappeared through the door and she followdiiitio a corridor lined
with drawers and cupboards.

Natural light came through windows high at the dad. He was opening
some of the cupboard doors.

"'l am not sure what my mother took when she wBethaps there is
something that you can use."

Lana slowly approached one of the cupboards hepeaded. It contained a
long rack with clothes covered in white silk ba@ke rich scent of spices
and musk hovered over everything.

There were several cupboards along the walls,ug for this one, most
were empty, or nearly empty. At the end, a widexcgpfilled with mirrors
contained a dressing table.

"Where is your mother?" Lana asked after a moment.

''When peace came, she went to live with my si§ke did not like being
here alone, where she had been so happy with ingrfat

"You've been torn by conflicting duties," Lana coemnted softly.

His eyes met hers as if unwillingly, and he quidkisned away again before
she could read the expression in them.

"Choose whatever you find useful," he said.



"Thank you," Lana said softly. She reached intdftilecupboard at random
and unzipped one of the silk bags. The silk parteceveal an extremely
fine gauze, purple and spangled with diamante. \&itimile she zipped it
back up.

If you dressed in something like that, maybe heldmiube able to resist
you,an inner voice tempted her.

Yes, or maybe I'd just catch my death of cslek responded firmly.

"Here is something warm, | think." Arash meanwhilad reached into
another closet and pulled out a garment bag. Hg itusn a nearby hook
and with a sweep he slid down the zipper and flibpet the contents.

It was not something warm. It was a soft, shimngenegligee in glowing
turquoise. It seemed to have been made with a démousverlapping
feathers in deliberate imitation of a bird's breagth fluffy feathers also
trimming the cuffs and neckline. The front openpagted over a thin gown
in silk satin, still faintly wrinkled around thegs from its last wearing.

Perfume wafted from the bag, carrying an eroticepoy that said that a
woman had worn this outfit....to entice a man.

Lana blinked and shook her head, loosening her merscles, to try to clear
her thoughts.

"I've never seen anything like that!" she said Hityg to shift her mood.
"That's really magic!"

"Yes," he said. "My mother liked to wear beautifihgs for my father. He
said she was the only woman in the world who cowddte a man blind to all
other women."

They regarded each other in silence, without knguirat time passed.

"Was it an arranged marriage?" Lana asked atldlasguse surely they were
lucky to be so in love if so.



"He saw her one day on horseback, down at the. iWrgifather—his name
was Zahir—was a very fine rider, the best amongyineng men in this
valley. My mother and her companions passed hirtherroad. Her horse
bolted suddenly. Zahir and his men gave chase.dthef's mount was very
swift. He caught up with her and dragged her off ln@rse and onto his
own."Lana smiled. "Did they fall in love at firsg&t?"

"She was beautiful, and his blood was up, and highkarms already around
her Zahir could not resist. He kissed her."

Hearing the wordisson his lips, she licked her own. "And what happmkne
then?"

"She blushed, because of course such things a@oneteven today in this
valley. She said, 'Is this how an al Khosravi clesos concubine?’

" 'My father was furious at the insult. He saitishow he chooses his wife!"
He returned her to her friends, learned from his oven who she was, and
the next day travelled to her father's house tdasker in marriage.”

"Is all that really true?" she asked, entranced.

Arash smiled. His voice had softened almost sedelgtas he told the story.
"It is the story my father told. My mother sometsraded the information
that her horse had only bolted under her instrastlo

Lana laughed. Arash started to say something, 8tepped abruptly,

blinked and stared at her as if she were someoonehatt shaken him out of
sleep, or another reality. He swallowed and turtoetthe task of repacking
the garment.

"l thought it was perhaps a coat," he explained ow voice, and replaced
the garment bag in the closet. "You will come latied make your choice of
whatever you need. My mother would wish it."

"A bath!" Lana cried, as her glance fell through gpen doorway. "Oh,
bliss!" Then she paused, recollecting. "Oh, buéss it's not working?"



"Neither water nor electricity has been restorée,'said.

He stood at the open doorway as she was temptedhisimother's private
hammamin the semidarkness, touching the beautiful maidoe the
ornately carved fittings with awed admiration.

He remembered childhood moments here, the roosdfiNith steam, his
mother in the tub, laughing at her attendants, @pped in a white towel,
choosing from the host of scented oils she wagediehow he had loved
the perfumes, the hot steamy air, the scent of viome

"What beautiful bottles!" Lana exclaimed.

Some of his mother's soaps and bath oils, dustly diguse, were still
sprinkled around the room, sad testimony to the dif the house that the
bombs had destroyed. Lana's eyes were enchantéldebyagical glass
shapes and the rich turquoise and purple and gmldjeeen oils within.

She picked up one at random, opening it and beawgsported to another
world. These were the scents of a pampered, loaslg,loved woman, a
woman with full confidence in her sexuality, whdeafbathing here had
moved to the next room and slipped on a silk stig a peacock feather
robe....

He remembered his childishly clumsy, excited hamwlse reaching for a
pretty bottle...remembered how the bottle fellite tiled floor.

A powerful, intoxicating perfume had hit his sensaserwhelming him. He
remembered the intensity of that experience, howdaelaughed and cricd,
his body leaping with the thrill of it. He had sdeal down to soak his hands
in the slick perfume on the tiles, and press therhi$ face. He had to be
pulled away by an attendant because of the brokess.g

They had all been laughing and happy—it was noirtather's way to shout
over a broken bottle. Everyone had been deligldesé his infant ecstasy,
the pure sensual joy of the child.



"Ah, what a happy woman your wife will be!" his rhet had crooned, but it
was many years before he had understood the reeren

Fourteen hundred years ago the Prophet, peacehipoame, had said,
has been given to me to love perfumes, and wonmehthe coolness of
prayer.And in the Tribe of Aram it was still said thabaychild who loved
perfumes would grow up to be a good husband ambd man, for like the
Prophet he would love women and seek his guidameeya from Truth....

He had understood the potency of the tribal custanthat long-ago night
when Lana had stepped into his arms. That nightskisses had been
overwhelmed. He had been as wildly intoxicated &yds when the essence
of a potent flower had drowned his childish seldimexperience richer than
any that had gone before. ...

In another age, another life.

All that was gone now. Only a dozen bottles of sl littered the low
table that had once been crammed to bursting. Aedan the floor, broken
in two neat pieces” like his life: the shell renenbut the substance had
gone.

He stared at her with a kind of angry intensityd anth a meaningless
comment, not knowing how she had offended, Lanaausly replaced the
bottle on the glass table.

They moved on. Some doors he passed by withoutragpeamd she guessed
that these were his father's and his brother's scamd that he couldn't bear
to see them empty. Not yet.

Soon they opened a door onto daylight. They hadectnthat part of the
house that had been hit directly and was almostotished, and now she
stepped out into the weather, between walls witreoubof. It was the
section of the house highest up the slope of tHeywwall.

Lana stood in the fall of thick wet snowflakes atdred around her at the
ruin, a cluster of stone-built rooms without roadspile of tragic rubble,



already deep under snow. Window and door framegdj@mpty, snow
drifted high in the embrasures as if to emphadieebteakness.

Then, under the pounding of the waterfall, she dh@aA distant sound...
"There is no need to explore here,” Arash said.

She clutched his arm. ' 'Arash, what was that?"

Aaaaaa...

"You heard something?" he asked, cocking his head.

A faint, faint cry, gone as soon as she heard it.

"Like someone crying,” she whispered.

"What direction?"

She pointed east, towards the waterfall. Arash psg@pacross the
snow-mounded piles of rubble and through a gapowwlay in the thick
stone wall that had stood for centuries, and d#¥iastill stood. She
followed him and discovered herself in the broadledacourtyard on the
opposite side of the house.

In the centre of the open space was a square bgiklirmounted by the
dome she had glimpsed yesterday. Its windows warered with wooden
shutters, its walls piled high with drifted snow.

Aaaa.

Against the sound of the waterfall and the deadgaffect of thick snow, it
was difficult to get any bearing, but the sound Veasler now than before.

"It is possible someone has taken shelter herékmawing what part of the
house is habitable,” Arash said calmly. "Let's &tbe majlis.”



The majlis was a tribe's place of assembly, set aside byshiegkh for
meetings and consultations with his people. In modemocratic countries
the name had sometimes passed on to the electel@dgsof the central
government, but it was still used in its originaaning for these small local
meeting houses.

She followed the path he beat through the deep svfothe courtyard
towards the domed structure, which seemed large#ci. Her heart was
beating uncomfortably. Was it a baby she had helAstimeone had spent
the night out here without heat...it would be aadiie to find them alive.

The massive double doors of carved wood opened suthrising ease
under Arash's hand, and he drew them wide and etieghypough.

Maaa. Maaa.

Lana stepped inside after him. The darkness wésvegl by the shafts of
light coming through the cracks in the shutterstiNg relieved the animal
odour that hit their nostrils, nor the sudden cBastibleating that arose in
their ears.

' 'Ya Allah," Arash muttered, more to himself than to her. "I father's
majlis made a stable?"

"'What is it? Sheep?" Lana inquired, blinkinghatnervous shuffling shapes
that crowded together in the darkest corner.

"Wait," he said. He wheeled around and went out pags and a moment
later she heard the bang of shutters and mutedjtiagintered the room. He
opened two sets of shutters and returned.

A small flock of sheep crowded into one cornerhaf toom on the beautiful
black-and-white-tiled floor, where straw had bead to give them a bed. A
few chickens and a rooster wandered around pethengtraw at random. A
mule by a pail of meal stood patiently chewing, chétg them over his
shoulder.

"Oh, thank God they survived!" she exclaimed.



"Look," said Arash.

Farthest into the corner, facing the newcomerssipuere, a ewe stood
protectively over two tiny, perfect newborn lamblkoasuckled and pulled
with crazy intensity, their tails waggling feroceiy.

"Aww," chanted Lana, and then laughed with deligh©@h, how brave of
her, to lamb in the middle of a blizzard!"

"It is early for the valley. Lambing usually dodsstart for another two
weeks."

"Are they warm enough?" she asked. The combinesiarody heat had
provided its own warming system, but the two lamese so tiny.

"Lambs survive worse than this," Arash said. "Byt will have a better
chance if they are kept warm for the next few days.

She followed the direction of his nod. In the opfosorner there was a
high iron stove; behind it was stacked coal anddvoo

"l was hoping we could look after them in the kaali'
Arash flicked her an amused glance. "Try tellingitimother that."

He crossed to the stove and, lifting off the platesop, looked down inside,
then opened the door at the front and crouched dowegin manipulating
the lever that shook down the ashes. She saw aaflosd.

"Well, we know that Sulayman or someone was hekg pesterday,” he
said. He carefully picked up a few tiny bits of wicand began to feed them
to the embers.

Lana crossed the room to help him, searching femddeaves and twigs
among the logs and passing them to Arash. Afteava rhinutes the fire
began to crackle and spit.



Plenty of fodder had been spread for the animalsdyeone who had

clearly not expected to return for several days.tBey freshened the fodder
and the straw bedding, and took the oak bucketgistg by the door and

emerged again into the snowy day.

They worked together mostly in silence, and evémethe seemed to
anticipate her moves, or she anticipated his nfeeting stabbed her heart.

We could have worked together to rebuild all tsise told herself, as she
watched Arash striding through the sndwe would have accepted Dad's
money if he loved me, and we could have...

If only. There was no use crying over it.
Then, suddenly, a voice was murmurifgyppose | told him I loved him,
asked him to marry me? Would he marry me for ttke sd rebuilding his

heritage? Would | marry a man who only wanted mnen@

But he didn't have to marry her. She had offered linelp freely, no strings,
and he had rejected it.

Out of pride whispered the voicdut if you were married, that would give
him an excuse for accepting.

Buy a man with my father's monely@r other self demanded angrilfo
thanks.

You 'll never get him any other way.

She shook her head, shutting the voices out.

Arash crossed to where a narrow stream tumbled @verraced wall in a
tiny waterfall, and filled the buckets under it.rlzastood watching, then
followed him back inside the building.

Standing in the doorway behind him while he topppdthe water in the

troughs, she saw that as he straightened his gazermawn as if irresistibly
to the centre of the wall directly opposite the éigrance doors.



There was a large round shadow in the exact cefhtiee wall. She could
not see his expression, but she saw how his baffienstd and he
deliberately turned away from the sight.

"What was there, Arash?" she asked impulsivelypitgethe could stop
herself.

Arash turned to her blankly, as if surfacing fromdraam. "Pardon?"
She indicated the wall. "What used to hang there?"

"The Shield of Aram," he said. "It hung in that spar two hundred and
fifty years."

His voice was without expression, but somehow stekthis had been the
most precious treasure, was the worst loss of all.

"It was sold?" she asked quietly.

"Sold? No, it is impossible for the al Khosravi gell Aram's Shield. It

bestows sovereignty and right guidance upon useQlong ago, it was

stolen, but the thief returned it. Now it has dizagred again. Who knows
where it has gone?"



Eight

By unspoken agreement, when they returned to ticbda, Lana began to
make preparations for lunch while Arash filled tparaffin heaters and
brought one into the kitchen and lighted it. Theeothe kept in the next
room, where after a few minutes she heard the soahshifting furniture.

They had found supplies in various pantries andestoms. There was
enough food to keep them going; the amounts weal gt there was
more variety than she had feared they would fiideail, onions, apples
and potatoes, dried lentils, chickpeas, apricots ik, wheat flour and
rice, and some bottles of home-preserved tomaldese were herbs and
garlic hanging from the ceiling in one room, alonigh several joints of
meat.

