Vs.a.

Sheikh’s Honor

ALEXANDRA SELLERS




SHEIKH'S HONOR

Alexandra Sellers

Book 5 of the Sons of the Desert series



Prince Jalal travels to Ontario cottage country ianeets the younger sister
of Princess Zara.

Sheikh Jalal had been his family's darkest secrett finally he was
recognized as prince and heir. Now he would cldinthat was his: land,
title, throne... and a queen. Though Clio Blakes temptress who had
bewitched him, fought like a tigress, Jalal woutd be denied his woman!

Clio Blake was no man's prey -- or any countrylagass. And she would
never offer her heart to a man with Jalal's taimast. So why couldn't she
resist his delicious, demanding kisses? And why ghid tremble at the
thought of the bandit prince claiming her, possessier... loving her?



One

The green-and-white seaplane skimmed the topsdfdles, the drone of its
engine loud as it headed for a landing on the lade. Clio Blake, guiding
the powerboat in hard jolts across the wake obiser that had just emerged
from the channel ahead of her, heard the sound Assthe plane roared
over her head, she flicked a glance skyward antasgighat her gaze held
some magic that could make it disappear.

She did not want him here. He should not be conitngasn't right.

She cut her speed sharply and guided the boathetaarrow channel that
led between two lakes, where signs posting thedsjpeit warned boaters

of the danger of their wake eroding the shorel8wme of the cottages were
still boarded up, but most showed signs of haviegnbopened for the

season. At one cottage two men were working to daken the shutters, and
Clio exchanged a wave with them as she passed.

Once through the channel and emerging into thetdedke, she reluctantly
booted up her speed again and headed across teetosatirds the airline
dock. The Twin Otter was already skimming alonggtdace, preparing to
take off again.

So he was here. No hope left that something wotddemt his arrival....
Seeing where her thoughts led, Clio grimaced smifciously. Had she
been unconsciously hoping for the plane to crdmn?2 Well, it only went to
show how deep her opposition went.

But her parents had simply refused to listen. hesZara had asked, and
what Zara asked for, she still got. So Prince JalalAziz ibn Daud ibn
Hassan al Quraishi, the newly found nephew of thers of the Barakat
Emirates, was here. For the entire summer.

She wondered if Prince Jalal was remembering thgirmeeting right now.
It is dangerous to call a man your enemy when yooat know his strength,
he had said then.



She had disdained to notice the threat, openingeyes wide as if to say,
You and whose armyBut that had been a lie. She felt threatened $n hi
presence, and who would not? He was the man whddkah her sister
hostage to force his point on the princes of theaBat Emirates.

Anything could have happened. They were all indrigdiucky that it had

been resolved without bloodshed. It was enough a&erhim her enemy
forever. That was what she had told him, that daliexfabulous, fairy-tale
weddings, including Zara and Prince Rafi's. For ther celebrations had
been deeply marred by the presence of such a mam.if, in the most
outrageous turnaround of all time, he did havetttte prince instead of

banditnow.

It is dangerous to call a man your enemy when yooat know his strength.

Clio shivered. No doubt she would get to know hiseerggths—and
weaknesses—over this coming, terrible summer. Bu¢ ¢hing was
certain—she would never forgive him for what he dade to them, the hell
he had put them through, the risk he had run.

Whatever Jalal the bandit's strength was, he woeNer be anything to her
but enemy.

Clio had always half-worshipped her older sisteopugh there were scarcely
three years separating thedary was what Clio called her, right from her
earliest speech. It was her own special nicknamé,as a child she got
ferociously jealous when anyone else tried to heename.

Both girls took after their mother. Both had thadi hair, the dark brown
eyes, the beautiful bones...but Clio knew full wedlt she had always been a
poor man's version of her perfect sister. Zaralsfell in massed perfect
curls, Clio's own hair was thick but dead straiglara was a fairy princess,
with her exotically slanted eyes, delicate featusssl her porcelain doll
body. Clio's eyes were set straight under dark reyeb that were wide,
strong and level, giving her face a serious cast.dyelashes were not long,



though lushly thick, and she had inherited theihdds wide, full mouth
rather than the cupid's bow that Zara had fronr tin@ther.

By the age of eleven Clio was already taller amgyér than her older sister.
And in spite of being younger, she had begun tbdesective of Zara. She

had always felt the urge to fight Zara's battledier, even though Zara was
perfectly capable of fighting her own. Half the éniney weren't even battles
Zara thought worth fighting.

Like now. Zara had forgiven and forgotten what Uaéd done to her. Clio
knewshenever could. It was Zara who had asked her fataityave him for
the summer, so that he could practise his spokegtidbrbefore going on to
a postgrad course somewhere...Clio, meanwhile bkad aghast. She had
fought the idea with everything she had.

But she had lost the argument. And now here she pualdng up Jalal the
bandit from his flight to the Ontario heartlandeden the most beautiful
part of cottage country, where the family lived amatked on the shore of
Love Lake.

He was standing on the dock by two canvas holddlshad shaved off his
neat beard since she last saw him. Perhaps hehhdugould help him
blend in, but if so, he hoped in vain. The setisfdihoulders, the tilt of his
chin as he took in his surroundings were indefipaififerent, set him apart
from the men she knew.

He came out of his reverie when she hailed himpthet sidling up to the
concrete dock. The water level on the lakes wastlosvyear, and he was
above her.

"Clio!" he cried, ready to be friendly. So he wasng to pretend to forget.
Her jaw tightened. Well, she was not.

"Prince Jalal,” she acknowledged with a brief, aoad. "Can you jump in?
Toss your bags down first."



He threw her one assessing look and then noddetimasking something

to himself. She knew that the offer of friendshatbeen withdrawn, and
was glad of it. It was good that he was so quickhenuptake. It would be
best if they understood each other from the begmni

"Thank you," he said, and picked up his bags te them, one after the
other, into the well of the boat.

Then he stood for a moment, frowning down at that oidling the swell of

its own wake, as if trying to work out some obscaiien art. Clio realized
with a jolt that he had probably never before pernied the, to her, simple
action of jumping into an unmoored boat.

And this was the man who was going to be so udefller father at the
marina! That was the argument her parents had made she protested:
with Jude gone off to the city, they needed someone

"Take my hand," she said coolly, and, as she wuadtld any green tourist,
straightened and turned, keeping one hand steadlyeowheel, while she
reached her other up for his. "Step down onto &a¢ frst."

She half expected him to refuse the help of a merman, but he bent over
and reached for her hand. As his fingers brushesl #io gasped, feeling
as if his touch delivered an electric shock, aret@red her hand away.

Jalal tried to regain his balance on the dock aidd, but now he had lost
his timing. The boat sank away from him just asvesght came down. He
landed awkwardly on the seat with one foot, crasteen onto the floor of
the boat with the other, skidded and involuntardgched for Clio.

Her hands automatically clasped him, too, and there they were—Jalal
down on one knee before her, with his arms arowndhis cheek pressed
against the rich swell of her breasts, Clio with &iens wrapped around his
sun-heated back and shoulders.

It was as if they were lovers. The heat of him ledrher palms. She felt the
brush of his breath at her throat.



For a moment the sun sparkled on the water withghtness that hurt her
eyes.

Clio stiffened. She was suddenly flooded with electage, her nerves
buzzing and spitting like an overloaded circuit.

"Take your hands off me," she said.

Jalal straightened, glaring at her. He was seethitiganger. She could feel
the wave of it hit her.

"What is it you hope to prove?" he asked throughtéeth.

Rushing under the impact of his gaze, Clio criédyasn't deliberate! What
do you think I am?"

He stood gazing at her. ' 'l think you are a womwan sees things her own
way. You choose to be my enemy, but you do not kwbnat that means. If
you try to make a fool of me again, you will leavhat it means."

Nervous fear zinged through her at his words,@atdbk in his eyes. But she
was damned if she would let him see it.

"l think | know, thank you." She had learned whaneant to be his enemy
the day he had kidnapped Zara.

He shook his head once, in almost contemptuousaljestill eyeing her
levelly. " 'If you knew, you would not play the gasiof a child."

"And what doeghat mean?"

"You are a woman, Clio. | am a man. When a woneds lserself to be the
enemy of a man, there is always another reasonstiimagines."

She opened her mouth, gasping at the implicatigvell; first prize for
patriarchal, chauvinistic arrogance! And you frohe tmodern, secular
Barakat Emirates, too! You don't seem to have—"



He smiled and lifted his palm, and she broke dffarh of the desert,” he
reminded her through his teeth.

"So | gathered!"

Three fingers gracefully folded down to his thuddayving the forefinger to
admonish her. "In the desert a man will let a womamuch, because he is
strong, and she is weak. He makes allowances."

Her blood seemed to be rushing through her brainbaay at speeds never
previously attained. "Of all the—!"

"In return, Clio, a woman never speaks to a masuch a tone of voice as
this that you use to me. Women have sharp tongues have strong bodies.
We respect each other by not using our strengthsisicthe other.”

"Are you threatening me?" she demanded.
"l only explain to you how men and women get along civilized country,”
he told her, and though now she was sure he waghilag at her, she

couldn't stop the fury that buzzed in her.

"Well, that isn't how it is here!" she exploded.nth maybe you haven't
noticed that, civilized or not, you aren't in thesdrt now!"

His lips were twitching. "I do know. We are goirghit the boat behind us,
and this is a thing that would never happen indiésert.”



Two

Clio whirled, diving instinctively for the wheel h® put the engine in gear,
barely in time, and drew away from the small yanbbred at the next dock.
What a racket there would have been from the ahgdiswner if she had
collided with that expanse of perfectly polishedtehess!

It wasn't like her to forget herself like that whare was in charge of a boat.
Clio had had water safety drummed into her with ¢eatiest memories. It
just showed what a negative efféethad on her.

But the sudden change of focus had the effectlafing her wild emotions.
As she guided the boat over the sparkling lake ustterstood that he had
been deliberately baiting her, and was annoyed ketiself for reacting so
violently. She needed better control than thaté was going to get through
the summer in one piece.

Jalal gazed at the scene around him. "This isitsietime | have seen such a
landscape.” He had an expression of such deepagfioe on his face that
Clio had to resist softening. She loved this |ditds beautiful.”

She certainly would always think so. ' '‘But | gugsa feel more at home in
the desert," she suggested. She had not liked shteasaw of the desert
when she was in the Emirates. No wonder if an enwirent like that
produced violent men.

"I am at home nowhere."
She stared at him. "Really? Why?"

He shook his head. "My grandfather Selim never meanto follow in his
own footsteps. When | was a little boy he told nwags that something
great was in store for me. | learned to feel tha¢ne | was born was not my
true home. | belonged somewhere else, but | diknotv where. Then my
mother took me to the capital...."



"Zara told me that the palace organized your gthuc&om an early age,”
she said, interested in his story in spite of Herbke had a deep, pleasant
voice. He engaged her interest against her will.

"Yes, but | did not know it then. Curious thingsppaned, but | was too
young to demand an explanation. Only when | appreaaniversity, and
my mother gave me a list of courses to follow in stydies. Then some
suspicion | had felt became clearer. | demanddahdov who controlled my
life, and why. But she would tell me nothing."

"And did you take the recommended degree?"

He laughed lightly at himself. He never told hisrgtto strangers, and he did
not understand why he was telling Clio. She hademtdlear she was no
friend.

"I never knew! | tore up the list, like a hotheddaid, now | am a man, |
choose for myself!""And then?"

He shook his head, shrugging. "I graduated, | tadisin the armed
forces—and then again | felt the invisible handwfprotector. They put me
into officer training. 1 rose more quickly than mdual merit could

deserve... still my mother was mute."

She could hear the memory of frustration in hi<goi

"But you did eventually find out."” Clio wonderedtifis story was designed
to disarm her hostility by justifying his treatmeaither sister. Well, let him
hope. He would find out soon enough that what siie she meant.

"Yes, | found out. It was on the day the princemeaf age according to
their father's will. The Kingdom of Barakat woul@ o more, and in its
place there would be three Emirates. There was eatgcoronation

ceremony, televised for all the country to seeevVision sets were put in the
squares of the villages—a spectacle for the peéplesassure them of the
power, the mystery, the majesty of their new prénte

She was half-smiling without being aware of it)ifeg under his spell.



"l watched in my mother's house. Never will | forglge moment when the
camera rested on the faces of the princes, onethé@ther, coming last to
Prince Rafi.

"Of course | knew we were alike—whenever his pietwas in the paper
everyone who knew me commented. But what is a pinaph? True
resemblance requires more than the face. That.thay.day 1 saw Prince
Rafi move, and speak, and smile, as if...as ibkéa in a mirror instead of a
television set."

She murmured something.

"And then it fell into place. The mystery of myd# | knew it had some
connection with my resemblance to Prince Rafi. éwrthat the old man |
had called my father was not my father.

"'Who am I?' | cried to my mother, trembling, joimg to my feet. 'Who is
Prince Rafi to me?™

"Did she tell you?"

He nodded. "My mother could no longer refuse, iitespf the shame of
what she confessed. She was disappointed thatehefgture that they had
promised for me for so many years had not arriveths momentous day.
'He is your uncle,’ she told me. 'The half brotbeyour father, the great
Prince Aziz. You could be standing there todayaadtof them.™

Jalal paused, a man hovering between present astd '[@f course |
knew—every citizen knew—who Prince Aziz was, althlout was over
twenty-five years since he and his brother hadragidally died. Singers
sang the song of King Daud's great heartbreak."

His eyes rested on her, but he hardly saw her. &elaoking at the past.

"And this noble prince, this hero dead so youngs.wy father."