Gazing up at these, Arash had murmured, ' 'Theegtioh of themajlis
comes at a price."

"And if you'll get me down one of those, pleasé&g fiad responded dryly,
"I'll try to find some way to cook it for your dien."”

But for now she was concentrated on making thedday meal, and the
sound of Arash's activities next door became a eongnable

accompaniment to her own work. It was pleasantet that they were
working together, on different tasks, towards tlteimmon good.

Back in London, when she had been falling for Arasd hoping he was
falling for her, when she believed he was Kavi'shiyguard and had no
inkling of his wealthy and aristocratic backgroursthe had sometimes
dreamed of a life like this, far away from the vabshe knew.

She had imagined them together maybe on a smail, faising children
and animals in a happy mix.

Lana had never wanted a marriage like that of laeends, where a close
family life was sacrificed to the creation of wéalHer father had been



away most of the time, her mother taking sole rasfmlity for the home
and family, at the end of ten years finding hersalfng in money but with
little in common with her husband.

No, she hadn't wanted that with Arash. She had ddpe a life of
sharing—the hard work and the joy, the pain ancpthasure....

But she wasn't forgetting that it was only becanfdeer father's long hours
of hard work that she was here now. If her fatreat been an ordinary man
with ordinary goals, she might never have decidedgt abroad to
university, never have met Arash, would probablydhahave heard of
Parvan or the Barakat Emirates.

And even if she had, she would have had no monggdnd on the country's
rebirth.

She had set some beans to soak earlier, and nopested, chopped and
lightly fried onions and some canned tomatoes. t8hsed them into the
soup pot, added water and herbs and spices atliesetsult on the brazier
to cook—a thick country soup—and removed the daMater she had set to
heat there.

Then, slipping her small bag of toiletries into existband, she picked up
the pail of warm water and a lamp, slipped undertiy in the doorway and
into the room beyond.

There she stopped in amazement at what she sastoV&!" she cried. "A
real, honest-to-Godook- stove/"

Revealed because Arash had removed a lot of theaddsrniture and
boxes, it stood in one corner—a marvel in black mod chrome, dated and
in need of a good polish, but otherwise lookiny®eable.

"Imported from England for my grandmother. She tifdut would make
life easier for the cooks," Arash said.

"Does it work?"



"The pipe used to go out there, where the damageArash told her,
pointing to the missing section of roof and walll.Will not be usable until |
find some substitute for the missing lengths okpip

Lana looked around. There was also a large clag o¥¢he kind that was
typical in the countryside. So this was the origkiechen. "Is that one in
working order?"

"No problems there," Arash said. "What time willywant it hot?"
"Probably about three, is that okay?"

She indicated the pail of warm water. "If you danihd, I'll go up to your
mother's bathroom to wash. | guess the drainsbeillvorking, even though
the water isn't."

He nodded. "I will carry the heater up for you." Blgted the action to the
word, bending to pick up the paraffin heater aradlieg the way along the
corridor and up the stairs.

He was so caring, so protective, and she wishdualliher heart that it was
herself that he loved. Or that he loved no one slredcould hope, with time,
to make him love her....

Did he know whether the woman he loved was stilgle? She wished she
dared to ask. Suppose his love had grown tiredasfing and wondering
and had taken second best? Maybe Arash was inrg tioureturn home to
prevent exactly that.

Maybe he was already too late. Was that the fedrtaunted him, that was
shadowing his eyes more and more darkly sincelihedycome here?

Would Arash consider marrying her, Lana, if histtove were lost to him?
She was brought up short, seeing where her thobgllt#evitably led her.

It wouldn't work,she lectured herself. To marry someone you lovetkm
than he loved you was one thing. When he loved samelse, how could



such a marriage possibly bring anything but hehg@cA man who didn't
even start out loving his wife would treat her lyadhake her life hell.

Not Arash,her heart whispered. He was so careful of anyong/hom he
was responsible—she had noticed that about himageg She was sure he
was a man who would always be caring and proteofivés wife, even if he
didn't actually love her.

Except for that moment last nigehe reminded herself ruthlessly. He hadn't
been kind then. But then, what had that been, @xa®@dmission that he
could still find her sexually attractive, even whiirere was nothing else
between them?

If she married him, it would be important that hdeast find her sexually
attractive....

Absently she watched his tall, too-lean body mowwith unconscious
masculine grace ahead of her. Something in thesrage of him seemed to
affect her mental function, her heart.

Stop thinking like this!

Ahead of her, Arash opened the door to his mothatisroom and went in
to set the heater down in the middle of the fld@ma, following, set down
her pail and slid the little lamp onto the neafkgtsurface.

"You brought a light?" he asked.

She reached into her pocket and held up the #imd,Arash took it from her
hand and lit the lamp for her. As he restored taegychimney a comforting
glow warmed the room. For a moment they stood lugpkit each other.
"Don't forget to make use of my mother's clothes."”

"Are you sure she won't mind?"

"She will mind only if she learns that you did s whatever you needed.”



"Thank you."
He moved to the door, turned and looked at her.

"Will you stir the soup?" Lana asked, feeling tlveestness of ordinary
things. "l won't be very long."

"The soup," he said slowly, as if he were thinkofgsomething else. He
moved his head and his gaze shifted. "Yes, | wiilltee soup."

The bathroom and the dressing room were both watked with mirrors,
so when Arash said his mother was beautiful that the truth. Well, she
would have known that anyway, just looking at Arash

Lana was one of those rare creatures—a woman ucicossof her own

beauty. Perhaps because she had been raised wath@aoring father to
reinforce her sense of her own value, but also ussaince well before
puberty she had been what other women considetedrid although she
herself had never worried about her weight, ndriféb be a problem—she
liked food far too much for that—the constant pfyher weight-obsessed
fellow students couldn't help making a mark.

Of course men told her she was beautiful—even reaaitiful because she
didn't know it—but she had learned early to didtthat. Deep-set chocolate
eyes with dark eyebrows, a straight, small nosdgeviull lips and broad
cheekbones carried all the ingredients of beautyshe did not see them
that way. Lana knew she was attractive, but if Arhad high standards of
beauty...

She stood straight in the chill air, briefly examonher own naked body in
the mirrors. She had lost a lot of weight since iogo Parvan, and she had
cut her thick, once waving hair short, so thatited around her head. Life
was a lot easier this way, but she wasn't realtgliis seeing herself like this
yet. Ever since puberty she had worn her hair lbag,been well- rounded.

Now she was as slim as a boy. The rounded fleslgbad from her upper
arms, her thighs, her abdomen, her bottom, antduaty still felt strange to
her. Her once-heavy breasts were smaller now.Shadeved if Arash



would find this body attractive. Would he find pteae, as he had once
before, in stroking her neck, her thighs, her bis&aghe thought of his
touch, of touching him in love, abruptly made Lawaweak.

| do not believe you have forgotten.

She had forgotten. She had forced herself to forgett now she
remembered, and if he touched her again the wayatdast night...Lana
closed her eyes. She would be so helpless. Iflo&est her, if he kissed
her...

"Okay, this is what they call cabin fever," Lanattated sternly, opening
her eyes again. "Down to business."

She lifted a pretty smoked-glass bottle and tippéelw drops of turquoise
oil into her bathwater.

"You found something to wear," Arash said, as tetydown to their lunch.
Soup, and some stove- top biscuits, and appledefssert.

She was wearing a flowing kaftan in a woven mideép indigo and purple
wool. It was thick and warm as well as being femé&iAnd she knew the
dark purply blue was good with her skin, enhanbedypld highlights in her
hair.

What she didn't notice was that it also emphasiaedshadows around her
eyes, giving her skin a look of delicate porcelamthat the past months of
hard work seemed to have demanded too much of her.

Making her look as if she needed protection.

"You have been working too hard," Arash said, laglsoup into a bowl for
her. He also had changed his clothes, from jeatostraditional Parvan
trousers and cotton knitted knee-high moccasiieng shirt, a dark vest.
He was a mountain man now, no one could have neisthkn for anything
else.



Lana stared at him. "All I've done is make lunch arfew preparations for
dinner!" she exclaimed. "You're the one who's b#eowing furniture
around!"

"I do not mean here and now. | mean, you are lea#tlty than when you
came to Parvan. | am glad Alinor makes you take rist."

Accepting the bowl from his hands, she blinkediiat im surprise. It was the
nearest thing to praise Arash had ever offered her.

"l thought you resented my interference," she olesemildly.

He picked up his own empty bowl and paused to gaher. "Resented your
interference, how?" he asked in astonishment. dhwv&h?"

Lana picked up her spoon and began to stir thensbgasoup. She nodded
wordlessly, not quite looking at him.

"That would be insane, if it were true. Becauseyai what would have
taken years has been accomplished in months! Haid cany Parvani
resent such interference?"

"You think I'm a poor little rich girl, playing abeing Lady Bountiful,
though,"” she murmured, staring at her soup witHiiity of a child hoping
to find the letters of her name.

Arash finished filling his own bowl and set it down the table with a clunk.
"No," he said. "No, Lana, | do not think this ofud

The soup was nicely flavoured, the beans justla lindercooked. But they
crunched satisfyingly this way. Taking another sgah she glanced up at
his face.

There was a strange, indescribable mix of emotioniis face.
"Then why will you never accept help from me?" sts&ked reasonably,

lifting an inquiring hand. "The way | see it, youdther let this place
subside in a heap than take money from my fathereven any of the



charity funds—to restore it. And that would be &ypibecause it was
beautiful and it could be again."

She held the full sleeve of the robe with one hasidhe reached for one of
the stove-top biscuits she had made, and carefatigentrated on breaking
it in two. Its moist white centre steamed. Thenwhse forced to look at him
again.

His dark eyes searched her face for a deeply umgenaoment when she
could not read his expression at all, and just asemed something had to
happen to break the tension, something inside hitndvew, as if by an
effort of will. His gaze fell to his own bowl ancekIsipped some soup.

"It is not possible."

His tone was one she knew well. Remote, coming fb@hind a closed
door. She knew from experience that the door welseld.

But she pushed against it anyway. "Why is it nsguae?"

"But it does not mean that | remain blind to whatiylo for the country."
"But why can't you accept..."

"l cannot discuss this with you, Lana.”

"l don't see why not. There's only the two of useh&Vho is there to be
offended?"

She thought she had made him angry, by the waypplked himself to his
soup. He did not reply. Arash seemed always abketreat into a world
where he was alone.

They ate their soup in silence, while Lana wrestigith her feelings. She
wanted to tell him, to say,ook, | love you, I've just realized I'm crazy in
love with you and have been right from the begignere you sure you
don't love me?



But she had done that once already.

Her words hadn't been quite so blatant, but shelesh clear enough.
Dumb with misery because he had left her withowbad, she had written
to him, in Parvan, as Kaljuki troops massed aldregltorder and the world
did nothing....

By then she had learned from Alinor who he was: Aiatsh Khosravi, a
bodyguard, but Arash al Khosravi, Cup CompaniaméCrown Prince and
younger son of a titled sheikh.

Then she had understood, or thought she did: thatthe explanation for
everything that had happened. Why he had first sdeattracted, and then
not, and then, when she threw herself at him, wénh&ad been unable to
resist. That was why he had said he could offemnloéning.

Because he could marry only with his father's apairand his father would
not approve of his interest in a foreign nobody....

In the letter she wrote that she was sorry noateetsaid goodbye, said she
would miss him, said she hoped that peace wapsshible, that she looked
forward to meeting him again... and then she hattenrsadly that she
wished he had been an ordinary man, without g bdeause then, perhaps,
they could have been more to each other....

As close as she could get to a declaration witlheotually begging. In her
dreams, Arash would write back, would confess til tof his position, tell

her why their love was impossible. In her dreanestblen told him the truth
of whoshewas, and asked him if this fact would change &ilsdr's mind....

She had had high hopes, because however aristtratiamily, she did not
believe that the sheikh would object to such a iag@erfor his younger son.
Arash was not his heir, after all.

So she had hoped. Arash replied with only the esiedf notes, thanking her
for her concern. He had signed his real name, hetet had been no
explanation. There was nothing at all to give hapeéh Not even the most
tangential reference to the fact that he had mabelievably wild and



passionate love to her the night before leavingt, e had cried aloud, had
wept and been shaken as he took his pleasure feom. h

Nothing.

By then the Kaljuk army had invaded, the airporerevclosed to all but
military traffic. Lana did not write again. She apted what she should have
understood from the biginning: he was never inteces her. He had made
love to her because she had agreed to totally umitved sex and he was a
man with normally functioning hormones.

There was nothing at all to regret except her owndb self-centred
stupidity.

And she was not going to go through the humiliatemain of offering
herself to the man who didn't want her.

When they had finished, Arash cleared their bowdsnf the table while
Lana spooned coffee and sugar into a little potsatak on the brazier, then
set out a pretty hand-painted bowl with a few wirdpples. They were
wrinkled but still very edible, and with every sigri enjoyment Arash
caught one up in one hand and bit into it with fgravhite teeth. The
perfume of the fruit was suddenly deliciously shangthe air.

"Are these from your own orchards?" she askedntp&ne herself.

"I hope so," he said. "If they are not it will meamr trees are not
producing.”

Lana bit into the apple, feeling the juice spurintp her mouth. The flavour
was strong, richer than anything she could havehioat home, and under
the skin the flesh was still firm and very white.

In spite of everything, she felt suddenly at peatd him. She thought,
couldn't remain angry with him for long, no mattenat he had done.