Clio breathed deeply. She had been holding hethoreghout knowing it.
"What a terrible shock it must have been."



It would be something, a discovery like that. Iny@ung man it might
motivate... seeing where her thoughts were leadlieg Clio mentally
braked.

He nodded. "I was a lost man. As if | stood aloneai desert after a
sandstorm. Every familiar landmark obliterated. thiht 1 had known and
believed about myself was false. | was someone-else illegitimate son of
a dead prince, grandson of the old king...how cthiklbe? Why had | not
been told?"

"What a terrible shock it must have been."

"A shock, yes. But very soon | felt a great ragethey did not wish to

recognize me because of the illegitimacy of mynhmthy had they taken me
from my ordinary life, for what had they educated.n? Why had | never
met my grandfather, the king, and my grandmothertost beloved wife,

in all those years when my future was being dicketand to what purpose
was it all? My grandfather was dead, and | wasvitth no explanation of

anything.”

He paused. The boat sped over the lake, and hieelliat the sun dancing
off the water.

"What did you do?"

He glanced towards her, then back to the past ajamade approaches to
these new princes, my uncles. | demanded to knoat wty grandfather's
plans for me had been."”

"And they didn't tell you?"
He shook his head. "Nothing. They would not speathéir own nephew. |
had been taken from my mother's home, but thosehaldadone this thing

would not let me enter my father's."

He turned to gaze intently at her. "Was this nptstice? Was | not right to
be angered?"



"Zara told me they never knew. Your uncles, Rafd a@mar and
Karim—they didn't know who you were. Isn't thatht@"

"It is true that they themselves had never beet Ohey said afterwards
that my letters, even, did not make the point cl&éaey thought me only a
bandit. But someone had known, from the beginnig. grandfather
himself... but he had made no provision for meigwill. No mention."

"Isn't that kind of weird?" It struck her as thasécredible part of the whole
equation.

His eyes searched her face with uncomfortable siitgn

"You would say that my uncles knew the truth, andyopretended
ignorance until they were forced to admit it? Dayamow this? Has your
sister said something?"

She shook her head, not trusting the feelings gbathy that his story
was—probably deliberately—stirring in her.

"No, I don't know any more than you've told mes ji'st very hard for me to
accept that a woman wouldn't insist on meetingohéyr grandchild, the son
of her own dead son."

His face grew shadowed. "Perhaps—perhaps my ilhegié birth was too
great a stain."”

"And so they never even met you?" Clio tried to petself in such a
position, and failed. She herself would move heaamoh earth to have her
grandchild near her, part of the family, whatevara$ love his parents had
committed.

"Nothing. Not even a letter to be given to me afiteir death.”

No wonder he felt at home nowhere.

He was silent as they skimmed across the endlesitstof water, that
seemed as vast as any desert.



"What did you do when your uncles refused youuests?"

He had made his way back to his "home," the deddris childhood. But
the bonds had been severed.

"The desert could never be home to me. The tribe-gisorant, living in

another century, afraid of everything new—could lm®imy family." So his
determination to force his real family to recognizen grew. He had
collected followers to his standard—and eventuatlg. had taken a
hostage."And the rest you know," he said, in amigdone. "The rest |
know," she agreed. "And now your life has chandedwer again. Thanks
to Zara, you've proven your bloodline, you have rytather's titles and
property... and you're so trusted by your uncley'tte made you Grand
Vizier and now you're on a mission to—"

His head snapped around, and if his dark eyesdedized her before, they
now raked her ruthlessly. ' ‘Mission? Who has yold | had a mission?" She
returned his look with surprise. "I thought thasen you were coming here
was to get a better command of English so you cstuldy political science
or whatever at Harvard in the autumn. | thoughtmmer with the rowdy
Blake family was supposed to be the perfect wajotd."

The guarded look slowly left his eyes. "Yes," higlsét is true."

Clio turned back to the water ahead of her, herdmiuzzing with
speculation. What on earth was that about? Diccamrhe wasn't really here
to learn English at all? That it was some kind loid®? But for what? What
other reason could Prince Jalal possibly havedarning here to the middle
of nowhere?



Three

Jalal stood and moved towards the stern, gazingndrbim as they passed
into yet another lake. He lifted both arms, stretghout his hands in

powerful adoration. "It is magnificent! So muchterd' He breathed deeply.
"Smell the freshness of the water! This water isgadt! Is it?"

A loud horn startled her, and Clio whirled to digeothat she had turned
onto a collision course with another boat. She wWaae apology to the
indignant pilot as she hastily and not very graltgfadjusted her course.
Jalal half lost his balance and recovered.

"Dammit, don't distract me when I'm driving!" sheed. She had been
staring over her shoulder at him. He had a hugsipalcharisma, but she
would get over that. "No, of course it's not sadtie said when the danger
was past. "All Canada's lakes are freshwater."

"Barakallah! It is a miracle. And you drink this water!" He $gat as a fact,
but still he looked for confirmation from her.

"Yes, we drink it." She smiled, and then, realizingw much she had
already let her guard down with him, steeled herthagainst the tug she
felt. "For now. It may end up polluted in the figutike everything else.”
But his joy would admit no contaminants. "It must protected from
pollution,” he said, as though he himself mighttfis by princely decree.
"This must not be allowed, to destroy such richriagLi

"Yes, really,” Clio agreed dryly.

"Why do they pollute such beauty?"

"Because it is cheaper to dump than to treat waste.

Prince Jalal nodded, taking it in. Was it his graother's blood in him that
so called to this place?



"My mother's mother was raised in a country of ta&ed forests." He spoke
almost absently, as if to himself, and he blinkdgewshe responded.

"Really? How did she happen to marry a desert batindin?"

"On a journey across the desert, she was abdugtexy lgrandfather, Selim.
She spent the rest of her life in the desert, batrever forgot her beloved
land of lakes."

The result of that union had been only one daughiemother. Desert-born
Nusaybah had heard many longing tales of her msthemeland as a child,
and later she had passed them on to her son. Shel¢w@ passed on the
information that his grandmother was a princedsinown country.

That had seemed unlikely, until the DNA tests sthweat he was more
closely related to Prince Rafi than to Rafi's tvadf brothers. Then a search
of the family tree showed that Rafi's mother, thmd¢ess Nargis, was the
daughter of a prince whose sister had been abdactédever spoken of
again.

For centuries the family had spent every summehenhighlands, just as
Jalal's grandmother had always said. So it was itdeip blood, the longing
for lake and forest, though he had not felt it€éountil he saw these sights.

Clio frowned. "She spent the rest of her life ie thesert? She was never
rescued?"

He shook his head. "In those days no one would traubled. She had no
choice but to marry her abductor."

"You mean her family knew where she was lefither there?"
"I cannot say what they knew, only what was ttagitron. A woman
captured by a man in this way...her family woulgtdnaynored her existence

from that moment."

She threw a look over her shoulder at him. "And wecept that?" she
demanded incredulously.



"There is nothing for me to reject, Clio. It wasished, many years ago. |
am here because of it. My mother Nusaybah was ltilé of that union.
What shall | sayMaktoub.It is written."

"So that's in your blood too, is it—abducting woridrsuppose that makes
it all right! Were you expecting my family and PeenRafi to leave my sister
Zara to her fate?"

He shook his head impatiently, but did not reply.

"But no," she supplied for him. "That wouldn't has&rved your purpose!
You knew Rafi had to get her back—world opinion \Vebdictate that. You
probably thought he'd refuse to marry her, but thaaldn't have bothered
you. If you spoiled their love, it would be jusethbad luck, wouldn't it? So
long as you got what you wanted.™1 did not reagothis way," he said
levelly. "I believed that he would want her bacldamould make her his
wife when | released her unharmed."

She had succeeded in talking herself into deeprafie could not trust
herself to make an answer.

So he was a chip off the old block. Did her pard&misw this about Jalal's
genes? But she didn't suppose it would have mageliffierence. If they
weren't concerned about whia¢ had done to Zara, they'd hardly worry
about what his grandfather had done to a nametesseps fifty years ago.

A few minutes later they arrived at a large, ramiplorick house. It was on
the shore of a very pretty lake, smaller than thtbey had crossed to get
here. There were tree-covered hills rising higlhuatbone end of the lake, as
if some spirit brooded protectively over the wateewer houses dotted the
shore.

As they approached their destination, he saw amaalustered with boats
on one side, and a pretty painted sign high onwailé of the house that
advertised homemade ice cream, a crafts shop aad gallery.

Clio guided the powerboat in, cut the engine anpleetky brought it up
beside the dock. Meanwhile, the door of the howupéeded outward, and at



least half a dozen children of all ages, four dags a couple of cats erupted
into the morning to cries of "Is he here? Did thieqge come? What does he
look like?" and loud excited barks.

Everybody raced down to the dock, except for the,a@ho dashed up the
trunk of a large, leafy tree that overhung the watepicturesquely he felt he
was in some dream, and clung there indignantlyingfat the scene.

"Calm down, yes, he's here and he doesn't warg tlebfened on day one!
Here, Jonah, grab this,"” Clio commanded lazilysitag the mooring rope as
a tall boy ran to the bow. The dock beside the et stuffed with children

and canines, all gaping at him and all more or fpesging with excitement.

"Is that him? Is that the prince?" In the babblecbeld pick out some

sentences, but most of what they were saying wsisds always when too
many people talked at once in English.

"He isn't weawing a cwown!" one tiny creature cripgércingly, her
woebegone eyes locking onto Jalal's with heargfedtf.

Clio and Jalal exchanged glances. She resistednpelse to laugh with
him.

"The natives are restless," he observed.
Then she did laugh; she couldn't help it.
"I should have realized what the result of an lowit would be. They
were excited enough about you when | left. Outhaf way, everybody!

Prince Jalal wants to get onto the dock. He is@altly to go swimming yet!"

One of the dogs was, however, and leapt off into whater with a loud
splash.

Meanwhile, Jalal braved the natives to step oreaitick.

"Are you Prince Jalal?" "Are you a real prince?"h¥ve's—"



"Cool it!" Clio cried beside him. "What did | teylou?" Getting a general
reduction in the babel, she reeled off their naniBasalie, Benjamin,
Sandor, Alissa, Jonah, Jeremiah, Arwen and DonnEikgrybody, this is
Prince Jalal.”

"Welcome to Canada, Your Highness," said severabgdn ragged unison,
and the welcome was echoed as the laggards capghfnd then Jalal
watched transfixed as, to his utter astonishmésety all bowed. From the
waist.

He couldn't restrain the bursting laughter thaerap in him. Their heads
tilted at him in surprise. "Thank you!" he exclamevhen he could speak.
"l am very glad to be here. But | am not used thdoowing, or this name,
Your Highness!"

"But Clio said people have to bow to princes."

"Clio said we had to call you Your Highness."

He flicked her a glance, as if to an awkward ch8tie returned the look
impassively, then bent to the task of tying therstepe.

"Clio did not know. She thought | was a tall mamg"said, his lips twitching,
and she thoughtle thinks I'm not a worthy enemy, but he'll find.o

"You aretall. You're as tall as Daddy."
"What will we call you, then?"

"'Why not call me—Jalal? That is my name, andiit nwvake me feel very
welcome if you use it. Then | will think we arednids. Shall we be friends?"

"Oh, yeah!"
"Cool."

"Sure."



"I'm your friend, Jalal," said Donnelly confidinglyeaching up to put her
hand in his. She had clearly taken one of her imdilees to him.

His smile down at the child would have melted @liothe spot, if she hadn't
steeled herself.

"Don't people bow to princes?" Arwen asked, hedreacked on one side.
"Yes, people bow to princes, unless,” he saidjngia forefinger, "unless
they are given special dispensation. And since neggaing to be friends, |

give you all special dispensation.”

"But you are a real pwince, aren't you?" It wasliftle curly-haired darling
again. Jalal squatted down to face her.

"My father was the son of a king. My mother's motlas a princess. Am |
a prince?"

Her eyes were wide. "Ye-es," she said, half askuadf, telling. She looked
around her, then up at that fount of wisdom, sexamiyear-old Benjamin.

"Of course he's a prince, Donnelly, that's how getito be a prince—your
father was one," Ben said knowledgeably.

"But you don't have a cwown," she reminded Ja¥bu'don't look like the
picture.”

"Do you have a picture of a prince?" he asked.
Donnelly nodded mutely. Jalal lifted his arm, ahe snuggled in against
him as confidingly as a kitten. "Well, | have awrg my father's crown, but

princes don't go swimming in crowns, do they?"

"They don't?" Donnelly sounded disappointed, ahé had been hoping to
see just that sight.

"No." Jalal, smiling, shook his head firmly. Alléichildren had fallen silent,
listening to him, almost entranced. "Do you weaunry®wimsuit to school?"



Donnelly, who did not go to school, gazed at hirdevieyed, and shook her
head with mute solemnity.

"Princes only wear crowns in their palaces. Themoi palace here. So | left
my crown at home."

"Ohhhh."

"But one day, | hope you'll come and visit me inimayne, and then I'll show
you my crown."

"Oh, neat! Can | come, too?" "Do you have a palat€an | come, can |
come?" "Is your home in the desert?" "Is it an Agalent or is it a real
palace?" "Do you have camels, Jalal?" "What'«é ih the desert?" "Were
you a bandit before you were a prince, Jalal?"Awmhtsomehow, in a circle
of fascinated children, the two oldest boys cagyims cases, Jalal was
being led up to the house, into the kitchen. Clomd on the dock watching
the progress of the little party.