"Is Aram an ancestor of yours?" she asked.

He was silent a moment, and over his face flickddo& that tore at her
heart.

"Aram," he said, tasting the name. He nodded ththulijr "A long-distant
ancestor, about whom we have many legends. He heashief of this
valley, a renowned warrior, a man who had attaotesp mystical power."

"Is the shield really so old?"
"The shield, no. The stone—the central ruby ofstheld, that was Aram's."

Lana smiled, biting into her apple again, and isgtttlown on her cushions.
"So it was originally Aram's Ruby?"

"That is what we call it. Aram's Ruby is carvediwstymbols that are said to
draw power and seal it in the stone. The ruby waedin this valley—in
ancient times there were ruby mines here, and stta finest and largest
ruby to come out of those mines.

"'Aram himself carved it, for only he had the knedge that was required.
Whether he wore it, or used it as a seal, is notn So the stone was
passed down from ancient times through this familljore than five
hundred years ago, my direct ancestor had the sebinto the centre of a
ceremonial shield of gold, silver and copper, iitsmt in such a way as to
renew the power captured in the stone.

"The people of this valley believe—have believed faundreds of
years—that their good luck, happiness and progpeonimes from this
shield, for as long as it is in the possessiomeiirtsheikh, he will be rightly
guided. If a leader is rightly guided, no evil dzefall the people.”

He paused, thinking, seeming not to notice thatduklet silence fall. She
saw that he was contemplating an uncertain future.



After a moment, he roused himself. ' 'The shielllwmang such fortune only
on its rightful owners, the al Khosravi sheikhgdhnot be sold, and anyone
who stole it would bring evil on his own head."

"Oh!" Lana had completely forgotten the apple im hand. "You mean,
there's a curse on it?"

He smiled and shook his head. "Not a curse. Ifgaorant man sticks his
finger into an electric socket, it is not a curbattkills him, but his own
ignorance of what power is there, and how it mestiged.”

A little shiver of uncertainty threaded her fastioa in the story, for his
voice was the voice of a man explaining not arcaoeets, but simple fact.

"But, Arash...do you believe this?"

He gazed thoughtfully at her. "Lana, there is arbgtbctric dam at the head
of this valley, bombed by the Kaljuks, which yoatter's money is at this
moment helping to restore. Why?"

She was startled by the sudden change of sub)ll,"because electric
power is so...it's so important to people's stashadidiving. What do you
mean, exactly?"

' 'Do you believe in the electric power of this d&dm

"Believe? No—I mean, yes, but | don't havéo#ievein it, it's just there.”
Arash smiled, then went on with his story.

"The shield, Aram's Shield, was displayed to tiltmen at every meeting
of themajlis,and when the presentajlis was built—the building that now
houses chickens and lambs and a mule—the shieldjweas a permanent
home there.

"That was two hundred and fifty years ago. And diree, themajlis came

to be calledDar-i Khosh- baktithe Gate of Good Fortune, because it was
through its means that good fortune entered thHeyal



When he paused, Lana remembered her apple ancatmker bite. She
wanted to askVho stole it?But the storytellers of Parvan did not need
prompting. Storytelling was an art that all, frohetsimplest to the most
sophisticated of Parvan's citizens, practised amkrstood.

"So the shield hung undisturbed through many yeard,at every meeting
of a majlis the men of the valley who had gathered to talkhtar sheikh
could see the proof that the sheikh's guidanceddoeitrusted, and he could
be given their loyalty.

" 'But word of the ancient stone and its strang@{arties spread. Men came
from abroad, scholars and academics and seekershandtans and many

others, asking to see Aram's Shield. At firstsalth requests were refused.
It was not until my great-grandfather's time the tirst Westerner saw the

shield.

"And one day in 1917 a servant tremblingly appregchmy
great-grandfather with the dreadful news. Aram'®yRbad disappeared.
The shield hung where it had always hung, but tbeeshad been prised
from its place and the shield had no longer a e€ntr

Arash paused.

"What did he do?" Lana gasped, for, although Wsagoice was calm, she
could almost feel the anger of the sheikh resogatown through the years.

"The day before, three men had visitedfree-i Khoshbaktiand viewed the
shield. A Frenchman and two Englishmen. It was issfiae to say whether
they had worked together, or if one had done theddalone. My
great-grandfather's servants had not troubled tmenevho had been left
alone with the shield, or in what order the meressd and left thenajlis—
to them it was unimaginable that such a theft coalclr.”

On the brazier, the coffee suddenly boiled up élittle open pot, breaking
the spell, and Lana snatched it from the heat.Hakeset two tiny cups, and
she filled them with the thick, frothing liquid.

Arash stirred extra sugar into his while she askRéthat did he do?"



He smiled a smile that made her glad she was edhtbf She thoughfhe
old sheikh was probably terrifying. What a fool than was to cross hirm.
'My great-grandfather of course did nothing. Hauglged his shoulders and
wondered aloud that foreigners were such fool®adsyt with their fate in
such a way."

Lana opened her eyes at him. "Is that really wieadid? Didn't he even try
to find out who had stolen it?"

Arash shook his head.

''He summoned all the men of the valley at ona@émnajlisto show them
the despoiled shield. He reminded them that theesteould bring evil luck
on the thief, whoever he might be. He assured ttie&@nthe Ruby would
soon be back in his possession, not through fémaethrough its voluntary
return by the thief, who would not be able to ldbarweight of evil luck that
would now befall him.

"And that is exactly what happened.”

Lana's mouth opened. "Really?"

"Within three weeks the stone was returned to rthefiaby a guide who had
been paid a huge sum to deliver it, with a lettemf one of the men begging
forgiveness."

"Is that all it said?" she wailed.

"'It said that nothing but evil had befallen himce stealing the jewel and he
hoped to forestall more by sending it back toightful owner."

She gaped at him, amazed. "Arash, that's realang&!" she said. "Is it
true?"

He smiled at her with a tenderness in his eyesrttedted her heart with
wishing. "It is true. The letter was kept—it mayeewstill be here. Certainly
| saw it as a child. It was written in very stilidntoken Parvani that made me
laugh."



' 'Do you know what really happened?"

"No," he said. "All that is known is that the rulas returned by a very
frightened man."Lana suddenly remembered the tragguel. "Do you
think that will happen this time?" she asked.

Then she wished she hadn't spoken, for all the \igimt out of Arash's eyes
as he was reminded of his loss. He shook his head.

"l know nothing of how it disappeared. Perhaps @swnoved from the
majlis and destroyed in the bombing. Perhaps it wasrstold the thief died
without leaving a trace of where he hid it.

"I do not even know when it disappeared. | hadspatken to my father for
many months before he died, nor my brother,"” hd.saVe fought on
different fronts. And there have been many stra;mgethe valley, during
the war and after.”

She didn't know what to say. "Is it...it must bdremely valuable,” she
murmured at last.

"It is one of the world's largest known rubies,"ash said flatly. "The
engraving is unique. It is of inestimable valuethbto collectors and to
jewel merchants."”

"I'm sorry,"” she murmured—because that made regowkethe jewel so
much more unlikely. She had learned something ef dhtiques trade
through her father's museum, and she knew enoughderstand that if the
shield had fallen into the hands of a private @ddeit might never see the
light of day again. But at least, in such a caseigtht be preserved intact.

The situation was a thousand times worse if anrupsdous trader were to
prise the ruby from the centre of the shield arautdt. 1t would still be
valuable cut into two or more smaller stones, batttistorical value of such
a unique piece would be destroyed.



In that scenario, the shield would probably survitrerould still be valuable
as a collector's item without the stone, but wdugdworth little if melted
down. No one would trouble to destroy the mastemie

"But Arash, don't you think if a stranger—if anyohad gone out of the
valley with the shield someone would have noticed @membered? Have
you asked people if they saw anything?"

' 'No one knows yet of our loss. Only Kavi, Alin@nd now you. Even
Sulayman believes that my father removed the skielslafekeeping. When
they learn the truth..." He shook his head andédcdt her.

She saw desolation in his eyes. "How will | telf father's people that, in
addition to their other griefs, the source of thgiod fortune and right
guidance has been lost forever?"



Nine

"Arash," she whispered helplessly, putting a hamd heis arm in an
automatic desire to offer comfort. She looked imtoface. "Will it mean so
much to them?"

He gripped her hand and lifted it away, as thoughduldn't take having her
touch him. But then, having captured it, he ditkt'go. Instead he turned it
palm up, within the clasp of his own hand, and daaet as if the answer to
his problem might lie there.

"Even now they say that the Tribe of Aram escapednaorst of the Kaljuk
bombing because of the protection of the shield."

"Do you have to tell them the truth?"

His thumb stroked absently across her palm in suge®f intimacy that

shook her. It was as if they had a lifetime's histaf turning to each other
for comfort. As if, for this moment, he had forgoitthe actual, ordinary
circumstances of their relationship in favour omgodeeper truth of what
was between them.

Her heart leapt with the first hope she had feltsithose distant days when
everything had been possible.

"The meetings of thenajlis must be reinstated as soon as | return to the
valley. They will learn at the first meeting. Thaseno way to tell them.
There is no way not to tell them."

She offered hesitatingly, "I suppose you wouldig'ttb the people about
when it disappeared?”

He lifted his gaze to meet hers with the searclong that was so much his
hallmark. She had seen him look at others like thait not usually herself,
not since she had come to Parvan. It had beerhashi&d no interest in the
inner Lana Holding, not even as much as he investedtrangers at
fund-raising parties.



But now his gaze pierced her, and she lost hetllescause of the way her
heart leapt with the desire to reveal herself to.hi

"What do you mean?"

"If they attribute their relative good fortune imetwar to the shield and you
tell them it was already gone before intensive biognlibegan, doesn't it
follow that their luck is not attached exclusivébyAram's Shield?"

The rich colour of his thoughtful eyes was somegtshe would have been
happy to drown in. She thought absen@ne day I'll have a home with a
stained glass window that is just the colour ofgkra eyes....

"Start my life as their leader with a lie for thewn good," he pondered
aloud. "Would it be the first evidence that theKdlosravi are no longer
rightly guided?"

He shook his head, and smiled at her.

"They are men and women, not children. This woddddtreat them as less
than my own equals. | am the leader of my fathmtyple because they have
chosen it, because it is best for men to unite uadeader, not because they
must accept me. Such a lie would violate the cohtitaat my ancestors
forged with the people.”

Suddenly she saw how deeply honourable he was anittonesty that went
right through the bone.

“I'm sorry," she murmured. "You're right."

"There is no reason to apologize for offering meie& Lana,” Arash said
with that same thoughtful frown. "Sometimes adviea is not taken is the
method by which we find the right road."”

"If you want my opinion,"” she said before she catlunp herself, "the Tribe
of Aram is safe in your hands with or without ArarB8hield, and give them
a few weeks or months and they'll realize that."



He smiled at her, but the worried frown was shiére, behind his eyes.

A thought was taking shape in the back of her mind.

"Arash," she murmured tentatively.

His dark gaze met hers inquiringly.

"You know my father is endowing a museum. Whatwfkat if he put it out
on the grapevine that he was willing to buy Ara®tgeld, no questions
asked? He could offer a massive sum, you know tlaatdmight tempt the
thief out of hiding."

He stared at her. ' 'And what then, Lana?"

"Well, don't you see—if he was contacted by whodaer it, and tipped you
off, you could have it seized and impounded a®atploperty."

He was silent, considering. "And your father wonsdk this? Such a person
might be very vengeful, Lana, if he discovered yatiner was behind it."

He was right. And her own connection to Parvan s@svell known the
thief would guess immediately that it was a debibetrick. She dropped her
eyes.

"Or he could just buy it," she said tonelessly, wimg what was coming.

He looked at her. "The museum would fall down arcbtars ears if your
father tried to keep the shield there."

"l didn't mean to keep."
''You suggest he should buy it and give it to me?'

"Why not?" She couldn't look at him, knowing in adee what his answer
would be.



"Lana, Aram's Shield is worth perhaps many milliarfsdollars to a
collector. Why should your fath—"

"On the open market."
"What?" He blinked at the interruption.

"On the open market, with bidding, | agree the skiyie limit with
something like the shield. But what your thief kaface is that he can never
sell it on the open market. It's stolen property ao way can he ever hope
to disguise that fact, from now till doomsday.

"So he has to take the money and run, Arash, goo'tsee? Whoever has
stolen it, unless they stole it to order for a atévcustomer, he has to take
whatever he can get. He can't be hoping for mae &hmillion or so." She
paused, thinking.

"Maybe not even that. My father told me—"

She broke off because he was laughing. "Only aani' he asked, with
ruthless irony, as the closeness she had felt veabed away. "Is that all?
Well, then | will sell a few of the sheep that nayifer has left to me, and pay
your father back!"

"A million dollars is pocket change to my fathema&h," she pointed out,
with a rueful inward smile for what her father'acgon would be to hearing
that.

She saw suddenly that she had angered him. "l kitbve said. "He can
buy and sell an impoverished sheikh, why not? Whatl | give him in
return, then, Lana?" He stared at her, as if sgdkisianswer from her face,
and she was caught and held by his gaze.

"What have | to offer except myself?" He liftad hand to her head, and she
felt his fingers close ruthlessly in her hair. "Bhanarry his daughter so that
his grandson will inherit an ancient title? Whageels there to tempt him to
do this thing for me?"



"Stop, Arash," she muttered uncomfortably.

"And you, Lana, you who can hardly stand to betpdio me—uwill you
consent to being part of such an exchange? Youwsaid be a sheikh. Is
that worth the sacrifice of your happiness?"

Her own fury blew up, consuming her with burningihe

"How dare you!" she bit out. "Where do you get sffggesting that my
father would demand any return for what up to noas lbeen pure
generosity? How can you say such a thing about imme?

"If | wanted to marry someone for his bloditie, Arash, | sure as hell don't
have to choose you! You have absessiorabout being bought and sold!
What's your problem? All you have to do if someamekes an offer, you

know, is say no!"

She stared at him. "Or maybe that's what you'raicaiof, Arash! Maybe
you're afraid of yourself!

Maybe you're afraid yoare for sale, and you couldn't say no! What's the
matter, is the shield too great a temptation? Yayhirbe seriously tempted
to marry a woman you can't stand if it was to gmirnshield back?"

"l am sorry, Lana," he began, but she overrode jumping to her feet.

"'Is that why you turned down my offers of helpthat why you'd rather be
in constant pain every second of the day than gohane surgery paid for
by me? Because it might be a disguised attempiiyoybu?

"Well, set your heart at rest! | won't be puttingainy bids in your direction.
If 1 want to buy a man, there are lots of anciaifies in the world, Arash!

Why should | stop at the sheikh of a tribe in ardopino one's ever heard
of? | could have an English duke's son for the athoilmoney my father

can afford to throw around. | could probably haéwsopean prince. You
get to wear a tiara with a title like that, you kb



He struggled to his feet. "I have apologized alyeddna. You must not
insult my name."

"No, no, naturally | must not!" she agreed withtdsitmockery. Of course
her anger was given impetus by the thoughts shéé&ewl entertaining over
the past day, and of course she was in no statdnat that to herself. She
waved her hands in the air.

"It's open season ohlolding, it's all right to suggest that my father's
generosity is just a cover for the purchase of hub®ngs, bual Khosravi,
now, there's a name that..."

He grabbed her wrist in a hold that made her gaSpop this!" he
commanded. She could see that he was keeping mgemper in check
only with difficulty."Let go of me!" she cried, twiing her wrist, but he held
her firm. "Let go!" Her other hand came up to pasfainst his chest, and
suddenly, unbelievably, they were fighting.

"Stop it, Lana, stop it!" he cried, catching hehet wrist, and then for a
moment they were frozen, her hands in the air, lsaug his grip, their
bodies close, staring into each other's eyes.

"Ya Allah!" Arash cried helplessly, his jaw clenching. Andtlseowly, inch
by inch, as if drawn by some powerful, slow-workimggnet, he drew her
arms around his neck, let go of her wrists to shidearms around her, and
wrapped her body tight against his. For one lorngpié they gazed into
each other's soul.

"I warned you," he said. "But you would have it"so.
And then his mouth pressed hers in a ruthless, deimg kiss.

Her body was suddenly at melting point, and shemadand clung to him,
igniting him so that they burned together.

He held her head and tormented her with his kiskeegp, hungry kiss that
sucked her lips and nipped her tongue, that buameldmelted her mouth,



until she was whimpering with need. She cried laime under the pressure
of his lips, fuelling his need, making him hungrier the taste of her desire.

His mouth was a drug to her. The more he gavethennore she needed.
When his hands clenched helplessly in her hair dradying her head back,
he tore away from one kiss to press another agherghroat, she moaned
aloud both pleasure and loss.

Then, one hand cupping her head, the other agharstower back, he
pressed her body against his, bending her baclshél lost all sense of
balance, making her feel his hard arousal and ¢kaudt of his tongue at
once, and the world went black.

He pushed her onto the cushions and followed hendbis hands and his
eyes burning her. He reached over her for moreienshtucking them in
around her, under her head, under her hips, sshieatould be in no doubt
of his ultimate intent.

He held her with such firmness, such strength, spdssessive

determination—and feeling the surge of passion ig ldlood that both

thrilled and frightened her, she wondered dindythis what it means, to be
safe in the lions' den?

He was both danger and safety to her, and her btoaupeted the
knowledge in her temples, her heart, her wholedein

He did not smile as he looked at her. "Lana," h&, $hen bent to touch his
lips to her eyelids, her temple, and trail kissewm the curve of her cheek
to her ear, her neck, her throat, where the neekifrthe kaftan left bare the
pulse of her heart.

The kaftan buttoned down the front. He undid th&dms, one by one, his
hand firm with purpose, his eyes fierce with neddderneath, her soft
breasts were covered only by the thinnest silk, Badpressed his lips
against her flesh through the frail covering, sat theat rushed through her.



She lost track of time. What happened was meadoyelder heart only,
beating, melting, sighing. Once only had she expeerd this tenderness,
only once before had her heart opened so trustioglye being of another.

The air was cool on her skin when he drew off ti@er but it only added to
the passionate heat, the shivering desire thaseduhrough her.

Then she was above him, her body still encaselgeirsitk garment she had
taken from his mother's closet, her breasts oglest, and she smiled into
his eyes while his hand stroked her shoulder amd laer face and hair.

"Do you give yourself to me like this, without abtions?" he asked, and
she only smiled and helplessly shook her head.

"What conditions do you want me to make?"
"None," he said roughly. He gazed up into her faeeking her response.
She only looked at him.

With a whispered oath his hands came up to endmaidead, and he drew
her irresistibly down till, as if after a long agéneed, their lips met in a
kiss.

How much she had ached for his touch, throughaltkime of waiting and

fearing to hear that he was dead, and afterwardsying that he disliked

her, not knowing her own feelings... a flood of stwearning burst through
her like an exploding sun, melting, burning, sweg@way everything in its

path, as his lips, his mouth, his tongue pressddlamoured hers now with a
hunger that bruised her.

"Oh, Arash," she breathed, when his hands and melghsed her at last.
"Oh, Arash, your mouth!"

The violet eyes darkened as he gazed at her. dediser again, wildly, as
if the taste of her lips made him drunk.



She undressed him, with passionate patience umbugtchis shirt and

pressing first her palm, then her lips againsthbat of his chest, waiting
with hungry eyes and melting being as he pulledtlodf moccassins, the
heavy cotton trousers callstialwar...

Then she opened her lips on a soundless gaspddheseeyes and opened
them again, taking in the sight of his virile pow@nd the brutal scar that
marked his leg from knee to groin.

He watched her from eyes that had gone black. Hee gnet his.

"How beautiful you are, Arash," she murmured ansd,dyes leaping with

the impact of her words, his hands slid sensuayslyer thighs, drawing the
silk high to expose her body to his need. Thenuileg her naked hips over
his, parting her thighs until she was kneelingidsthim, fitted himself to

her, and drew her down onto his wild, desperathfle



Ten

She lay in his arms and wanted to weep for purehgyhad pulled a quilt
over their heated bodies, and now he held herdightan she had ever been
held, his hands firm with possession. Her heartwids open.

She lay against him in the clasp of his naked amsshands on her at hip
and shoulder. She rubbed the flat of her palmyaiainst his chest.

She counted his heartbeats, and listened to the prxesent rush of the
waterfall, and thought they were the same. Evengitwvas a manifestation
of love.

And she asked, "Arash, do you love me?"

He stiffened. His hand convulsively squeezed hariarwarning. "Lana, do
not ask this question."

Her heart, so open, began to shrivel with the hurt.
"Why not?"

"l have nothing to offer you. You know it." He paas but she could not say
a word. "You yourself want nothing from me."

"You're sure of that."

"This," he admitted, stroking her arm from shoulteelbow. ' 'Of course,
pleasure you wanted and you accepted. Let thisdegh for both of us. Do
not ask about my heart."

She lifted herself to look down into his face. lsight with anguish.

She said, "l have a right to know one thing."

"Do you?" he asked, his voice resigned.



"When we were making love just now, Arash— were §fonking of me, or
of her?"

He closed his eyes briefly and turned his face awdyen he opened his
eyes again he was not looking at her.

"Her?"

"The woman you love. The one who's waiting till yawt your life in order.
Were you making love to me, or to her?"

His chest rose and fell in a deep sigh. His moutstéd. "You, Lana. | made
love to you." His eyes moved to find hers agairm sime saw the torment in
them and pressed her lips together against a gasp.

"I'm sorry!" she whispered, not knowing why shedsai

"l am sorry, too. A man has no right to be so weadt still to call himself a
man."

Tears burned her eyes, and to hide them from herabruptly sat up.

"Are you—attracted to me against your will?"

"You know that it is so," he said flatly. "Why wilou speak of it?"

He wouldn't be the first man who was sexually attd to someone because
he thought her easy, while reserving his love fomsone pureThe

virgin-whore fantasyshe saw with sudden claritgnd | am the whore.

A snort of bitter laughter escaped her. Cast asvi@e by the man who
had been her only lover, who had made love to hef &wice in her life!

"l speak of it because we should get it straightusdn't we? | don't want
you blaming me, Arash! If you make love to me, ‘gbur choice, not
because | seduced you, okay? | could just as easily

"l do not blame you. The fault is my own."



She shivered and reached for the purple robe, wklod saw now, almost
matched his eyes. No doubt that was why she haskahit But it made no
difference, and she pulled the robe over herskk.f8und strength in being
covered.

She rubbed her fingers through her scalp, brisuf§limg her hair, and
turned and found his eyes upon her. Eyes thapiia ef his best intentions,
no doubt, were still packed with desire.

It was like being kicked just under the ribs. Laoek a deep breath.
"So what do you want to do now?" she asked.
"Do?"

"We've agreed that we have the hots for each offrash,” she pointed out
brutally. "We're holed up here together and noweeaken the lid off
something you wish we hadn't.

"What are we going to do about that? Are we gomggend our energy
fighting it, are you going to be loyal to your dnegirl—or are we going to
take the next couple of days as a moment out &2im

His eyes squeezed shut in a grimace of tormenstiwtked her. "You drive
me mad!" he said hoarsely. His hands closed payndul her flesh.

"What vision is this that you conjure up for me?aftve should love each
other while we are here, freely, without thinkinglee future, and when we
leave, we leave it behind?"

She opened her mouth and closed it again. It woeld huge mistake. She
knew that if she let him love her now he would bived heart to his so that
she would never be free of him again. After ondhaj his lovemaking, she
had been left unable to let another man touch her.

She had tried, she had wished desperately to vispaémory from her skin,
out of her heart, with another man's touch. Inytbars between then and
now other men had kissed her in passion. Eachdimaéhad hoped that this



was the cure. Each time she had erupted with awfatontrollable
rejection, pushing them away as if... No amourapdlogy could make up
for what she had done, though she had ttiedsorry, | thought | was over
him....After a while she had stopped trying.

If he made love to her again, if she gave in toghgsion in her heart and in
his eyes—she would be marked forever. When woutdbghable to settle
into an ordinary life?

For him it would be a few days out of time. For,hewould be all of her life
compacted into a few short hours. Hours of torneknteeomplete bliss. Her
body sated, her heart still seeking. Or worse, giiletending. Hoping to
change him, to see him fall in love with her.

But she swallowed and looked at him and knew shiédawot turn her back
on her only happiness, even if it was destinedetofly a crumb. And she
said, "Why not?"

Then, when the die was cast, she gasped withBeabefore she could take
back the dangerous, foolish words, he jackknifechigophands encircled her
head, and he drew her down and down, to drowndgmnuthless, ravenous
kiss.

His body grew hard against her thigh, as hard amdty as if it had never
tasted her flesh.

He was the lover she had always dreamed of. Heewgg/thing she ever
wanted. He was passionate and tender, wild and, fetnong, loving,
beautiful.

For two days and nights they made love, with smténisity and devotion

she sometimes imagined that the world could onty@mnthe third day. As

if something inside them knew that the earth's $iffgn was unbearably
short, and they had to live all of life's passiorthose two days, as if their
frail human bodies carried the whole burden of egping the joy of

creation in the teeth of extinction.



Desire was a constant. He would catch her wrishadlifted an apple, and
the apple would fall from her suddenly helplessspgrarolling away

somewhere as her tongue tasted the sweetness afistead of the fruit. It

struck them anytime, everywhere. Their eyes couwtl meet without

sparking the need.

She had not known so much pleasure was possibie tlie human body.
And she made such discoveries over and over itirlgemoment of time
that was allotted to her for joy....

He became to her the physical embodiment of hexsple. Everything he

did, all that he was, had the power to move herwds a magnet, and she
was a highly charged piece of metal. If he leftritian while she sat in it she
had to restrain herself from following him.

The lightest touch, a glance from crushed-violetsgyeven the movement
of. his hand in lamplight melted her. Made her yesnd ache for his kiss,
his body, the wild explosion of delight that thieodies together created....

It was delicious, it was sweet, it was painfultgiintensity. It was cruel in its
lies, the voice in her head that whispered thatlst love her, that such
meeting and melting could not be possible unlesdidhe.

It was like being drunk on the wildest champagreslsdd ever tasted. It was
like flight on her own wings, and knowing she was tlose to the sun. It
was like dancing for him alone, wild, abandonedgefrthan she had ever
hoped to be...and knowing that the music would,sfopn, brutally.

"It's so hot!" she murmured on the second nighemthey had awakened to
need deep in the night and a wild burst of sensxcitement had made her
sweat.

"The storm is over. Come," he commanded, standingnal drawing her up
after him. She was drunk with sensuality; every seémed swollen with
the constant shift between need and satisfactioa f&8lowed him mutely,
shivering a little as her feet touched cold tiles..