No doubt she should have realized that a man capdldrawing as many
followers to his cause as Jalal was said to hadewwuld have powerful
charisma. She didn't like the way they were alirfglall over him, but there
wasn't much she could do about it.

Not right now, anyway.



Four

"Uncle Brandon dropped the guys back and went gaina He said not to
save lunch for him,"” Rosalie reported, when Cliteezd the kitchen.

That wasn't unusual in the run-up to the seasorhadeprobably had to go
for more creosote or something, and would grabrabluager in the plaza.
But Clio would rather her father had been here ¢etdalal.

"You've got lunch going already?" she asked, swffthe air. "That's
terrific, Rosalie.”

Whenever her mother was absent on one of her biypgyamong the First
Nation artists she represented in the galleryhasagas this week, Clio was
in charge. This year Rosalie, who had arrivedangshortly after Christmas
declaring that she hated her new stepmother, vasng to be a big help in
filling the gap left by Romany. Romany was on at\is Zara and Rafi.

"What's cooking?"
Rosalie told her, and the two cousins began torozgahe meal.

Jalal was at the table, surrounded by kids. Evexyad something to show
him, a question to ask....

"You have to choose a plaque.” Sandor was inforring gravely about
one of the house rituals. Sandor himself had maveahly a month ago, so
he knew all about it. "It's for the duty roster."

They had spread the available plaques out in fobritim, and Jalal was
considering his choice, though she doubted if he making sense of the
garbled explanation he heard, from several sources.

"Okay, everybody, the table needs to be set!" @hnounced, not sorry to
break up the group. "Sorry, your fan club has wor#to,"” she added dryly to
Jalal.

Jalal nodded impassively, recognizing the jealonghat.



"He has to choose a plaque first!" someone excldimdignantly, and of
course Clio had to give in.

"What is Clio's plaque?" Jalal asked, as he brovaseoing the little squares
of plastic, each with a different image on it, thatre reserved for the use of
visitors. For the length of his stay, this plaquaud represent him.

"Clio's the pussycat,” Donnelly articulated carfuShe pointed to the duty
roster on the wall. "The black- and-white one. thra butterfly."

"All right. | will take this one," Jalal said, chsimg a plaque with his finger
and drawing it out of the spread.

"The tiger!" they chorused. "He's a vemid tiger!" Donnelly informed him
impressively.

Clio tried, but she could not keep her eyes away.

He was watching her gravely, and something unspglessed between
them. Something that made her deeply nervous.

"Right, then! He's chosen a plaque! Let's cleartdle!" she cried, and the
children all moved to their usual mealtime tasks.

"And I," Jalal said. "What shall | do to assist?"

She had been hoping that he would expect to beedeiShe had been

anticipating telling him that in this kitchen, eyene did their share, male

and female, bandit antbuveauprince alike. She flicked him a glance, and
saw that he was watching her face as if he coad her thoughts there. He

gave her an ironically amused look, and she blushed

"You can help me, Jalal,” an adoring voice said.héve to fold the
serviettes."

One of the boys snorted. "Princes don't fold sétese Donnelly!" he began,
but Jalal held up a hand.



"No job worth doing is beneath any man." And itin&ted Clio even more
to see Ben nodding in respectful agreement, asihad just learned
something profound.

Jalal smiled down at Donnelly. "I would like veryush to help you," he
said. "Will you teach me to fold them just right?"

It wasn't often that Donnelly got to pass on hesdeim to anyone; she was
usually on the receiving end. At Jalal's words, ¢teest expanded with a
delighted intake of air.

"It's very important to match the edges!" she infed him.

A few minutes later they all sat down, amid the aismealtime babble.
When their parents were at the table, a certairuatmaf order was imposed,
keeping it, as their father Brandon said, to a chdr. But when Clio was in
charge, she didn't usually bother. It didn't hurtyane if once in a while
bedlam reigned.

But the first time someone said, "Is that truealPdland the prince replied
quietly, "I am sorry, | didn't understand. When pome talks at the same
time, | can't follow," a respectful hush fell oreth.

After that, it was, "Shhh! Jalal can't follow!" wih@nyone tried to interrupt
the current speaker.

Then lunch was over, and there was the usual caotopeto be first to get
their plates into the dishwasher. Donnelly explditiee task to Jalal, and
again he performed it without apparently feelingttih was any assault on
his masculinity or his princely status.

Clio was almost certain that he was doing all jb& to spike her guns,
because he had guessed that she was waiting hintelow unimportant his
princely status was here in the democratic confaigise Blake family, or to
explain that male superiority had been supersad#tiWest. She was even
more convinced of it when, straightening from havéet his utensils in just
the right place under Donnelly's tutelage, he thirew another of those
glances.



"Round one to you," she bit out, feeling driven.

"Only round one? | have counted three," he obsemidly. "How many
before we stop the match, Clio?"

The match went on, under cover of surface frieredlé for several days.
Brandon showed Jalal the ropes at the marina émugle of days, and on
the following day Jalal and Ben started creosothmgmarina dock while

Jeremiah went with Brandon to work on one of th#ages, taking their

lunch with them. Teaching at the high school hagsed, and the next three
weeks was exams, but the younger children weteassichool full-time.

It was a beautiful day, and when they broke athuhe first coat was done.

"That's the fastest I've ever seen the first coatrgy” Ben said. "You really
know how to swing a brush.”

The youthful admiration in his tone made Clio ¢petr teeth.
"I've had a lot of practice,” Jalal said.
"Paint the palace a lot, do you?" Clio interjected.

Jalal gazed at her for a long moment, as if he wamed with her childish
taunts.

"We've got another hour till the second coat caomgd Ben said. "Want to
take a boat out? I could show you around."

"Thank you, Ben, another day. Just now, | would li& talk alone with your
sister Clio."

The hair stood up on the back of her neck, butthers nothing she could
say. Within a couple of minutes, she found hemsleifie with him in the big

friendly kitchen. Tense, and angry because she ®as, determinedly

started her usual tasks.



"You dislike me very much, Clio," Jalal said. "Tele why."

Taken aback by his directness, she shook her hehtent to scoop some
dishwashing powder into the dishwasher.

He caught her arm, forcing her to straighten, dreltbuch shivered all
through her. She did not want this. She was ndillaprepared to start
defending her attitude to him. And he had no righdemand it.

"l thought you weren't allowed to touch a woman reated to you," she
said coldly, staring down at where his hand clagpdare arm, just above
the elbow. She felt under threat. She did not wahiave this conversation.

He ignored her comment. "Tell me," he said. "l warknow why you alone
are unwilling to be my friend."

She wrenched her arm out of his grasp, using farenedfort than was
necessary for such a light hold, and staggered.

"l told you at the wedding. We will never be frientl

"Why not?"

She was silent.

"Your sister has forgiven what | did. Your paremt®. Why cannot you?"
She turned her back on him deliberately, closeddthlewasher and set it
going. He was silent, too, behind her, and here®nidn't seem up to the
strain. Her skin shivered with awareness of him.

"Do you believe it impossible that your sisterkom hurt while she was my
hostage? Do you suspect me of hurting her, or @lig\Wwer to be hurt?" he

asked, finally.

She was silent. Was that what she feared? Sheyhardiv. All she knew
was that Jalal was a threat, and she wished hadwat come.



"Look at me, Clio."

His voice was seductive, almost hypnotic, thoughditenot seem to be
doing that deliberately. Feeling driven, she turteeéace him. He was too
close. She thought dimlyMiddle Eastern people have a smaller body
territory or something—they always stand too cldse Westerners'
comfort.Her heart kicked uncomfortably.

"Can you imagine that Princess Zara would have @ageed me to come
here, into the home of her own family, if such aatiful thing had
happened?"

"If she was pretending to herself it hadn't happersée might," she felt
driven to point out. It wasn't that she believedngcessarily, but it was
possible. He had to see that.

He stared at her, honestly startled. "Pretendingetrself? How could a
woman pretend such a thing? Why would she?"

Clio felt anxiety creeping up in her. "It does happyou know! Women take
the blame on themselves, or they don't want to fdw# happened to them!
Denial does happen!"

He was silent, watching her. Then he said softlpoes it, Clio? Are you
sure?"

"If you understood anything about psychology yowlida't have to ask."

"Do you deny something? Has someone hurt you, abiths easier to
imagine | hurt your sister than to accept what lesegl to yourself?" he
asked, proving that he understood more than sonteatoait psychology.

She gasped in indignant fury and clenched her. fidtsver had she so
wanted to hit someone. But she looked at Jalalsamdthe warning in his
eyes. Gentle as he was with the children, his i@akhed her that he would
not be gentle with her if she attacked him.



"Nothing has ever happened to me!" she explodedydge escaping in
words. "Let's get one thing straight, Jalal—whatelre or did not happen in
your camp, we're enemies, and it's because of ychayourself did."

He shook his head in flat contradiction. "We ar¢ émoemies. That is not
what is between us," he said softly.



Five
Clio opened her mouth soundlessly as shivers likaeoa ran over her body.

"You make your sister an excuse to avoid what tagh you. That is all, is it
not?"

He stepped closer, and she backed up against titecoln the pit of her
stomach a hard ball of fire suddenly revealedfitsel

"l am not afraid!" she protested hotly.

"Good," he whispered, and when she lifted a hangrotest his hand
wrapped her wrist. Every nerve leapt at the toudstiry seemed to come
from nowhere and whip against her like wild wind.

Slowly he bent closer. He was going to kiss her.

She couldn't allow it. She wanted to hit him. Sdmrej like a scream was in
her throat and she wanted desperately to beat thifBud she couldn't seem
to work her muscles.

"Do you always just do what you want without askihghe demanded.

"l want to kiss you," he murmured thoughtfully, hi®uth only inches from
her own. "In this country, do men ask permissiarsfech a thing?"

She tried to swallow. "Yes," she said defiantlyr H®uth felt as dry as the
desert he came from, where the rules between mérwamen were so
different. She wanted to push him away, to get ptaae where the air was
clear. But the unfamiliar lassitude would not let go.

"Then they understand nothing." He drew closer, sirelfelt the heat of his
arm encircle her back, his firm hand at her wdibs$. breath touched her
cheek as his eyes challenged hers. She felt tikedieep inside her, stirring
the depths of her self.



He stroked the skin that she had so foolishlybafe between her short top
and low-cut shorts. Sensation skittered down hdy o her toes. Under the
thin top, her breasts shivered.

Suddenly she was angry witlerself.This was the man she had sworn only
days ago would be always her enemy!

"What do men do in the desert?" she demanded diynit@rab whatever
they see? Well, of course they do!" she told hérbeightly. "You
proved—"

"'In the desert we first make sure that a womagddor the kiss, and then
we kiss her without asking."”

The sheer male arrogance of such a statement cangggdfire to leap in her
chest and abdomen. She clamped her teeth togétbesuse she could
hardly prevent herself from shouting at him that vaas an arrogant
barbarian. But he had warned her....

His hand was moving against her spine. His othedhauched her neck,
and his thumb traced her jawline.

Her mouth felt swollen—not that she wanted any &iss) him! But he was
as mesmerizing as a snake, he really was. Shedlibkr eyes up to his.

The naked desire she saw there shook her to tlee $bhe had thought him
attracted, but not as powerfully as this! He lookéeter like a starving man.
Clio's heart tripped into an unsteady rhythm. Fepbhe didn't recognize
roared through her.

"Then you will never kiss me," she said, finding feice.

His hands stilled their motion. The heat was toeim®he felt burned.

"Do you challenge me, Clio? When a woman challersgesan, she must
beware. He may accept her challenge.”



She had no idea why his words created such suddeent in her, or what
that torment was. Her whole body churned with fegliShe felt faint,
almost sick. She wished he would get away from $®she could breathe.

"Why doesn't it surprise me that you hear the wavds a challenge?" she
asked defiantly.

His thumb tilted her chin, bringing her face clogehis full mouth, and her
heart responded with nervous, quickened pulse. rhited quizzically at
her.

"But | have not heard the wort, Clio. Did you say it?"
Bee-bee-bee, bee-bee-bee.

They were both jolted by the high, piercing souradal frowned and looked
around, and Clio tried to gather her wits.

"Is it a fire alarm?" he asked.

She finally identified the noise. "Oh, my God, #is intruder alarm!" Clio
cried, and as he released her she ran to the mquaitel above her father's
desk in an alcove. A dozen lights glowed steadg;was flashing its urgent
beacon. She bent down to read the tag.

"Solitaire!" she breathed. "It can't be Dad, hemitagoing there today."

He watched as she opened a small cupboard anchedaip a set of keys,
then stood back out of her way as she whirled aidly ran to the screen
door of the kitchen and opened it.

"Ben!" she called.

Jalal followed her as she ran along the woodenhpand down onto the
dock. When she reached the boat, he was right theien. She quickly
untied the stern rope, and when Jalal bent todke Glio clambered aboard
and started the motor. Meanwhile Rosalie and Ddynated towards the
dock from further along the beach.



"The intruder alarm has gone off at Solitaire! fitebably a raccoon!" she
cried, as Jalal came aboard with more grace andriés@ than his first
effort. Clio swung the boat in a wide arc, andresytpassed the end of the
dock, she continued to Ben and Rosalie, "You'debetll Dad! Tell him I'm
on my way there and I'll call him if there's a geoh.”

Rosalie stood holding Donnelly's hand, and all éhweere nodding. "Be
careful!™ And then Clio booted up the motor and theat obediently
climbed up out of the waves and planed acrossutiace at top speed.

"What is Solitaire?" Jalal asked, settling beside h

She blinked and seemed to see him for the firg.tif®h, hi!" she said. It
had seemed so natural for Jalal to be there thatstonly now she actively
registered his presence."One of the rental cotfagbe said. "It's kind of
isolated."”

He knew the family owned and rented cottages ofeltes. He had visited a
couple with Brandon, doing repairs. "Will your fathmeet us there?"

Clio shrugged. "He might not bother unless | aabay it's something really
bad. Tt depends where he is, | guess. Ben wilhiell you're with me."

"What weapons are on this boat?"

Clio blinked. "What, you mean like a shotgun?" Siteok her head.
"Nothing that you could call a weapon. We arenihgdo Kkill the raccoon,
just open the door and scare him out. The poitat gget there before he tears
the place to ribbons."”

Jalal eyed her calmly. ' 'You are certain thas & raccoon?"
"'Well, unless a deer got frightened and jumpeolibh the picture window.
That's been known to happen. More likely a windaw lgyoken somehow

and a raccoon got the screen off. Solitaire is grips week."

He had a vision of a mysterious little animal wathlack mask over its eyes.
Take a screen off a window? Well, he would likesé¢e that.



"And what if it is not a raccoon?"
"Well?"

"You are setting out to challenge intruders iremaote place, not knowing
their numbers, without weapons of any kind?"

Clio blinked.

"And you were surprised to see that | was abodrel Continued ruthlessly.
"If | were not here, you would have gone alonélos mission?"

How to explain that shieadknown he was with her, but half unconsciously?
How to say that, maybe because she had felt séfiehwwn there, she forgot
to stop and consider?

She hardly noticed the curious fact that her uncions mind was so very
far from considering Jalal the enemy.

"Why not?" she said, since that confession was gsibte.
He was angry, she could see.

"I'm sure it's a raccoon," she said, half placadyinyVe have to get there fast
before he wrecks the place. Raccoons can be wbasethieves half the
time." He nodded, unconvinced. "Are you afraid?gfearound here aren't
usually violent, they just rob."

He shook his head. ' 'How many times have you ehg#d people who are
just robbing a cottage?"

She was abashed. She really had acted too quinkiythat was probably
Jalal's fault. If he hadn't had her in such a ceadustate to begin with, she
probably wouldn't have been so hasty. He was righitat if it wasn't a
raccoon? She looked at the powerful shoulders uthgesnug-fitting polo
shirt and unconsciously relaxed.



"'l think Dad surprised some guys once, but thesrth the boat and got away
before he landed."”

He didn't make any comment, instead began lookiogral him at the boat.
"Where is the storage?"

"Some in lockers below, and some under the berathasd¢he stern."

He stepped to the stern, and she noticed, nohédiirst time, how lightly he
moved. His body was muscled and well-knit, and wheshifted from one
position to another all his muscles seemed to tggrand rebalance. A
hunting cat, a panther, she thought, with the psenaf power in every
economical movement. The tiger had been an appteprhoice of plaque,
though she knew he had chosen it only to irritate h

Meanwhile he moved around, opening lockers. He daaipaddle, and his
fist closed around it and he hefted it testinglgtiSied, he returned to the
cockpit and slipped into the seat beside her.

No wasted effort. She felt no anxiety from him tjustchfulness. Waiting,
like a cat, till the moment when effort would beeded. Then the muscles
would bunch and flex, but for now they were longl aasy.

She was sure she was completely safe with Jalatevbr they might find.
"What is the position of Solitaire?" he asked.

She described it to him: an island in a narrowl|lstariver, surrounded by
forest. At the top end, beyond the island, therrharowed and became an
impassable creek. There was only one way out bgnwdie way they would
go in. A picturesque wooden footbridge led overwaer on one side, but
only to a footpath that went for miles through tbeest before you reached
even another cottage.

He took it in in silence, and she could see hintdig a picture in his mind.
She did her best to fill in the details, describihg dock, the approach, the
land around the house, even though she was almost Ise was



overreacting. There was something about his airreddiness that
communicated the more serious possibilities.

"Here's the river mouth," she said at last, andddxled. His mouth was set,
his jaw firm but not clenched.

"You will stay in the boat until | make a checkg kaid. ' "You will keep the
motor running. If there is danger, you will turrethoat immediately when |
tell you, and go to find your father, or the poli@® you understand?"

Clio stiffened. "You aren't in your rebel camp ndwince Jalal' And | am
not one of your followers!"

"No," he agreed calmly. "None of my followers wouwddt so stupidly as
this. Nevertheless, you must obey me. If someop&icad you, | could do
nothing. | would have to surrender if they threatkto hurt you."



Six

It was called Bent Needle River because of its shAgong ribbon of water
looped around an island that formed the eye ohdeslle. The river twisted
at the bottom end of the island, so that from tinata shape was like a
darning needle bent sharply just before the eygoie it, a few hundred
yards of creek stretched like a short thread bgilirom the eye of the
needle.

The cottage was on the far side of the island, @med sound of their

approach, she knew, would be well muffled by tleesrand thick foliage

until they were around the bend and almost at tdok.dShe approached at
low speed. The channel was not marked and there shallows on both

sides.

A small motorboat bobbed against the dock, secandgby the stern rope.
Goods were stacked on the dock. Clio saw the wtaviset, the video
player, a cardboard box. The front door of the wadedowed cottage
gaped open, broken on its hinges. There was marteclulected on the
porch.

Not a raccoon, then. She thought of her dangdreafrad come here alone,
and threw Jalal a look as she guided the powedpaatly around the bend

and coasted up to the dock. Just then a man stepgeonto the porch,

carrying the vacuum cleaner.

Jalal seemed to take in the whole scene with ongoehensive glance and
make up his mind. "Stay in the boat, keep the enginning, and be ready
to go if | give you the signal," he commanded dyidde leapt lightly off the
boat onto the dock and stood there, leaning casoallthe paddle he had
taken with him.

She saw the man break stride for a second, thee opakis mind to brazen
it out. He kept walking down towards the dock. Tkind wiry, with
shoulder-length dirty brown hair, in his fortieqyesthought. His clothes



were grubby but not really dirty—a light grey T4ghwith some kind of
logo, black denims.

"Hello there! Can | help you?" he called casuatiyt too loudly, and she
hoped Jalal had picked up the information thateheas someone else in the
cottage.

"Are you moving out?" she heard Jalal ask, withyeaterest.

"Oh, I wish, eh?" The man was grinning self- deptiexgly when she looked
again. He clearly did not want to arrive on thelddmut had no choice. He
set down the vacuum cleaner and straightened warily

In the doorway of the house a shadow moved. "Naw,just the hired
moving man, eh?"

Jalal nodded. "I understand. But you have the wraddress. No one is
moving from this house. So why don't you get inkbat and go?"

The man feigned indignation. "Hey, buddy, who yiakhyou're talking to,
eh?" But Clio could hear his essential weaknes$ssitvoice and breathed a
sigh of relief. He would bluster and then obey.

Already he was inching towards where his boat wasred.

"I know very well who | am talking to. Now | telloy, you are making a
mistake, and you can get in your boat and leaw yaar friends, too."

He raised his voice. "Why don't you come out? Yiiend is leaving and
you may go with him."

A figure appeared in the doorway. "What the frggen' on?" he said, and
Clio's breath hissed in between suddenly clencbettht This man was very
different from his partner. He was big and musclad, head shaved, his
lower jaw protuberant with low intelligence and e&ggion. His white

singlet and camouflage pants were cleaner thampdrither's clothes. He
wore a wide belt and hard boots, several metakstudne ear.



He clumped deliberately down the broad steps froengorch and strode
down to the dock with a threatening swagger. Jafadsture, negligently
leaning on the paddle, did not change. The thugpstd a few feet away
from him and spat deliberately on the ground.

"Hey,, a Ay-rab!" His eyes swept past Jalal andrd@éo with a look that
turned her stomach. "And a skirt!" But he did nay skirt. She shuddered
with "revulsion. He turned to Jalal again. ' "Thafér bringing my dessert,
Saddam! You can go now, less you wanna be the caairse.

"Oooffff!" The breath seemed to explode out of bagly as, almost faster
than she could see, Jalal drove the paddle intsdiar plexus. The thug
seemed to leap into the air and fold in the middteultaneously.

"Behind you!" Clio screamed, as the smaller marptiear him, and

somehow, instead of connecting, the thin man sedmesdil over Jalal's
shoulder as Jalal dropped the paddle, grabbedrhmsaad assisted his
forward motion.

He landed sprawling on the big man, and screankedaln animal, a sound
that sent a rush of horror over her skin. His garthrew him impatiently
aside, and the reason for the scream was suddéadbne as blood spattered
the thug's hands. The thin man had landed skidatirtge knife that the thug
had pulled from somewhere, and his chest was diroaedshoulder to waist.
His T- shirt gaped. Blood poured from the wound.

The wounded man cursed violently. "I'm hurt, mam, hurt!"

The thug ignored him and got to his feet. He wasadimg. "Okay, Saddam,
you shouldna done that. You shouldna made me mad."

Jalal stood with his arms loose at his sides. "Yfoand needs a doctor," he
said. "Get in your boat and go-"

"Jeez, man, I'm hurt bad! Let's do what he says!"



"Drop the boat keys on the dock, Saddam, leavsking get in my boat and
take off, and nobody'll get hurt,” said the thugl&tal, as if he hadn't heard
his friend's cry.

Jalal said nothing. She could not see his facefront the back he looked so
lightly poised he almost seemed to move with trezbe.

"You hear me, Ay-rab?" The thug began to toss hedy knife between his
two hands, bouncing his weight from foot to fooe Was inches taller than
Jalal, and thirty pounds heavier. And clearly halend his business to be
menacing.

Still Jalal made no reply.

"I'm not gonna hurt her, don't you worry none aldbat. I'm gonna treat her
real nice. Whereas you, I'm gonna hurt you baghuif don't—"

As if he were dancing, Jalal stepped to the sidd, lais foot arced up,
connecting with the thug's right hand as it washe act of catching the
knife. The man cried out with a shriek of pain, &g saw with ugly shock
that his forearm now bent where it should not. $tlimg forward off
balance as he clutched at it with his other haaduddenly felt Jalal's hand
close on his wrist and his scream changed notel'slather hand fell
ruthlessly on his shoulder, and, tripping overteievision set, the thug was
propelled forward off the dock and down into hisabwith a crash.

He screamed in wild, almost demented agony, clogchis shoulder, his
arm, his shoulder again, as a stream of cursesegpeut of his mouth. His
face was cut, his eye already swelling.

"My shoulder!" he screamed, with such a terriblg ttrat Clio's stomach
started to heave again. "My arm!"

Jalal turned back to the other man, who was wifficdity scrambling to his
feet, trying to stop the bleeding from his chesthwhis hands. His eyes
widened at whatever he saw in Jalal's face.

"I'm wounded, man! Don't hit me!"



"Get in the boat and take your friend out of here."
Clio gasped at the deadly menace in his voice.

"I can't, man! | can't drive a boat! Man, I'm alltcYou gotta get me to a
doctor."

"Get out," Jalal said softly.

The man choked off his protest and stumbled tetge of the dock, then let
go of his bleeding chest to clamber into the bé#s friend was still
screaming in agony. Somehow, the thin man got tbeonstarted on the
second try.

"Jeez, the rope! Untie the rope, will ya?" he cried

Jalal bent to pick up the bloody knife, and withegmowerful stroke he
chopped down against the wooden dock, severingpfieethat tied the boat,
as if only now he let his anger escape.

The thin man swore in fear, dragging in the remnainthe rope, and
clumsily steered around the powerboat and back dbevriver. Clio cut her
own motor, and they stood listening to the soumckating in the distance.

Silence fell over them, the silence of wind amorgaves and of chittering
birds. With painfully sweet normality water lappadainst the hull of the
boat.

"Should we follow them to make sure?" she asked.
Jalal shook his head. "No need."

Her boat was drifting, and almost without conscith@ight she started her
engines and brought it in to the dock. She threwthie rope and he made it
fast, then helped her to come ashore. She accémdtand, although of

course she needed no help. She had been gettamgliout of boats all her

life.



At the touch of his warm, living flesh, though, dteggan to tremble.

"Are you all right, Jalal? Were you hurt?" she vpleised. ' 'Did he cut you?"
"No. I was not hurt," he said firmly.

"Oh, thank God! Oh, when | saw that knife!"

Jalal took her wordlessly in his arms, and suddseahsation swept up and
engulfed her.

"Jalal!" she breathed hoarsely. "Oh, Jalal!" And ktted her face up for the
touch of his, wanting to know that he was alivat the was real.

The tiniest, tenderest smile pulled at his lips] #ren he bent and obliged
her seeking lips with a gentle kiss. Only then slie¢ remember that barely
an hour ago she had sworn she would never wankisss..but it didn't
matter to her. The sweetest relief swept her bddihe touch, and she
wrapped her arms around him and wished he woukdHes harder....

Then, as if this touch was what she had needecléage the pent-up
tension, Clio suddenly began to shake. She wasgegjain how the man
had looked at her. When Jalal lifted his lips shendback, squeezing her
eyes shut.

"Oh, Jalal, thank God you were here! My God, ifdaime alone!"
"Alhamdolillahyou didn't come alone. You came with me," he steddily.
She was shaking all over. He put his arm aroundahdrled her to a bench
by the water. "Sit down,” he commanded gently, whén she obeyed, he
smiled.

''Now | know you are not yourself, when you obey without protest!”

She smiled, but in spite of herself she felt sitican't stop shaking!" she
said.



Jalal sank down beside her and took her in his &onheld her against his
chest. She felt the hot tears prickle her eyes|eritdiem have their way. She
found without surprise that she could cry in frohtlalal. An hour ago she
would have said he was the last man on earth shé&wsbow weakness to.