He opened the door to the outside and led hentmti black, snow-covered
world. She stopped on the threshhold, blinking. $ihew had stopped, the
moon was high and bright in a silken sky, the wailent, magical, holding
its breath as it waited for them...even the walksfanusic was muted in the
darkness.

They were both naked, and she looked at him inademsdrugged shock as
he lay down on his back in a bed of snow and puieddown after.

"Arash!" she cried.

He pulled her thighs apart over him, and his handhd her centre with
practised ease and she instantly melted into theical of pleasure that
coursed through her. He fitted her to his body, draVe into her, pulling
her hips ruthlessly down.

Her knees deep in cool powdery snow, she fell iheohungry rhythm, in

spite of having been sated a thousand times, agahlie pant as his body in
her, hard and demanding, pushed against the flbesiga her...it was a
dangerous touch, giving him a connection not oalyhe deepest wells of
pleasure in her, but also to her heart.

Then, as the pattern built towards explosion, bkga up a handful of snow
and thrust it against their flesh where their tvodliles met.

The icy shock against the high heat they had alestes a system overload.
Cold and heat rushed and clashed in their bodiesiting a pattern of
sensation that made her cry out and laugh andajasmoan.

Trembling with inexpressible pleasure, Lana's hetidback and she cried
her amazement to the sky from an open throataigengbird who has just
discovered that morning has come again.

"Arash!" she cried, as his heat burned up into aed, he pulled her down
into his embrace and kissed the word on her hps.



Eleven

Under a wide, clear sky, two snowshoe-clad figumesed across the white
valley towards the caravan route and the high pEss.sun that crept up
over the mountain peaks was already warm, and laligathe valley

animals, their bells tinkling in the pure air, gted gingerly out of their
winter pens and sniffed at the deep white blartket ¢covered the valley.

Progress on snowshoes was difficult on the slope Lana had never used
them before. But Arash went slowly, and she folldwe=hind, trying to
copy his step, his use of balance.

They had left money and a note on the table. It wastomary in the
mountains to leave some acknowledgement of thduntary generosity of
your hosts in such a situation, and payment ifwete able. Arash of course
was not a guest in his own home, but the money avalibw Suhail and
Sulayman to replenish their supplies.

They had renewed the animals' feed and water, @fhdhle door of the
majlis open.

A host of little tasks that reminded them that thal world would soon
return. Only once, as they reached the crest ofitlge, did Lana allow
herself to look back at the valley. The peace défléd her heart, and she
breathed deeply. She had spent a few days andmftielirious pleasure in
his valley, his home, his bed, his arms... andwmatld have to last her.

Under the thick fall of snow there were few visilbaninders of the war,
and she looked at the valley and imagined thatwais almost how it had
always looked in winter.

"Does it look the same?" she asked.

He bent to her lips, not having caught her worgrtion?"

"'Is this how it used to look before the war? inter, | mean."



He straightened and looked at the scene, consglétins not so different, |
suppose.”

She pointed to where a thousand blackened skele¢acted up through
the snow, much more obvious now against the snaw they had been on
the evening they had arrived. "What was there?"

"An apricot orchard,” he said. "A bomb hit it irdey summer."

"Whose is it?"

If things had been different, if there had beenvao to take him away from
her, might he have brought her here one day, tk &dhe valley not so
different from what she now saw? If he had stayetdlandon, might the
powerful physical bond have grown into somethimgrgger, more durable?
"My family's."

"Yours, now?"

He glanced at her. ' 'Mine, while I live. Mine tare for and pass on."

She said, "Arash, I'd..." She swallowed nervouslghtened of rejection.
"I'd like to... would you let me replant it? Jusat? We could bring in the
saplings as soon as the snow melts...I hate it wiees..."

His lips tightened behind his curling beard. ' 'Aid you enjoy it so much?
What a compliment to me, Lana! Think what | can ey sons in some
future moment—this apricot orchard | earned inkibd of a rich American

woman! How they will—"

"Shut up!" she cried, her voice ringing. "Shut Mghat right do you have to
say that?"

His face closed with anger at himself. ' 'Noneavénno right to say such a
thing to you. Forgive me."



"Why did you talk to me like that?" she demandeat Joice breaking as she
fought the quick tears. "Why did you spoil it?"

"'In order to spoil it for myself. | am a man dled against himself,” he said,
his jaw clenched. "You know it. It is the road taamess."

He turned away up the path. "Come," he said.

The towers and domes of @&rabian Nightspalace hovered shimmering
above the capital of Central Bar- akat.

Lana unconsciously braked, her mouth opening dava gasp. "Is that it?"
she breathed.

They had crossed the border into the Barakat Eesrahd the Koh-i Noor
mountains the first day. In the afternoon the robad begun to descend, and
they entered the last long tunnel that the engsbad blasted through a
mountain, emerging much lower down, in the fooshilf the Koh-i Noor.

That night they had stayed in a village, where thege given an impromptu
feast by the local chieftain, attended by all legghbours for miles around.

This morning they had been escorted on their wapnalthe sparsely
travelled desert highway by a swashbuckling guéttbaour in four jeeps.
After an hour the guards had fired a farewell wligto the air and then,
with grins, cheers and salutes, had peeled offvinda sweep to return the
way they had come.

"l suppose they've been doing that for centuriedy on horses,” Lana
marvelled.

"You suppose right. It's a very old custom, esogrtyour guests through
hostile territory. Not quite as necessary as itlusebe."

"Maybe he's a sheikh of the old school," she sugdeand he smiled.



"We are all sheikhs of the old school. There's ew school yet."

And even a simple sentence like that could melt, hehe
discovered—because she knew that the old codehavimur, along with
hospitality, generosity, and noble warfare, incllidgving sexual pleasure
to your wife.

She flicked him a glance and was rewarded witthdrd clasp of his strong,
finely sculpted hand on her wrist as she held theek

"Lana, it is finished now," he said. "We left itthed in the valley."

Last night in the village, of course, she had siefghe unmarried women's
guarters, in a tiny room with a high window throuwghich she could see the
moon as she lay awake aching for him. "I know," Sid.

Now the palace shimmered in the heat like a mirageming to float in the
air above the ground, as if her own mind had cedjut out of a fairy tale.

Arash nodded. "Omar's palace. It was the winteaqeain the days of the old
king. The court only spent certain months there—rdst of the time they
were at the seaside or in the mountains.”

"l can relate to that." Lana grinned. "It's hot egb already, isn't it?"

"Glad we've finally arrived?"

Not exactly. "I'm certainly looking forward to asler."

The truck windows were open to the burning desedt.nNow and then,
without warning, dust devils blasted sand intofaee. She wore sunglasses
to protect her eyes, and a large silk scarf artnanchead, because, however

it ranked as a religious duty, covering your haasva practical necessity in
the desert.



Arash nodded and wiped a hand over his forehealfdde was streaked
with sweat and dirt, and she supposed hers wasathe. His hair and beard
were dusted with sand.

She had a sudden vision of him as a middle-aged stiirstrong and virile,
his face lined with maturity, his hair greying, dmer heart trembled with the
desire to be with him then....

"A shower, yes," he said.

Suddenly there was a cloud of dust in the distazice they heard the sound
of firing. Along the highway towards them, and adéd, too, a phalanx of a
dozen jeeps was bearing down on them.

Lana's heart sank. "Oh, God!" she cried. "Who laeg?"

Arash said simultaneously, "Ah, we've been sight®dhar must have
sentries posted,”

She had still to get used to the traditions of wele. Hospitality, like
generosity, was a high art in Parvan and Baraket.al

She laughed. "For a moment there, | was regrethiagsheikh's departed
escort. | thought maybe we were being taken hoktage

' 'What, so close to the palace? | think Omar wdwslde something to say
about that!"

In a swirl of dust, the jeeps surrounded them, duimg on all sides. A few
mintues later, they were escorted into Prince Gnpaface.

Omar's wife, Princess Jana, led her to a magnifieite of rooms that was
to be hers while she stayed in the fairy-tale paldavo women servants
were already unpacking Lana's bags.



"This is Salimah, who speaks English," Jana s&te"will take good care
of you. Salimah, this is Lana Holding. And Fatimil draw you a bath."

The introductions performed, she led Lana out @htwoad terrace, cool,
shaded, that faced on an internal courtyard whebeautiful fountain
played at each end of a long still pool surround&tl bright flowers and
rich greenery. Colonnades of delicately wroughhascsurrounded the pool
on four sides to provide shade. The sun enteredigfr delicate latticework
and fell in entrancing patterns.

"This is enchanting,” Lana said.

There were drinks already waiting, on a low taldenrgen two comfortable
chairs. Princess Jana waved aside a third sersdahéawo women sank into
their seats.

Lana, still in dusty boots and jeans, was feeliegywgrubby beside Jana's
stylishly cool white shirt and pants and gold sdsdaut she certainly
needed a drink before anything else. She chosentked fruit juice, and
while they chatted Jana poured and handed hdrgiass$ of peach-coloured
liquid.

It was at the state wedding of all three princethefBarakat Emirates that
Jana and Lana and Alinor had discovered they alr&adw each other.
Although they had attended different colleges efltmiversity of London,
they had belonged to the same swim club. It hadn baecasual
acquaintance—they had never even known each otastrsiames.

It was strange how much of a bond it seemed, novarsfrom home.

"Alinor and | were terrified when that blizzardetl up,” Jana was telling
her. "We were on pins and needles. Thank God yadentao the valley!
But Omar said right from the start that you werke sdth Arash. He said it
was just my own guilt making me worry so much."

"Why should you feel guilty?" Lana asked.



Jana floundered a little. "Oh, well, just becausgu know how it is! |
invited you, after all!"

"Yes, but—" Lana began, but her brain refused taceatrate on mental
puzzles now, and she let it go. "Oh, isn't this denful! So beautiful—look
at the way the sunlight falls through that lattigés just magical.” She
stretched luxuriously in the sun-dappled shadedradk the sweet mixture
of peach and lime and other fruits she couldntirdisish.

It was delicious. Lana sighed with satisfactiostdning to the fountain
play. "I suppose Arash's place was something hi® before the bomb,"
she remarked.

Jana sipped her own drink. Hurry seemed a millidesraway.

"Is it very bad, the damage?"

Lana described what she had seen, the remnantotsf @nd orchards and
arches, the beautiful tile work all broken, andtif! silent.

"l suppose now that you've seen it, you'll find goionding for him?"

Everything was too close to the surface for Langaiss it off. She looked at
Jana, no longer trying to disguise her hurt, frarsklf or anyone else.

"I've been offering money to Arash for ages. He Wwiake a cent from me."
Jana's mouth was open in a small O of surprise.

"Really?" She was mystified. "But how ludicrous! d\iall this time we
thought—butwhy?"

Lana shrugged. "You tell me," she said, and theste@re suddenly very
close to the surface.

"He won't even—not even the apricot orchard! Hecjically bit my head
off—I mean, hell, Jana, what's a few dammexks! And | knowhis knee



could be helped, it's a piece of shrapnel or somgtlbut will he let me pay
for the trip or the surgery? Will he, hell!"

She began to sniff, and set down her glass totiedéace in her hands.

"Oh, I'm going to cry! All this time...nothing! Heven helps raise the funds,
for God's sake! | told him once if he only woulccept the money that his
targets donate after he's talked to them... byaistesays,Yes, use it on the
valley."

"The valley but not his family estate?" Jana qukti@ughtfully.

She nodded vigorously. "That damned dam the K&is juere so careful
to—God, they were monsters! If you could see theefoh way they
targetted irrigation systems that have been tr@rednturies!

"All of that kind of stuff in the Valley of Aram—'h allowed to fund that.
They accepted their quota of the spring seed, &odwse the teams went
in and did mine clearance.... And we got a smatileefactory going in one
of the villages—traditional Aram textiles are rgaiopular on the West
Coast and in France, for some weird reason."

A sob rose in her throat as the pain that she badrrallowed herself to feel
came surging up.

"But that's all he lets me do. When it comes to..."

"Lana, he must be in love with you." The quiet woout through the misery
in her brain like a whip.

"What?" Lana gasped, her breath trembling on whisperes. sob
' 'What other explanation is there?"

"Why is thatan explanation? If he loved me he'd be able te kadtp from
me!"



"If he lived in California, maybe. Arash is fromethmountains. He's a
Durraniandan al Khosravi, you know. Both fierce mountaibés."

Lana gazed at her friend, torn between crazy hadedebelief.

"Omar's a Durrani, too, so | know," Jana went ohéVery fact that Arash
loved you would make it impossible for him to adcepur help. Up in the
Koh- i Shir range a man's a man, and he looks hitewoman.”

A man does not marry until he has something to affgoman.

"But he loves someone else. He told me so."

Jana stared. "Did he? When?"

A servant helpfully appeared with some neatly fdltissues on a tray, and
with a grateful smile, Lana took a couple, and blewnose.

"Boy, no staff problems here, | see!" she jokedslas wiped her nose. ' 'He
told me a couple of days ago. When we were up thahenk she's a girl
from the valley. He said he wasn't going to maey liecause it would take
him years to rebuild and it would be a waste ofywith and beauty—as if
she'd care about that if she loves him!"

Jana shook her head sadly. "Well, then | don't kwbnat to say. Funny how
we thought—" She broke off, and at Lana's inquinmgmur, merely shook
her head. "You don't suppose he's lying to prdienself?"

"From what?"

Jana looked at her. "From you. If you had no mareyneeded him, instead
of him needing your money— you might have a bettemce, Lana."”