He held her while she wept out the tension, the fea horror—and maybe

something else, which she didn't want to face. ikhgu," she murmured,

between sobs. "I'm sorry | have to do this. | ce@ém to stop.”

He merely held her more tightly.

At last, with a watery smile, she asked, "Do youdny chance have a
tissue?" and Jalal let go of her with one arm seatched the pocket of his
pants. He found some clean but crushed tissuekamtked them to her.

"Are you better now?"

"Much better! Thank you," she said, wiping her ey&se shuddered. "You
could have been killed!"

He smiled grimly. "Not by one like him."
"Oh, God! Wasn't he horrible!"
Jalal's face tightened, but he did not reply.

"l guess we'd better radio the police,” she saiéll'them what to look out
for."

"Yes." He nodded. "Radio the police while | lookand. Please stay by the
boat till I tell you it is clear.”

He straightened and moved quickly up towards thiage.
Clio climbed back aboard the boat, punched up tiiegochannel and made

a report, then radioed home. The radio wasn't away at home, but it
would be on now, with the kids nearby, waiting feews. When Ben



answered, Clio told him what had happened andkbphhim on the line till
Jalal reappeared and signalled her that everythasyclear.

"Okay, Ben, I'll call you again when we're on ouayback," she said, and
put the radio on standby.

''How bad is it?" she asked, meeting Jalal ordto.

"Not bad," he said. "They did not deliberately valiwk the place.” She
sighed her relief.

They began to restore order, carrying the lootedhst back inside the
cottage, plugging things in. An observermight hameticed how
coordinated their work was, how easily each seetednderstand the
other's intentions and assist, but Clio didn't comssly notice. When Jalal
began to lift chunks of broken mirror from the bsain wardrobe door, it
was natural to her to bring in the big garbagesmahe could drop the pieces
straight in. And when the job was finished and sept up the remnants of
glass, she found him bending with the dustpan véienneeded it, without
surprise.

That night they had to recount their adventureg tive dinner table, to a
fascinated audience. Brandon had eaten quicklyrenotined to Solitaire
with Jonah for repairs. All the remaining childreat around the table.

The police had come and dusted for fingerprintsl, laad gone away with
the bloody knife. Tonight Brandon would board it tggmorrow a new front
door would be installed, and the mirror, ready fbe renters on the
weekend.

So it was only a thrilling story, and the kids werghralled by it. It went
without saying the part they were most enthrallgdMas Jalal's "kung fu
magic," as they insisted on calling it.

"Did you study self-defence, Jalal?" Ben askedwds more than halfway
down the road to hero worship, Clio could see. 8apted to resent it, but
how could she? After this afternoon, how could shg anything to dim



their admiration? If Jalal had not been here, wahlel have gone to Solitaire
alone when the alarm went? Or maybe with only Bercdmpany?

She was a mess of conflicting feelings and ideashadl kidnapped Zara and
held her hostage, but he had also saved Clio froexperience so awful she
could not bear to think of it. These two imagesJalal couldn't be
reconciled. She could only leap back and forth ketwthem, in a dizzying
contradiction that made her brain hurt.

When she tuned in to the conversation again, daslagreeing to teach Ben
the rudiments of the art of self- defence, andhadlothers were chiming in
with pleas not to be excluded.

"l can teach one or teach all,” Jalal said pacglin"We can do it, but—!"
His forefinger went up, and they all gazed at himemtly, as if every word
out of his mouth held magic. "Everyone comes taeetass, unless for a
very good reason. If you want to do this, then weitd But it involves
discipline."

They all nodded solemnly at this expression of autyy and abruptly Clio
was angry. Was the man going to start recruitingpvieers right in the
family?

"Did you teach your supporters self-defence?" séleed, after the kids
rushed off in a body to clear out a room and fiothe mattresses.

He heard the hostility under her tone and frowmedigghtfully as he looked
across the table at her. They were alone in thekidapen. Sunset was
slanting through the windows. She could hear ctglsereeching, and a
boat went past far out on the lake. They sat idetva, watching each other.
"Yes, many of them learned.”

"What a pity Zara never took a course in self- dege"

"Your sister is a brave and resourceful woman skeiftdefence would have
been of little use to her in such a situation."



"You admired her, then. How deep did the admiragjof"

"Too deep to do to her what that thug would hawsedo you today. Do you
equate me with him in your mind?"

Clio closed her eyes. Did she? Why was she baltimy after what he had
done today?

"Is what you did so different?" she asked. Her ifeg were deeply
confused. She didn't understand herself at all.

His jaw tight, Jalal got to his feet. "If you dotricust me, Clio, it is because
you do not trust yourself. In your heart you kndw truth. It is not me, but
your own heart that you do not trust. Ask yourseify."

She heard his quiet tread up the stairs, heardhhéren call out to him,
heard a door close.

Clio sat alone in the deepening shadows for a vamte, and then one of the
dogs, sensing her distress and confusion, pusloeddawet, sympathetic
nose into her hand.

Everyone had forgotten their table-clearing duitiethe excitement, but for
once she would let it go. She was grateful fordbavity, as well as the
solitude. She stacked the dishwasher without guttie lights on, cleared
the table, tidied the kitchen. She spent a few temiberally dousing
herself with insect repellent and pulled on a liglcket. Then she picked up
the dogs' leashes and pushed open the screenmtodhe evening.

They tumbled out ahead of her, and set off alomgubaal path, following

the line of the shore away from the town, climbiAfer a while, she came
out onto her favourite vantage point, a clearingdmilside overlooking the
lake, where the dogs immediately began to chasekayd She sat on her
favourite rock, watching as the lights came onhi@a town of Love's Point
and in cottages all around the lake.

Ask yourself why.



Seven

Madeleine Donnelly and Brandon Blake had come séglgrto Love's

Point in the sixties, when it had been a centrenippie culture. They had
met and fallen in love during their first summeern, when Maddy was
painting chalk portraits for tourists, and Brangayed the guitar.

A few years later, in a wild venture, they decidedouy the ramshackle,

almost derelict old Love house with a mortgagertharents gave them, and
restore it. The Love house had been built by tha@lfawho had come here

in the nineteenth century and given their namégpibint. Once a summer
playground for Toronto's old money, Love's Poird lfellen on hard times

with the Depression, and the big Victorian housd bhaen for a while a

cheap hotel. By the late sixties it had been vilyuebandoned.

Now, thirty years on, the place was a landmarkrggand the Blakes, like
the Loves before them, "owned half the lake." Arin@g an ice cream

parlour, rental cottages around the area, a piara®n museum with a barn
turned into an artisans' studio and craft shop wlyeu could go to watch
craftspeople working in the old ways, and Maddy®csal baby, an

increasingly important art gallery showing mostlysENation art, were all

part of the casual, sprawling Blake empire.

When the house was about half finished, Maddy arahd@®n had decided
the time had come for children, and once theyedaitiere just didn't seem
to be any reason to stop. There was always anbgdmoom to fill. Now
there were nine Blakes, of whom the two eldest Heparted for the
city—but that was never the end of the story. her Blake brood had an
endless supply of cousins and friends, and somedroather there was
always a reason why someone was moving in for &ewhi

At twenty-two, Clio was third oldest. Zara and Jundel both left home for
the bright lights, and Clio knew people were thimkher turn was next. But
Clio wasn't going anywhere. Love Lake and the aemnd it was her
spiritual home. She was one of the lucky ones. I&t been born right
where she belonged.



While her sister Zara had dreamed of foreign trasfedeeing all the strange
places they read about in books, Clio had dreanfdating married, of
having lots of babies, like her mother. Her dreashgareer reached no
further than someday managing her mother's agtnyedls she now managed
the ice cream store. She always loved meeting #nke-elyed artists who
spoke familiarly of their spirit guides and spplaces, and whose paintings
were not ordinary landscapes, or distant placdsjifferent ways of seeing
what was right under your nose.

For Clio, now, as for the artists, nature was alth the spirits of Bear,
Wolf, Coyote, Beaver, and a dozen others.

The bright lights held little attraction for herhé& could understand the
yearnings that Zara and Jude felt, but she didimate them. Everything she
wanted had always been within her reach.

Everything but one thing.

She had first seen Peter Clifford on her first dakiigh school, and she had
fallen in love with him the same moment. Peter indss final year. He was

handsome, with thick dark blond hair and wickedehayes, and a body to
die for.

It didn't take her long to find out that every adter school he went down to
his father's car dealership.... It didn't take lbag, either, to work out that
the bus route from the high school to Love's Paiait right by Clifford's.
After that, several times a week after school, @alked three bus stops
down the road, past the car dealership, beforehiceggcher bus. She was
almost always rewarded with the sight of Petehim forecourt or through
the window.

He often seemed to notice her, almost as if hdl@asng out for her. When
he waved to her, Clio's day was made.

When Peter and Zara started dating, Clio almost'dmind. No one in the
family knew how she felt about Peter, so it wasistthough Zara was
poaching. And it seemed only fair that her fabulsister should get the



handsomest boy around. Anyway, Clio had always knthat she was too
young and ordinary to really interest Peter.

Zara's relationship with him was very casual. Tés thing Zara wanted,
she told Clio, was to get involved with a local heghout any ambition of
his own, who would want to tie her down.

Clio was fifteen when her adored older sister wafhtto university. And
then the magic she had dreamed of happened. Witlnrweeks of Zara's
departure, Clio, walking as usual past the caretship, stopped in on an
impulse to say hi...and Peter suddenly seemeddber for the first time.

"Hey, Clio, you're all grown up all of a suddené' aid, with a smile on his
face that melted her where she stood.

"You just noticed?" she returned flippantly, overhaartbeat that was
drowning out the world.

"You're almost as beautiful as your sister," he&l,sand, fool that she was,
she had taken it as a compliment.

He asked her out on a date, and that night, ifabislous sporty convertible,
tickling her cheek and ear with one lazy hand whieexpertly drove with
the other, he told her again how gorgeous she m@s,that she was all
grown up.

They dated all that fall, more and more often, anth more and more
intensity in the passionate kisses they exchangled.thrilled to his touch,
as crazy to be near him as he was to be near her.

When she looked back on that time now, those wiltt] responses, it felt
like a dream. Had she really felt like that, or Ishe& imagined it, because
that was the way she thought it should be?

He always stopped short of actual lovemaking. "Mt sweetheart,” he
would whisper, because Clio was so young, so immo&® crazy for him
she couldn't have denied him anything he wanted.



She knew Peter really cared for her, because heswdstermined to wait.
She knew from her friends that not every guy wagrselfish, not by a long
chalk.

She imagined—she was almost certain—that he waswyaill they could
become engaged. They were too young now, of conirseteen and fifteen!
But twenty and sixteen...oh, Clio thought, whatald of difference there
would be when Peter was twenty and she was sixteen!

When her mother started worrying that Clio wasiggtin deep with a guy
too old for her, she assured Maddy that Peter éadus intentions, and was
waiting. He wasn't trying to pressure her intoeadx at all....

He turned twenty in November. Clio's own birthdagswn December.

On her sixteenth birthday Peter took Clio out tspacial restaurant, in a
neighbouring town, wining and dining her like theowgn-up woman she

now was, and she smiled into his melting look amelkthat Peter had made
up his mind that it would be tonight. Tonight...eSWwondered if he had

already bought the ring....

They went straight to a motel from the restaur&tdgr body had been
melting for miles. And when he closed the door krotted it behind them,
and took her into his arms, she heard his passondtawn breath and
chills of excitement poured over her....

It was when he was at last lying beside her, heseglosed, kissing her,
fondling her breasts, when heart and body wereimgefind singing with
love and desire, that she heard it.

"Zara," he whispered. Like a drunk man, althoughvhen't drunk. Slurring
the word. "Zara."

"Peter!" She had tugged at his chin, making hinklather. "Peter, what did
you say?" She smiled frowningly at him.



"Oh, baby! Oh, baby! I'm sorry, but you always knekadn't you?"

She would never forget how her heart started bgatirthat moment. She
knew that she would never be able to wipe it fraan fmemory, not if she
lived to be a hundred, like the old medicine woroarthe reserve....

"Knew?"
"I've been dying for you, sweetheart, she nevemiet'

She did not resist what happened next. Now, whenttelught of the strange
passivity that had invaded her at his words, sippased she had been in a
kind of shock.

Whatever caused it, she hadn't fought him, ancagnk rape. She had felt
invaded, used...but it wasn't rape, she knew thagn if it was the worst
thing she'd ever experienced in her life....

Afterwards, lying there, she had wepthought it was what you wanteuk
had said sulkily. And she responded, helpless enftite of such blank
ignoranceNot like this.

There was worse to come. When he drove her horseagiif she could
possibly be interested, he told her how deeplyolkied Zara. "As crazy for
her as you've always been for me," he said.

With a new cynicism, she asked, "Why did you wHit?l you wanted was a
second-class Zara, why wait so long?" He had eevishe would have given
him whatever he asked for weeks ago.

He smiled at her naivete.

"Baby, you were jailbait, remember? | knew you wenazy for it, but hey!
Fifteen years old! Tonight you became a conserdthgt."



Clio sat up. The moon was climbing up the darkesig and the dogs were
snuffling at something interesting in the bushdgeylnever seemed to learn
that such an interest almost always resulted oratched nose...or worse.

"Come on, Buddy, Frowner!" she called, not at ahting to have to deal
with skunked dog tonight.