"There was a time in England that | thought— malglsefather wouldn't
want him to marry a foreigner. | wondered if mayhat held him back."

Jana smiled. "All | can say is, it never seemecrtss Omar's mind.



"Now, you must be dying for your bath, and hereirfa to say it's ready.
Shokran jazilan, Fatima,'she added to the servant, who nodded and
disappeared again. "Fatima doesn't speak Engligist Mf the servants
don't, but you won't need it with her, she's veagable.”

Jana got to her feet.

"'Omar and | are both scheduled to attend a bariqgnght in Barakat al
Barakat, and then we're in talks all day tomorr®e.I'm afraid you and
Arash will be on your own here for the next coupielays."”

Lana blinked up at her. "What?"

"I'm so sorry, but there wasn't anything we couddathout it. Of course, I'd
planned on your being here a few days ago, and eudsave invited you

to go with us, but I'm not going to ask you tothiiough a boring banquet
tonight when you've only just arrived.

"I've left instructions for your meals to be senfexte on the terrace. | hope
you'll make yourselves at home. There's a swimnpiogl, horses, cars,
whatever you need—Arash knows the palace well."

Jana bent over her and kissed her cheeks. "I amyp, $drlove to be able to

sit and talk all night, but it'll have to wait. Thelicopter has to leave in half
an hour if we're going to be on time, and I'vetgajet into formal dress. But
you'll be fine. Just ask Arash if you want anything

Lana stood silently appreciative as Fatima rubbed &l over with
perfumed soap, like a child. The touch of her firamds relaxed the muscles
that were stiff from long hours in the truck andesfsom Arash's passionate
lovemaking.

Afterwards she moved down the steps into the bath falt her body's
grateful melting into the warm clear water.



She was trying not to think. Trying not to use Jamards as the centrepiece
of the puzzle that was Arash's behaviour. Tryingtadope...

He loved a woman but had never told her so. Shemdrered how his eyes
had seared her as he told her that...was it pessibl

It made sense of everything, and especially thd palssion of the past few
days. If he loved her but could not marry her beeaue had "nothing to
offer"— then the days of their lovemaking meant...

Lana closed her eyes and tried to banish the bhighé that flooded her to
the roots of her being.

Thirty minutes later, totally refreshed, she stepimo the bedroom.
"Oh, how lovely!

Salimah blushed with pleasure at the praise. "Mstr@ss instructed me to
offer you the use of her wardrobe, Khanum Lanairfggbat you brought so
little with you, | have chosen some for your ap@iawenight.”

Several fabulous outfits were laid out, and Lanaiagld each in turn,
though she knew from the first glance which she ldiomear. Salimah
smiled in delight as she chose it.

"It is very beautiful, because it just reveals ghe," she confided, lifting
the diaphanous black trousers that were crusted gaid embroidery
around the ankle and handing them carefully to L&@&course one wears
no underwear—that would spoil the effect,” she mad with a smile.

So Lana slipped on the flowing black harem pantstead them at her waist
and, putting her arms into the intricately gold-eanttered black jacket,
watched in the mirror as Salimah buttoned it. Sakirwas right—the gauzy
fabric seemed opaque until her skin came in contdhtit, and then it was
revealed as diaphanous.



She used only the lightest of makeup, except arduerdeyes, which
Salimah expertly kohled for her, and then dustedcheeks and eyes with a
gold powder that was all but invisible.

Then the maidservant placed a circlet of delicald tgaf coins around her
forehead, and draped the outfit's sparkling cobsesalsf around her hair.

Simple gold thong sandals and a few bangles oralms completed the
outfit. Lana stared at the vision of herself in tihé@ror. She would be
staking everything on this night. What if he thoulger a fool?

Well, why shouldn't he? She was a fool. A fool lfmre.



Twelve

The table was laid by the fountain at one end eftdrrace. She moved
around to it under the beautiful stone colonnattesugh the soft twilight,
feeling as though she walked the path that a thhmbgsamen had walked
before her, and with the same goal in mind.

The perfume of night flowers came softly on theesiewind, and a single
star glinted down on her.

Venus. Goddess of Love. Oh, shine on me tonight.

He was there already, standing by the fountainchwag as her shape
slipped from column to column, coming nearer to.him

He had said that it was over when they left théeyabut tonight he knew
that it was not over yet. He had not been ables$tst her in a snow-filled
valley, a bombed ruin—how could he resist her matven the heat of the
desert night surrounded them, and she was dregsetthé paintings of his
ancestors' concubines, when the perfume of a thdudslossoms
overwhelmed them, and her own sweet scent callddsuplood?

She stopped at a distance, nervous, as thougmagemsi desire even that
far. How had he been such a fool as to let hislvesweaken? To believe
that there was such a thing as a moment out oftidfeewould pay the price
of his blindness all the rest of his life, the meynof her clouding all that he
did.

"Lana," he murmured. Her name was true for hinoagll his countrymen.
She had melted the heart of anguish, had softdredhisery that life had
created for him... but at what price? The painoefriig her he would never
forget.

The gauzy, glittering scarf half-hid her smilinggrabling mouth from him,
so that he saw instead the trepidation that filedeyes.



He frowned.
"Why do you fear me?" he asked hoarsely. "Hove hdurt you?"

Had his passion taken him too far? Sometimes hdédcoot remember
afterwards, so drowned was he in the taste of.her..

She shook her head. "I don't fear you, Arash,"vghispered.

She was lying, he could feel it. He knew her. Helaratood her with a
directness that did not need words, now. If sheefdaim...

He would have more control in future. He would albdbw himself to be so
lost in her....

A moment out of timége reminded himselfhere is no future. Tonight, yes,
because anything else is impossible. But it willHzelast.

A servant noiselessly appeared to light and placelles in clouded globes
around the terrace, and they moved to sit at thle.ta

Tiny jewels all over her gauzy stole flickered e tcandlelight with every
movement, surrounding her head with a thousandlidéise The fine gold
medallions that rested on her forehead tinkled f&iey bells, creating a
symphony in his ears. He had dreamed of her lile ithha glow of light and
music, smiling at him.

"You are very beautiful in the costume of the Edst, said softly, watching
how the candlelight burnished the pale skin belihmal silky black that
covered and revealed her arm, her shoulder, hastras she moved. She
was like a sculpted dancing girl in the bottom ailaer winecup, revealed
and then hidden by the movement of the wine...\kee, she was
intoxicating to the senses.

"Thank you."

He was a prince from th&rabian Nightshimself, in loose cream-coloured
Parvan trousers and a flowing, wide-sleeved shiltgt that was open over



his powerful bare chest. He was barefoot, his gtrfaet caressing the
ground with full, deep connection. Just with thahwection had he made
love to her, and she felt the recognition of ihar deepest self....

Her eyelids drooped in seductive yearning as shkeld at him, and his
flesh stirred with the thought of her desire. Stmild not look at him like
this if he had not pleased her. His hand clenchedluntarily around the
crystal goblet, and he focussed his eyes and fat¢edelax.

"Jana says the servants don't speak English."

"One or two, perhaps, but not those who serve nglhit What is it you
wish for?"

She smiled and shook her head.
"It's a beautiful night," she said softly.

More stars were appearing as darkness fell. Nemmbgsect buzzed loudly
as it sucked the sweetness from a night flower.

That was what she was in the glimmering black—atfigwer. He thought
how he had sucked the perfume from her, and a érunkadness flooded
him, telling him to lift her in his arms now androaher to his bed. If it was
to be their last night, he must give her somethingemember forever.

A beautiful night.Beautiful,he thoughtput cruel, for it has shown me my
own weakness, how unequal | am to what fate hasghtoon meHe
thought of all that was in his heart, all that beld never say to her, even on
a night like this....

"It is a beautiful night," he agreed tonelessly.

She looked at him from her dark eyes and smilddnat

"I've never been in a place quite like this. Jaamgssyou know the palace
well."



"l visited often as a child, with my mother. Duritige war, | came here
to—" He paused. "l came again."

"When you were wounded?" she suggested.
He inclined his head.

The servant placed food in front of them. Somethixgiriously succulent,

only to be expected from Omar's kitchens. The esmtto the practical,

plain food they had eaten in the past hardworkingtims, and especially the
past few days, was almost too shocking for thdeitpa. They ate for a few
minutes in silent, sensual enjoyment."It's beeworg Itime since | tasted
anything as delicious as this," Lana murmuiextept for you.

"Omar always has excellent chefs." He marvellddsabwn ability to speak
of nothing when the truth pressed up in his threiging him to confess, this
once, all that he felt.

"Was it in Barakat that you had the surgery on yeg?" she asked.
He nodded. "Omar's company of Companions was vatthat day. It was
Omar's quick response that... He flew me himsedftelicopter. If | had had

to take my chance with the field doctors..."

He did not finish. She gazed blindly at him, wondgrow close she had
come to hearing the news she had dreaded to HeaficBed her lips.

"I'm glad he was there," she whispered.

The waiter removed their plates and rolled a sitesitey near the table. It
was a kind of portable grill, and he began to preg@me exotic flaming
dish. They watched in silence as his skilled hatatsed within the flames
to produce the magic.

"Your hands are like that,” she murmured, half-ansciously.

He stared at her, the flames marking his face W#bing light and shadow.
His jaw clenched. He could not speak.



"Dancing in flame," she explained softly. "When ytouch me, it's fire."

Their eyes met and held. Blood leapt in his bodg.dtbsed his eyes and
silently breathed.

After a moment the delicious odour of cooking aroger the table, and two
plates of delicately sliced sizzling meat, redolehtsensual spices, were
placed in front of them.

Lana inhaled the wonderful smells. It was as ifriiesl had been designed
with seduction in mind, an assault on the senseght;ssmell, touch, taste.

"Do they eat like this all the time?" she askedeEwith all his money, her
father didn't pay this much attention to food argular basis.

When they had finished serving, the waiters bowedl &ithdrew against
the wall at a distance, where they stood like sestr

"It is a cultural bias. Recollect how few sensuealights there are in the
desert," Arash said. He looked at her. "We makeartbst of those we have."

She dropped her eyes to her plate. Oh, he didahaight.
"In the desert, maybe," she managed to say inralaroice. "Right here in
this palace I've seen plenty, though. | don't kwawen I've seen so many

flowers in one place."

"If you come to the Valley of Aram later in the sy, you will see flowers
in great profusion,” he began, and then broke off.

"But | won't be coming to the Valley of Aram laterthe spring, will I?"
His jaw clenched. He made no reply.

"Tell me about the flowers in the valley," she bedg'Because | will never
see them."

He swallowed.



"Please," she whispered.

He told her then, lovingly, because he describeddts to a flower. He told
her a story from his valley, of the nightingaledsd of the rose. How it
yearned and pleaded from a distance, how it nevertive rose.

He told her of his love thus secretly, knowing that heart understood even
if her ears did not.

Flowers, the shape of arches, the desert windslySbéy discussed such
things. But every word was a cloak for some othexaning. Every
movement of his hand, her mouth, as they ate thptteg food, was a
message of another kind. Every nod of her head rizadke sweet music.
Every sense was engaged on one theme: love.

Above them the stars became infinite in number,thadnoon rose.

At last some rich honeyed cream, of unbelievableetwdelicacy, was
served. The sweetness was painful to him, likeldwe, for it spoke of
another world. A world where love and perfectiorrevpossible.

Lana slipped the spoon between her lips as he editd¢te thought how he
had taught her to taste his body between thoseHips willingly she had
responded to his tutelage....

"So, it's over, our moment out of time?" she bredtthen, as if reading his
thoughts.

"Yes," he replied.

Then, because he could not resist: ' 'Tonight—if, oo, wish it, we will
have tonight. But it must be the last time."

She nodded, licking her lips. Just so had shedidiex lips after...

"Is it because | don't please you, Arash?"



His hand gripped the stem of the gold-traced clygtdlet as his heart
kicked a wild protest.

"It is not because you don't please me," he saillie "You know it."
"l pleased you?"
"l say that you know it! Why do you persist in thils

"Because | would like to hear you say it. | thinkdve the right to hear it,
don't I, if I've earned it?"

"What else have | been saying, here in the nighd?ndt you understand?
You understood!" His jaw clenched, but she onlyeghat him, silently
pitiless.

"You pleased me," he said, and could have laughedrept—at how pale
the statement was compared to the shimmering truth.

"My body is a source of pleasure to you?"

He stared at her with burning, crushed-violet ey&aur body is my
torment and my delight,” he said.

He closed his eyes against the flood that thredtéima. So much feeling.
How long had he kept it locked in? Would there elveranother woman
who would respond to him as she did?

A wave of passion swept her at his words, and sfa@l®ved and clung
desperately to her purpose. She took another bitieeodelicious dessert,
and the creamy sensation on her tongue was aasitie taste.

"I wonder," she said dreamily, "if you were a slnetd old, whether you
would have added me to your harem."

He moved jerkily, pushing his upper body back duhe candlelight. His
eyes black, the deep purple lost in the shadowgahed at her.



"What is it you want, Lana?"

"Do you think you would have?"

“No," he said.

She gasped, and his eyes burned into her.

' "The sheikhs of old did not add women such astgdbeir harems, Lana,”
he said bitterly. "Even theywere not so lucky. D tempt me with such

foolishness."

Her mouth opened on a silent, slow, indrawn bredaiWhy not a woman
such as me? How am | different?"

He did not answer.
Her cries in the night as his body moved in helhiagongue caressed her,
his hands gripping her of their own accord, sayiva she was his. Would

there ever be another woman like her?