Was there something wrong with her, that she waaci¢d to such men as
Peter and Jalal? Men who could use a woman entfmlytheir own
purposes, without stopping to consider her feeftngs

Still, Jalal was wrong when he accused her of bigntiim because she
couldn't face what Peter had done to her. Petehteder, all right, but he
hadn't raped her, and she had never hidden frorm#éreory. She'd never
told anyone, but she hadn't pretended it hadn'péragd or anything like
that.

She was wary of Jalal because of what he himselfdwmne. She wasn't
loading him with Peter's—or anyone else's—sinshéie his own, whether
he wanted to face it or not.

Anyway, she wasn't attracted to Jalal. It was lyaadstatement of undying
love if in her relief this afternoon she had wartied&iss him! That was just
an automatic human response, wanting to reaffifen When death had
seemed so close. Everybody knew sex and deathlikertsvo sides of the
same coin.

Her mind slipped to the thug at Solitaire, and vaitbhiver of sick dread she
remembered the way his eyes had travelled overSter.might still be his

prisoner, subjected to whatever horror he couldktbi...if Jalal hadn't been
with her.

She had seen in Jalal's eyes how much he deshisetkin. The involuntary
escape of rage that she had seen, when the knife dawn and severed the
rope, had made her gasp, had terrified the litte m the boat.

Was it a form of self-hatred? Had he seen himseadfniother form?



Clio shook her head, but that didn't clear it. Theon was high, the
mosquitoes ravenous, and at home they would be evorgdwhere she was.
She stood and whistled to the dogs, and set daffi@path home.

"Assalaamu aleikum.The voice crackled in his ear.

Jalal hesitated, glancing around the darkened hgllwWaleikum
assalaam."

"You know my voice, | think."
He relaxed at this use of the code. "There is neéws?
"A rumour has surfaced."

He was silent, waiting. The window at the end @& Hall stood wide open
onto the night, but his voice would not carry so fa

"A rumour that says you have been secretly sentertle by the princes,
your uncles, and that your silence on the subgettie price of your life."

Jalal stood silent in the shadows as the soft wardssed the trees.
"It may mean danger."
He smiled. "What is the reason given for my banisht®"

Soft laughter. "What else? That you were intriguiiog the throne of
Barakat."

"Ah."
"Be on your guardvia ‘assalaam."

"Ma'assalaam,'Jalal repeated, and quietly replaced the receiver.



As she came out of the trees the dogs rushed teethadah in the darkness,
waggling their backsides as if they wanted to breéer spines in two,
making happy whines in their throats. Clio stiffdnéler skin shivered to
attention. She knew it was him.

' 'Dad?" she queried anyway, as she came upeéps. st

Jalal's voice came out of the darkness. "He hastakeryone out for a ride
on the lake."

"You didn't go?" Another shiver coursed through. her
"As you see."

He sounded harsh. Usually his voice stroked heg.vEtandah was deep in
gloom, out of reach of the moonlight. With one faot the top step, she
paused, almost afraid to enter the darkness wieevealied.

If he tried to make love to her now, what would do@

She was outlined in moonlight as she hesitatecethesrvous, as if at the
entrance to the cave of some wild animal. Jalddedleapt angrily. Why
did she persist in thinking of him as she did? He wot a man of violence.
Had he not proven his worth to her today? In jushsa way would he have
dealt with any of his own followers who had triedharm her sister. The
episode should have shown her what a gulf existédden himself and the
sort of filthy infidel he had protected her from.

She had asked for his kiss afterwards, as reassir@ould she be unaware
of the meaning of her own actions?

Her legs were long and their shape was revealethdyine cloth of the
stripedshalwarshe wore, pants that ended below the knee. Thisloghal
paintings showed women of the harem in such pantsing a man to start
at the delicate, jewelled feet, the naked anklelscaitves, and work his way

up....



Jalal's jaw clenched. She stood there quiveringkitng her response due to
fear, but he knew it was at the promise of delight.

"What do you fear?" he asked roughly.

She started, listening alertly, like a wild deeattinstinctively feels the
sights of the hunter's gun.

"Wh-what?" she whispered.”l kissed you today," batmued, his voice
harsh. "Do you fear me because of it?"

"Yes...no," she murmured helplessly, still frozkare in moonlight.

Her stomach was bare, exactly as in those antigpie @aintings. Only the
jewel in the navel was missing. He could imagine thxture of the
underside of her breasts behind the little tomesar to a seeking hand....

"Do you fear that we will feel more pleasure thaw gan bear, Clio?"

Her breath hissed audibly. As her eyes became &xoed to the gloom of

the verandah, she could see the faint outline mf ke sat on the battered
old rattan settee, his arms spread along the bé&knees wide apart. Even
in the darkness she felt the impact of this offgraf his sex to her. His

presence was unmistakably male, as if some mascpéirfume enveloped
her, which she could not quite smell....

"No," she said. She could almost have laughedeatia. But somehow she
couldn't laugh, couldn't tell him how far from cect his assessment of her
sexual capacity was.

"The promise of overwhelming pleasure between a araha woman is

rare," he whispered, as if she hadn't answeretbd],almost fear it. This is

natural, perhaps, but the old poets swear thaise the self in the moment
of union is a gift. Shall we prove together thasiso?"

She watched the shadow of his arm detach itsatf flee gloom and reach
out to her. She licked her lips, unable to speak.



"Clio," he commanded softly, almost irresistiblizet me show you the root
of your fear of me."

A door opened in the distance and a few faint bamsusic reached them
before being abruptly cut off again.

In the dying lilacs a sleepy bird briefly querietether it was morning.
Caught in the beam of his masculinity, she couldiliydoreathe.

"I know what it is | fear," she said. But her vosas hoarse when she had
meant it to be strong. Her body was coursing wath sensation, yet she
knew the air around her was still warm.

"And convince you that it is not to be feared,"alahurmured. A greedy
beam of moonlight caught and caressed a dark surteamoved his head.
She felt a sudden pain, as if one could be jeaddasmoonbeam.

She shook her head, to clear it of such insanity.

"It's not pleasure | fear!"

The rattan creaked. She stiffened in alarm, butatemerely withdrawn his
arm and replaced it on the back of the settee.

"What, then?"

"How arrogant you are!" she marvelled, as furyasésl her from the need to
recognize something that had almost surfaced.

He could feel his own impatient anger vying witle thesire that burned in
his heart and loins.

"First kiss me, and then tell me that | am wrorgg " "growled.
As if this were a direct physical threat, she lagpthe last step and quickly

crossed the verandah to the screen door. In tiebdata night-light gave
quiet promise of refuge.



She half expected that he would get up and chadldérey, but when she
dragged open the screen and slipped through, Rralakdid not move from
his seat.



Eight

The next day, Maddy Blake returned from her buymgwith a vanload of
paintings, carvings, dream catchers, jewellerydineak and deerskin items
of all kinds. Everyone helped unload and unpackjmmapand aahing as the
season's catch was revealed.

“I'm starting a new line—deerskin clothes,” Madayaunced, displaying
several items that had the girls gasping with dlig

"I'm trying that on!" "Oh, and that!" "Me, too!" @ and Rosalie and Arwen
exclaimed at a rate of about once every two minutes

"I'm twying that on!" Donnelly exclaimed in her tyras an adorable little
fringed skirt and vest in soft white deerskin wildlicate turquoise and red
beading came out of the wrappings.

Maddy smiled. "I'm glad you like it, darling, becul bought it just for
you!" Everyone laughed at the face of exaggeratedrise and pleasure
Donnelly made, her eyes big, her mouth a perfect O.

"Look at this! Oh, this is so sexy!" cried Rosatiext, pulling out a man's
black cowhide cowboy hat with a beautiful beadwbdnd and a small
feather. "Here, Jalal, you try it on!"

And suiting the action to the word, she put it @tead and stepped back to
admire him.

"Oh, you're so handsome!" she exclaimed, in a vibiaeshowed she was at
least halfway to losing her heart.

Clio clenched her jaw, glancing back and forth kestw the two. She
suddenly saw a danger she hadn't foreseen. Sheevaahtlow Jalal was
taking that. It was hard enough to guess how evemty next door would
take such adoration from a girl almost of consentige. Jalal was a total
stranger to the culture. His rules would be an ingbeble mystery.



"Oh, all the tourist women are just gonna love ydRbsalie continued.
"You could sell them anything!"

It was a disguised way of sayimdpve you,and Clio's heart thudded. Poor
Rosalie! It was impossible to disguise love at tiget. She must have been
just that obvious with her crush on Peter. Aftedgat had been a source of
the deepest humiliation to know that he had alveaen right through her.

She had spent a long time awake last night, thaqkin

Jalal was wrong when he thought—if he really dichkhit'—that she
wanted him. Or that what frightened her was the | passion between
them. She did not have any passion, potential toilegan her.

Sometimes she wondered, looking back such a long Wivahe had ever
really physicallywanted Peter. Perhaps it had been a kind of dmfam
wanting?

Certainly after that night she had never felt aesisexual desire for a man
again. Nothing again had touched her so deeplynids she felt had been
a kind of detached physical urge and, understanthagthat was all she
would ever feel, she had learned to believe thabiild do.

She had no doubt that other women felt more thandsth Maybe much
more. For sure not a single love song or poem cewdd have been written
and sustained on any passion Clio felt, so therst imeimore.

Men were annoyed by her coolness under fire, yetveais grateful and
polite about the pleasure they gave her— why. wassmough?

A boyfriend had said once, "There is another womahere, Clio, | know
there is!" but if so he had never reached her.

Even Peter hadn't been able to reignite the fegking had once thought she
had for him. He had wanted to try, but she couldnderstand why. "But,
Peter, what's the point?" she had asked coollynvieehad tried to kiss her.
"I'm not Zara. | never will be."



"Clio, you love me!" he had exploded. "And I'm filyacoming to realize
maybe it was you | loved all along!"

She had smiled, almost laughed, at that.

So she had no fears about Jalal stirring up depther she couldn't control.
She was a woman without much sex drive, and it gaasg to take more
than a handsome Arab sheikh to change that.

Now Jalal smiled lazily as they all admired hiniling him he looked like
one of thecoureurs de boighose intrepid explorers of Canada's past.

He really is a wonderful-looking gughe thought. The sight of him hurt her
somehow.Handsome and strong and much more macho than Rgtar
was... Gorgeous! No wonder Rosalie's falling fanhi

Jalal said something and took off the hat, seftimyp Rosalie's head. Like
one of the family already, except that the look &tiesgave him wasn't one
anyone gave a brother...Clio couldn't be sure wiaatin Jalal's eyes when
he smiled back.

Her heart began to beat with the deep troubleedke-fhard, slow thuds that
frightened her. How would Jalal react if Rosalied@é so clear she adored
him? He said he wanted Clio...would he take Rosai@ substitute? Was
she watching history about to repeat itself?

On Saturday the ice cream shop, the crafts shophaenalrt gallery went on
full-time summer hours, and within a couple of we#tke season was in full
swing.

Generally speaking, the boys helped out Brandotihaatmarina and the

tackle shop, and the girls looked after the icakrahop, the craft store and
the art gallery. They shared duty at the barn. years, this had made
Maddy despair. Her feminist impulses hated to seh €lear sex- linked

leanings.



"Couldn'toneof you try for a little cross-gender interest?e dometimes
wailed.

Not that Clio didn't like working on boats and m@toor minded selling
bait—on those occasions when her father needectsa leand, or when
business in the boutiques was slow, she enjoyedinges the marina.

But this year she had certainly been avoiding it.

Blake's Marina sold, repaired and rented boats tackle. Sometimes
inexperienced tourists wanted someone to take tbamfishing, and
Brandon accommodated them when he could.

For the last few years, Jude had split this jolhvais father, and Ben was
now in line for it. But Ben was not allowed to tadeyone out alone till he
was eighteen, and Brandon had given Jalal a casis& so he could fill the
vacancy.

Ben always wanted to go along on such fishing trgmsl whenever there
was a chance, Clio was certain to get a request &opanting Ben for
someone to take his place in the marina for a @aphours....

"Who's taking them?" Clio asked, one wet morningearly July, as she
stood behind the ice cream counter facing anothar sequest.

"Dad, I think," Ben said. "Come on, Clio, they onigant a short trip, and
you won't get much business here till the sun comés Anyway, Jalal
knows what he's doing, he'll hardly need you."

Clio hesitated as Rosalie came running in fromctiaét shop.

"Clio, | don't mind doing it!" she said, with a pgaworthy attempt at
casualness.

Clio did not want to go and spend two hours witlalJia a not very busy
marina on a day when it was probably going to r&or a moment she
weighed the probable damage to Rosalie of thataimee with Jalal against
her own disinclination.



Then she reached behind her and, to Rosalie's révitisappointment,
began to untie the white baker's apron that covaezdrl-shirt and pedal
pushers.

"Thanks, Rosalie, but Jalal's really not very eipared yet, and neither are
you. You can cover here and leave the craft shdgatzel. It won't get busy.
If you have any problems, send Arwen over to tHeegafor Mom, okay?"

Rosalie's chin sank, and she nodded wordlesslg.f€lli like a heel, but as
the old phrase had ithis is hurting me more than ydshe was doing her
cousin a favour.

Her heart anxious, Clio followed Ben along the blealk that led from the
house to the marina.

Two men were standing on the dock above one ofisheng boats, but it
was Jalal, not her father, who was aboard, loatiadishing tackle.

Clio blinked and looked again, then stopped a favdy away, catching her
breath on an astonished grin.

It was like a scene from a movie. Two dark-haimedarthy-skinned men in
navybusiness suitstood on the dock among the boxes of tackle, tapks
out of place as if they had just flown in from Mars

"Ben, whoare they?" she asked in a whisper.