"How am | different, Arash? Why am | good enoughtfree days in the
mountains but not as a permanent resident of trenti&l

"Stop it. You are a rich woman, as rich as a quékw should | have hoped
to bring you to my harem?"

"Rich?" She looked at him. "Are you talking aboutmay?"
He made no reply.

She took a deep, calming breath.

"What has my father's money got to do with anytfaing

"l have nothing to offer you but sexual pleasurakd that, one last time,
and then let us forget."



"After tonight, never again?"

His jaw clenched, his eyes closed, she saw higfsngnwrap one by one
from the bowl of his goblet, as though taking afi boncentration, as the
servant silently appeared to refill it with cleaquid that splashed and
sparkled in the candlelight.

"Aren't you forgetting something?" she said.

He opened his eyes to watch her.

"l think it's a tradition amongst your ancestoss\'ti it, when a woman has
pleased you, to grant her some boon?"

His eyes flashed purple fire.

"If there is anything | have that you could wish, fbgive it to you."

"You grant me whatever | ask without waiting to hehat it is?"

His head went up, and she saw the shadow of alileagf proud sheikhs
behind his shoulder, men whose pride had expresseldl in generosity.
She had heard stories of such leaders, and noveakehow deeply he
shared their blood.

"Ask your boon," commanded Sheikh Arash Durranidlahir al Khosravi.
A chasm as wide as her whole life opened at hdr e this moment's
courage rested all her future. She thought of e, the risk he had taken,
borrowing ten thousand dollars and staking hisrein his own talentsdy
blood is the blood of risk takershe told herself, and picked up the dice of
life.

She took a deep, trembling breath, and tossed.

"l ask you to marry me."



He sat unmoving, a statue, as though to contaireaigtion to her words he
had turned instantly to stone.

She waited to hear him say whether she had woosbthe toss.
"'Why do you say this to me?" he demanded, wieerohld speak.
"Do you grant it?"

"'l can neither grant you such a thing, nor refilrgegift | promised. Lana,
choose something else.”

"Why can't you grant it?"
"Why?" he repeated furiously. Then, as if goadedbégan to recite,

"tora doost daram wa chizi nadaram

joz sipar-i Aram, ke tora nadadam."
"What does that mean?"
"l love you, and there is nothing in my possesssawve for the Shield of
Aram, that | do not give to youie translated. "It is what my ancestors have
traditionally said to their wives on the wedding/dat such a moment, in
the Valley of Aram, a woman asks for her dowry. Wdwauld you ask of me,
Lana, what could | give you, that you do not alsebhdve?"
She looked at him gravely. "The apricot orchard."
She saw the impact of her words only in the spagkliquid in the crystal
goblet that his hand enwrapped where it sat ortable. It trembled in the
candlelight.

"The apricot orchard is burnt," he whispered. ' aMtan you want it for?"

"To replant it."



"That is no dowry for a woman like you," he saiddtmy.

"My father has money, Arash, it's true. So natyrall isn't material
possessions | seek for a dowry," Lana said.

"You have a sense of purpose, a history, you haweething to build and
nurture and pass on to future generations. The@rchard is a symbol of
all these things, and it is also a symbol of thpasjunity to do things that
matter in the world.

"That is what | ask as my dowry."

She lifted her head proudly and looked at him, ena negotiating her own
marriage contract.

"On such terms, Arash Durrani ibn Zahir al Khosyawill you marry me?"



Thirteen

"And for this you wish to marry me? For a senskistory and the chance to
do good?" He shook his head as if to clear itis'las you once said to
me—you may find this anywhere. Marry a duke's swhsave his heritage
from death duties and the tax man."

"It is not for that that | want to marry you," shaid, shaking her head. ' 'l
want to marry you because | love you. In keepinghwiour tradition,
however, you have asked me to name my price. [—"

He leaned forward into the light so that the vidleines leapt to burn her.
"You love me?" he burst out harshly, as if he caudd bear to hear it. '
'Recollect that until three days ago you hated me!"

"l love you," she repeated, her heart swamped éydlease of saying what
she had kept hidden so long. "I have never hatedthough it is true you
have hurt me. I've loved you almost from the fitishe wemet, and
everything | know of you tells me that | couldm'id a better man if | hunted
for the next hundred years."

"What has occurred between us is no basis for ithgnikou love me. It is
sexual madness, Lana—"

"Is it? | wouldn't know."

His eyes narrowed and he pierced her with a loak $karched her soul.
"What?"

Tears burned her eyes as she smilingly blinkednat 'H have nothing to
compare it to."

Arash got to his feet so abruptly his chair fekovA servant moved on little
cat feet, but was waved away.

"You drive a man mad."



She gazed up at him, trembling with every emotioa knew, and some
she'd never felt before. He stood over her andogchber wrist.

"You have finished?"

It was a command. She dropped the tiny silver sppodding mutely.
"Come!"

Her heart was leaping in her breast like a wilangal struggling upriver to
spawn. As Arash, waving away yet another servanleg back her chair,
she stood.

In the furious, concentrated silence of forced wanstill holding her wrist,
he led her slowly along the colonnaded terracedaweh the far side of the
sweet pool that lay quietly reflecting the moontigind stars. Flowers
rustled as they passed, stirred by insects or tihé,vand, with nature's
generous abandon, released their perfumes ondheair.

Halfway along, directly opposite her own suite @dms, he opened a door
and drew her inside. A beautifully furnished sigtroom, like her own, that
had been softly lighted by the hands of invisibégvants... he led her
through to the bedroom, closed the door and tutoder.

"Now," he said grimly. "Tell me the truth.”

"There's only ever been you, Arash," she said.I'"B@ bit out of my de—"
"You were a virgin?" His voice was almost an anicrgl

She blinked slowly, gazing at him. "You didn't gs@s

He stared at her, seeing it all again, that momér@n he had entered her
and her throat had opened on a cry of pleasur@yiser..pain? But he

himself had been so lost.

"How should | have guessed it? You offered yoursethe freely, you said
nothing that a virgin might say in such a momeft...



"No," she agreed. "As | recall | saillake love to me, Arasks that what |
said? Is that what you remember?"

He closed his eyes.
"It is what you said.” They were silent. He opeh&leyes.
"Why do you tell me this now?"

"Well, because—" She took a deep breath, lookirtg ithhe distance.
"Because if tonight is our last night | guess i a long time before 1—"

She broke off.

' 'Do you tell me no other man has touched youesithat night?" he
demanded hoarsely.

"'Touch is a funny word. They could touch me, tbeyld even kiss me. But
there's always that moment, isn't there, when sangthanges? When it's
not a kiss or a touch, when it's the first stemtking love..."

She blinked, and he saw the spangle of tears olastees.

"'l never got past that moment with anyone. Notendtow firmly | told
myself that this would be it, that | was gettinguyout of my system—I
never made it."

His eyes were narrowed with incredulity—and sommgglalse—as he stared
at her. ' 'From then until now, how many years—neWhy?"

"Because | loved you. And | suppose because— begauswere fighting a
war. Someone would kiss me, and I'd thinkan't do this when Arash might
be hungry and thirsty, or wounded, or having tbdameone...."

She squeezed her eyes shut. "l couldn't do it,wisn you were on a
battlefield some where... but the real truth was+wiren it wasn't you."



With a wordless cry, he wrapped her in his armd,faa mouth found hers,
hungry, desperate. She swayed as passion sweptihgt mind, body, self.

He tore his lips from hers, bent and lifted hehigh in his arms, and carried
her towards the bed. In the softly lighted roons, éyes devoured her. He
laid her on the bed and sat beside her.

Her scarf glittered on the floor behind them, whehad fallen, a symbol of
the unhappiness that had shrouded her. That, @®fleating away.

Gently he lifted the golden circlet from her braset it down.
"Lana," he breathed. "I must learn to be less foioh"

He stretched his long body beside hers, lying alb@reon one elbow, and
tenderly stroked her cheek, her ear.

The look in his eyes gave her courage.

"Arash, who is the woman you said you loved?"

"You know who she is."

Her stomach swooped. She closed her eyes, wondéangone had ever
fainted from happiness, then opened them agairnrdwrd in the purple
depths.

"It is you, Lana. It is you whom | love and haveshafraid to love."

"Oh, Arash,"” she breathed, and his mouth sougiefriel hers.

A little later, she asked, ' 'Why were you afradf® must have guessed
how | felt."

"In London, perhaps. | at least dreamed that | doohke you love me if |
tried. And | imagined that | would try...."



He smiled down at her. ' 'You knew. | looked at ,yand | knew that you
knew that one day soon..."

"Yes," she whispered. "But you never did."

"Jamshid and | realized that Kavian was also sehowattracted to
Alinor—we had to check her background. It was outydYou were her
close friend, you lived with her. We checked youwns,"

"Oh!"

"It was necessary. Either or both of you might hdeen in Kaljuk
pay—anything was possible. | hated it, but my duég plain.

"'l remember the moment that | discovered whowete. Who your father
was. | looked at the report, | read the name. Ard saw it all in that
moment, Lana. | saw that war would come, that iuMidake everything
from us. | would have nothing to offer you, or amgman.

"And | told myself that you could never be mine."

She was silent, taking it in. "Did you love me tRA€Fhe night that |—that
we made love?"

"l loved you, then and always. | told myself | lavgou too much to try to
bind you to me when | had no future. | had promissaelf, if the king's
negotiations go well, if it is not as | feared, illweturn and find her..but |
could not resist you when you came of your own etato my arms."
Feeling coursed through her at his words, meltiexg h

"Why didn't you leave me a note, some word?" shedcinvoluntarily,
remembering that anguish.

He took a breath and his lips tightened behindthek beard.



"l thought—forgive me, Lana. | did not know you &xme. | thought you
only knew that | loved you, and you gave yourselfrte out of charity, the
way a woman will when a man goes to war.

"'l stood looking down at you as you slept, wantio wake you, to say to
you, come with me, and let us face whatever corogsther. But in that
moment, your father's wealth rose up before me, latftbught—How
fortunate, to fall in love with a wealthy woman thre eve of warlAnd |
turned away and left you there."

She sobbed once. "l wanted to come with you. | eéid help you fight. I'd
have done anything...l wrote you, | tried to telly'

She saw him close his eyes. "l was a coward, disgyimyself as a strong
man. When | came home, my sister said it. Shetbaida man afraid of a
woman's money was no better than a man who fehaeedword, but | did

not accept it...."

"And when the war ended, you never thought of lngkine up?"

He shook his head. "Lana, when the war ended, |heas, in this room,
wondering whether | would live or die. My father svdead, my brother
dead, the estate in ruins. | did not then know thatShield of Aram had
gone, but my wound—I feared that the injury had enan infertile.

"'l believed that everything had been taken from trana, including the
future. Why should | think of you then? | could rexten promise you a
child. I thought the al Khosravi line would die itne."

"l wish | had known," she whispered.

"'l recovered and went back to Parvan and the wbrkcovery. And then,
there you were, exactly as you had been, beauwtital, and now bursting
with pity for my country and with a generosity theduld scarcely be
believed. You gave everything, and took nothing."

She bit her lip. "And you would accept nothing frome."



"A man does not become a dog at the table of theamowhom he loves,"
he said fiercely, and she looked nervously intoph@sid face and made the
wise decision not to press that mystery further.

"You couldn't look at me without gritting your téel thought you despised
me."

"Despise you?" His hand tightened fiercely on mer,&0 that she gasped in
protest. "I did not despise you. | despised mydeifstill loving a woman
when | had nothing to offer her.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing fosec"You offer me
everything," she whispered, and it was true. Heedeer love, he gave her
past, present and future, and she had none of Witdseut him.

As if he had been holding himself in check, she staddenly startled by the
ferocity of passion that blazed in him. His hangktened on her, his mouth
came closer.

"I love you," he said. "Will you marry me, my lovey life?"

"If you give me the apricot orchard,” she repli@agmile teasing the corners
of her lips.

But he was beyond teasing now. His mouth coveresl\wgh a hunger that
made the world go black. His hand, tight on her,difted her against him,
his other hand held her head, the fingers threathiragigh her curls.

He rolled over on his back, drawing her with himnapping her tightly in his
arms as his kiss hungered, tasted, drank. His imaner hair drew her head
away as his lips trailed from the sensitive cowfdrer mouth and along her
tender cheek to her ear, then down the line ofjdn@rand underneath, to
where her quick heartbeat pulsed.

His lips found her throat, then trailed little hupgnouthings up the line of
her neck to her chin, and so to her mouth again.



Then his hands released her, and moved to thensuttothe silky jacket.
One by one, as she raised herself above him, hd tivelbuttons, his mouth
following the opening with its wet heat, down thenter of her chest until
the two sides of the jacket parted.

Her bare stomach was against the heat of his;ipgytestled in his, felt the
pulse of his need. Her full, round breasts swueg fbove him, and she
whimpered her pleasure as his strong hps pressatphle and his tongue
brushed it, over and over.

Then his hand moved up again to cup her head awl laer face down to
his. His eyes searched hers, the deep woundedepairpbst breaking her
heart with love.

"Lana."

She was silent, gazing at him, still hardly ableataept the change that a
few days had made in her heart, life, future.

"How handsome our sons will be,” she murmured, dyas stroking the
broad white forehead, caressing the thick curl latlk hair, the straight,
serious eyebrows, the strong, narrow nose, firsy lipe curling beard.

"I hope they'll inherit your eyes. And the girispt Such a haunting colour. |
used to dream of that colour.... That would b&@&iemember when | woke,
just the colour. But | always knew it was a dredmau.”