But Ben did not stop. He surged ahead, crying, "gdbat! Jalal's going to
take them! Jalal!" he called. "Are you going outtwihem?"

Jalal, expertly stowing a tackle box aboard, lookp@nd nodded. "Yes, I'm
taking them out.” He already seemed totally at hamihis environment,
Clio realized. Maybe boats were in his genes.

"Great! | can go with you. Clio's going to cover fme,” said the boy,
jumping aboard and immediately starting to helpvstioe gear.



"Laa! Laa!" bleated a guttural voice above him, as one ofitee turned to
the other in a babble of protest.

"The boy does not come,"” the other man translateélal, in English. "No
one comes. No room."

Jalal glanced impassively from one to the othetl fight," he said. Clio
thought admiringlyNo one could guess what you are thinking.

The customer was always right, but it was certathly first time any
customer had ever rejected the help of a sparaidiipr hand. Nodding
sadly, Ben helped stow the last couple of itemsthad climbed out of the
boat again.

The two men stepped awkwardly into the boat, ashdy had never
performed the action before, and under Jalal'suasbn put on life vests
over their suit jackets. They now looked even nmiodicrous.

Heck, they're even wearing dress sho€sb noted in amusement. She
stood watching while Ben tossed Jalal the ropestlagal pushed them off
with his foot.

Jalal put the engine in gear and eased away frerddhbk.

The eyes of the two men suddenly raked Clio in raskessment, and one
said something to the other that made her flesbpceven though she
couldn't understand the actual words.

She saw Jalal's jaw tighten, and the boat turreed sharply and too fast,
causing the men to stagger and clutch each othdratance, ruffling their
male dignity. Seconds later, the boat was headuigrao the lake. Clio
stood staring after it, her brain whirling with spéation.

The men and Jalal had all acted as if the onlydagg they had in common
was English. But Clio was almost sure that the lagg the two men were
speaking between themselves was Arabic.



She was absolutely certain that, whatever languagas, Jalal understood
every word they spoke. And that, for all their ¢ak@retence otherwise, the

men knew it.

Who were they? What business could they have vaitiJ



Nine
"Jalal, lcan't!"

Clio froze, her ears pricked, not sure what shehesid. Her heart kicked
uncomfortably.

She had had a long, hard day. One of the high $gm®had not shown for
her evening shift in the ice cream shop, and aftkrdl working day, Clio
had had to fill in for her. Her parents were ous ateeting. Clio had missed
the evening meal, and when she came in she hadsgraimght upstairs to the
attic room where she slept, to relax in a warm bithw, in her bathrobe,
she was on her way down the back stairs to findesiimg in the fridge to
tide her over till morning.

Rosalie's voice had come from behind a closed dgarefoot, Clio crept
along the passage, listening intently to locatertioen.

"But won't it hurt?"

A man laughed softly. "Only a little," said Jaldlisvoice seductively
reassuring. Clio only just caught the words, and heart clenched
spasmodically. She couldn't believe her ears.

This was far worse than anything she had imagiSed.had imagined him
breaking Rosalie's heart, but not—!

Maybe she should have known. Maybe a man who wtakd a hostage
wasn't above anything.

"But—"

She stopped outside the door. It wasn't Rosal@sr She wasn't sure
whose it might be. The two or three empty roomshasfloor and the next
one down were filled by whatever cousin or frienadhcome to stay
temporarily, on a regularly changing rota.



"Think—you will get hurt if you don't. Come, nowpRalie. Be brave."

Her stomach twisting, her heart beating in her dikies thunder, Clio
wrapped her hand around the doorknob and sileathet it. Her heart's
thunder was so loud she could barely hear anythis®y and her chest was
so powerfully constricted she could take only thallowest breath.

"l can't!"

The door moved by quarter inches, while she préyestrength. When she
saw them at last, directly in her line of visiorertheart contracted with
almost desperate pain.

They stood on the far side of a mattress that wab® floor between them
and the door. Jalal had Rosalie in a firm grip, ama around her neck, the
other hand clasping her arm above the elbow. SHehbka head tilted up
over her shoulder towards him, and he was smiliagrdat her with
seductive encouragement.

They were both too absorbed to notice her.

"Think of Arwen, then!" Jalal urged. "Think what ghit happen to her if
you don't!"

Arwen?This was worse than she could have imagined irekvof black
fantasies. Rage electrified her, consumed hertevhating everything except
hatred. Clio launched herself, just as, goadeasttihto action, Rosalie
moved an arm sharply and dropped to one knee, regiddilal flying in a
graceful arc over her head.

Clio, darting full tilt towards them, screeched hwastonished admiration,
and on the other side of the mattress Rosalie sawaihd stared, mouth
open.

"Excellent!" Jalal cried.



He landed on the mattress spread-eagled neatlyisobdak, in time to
receive Clio, who, trying to stop her forward pregg, made a misstep,
tripped on the mattress's near edge and fell.

Her knees landed between his spread legs, heretatstd hands slammed
against his shoulders, then slid down into the mesgt Momentum drove
her body down against his. Her face ended up binesdle his neck, where
she was conscious of his breath tickling her ear.hdir lay tousled over his
face, the rich turquoise-and- purple fabric of lhathrobe splayed out
around them.

Jalal, with the honed, split-second reactions tfamed fighter, instantly
wrapped his arms around her.

There was a moment of stunned silence from everybhnen, covered in
foolish confusion, Clio steeled herself for ridiewdnd lifted her head. She
heaved for breath.

Above her Rosalie was still staring at her likesh fBeneath her, Jalal was
smiling broadly, his teeth white against his tanslid.

"Class dismissed," he said, and her ears werdl filleh ringing laughter
like the peal of church bells.

"What—" she began stupidly. "What on earth—?"
They lay staring into each other's eyes, whiledody shook with laughter,
and she felt as if something as real and physgalectricity shot into her

from him.

His body stirred urgently against hers. Fire seetoeghoosh through her.
Jalal's lips lost their smile and parted and hesejarkened with hunger.

Clio gasped, assailed from too many directionsvaepand stupidly turned
her head in the direction of the chiming laughter.



Every member of the household save her parentssiitasy against one
wall of the room. Their sparkling eyes were fixedheer, their mouths open
wide, teeth glinting with delight.

"What on earth is going on?" Clio finally managedriutter weakly, just as
her brain finished its interpretation of events affédred the answer.

This was one of his self-defence classes. How @dtopuld she get?

She was wearing only a short, silky nightdress utiie open robe, and he
was wearing the white trousers of his jugioNothing, not even a zipper,
got in the way of the hard, intimate pressure. Nagfhdisguised the hot,
unfamiliar reaction of her own body, either. Thadb of his hand was light
now, against the curve of her back, and she waibhtedmove lower, to
press her against him.

"Let me up," she muttered.

She was drowned out by a chorus of voices all deimngrto know what she
had been trying to do. She shook her head, becdusrirse she could not
tell them the truth. She felt like every kind ofadunder the sun, but what
story could she possibly invent that would be i ldast plausible to cover
such bizarre and astonishing behaviour?

"Let me up." she repeated.

He raised a quizzical eyebrow, and of course henWwdsing anything to
prevent her getting up. If she felt trapped thdresas by her own wishes.
Clio jerked away from him, kneeling and then geftin her feet, twitched
her bathrobe around her, tossed her loose hair. baftkr the first
impossible-to-resist urge to look, her eyes regbyustayed away from his
groin.

With a reluctant, lazy smile of his heavy-liddedsyhat burned her where
she stood, Jalal also flung himself to his feet.



"What kind of an attack was that?" the kids werk ¢d¢manding, and she
realized dimly that all those messages betweem Huglies had been the
work of an instant. It had felt like long minutes.

"Never mind," Clio said with dignity. "It didn't wk, my timing was off."
She thought how impossibly unfair it would be tothe kids get any idea of
her momentary suspicion of Jalal. How confused ankappy it would
make them all, to know that Clio had actually beti@ Jalal was trying to
force Rosalie!

She could not do that to them, shake their truatfirend—in their hero! she
told herself. And then, with the clarity that somets comes in the wake of
such powerful emotion, she saw the truth.

The truth was that Jalal was not her enemy. Heright she had made it up
because of fear. She was afraid of him becauserabsexually attracted to
him. That was the whole truth.

A weight seemed to drop away from her. And asdtat, just as arms that
have unnaturally strained against an immovable kteidll rise unbidden
when the weight is released, her spirit seemeiitto |

As that happened, she was invaded by a sweet,ngpeliave of pure
sensuality that filled her entire being, so that skemed to be floating on
the sea of her own limitless being.

She gasped with astonished joy. Never had bodyginitl been a source of
such pure delight.

Meanwhile the kids were all on their feet, chattangl laughing about how
Clio's wild, crazy entrance onto the scene hadn&drihem.

"Next time!" Jalal called, signalling the breakup the class for this

evening, and to Clio's only faint surprise, thddren instantly fell into two

neat lines totally unlike their usual rowdy indgane and in perfect unison
made a smart obeisance before calling their gogltsiand filing out of the
room. Even Donnelly.



"Come on, Donnelly, bedtime," Rosalie called.
"Okay. Good night, Pwince Jalal."
"Good night, Donnelly," he said.

"So they bow to Prince Jalal after all?" she obsénas Ben, the last one
out, closed the door.

' 'To make respectful obeisance to the teachearisgh the discipline of a
fighter,” he said. "Just so must one submit ondistavdoing only right
before one uses the powers and abilities thaaight."

"And did you submit to the necessity of doing omight?" she asked,
groping for a familiar support in a new world.

"No," Jalal said softly. "No, Clio, do not hide tims way."
The sun was setting; the room was soft with shaduwsa
She turned as if to leave, but his hands caughtdnew her into his arms.
"Why do you do it?" he murmured. "Why do you temy& and then call me

a monster? Why is your fear so great?"

Oh, this was too soon. She hadn't had time to aafler thoughts yet. She
needed to go away and think.

His hands expertly found the opening of her rolyeped inside. She started
shivering uncontrollably. Distractedly Clio hopdgetweather wasn't going
to turn cold just in time for the weekend.

''What do you want?" he whispered seductively.
"I don't want anything,” she said, and even shddcoear the lie. The

unbearable lightness of her being began to shinamgicoalesce into a new
shape.



"No?" He paused, gazing at her eyes, her facdigser'You are not polite,
you do not ask me what | want, Clio."

She could remain silent, but she would have nedudebelp of horses to get
her out of that room, out of his arms. She mentaitiered herself to go, but
it was futile.

"What then? In this culture | must ask for pernussio kiss you? | do not
like this. A woman knows what she wants, why isat also for the woman
to ask permission of the man? Or to make demandsPis\bnly the man
understood to have desires? In my country we knettebthan this."

She licked her dry lips, hardly aware of what hd.dawas only the vehicle
for the sound. His voice was seductively roughe lkkitten's tongue. Her
skin leapt with little shivers of delight and ariation. She knew she should
not answer him; he would only confuse her furttfiehie did.

"Women can ask for what they want," she said anyway

"Ask me to kiss you, then,” he commanded, in ae&a@o indescribably
delicious to the senses she instinctively stoppeehthing, to better
concentrate on the sensations it aroused in her.

Oh, such sensations as she could hardly remembeghialt before. As if
she had been born only a minute ago, it was alleso—yet she also knew
she had been starved of such feelings for a loageb lifetime.

All this time his arms were around her, intimatelrm through the delicate
silk slip that served her as nightwear, holding ¢y lightly, but with the
promise of power in every muscle. One hand on reakbthe other
inescapably across her hips. She felt the agilength of his fingers,
understood with the direct physical knowledge of Ibedy's hunger how
easily he could slip the pale turquoise silk ugpwa fnches to expose her
naked thighs to his expert touch....

Oh, but shouldn't she take time? This was all s s8Bouldn't she go away
and think over what it meant? If it turned out glas a highly sexed woman
after all, didn't she have to consider what to lboud that?



"No," she muttered weakly, in answer to his command

He showed her his teeth then, drawing her lowery lgehtly against his,
pressing oh so lightly against that heat, so thatsuld learn, if she had
doubted it, that he was still hard, and she wlsstilting, with desire.

Her sudden indrawn breath rasped in her open thrahher eyes widened,
unconsciously inviting him into her being. The honplackness of his eyes
thrust and probed her deepest self, until she stmteat the necessity of his
body also entering hers.

"l think the men of this culture are not such foats you tell me," Jalal
murmured, and then, inevitably, his head movedetl@nd his mouth
covered hers.

Wild, delicious sensation poured over her. His lsanmbved against her
back under the robe, just enough to make the ghleloown thin shift caress
her skin. The silk belonged to her, perhaps, beitiat was all his.

It coursed over and through her system, a sensushstroke that clouded
her thoughts, made her glow with delight.

His mouth was a whole gallery of artistic expertisgploding on the tiny
canvas of her lips. He stroked, he brushed, hediclkhe dabbled, and
meanwhile she saw all the colours of the most itiverpalette imaginable.
Rich blues, haunting turquoises, deep greens, akpsiks, erotic purples
drowned her, and gold and silver burst and shatsadner vision while she
sank to a place in herself she did not know.

Her spirit soared free. Laughter and delight budblreher.
Her arms slipped up around his neck, her fingarstimg and tangling with
his hair, brushing his ear, his chin. Her handgléid with the joy of

caressing him.

His mouth left hers then, and nibbled up the lihker cheek to her temple,
her eyes. His tongue trailed over the thickly egliashes, to teach her that



every tiniest pore was a source of stinging eleatharge, with lines that
reached over her whole body.