He kissed her hard. ' 'Then we were together irdoeams, for | dreamt of
you night after night on the battlefield."

She was entranced. "Truly?"

"It was as if at night, God sent me visions of yiauhelp me get through the
days of war."

"Was it terrible, Arash?" she whispered.



"Terrible? Yes. If | had not had you there...thera spring in the valley, in a
protected place above the house, a spring of dshést water, Lana. In the
summer one bathes there, under the waterfall. Nmhehe world is water
so fresh, so pure, with such a taste.

"My dreams of you were like that water, as if mylsstood naked in a pure
stream, and was refreshed."

She lifted her head and closed her eyes, breattgag to calm her beating
heart. "What did you dream?"

"Sometimes you waited for me, on a height, weawhge, and | struggled
through forest or storm to reach you, and founccee# | went to sleep
thirsty your breasts flowed with milk or water irdacup, and | drank it and
my thirst was quenched. If | was hungry you gawghbio peaches and
offered them to me."

"Oh!"

"Yes, they were strong dreams, dreams of power.nAlhgent to sleep
tired, too tired even to sleep well, then you wotitne to me in a glow of
sensual beauty, as you were that night, and youdasaly,make love to me,
Arash, make love to mand then strength would flood me, and | would love
you, and the tiredness would be gone from my badie morning."

He stroked her breast, cupped its weight in himpagrazed the pad of his
thumb over the tip.

"When | was wounded, you were there, too. Here,tdreected himself.
"You were in this room. | opened my eyes and saw gdting by me. You
said something to me, speaking very clearly, bterafirds | could not
remember what it was...I knew only that it was iegpiof me to fight and
live.

"But mostly | dreamed of touching you," he saidlgo&uiting the action to
the word, "of stroking your hair, your back, yobighs and breasts...and of
you crying with pleasure. | dreamed of your facet agas that night, your
mouth wide and your eyes squeezed tight, and myer@anyour tongue.



"Then | understood why women are generous with meimg to war.
Because dreams and memories of that night—manystinted nothing
else."

She was too moved to speak, and for several minkgégslooked silently,
hungrily, into each other's face.

"I'm glad you had that,” she murmured at last. "Buiefinitely wasn't my
conscious reason for what | did. | don't thinkdicer have guessed, even in
my wildest moments of hoping that..."

"No? But perhaps you did not know everything tmaived you. Perhaps
you were nominated by God to give me what wouldkae alive.”

She frowned as a jealous thought scratched hBut'you would have
remembered some other women if | hadn't listend¢deaall.”

In the warm shadows his eyes glowed deep, wetev@urple. "Lana," he
said. "Have you not understood?"

She blinked. "Understood?"

He drew down her head and kissed her. "Lana," henumed against her
lips. "There have been no other women for me. Yieunay first, my only
love."

Her breath rushed in in a long, audible gasp, daadahms encircled her
naked back under the shirt as he pulled her dovamaghim, her breasts
flattening against the warm bare skin of his chest.

And then they were kissing with a renewal of thedpkerate urgency, a wild,
hungry need of soul and body, that was half-tenldaif-fierce. He pulled

the black shirt down her arms and she eagerly éxbgrself from its folds
before moving her hands to the waist of his trosiser untie the

drawstring....



Then at last they were naked, each open to theaskemouth and touch of
the other, to the toying and kissing, the yearrand need.And now there
was nothing between them and love.

He lay on his side, facing her, one hand cuppingdaticate head with
fierce tenderness, his fingers in her curls, thgleuof his eyes melting her
like wax. Her own hand was against his face, amdfsh her love pouring
through her palm and into him.

"Make love to me, Arash,” she whispered, in the iolchntation. "Make
love to me."

He lifted her thigh with one impatient hand, anewdrit over his hip,
opening her to him, and then he fitted his flesheg and cupped her hips,
and thrust home.

The stroke melted them both with sudden, impossitdat, with wild
delight, with a burning of love that fired up armhsumed them. They thrust
hungrily against each other, each searching fotrtite of who they were,
knowing that it could be found in the Other.

Drunk, wild, they cried aloud into each other'snigeitheir joy, their
increasing need. He clasped her, held her, bubtiel oot get deep enough
into herself. He rolled onto his back, drawing leeer him, and she
obediently knelt above him, giving him the deepstess. Now his body
went his full length in her, and she cried wildlg aach driving thrust
pounded against the door that had never been opeihed, in him.

Under his guiding, passionate hands she rose dmohféhe pounding waves
of a storm at sea, sensing the wild depths theg,rathgic with unseen
riches, unsounded, deep, dark, overwhelming.

They rose and fell as the storm built, lashing thand high waves lifted
dangerous over them and smashed down, so thagjésggd and choked on
pleasure, and cried in amazement.

Then, after endless time on the cruel swell, a wawebed steep and stark
above them, and they sensed its presence and gasgkd air they would



need. It thundered down against their frail humamsg, potent, perilous,
too strong against their humanness. Then they washed under, rolling,
twisting, calling, sobbing, as Love tore a patlotlyh them into what we
call the world.

Then they understood both pleasure and pain—thefjginion, the pain of
knowing they could not sustain it for more thansthdew moments of
blinding sensation that were love, and joy, anel iénd Truth.



Fourteen

The heat of the desert soaked into their bodiesvetiing the strain of the
past months and years. They rode Omar's horsethetdesert, they swam
in the swimming pool, they browsed in the soukkisfcity, where artisans
engraved silver trays and cooks fried felafel, vheharcoal sellers and
apple growers offered their produce.

And always they escaped from the world back inte thagic of his
bedroom, where they loved, and toyed, and wepttakedd.

"Tell me how it was for you," she said once, anddié her how her body
had thrilled him and troubled him, a young man gdma war from which
he might never return, tasting a delight he mightan know again, might
never know but for her generosity....

"You were—twenty-two or three, weren't you?"

"l had just turned twenty-one."

"That's pretty old for a guy to be a virgin."

"In the West, it seems so. Not in the Valley of #raThere it is still

accepted that both a man and a woman will be virdian they marry. We
marry young—most girls are married by the age oénty, men by
twenty-two."

' 'Did your father and mother have someone pickeédar you?"

"No, because it was understood from an early ageltiwould go to the
palace and be named Cup Companion to Prince Kakiath.before that |

must attend university."

"And you never met anyone at university?"



He smiled. "There was a girl, yes. But of course skpected to be virgin
when she married. In Parvan this attitude is etithmon."

"And you never pushed her, never tried?"

"Not when | was not sure of wanting to marry hdrwe had become
engaged and the wedding could not take place imatedgi—then, perhaps.
In Parvan a man does not lightly take from a womdwat he can never
restore to her."

"And then you came to England.”

"Then | came, and | saw you, and | understood whgd not been sure of
making Tahira my wife. With you doubt fell awayetle was a certainty that
nothing could hide from me."

"But—"

' 'But war threatened, and how could | in honoytdrbind you to me when
| could not see the future beyond it?"

"Well, | was bound to you anyway, so you might adl\wave."

When she spoke such things to him, he had no aniswtea hungry kiss,
and to draw her deep into drowning pleasure.

"Have you had a relaxing couple of days?" Janadaske

They were on Prince Omar's private terrace, ovingpthe swimming
pool, the desert, the stars. A waiter was offetivegn flute glasses.

"Yes," was all Lana could say. She lifted a glassnfthe tray with a smile
of thanks. "And how was your conference?"



"In some ways, fruitful." They chatted lightly, anathout seeming to do so,
Jana drew her friend aside, so that Lana foundeliesettled in a
comfortable chair, out of earshot of the men.

"Everything has worked out, | see," Jana said wiimile.

Lana blinked. "Pardon me?"

"Between you and Arash. | see that things arelfirsattled. Are you—is it
a formal engagement?" she went on, while Lana btird¢ her, mouth open.

"Yes, but—"

Jana heaved a satisfied sighlhamdolillah! Oh, Alinor's going to beery
pleased. She was so sure! Have you told her yet?"

''Jana, what—what on earth are you talking abdui®a asked faintly.
"You didn't guess?"

"No! Guess what?"

"Well, you see, Alinor told me that she was sure god Arash were...the
way she put it was, you were both deliberately rgrgpthe obvious. So we
plotted a little for a way to get you together, dimat's when | started to press
you to come for a visit. And Alinor somehow arraddieat Arash should be
your escort."

"It was all plotted?"

"Not the storm.” Princess Jana laughed. "That veés faking a hand, |
guess."

"Alinor never said a word to me."

"She didn't want to put you on your guard. Whatevas keeping you two
apart—well, she didn't think talk would fix it. Argou making the



announcement right away? Can we call her toniglttefi her she was
right?"

At the other end of the terrace, Omar lighted alblagarette and blew out
the smoke as he nodded his satisfaction at whabhisin had just told him.

"Congratulations. It's good to see you so happgisAr | suppose the two of
you will go home as soon as possible, and stgtitqour estates in order.”

"Yes," said Arash.
"Your people have been too long without securitigey need you there,
they need to see you, too, rebuilding. To know ithiatfinally and definitely

over."

"Yes," said Arash. "l wasn't raised to it, the vikegmil was. | have too much
to learn. But | guess they understand and willesufirough it with me."

"Your presence is the most important part of theagiqn. If you'll take
advice from me..."

"I'll be very grateful for advice from you."

"Then | suggest you don't wait any longer to get $hield of Aram back
into the valley, where they can see it. | know Hwise is pretty badly
damaged, but they need to know it's there. | undedsthemaj- lisis still
standing?"

Arash'’s lips compressed. "Omar, that's the wongtga

"It's still in its protective packaging. | nevemsany reason to unwrap it, but
if you'd like to do so to be sure it's in good citiod before taking it back,

it'll be easy enough. The other pieces your fathérash, what—?"

The flute glass had smashed into a hundred tignfeats on the beautiful
tiles. Arash pressed a hand on the stone balustnadéing its reality.

"Sorry, Omar, did | drop my-what did you say?"



A servant was already brushing up the shards. @mamped his cousin's
arm above the elbow.

"What is it, Arash?"
'Tom have the Shield of Aram?"

"'Of course | have the Shield of Aram. And theeottieasures your father
sent to me for safekeeping. Did you imagine | hald ghem?"

' 'Omar—Allah! Can this be true? | thought it lost— stolen!"

There was a long pregnant pause as each cousmilassd what the other
had said.

Omar spoke first. "Your father did not tell you?thfter Kamil was killed?
Kamil certainly knew."

"I hardly spoke to him, all through the war. Whed ke send it?"

"About a year before the end of the war, at a tmhen the bombing had
intensified. He had sent things here that wereetedld—we thought my
agents would get the best price. At that time h& sd that remained,
including the shield. We did it with night heliceptflights.

"Some of these treasures your father had earmddkbd held as long as
possible, to be the last sold. They were the mstipus, for reasons both
of tradition and monetary value. He said thatétloutlasted the war, either
they could be sold to fund the rebuilding, or bstoeed to their place,
depending. Many of those did survive, and are lensy treasury. Did you
know nothing of this?"

"Nothing. | knew he had sent them out for salecadirse. The shield |
believed lost. | thought everything gone."

"I am glad to be bearer of such welcome news. Stalgo to the gallery
now, so that you can see what is still in your pespn?"



Arash blinked, his brain still reeling. "Shall-Atash shook his head, trying
to clear it, without success. He gestured towdndsservant who appeared
to summon them to the table.

"If your chef won't object to a delay—"

"To hell with my chef," said Omar.

"Oh my, is thatit? Oh, how magnificent!" Lana cried softly, as, under
Arash's hands, the last of the protective covewag lifted away and the
Shield of Aram was revealed.

They stood together in the cleaned, restareglis, which sparkled with
polish and new paint. Behind them the door was ayea rich late-spring
day.

Outside, on the slopes, the sun burnished leav@s$l@ners, the wings of
foraging bees and butterflies, the pelts of skittieorses, the sparkle of
stones and springs, and the mighty rush of therfedite

Everywhere workmen sawed and plastered, men laldyrartists worked,
artisans crafted and fitted and polished. Ploughmerked the fields, and
gardeners toiled among the trees and flowers. Eudlong the valley a
thousand saplings waited to be placed in the aexlrishing soil where the
last of the blackened skeletons of their predecssgere being lifted out.

Inside themajlis, with a powerful heave, the sheikh of the tribeAoam
lifted the great shield of his people and restatéalits home on the wall of
the place where for centuries his ancestors hadediand been advised by
the people of his valley.

It glowed with deep power in the rays of the sumding with its flashes of
gold and silver, the ruby at its centre pulsingwdeep, mysterious light that
held the eye in a hypnotic grip.



He stepped back with only a faint trace of a lingvnand put his arm
around his wife-to-be, and together they gazeldeasymbol of good fortune
and right guidance for them, and the valley anthitigbitants.

"It feels so right, Arash," Lana murmured, becasise could find no better
words. She turned to him. "I understand now."

He nodded. "Tomorrow," he said, "you take me fannjousband here."
"Yes," she said firmly.

"You are not afraid?"

"I'm nervous, but not afraid." Unconsciously shedwed her stomach,
where the tiny seed of their union already nestladyway, it's a bit late for

second thoughts!"

Sheikh Arash Durrani ibn Zahir al Khosravi turned avrapped his love in
the circle of his arms.

"Yes," he agreed, gazing down at her. "We will mager look back. Now is
the time for looking forward, my temptation and dglight. Now we face
the future, and we face it together. You and |, #necchild, and our people.”