She kissed his neck, breathing in the scent thataméy him—masculine,
heady, and pungent enough after his labours adagdo cut through every
civilised barrier straight to her animal senseghwhe urgent message of
male potency.

His arms wrapped her safe against his chest, adtipped backwards with
her onto the mattress. She gasped in wild drunlsmrfeeling the hard
pressure of his body more fiercely now, and whenhand cupped her
headand drew her face remorselessly down to hishmsiie seemed to melt
again and again.

His lips devoured her with kisses. Every nervehmworld seemed attached
to her lips, as if the sunset, the wind in thedrdlee very evening chorus of
the birds derived its inspiration from the movemairttis mouth against her
skin.

Her mouth could not get enough of him. Her handd his head, her fingers
threading and clenching through his curling blaek,)desperate for more
than kisses could give.

He knew it. His hand, caressing her, found the lsefeher breast where it

pressed against his chest, and trailed againahd,down over her back
under the soft covering of her robe to her hips, then up to press her back
with delighting firmness.

Her body hungrily sought his, in little urgent miE®s, and he lifted her
head away from his kiss and smiled, shaking hislh&€aen he rolled her
over onto her back, and lay above her on one elblisunouth lost its smile
as his hand, free now to wander, ran hard up hir dhigh from knee to
hip, with wild masculine possessive- ness, asfihde his own territory.

She melted again with his hungry , declarationwhership, and when his
hand pushed the silky slip up over her hip, ag fould not allow even that
to trespass, she was assailed with such wild, daspenelting that she
groaned.



She was another woman completely than the oneatheden an hour ago.
Nothing that she had believed and known about liexse real now. She

hardly knew her name. All that Was real about has Jalal's hand, Jalal's
body, his mouth, her need.

His mouth was against her breast, his tongue vgettia silk to rub against
her swollen hungry nipple. Shafts of delicious tigixploded behind her
eyelids, swept as sweet as honey to her skin, ddike celestial water
through all her melting limbs.

A spiral of intensely burning fire spun hypnotigatletween her thighs, and
her fingers clenched in his hair as she pulledh@uth from his to cry out.

Dimly she realized that his hand was there on &gy is fingers stroking

the fiery spiral into being, stoking its urgencwy, and on till her body, with

shocking suddenness, began to clench spasmodit¢héiy. sensation and
sweet delight etched new pathways of pleasuréhadugh her, like water

pouring along just-carved channels, bringing ligdelight to a starving,

drought-stricken land, in a moment that went omtmity.

"Oh!" was all she could say when it was over. Hetlyowas flooded with
heat and honey, and she lay feeling as lazy at a ca

He bent and kissed her mouth, then lifted his head.
"We must go to my room now," he said.

She nodded dimly, her consciousness scarcely imntj. When he stood
and reached a hand down for her, she obedienttyfetl him to her feet.

He opened the door and glanced up and down thewedkhallway. A radio
was playing softly somewhere.

"My room," she whispered. Her legs were like rubb8&he had to
concentrate to stand straight.

"All right," Jalal said. His mouth covered hers lwia hungry, promising
kiss. ' 'Go there. | will follow in a moment.”



She slipped along the passage and up the stdies tmwn lair, amazed that
she could still make her legs function. If they a/éers. Her entire lower
body felt melted. Her head was full of memoriesvbit was just past, and
at each one her body was swept with sensationcthaded her knees to
buckle.

In her attic room she swept clothes from a chadt @ssed them into the
closet, kicked shoes under the bed, fluffed pillosteaightened the already
neat duvet. She turned on the lamp that was icdheer on the far side of
the bed, and then stood looking down at the besi)ycaested under the
sloping roof, in its intimate circle of light, afdaved a sigh of anticipation
that went all through her.



Ten

She heard light footsteps on the stairs, and chated up and down her
being. She sat down on the bed, got up again, duneevously as the door
opened.

Jalal came through the door, pushed it silentlyt,stalt for the lock and
turned the key with a grating sound that shot thhober like a bolt of
sensual lightning. He took a couple of steps towaet, enclosed her in one
strong arm, and dropping something onto the bedsitke, turned and
wrapped her tightly to him, smothering her with thigdest kiss she had
ever dreamed of, all her life long.

It went on forever, and it was all the kisses shd hever had, it was a
lifetime of kisses all in one. It was giving anditay, it was burning and ice,
it was melting, utter, delicious delight.

When he lifted his head at last, she could onlatire his name."Take this
off,” he ordered softly, drawing her robe down ower shoulders and
tossing it to one side.

She stood there trembling, with only the tiniestexing of silk between his
hungry eyes and her body. Two narrow straps trheegerfectly formed

shoulders. Thin turquoise silk, still damp from mwuth, caressed her
warm, milky breasts, fell over swelling hips to Wwrg smooth thighs.

He bent his head, and his mouth settled just un€eleear and trailed kisses
down the side of her neck, while his hands encldsed thighs with
possessive firmness.

Just like that, she melted into flame.
His hand drew up the resistless silk, and withlititgest possible caress his

fingers again brushed the warm, melting place whedody would soon
demand entry.



Jalal understood that he had never been so Ibst iife. Desire like the hot
desert wind blasted him. She was every elementze fof nature against his
being. He understood that all of nature's wildestcds, creative and
destructive, that which brought both life and deh#d one source, and that
she took him there.

"My rose," he murmured, drowning in passion like&t@m-swollen river in

spring. He touched the rose and knew with the d#emeost primitive

knowledge, that this part of her belonged to hins td touch, to taste, to
tantalize with his tongue and his body until thdt ilk of the petals

trembled and opened to him and willingly enclosed.h

Lightning streaked out from his fingertips and stiwbugh all the wild hot
colours of her being. Clio gasped, deep in herahnd heard him grunt in
response as if she had struck him, felt how hiscdéily hard sex pulsed
against her, heard the urgent, hungry whisperofbice.

' 'Zahri," he whispered.Zahri."

Zary.

Slowly the word penetrated the fog of pleasure 8tapefied her. Clio
gasped with shock. Splinters of ice rushed alomgassion-swollen senses,
cutting and slicing the softest parts of her beirtty a pain like nothing on
earth.

She felt his touch now urging her down on the Ibéelwas murmuring in
Arabic now, words of passion she didn't understand.

But she had understood enough.
"Let go of mel!"

Like a drunkard, Jalal lifted his head and held fase between his two
hands with bemused concern. "Clio?"

He seemed unaware that he had spoken any nameromivh.



"Let go!"

He did not need to let go of her. She was alreadybhis hold, wrapping
her arms over her beautiful breasts as if to ptdterself from him.

"What is it, beloved?" he asked, frowning, uncoaossly reaching for her
again.

Stepping out of reach, she stared at him coldlaforoment, not answering.
Her eyes were wide and black with such horror asdped never to see in a
woman's eyes again. He swallowed.

"Clio! What is it? What—" And only then did he rea that he was not
speaking English. "What is it?" he said again.

"Don't you ever touch me again," Clio said hoarsBlindly she groped for
her robe, clutched it to her breasts, hiding héfsai him.

"What has happened?" he cried softly. "What haue ngmnembered?"He
stepped carefully towards her, sure that the swiukay within his own
arms. "Tell me."

"God, | loathe men!" She stared at him, her chipagaf it was himself that
she hated, but he knew it could not be so. "Geét out

"Clio," he said more urgently, as if his voice mighing sense to such blank
wildness as he saw in her face.

She turned to the door, and under her hand thes&esped in the lock.
Flinging open the door, she faced him again, aistat anguish and fury.

"Get out!" she said again.

"I will go when you have told me what troubles yole said, not moving
from where he stood.



But she was lost in grief, anger, and violent del&thing. She whirled and
was out of the room before Jalal, master of thelqdefence, could even
engage his feet.

He did not follow her, but waited in the shadowedm, following with his
ears as she stumbled down the stairs like a wouaiaaal.

He did not know, but thought he could guess, "whatle her run from such
wild passion. There could not be more than oneoreéSome man had hurt
her. He had suspected it before, but now it waarcle

His heart tightened with the hardest, most bitteyest he had ever felt, like
stone at the centre of his being, and he knewfthatmet the man he would
kill him, with one damning blow. There could be mercy for a man who
used his superior strength against a woman, whehh@d given him such
strength to protect them.

He thought of her wild passion, remembered howhslteopened her heart
to him, then thought of the suddenness of her toamstion.

What horror had she suddenly remembered, and why& Was the touch
that was unbearable?

He felt that he wanted to heal the wound, to rester to the full enjoyment
of her passionate nature. He felt that he couldald/Vhen he touched her,
when she shivered, when she cried her pleasungsitwith a joy that was
fresh, was new, and all this told him that othemrhad not been able to
overcome her memories in the way that he had. S@lowed him to take
her to unexplored places in herself....

He could teach her body, her spirit, a new memidgycould wipe out the
old.



Clio pulled off her shorts and shirt to reveal shi@anable cream two-piece
bathing suit, and stuffed them and her sandals timowaterproof bag,
where her portable CD player, a novel, her towel aan cream already
were. In a separate bag she carried fresh fruitaattle of water.

All the residents of the Blake household, tempol@amg permanent, were
expected to contribute labour according to the&, aghether in the running
of the house, or in the boutiques and marina. €ytunger ones, of course,
the "work" of observing how the cash register wasrated, or a boat motor
was repaired, often seemed more like play, espgaidien they were
allowed to ring up a sale or insert a washer alhgynselves.

There was a second iron-clad rule, too—they ak mwe day off each week.
On that day they looked after only their own nedlsy helped set the table
or cook if they ate with the family, put their deshin the dishwasher as
usual, tidied away after games.

Sometimes in the busiest periods, of course, théeswent by the board for
Maddy and Brandon and the older children; thereevadways rainy days
when they could catch up. But today was Clio's dalesl day off, and
unless all hell broke loose requiring her instdtdgradance, she was going to
take it.

So after staying in bed late to avoid the familgdkfast, and any meeting
with Jalal, she had scribbled a note on the kitdilaokboard "Down at the
cove, C 'and slipped out.

Now, pausing a moment to clip her hair in placeg shipped into the
deliciously cool water and, one hand clutchingwhaerproof bags, struck
out for her favourite rock with a half sidestroke.

This small, out-of-the-way cove, only a twenty mmbike from home, had
no beach, only a few precarious rocks at the botibthe cliff. The water
was deep right from the shore. At the mouth tacthee, a bed of reeds and a
spread of rocks, some of them submerged, discodrageedboats and
jet-skis.



All this meant that in the mornings Clio could beefty sure of being
undisturbed, and, short of taking a boat to a rsestuded beach, it was her
favourite place to relax. And think.

And she had a lot to think of today, she told Hérsanically, as she arrived
at the large flat rock in the middle of the covemgbed her things there, and
slipped back into the welcoming water.

Well, what a glutton for punishment you ashe told herself with brutal
self-contempt, as she dived deep under the suriecéne rich, dark depths.
Sunlight shafted down through the water, showing rex own greeny-
white arms, and a startled fish made good its escap

There must be something seriously wrong with hgclps. Twice in her life
she'd been wildly attracted to a guy, and both giime just happened to be
obsessed with her own sister? Just an unhappyidemmz=?

Not very likely.

What weird and twisted mental wiring made her wargunish herself like
this? Had she really felt so second- rate besidgdgeous sister that she
could only want a man who really wanted Zara?

Last night, she had looked back over the courdeplife since that scarring
moment with Peter and realized that many cruciathkgsions about herself
she had come to in those years were wrong. Shenetas woman cursed
with faint sexual appetites at all. She was a womhbka had put herself in
cold storage because of the hurt inflicted on k&ual image of herself at a
critical, vulnerable moment—nher first full sexualceunter.

Clio snorted, and the air bubbled like laughteotigh the water, but it was
not lightness that she felt. Because what ha#tértao show her this simple,
obvious fact? How did she know it? Because her lveatystill running with

a river of desperate, hungry sexual passion ohd &he had not felt since
that night—had not, she saw naallowedherself to feel since that night....

She surfaced, gasping for air, and floated fomeeton her back, staring up
at the hot sun.



Oh God, she was going to go out of her mind! Howl@she resist Jalal
now, when the source of what she had been feadinigifn, and had hidden
under the convenient blankets of suspicion andllgstvas revealed in all
its divine simplicity as pure, raw sexual attranfo

Yet how could she give in to it when she was faeingther hurt identical to
the first one?

Give me another one
Just like the other one...

She couldn't go through that again. Not with Jalal.

Well, at least this time she had had the couragetfam sense to resist. She
hadn't gone passive with Jalal as she had witlr P&lbe hadn't let him use
her as a substitute for her own sister.

She squeezed her eyes shut, suddenly imaginingtiweuld have been if
he had not said her sister's name till laterjttilas too late.... That would
have been the end of the world.

If Jalal had made love to her wanting Zara, it widove killed her. Peter's
betrayal had severed her access to her sex duvdalal's—his would cut
the cord to her heart.

She turned away from the thought, not wanting ®wky that was so, and
struck out in a hard, fast crawl.

But even that could not stop the hungry, coursinglting desire that swept
her body and soul every time she let herself whisgikink!—his name.

In the beautiful structure called for centuriestghe King's Pavilion, three
young men lay on cushioned divans, eating sweetnm@&ath princely
abandon. The Pavilion's broad walls of glass, a end of a long,



beautifully planned garden, overlooked a scene ®othi fountains and
serene with greenery.

It was one place of very few in the Barakat Emsattere the men—whose
handsome faces would have been instantly recodgeimablmost every one
of their subjects—could be assured of completeaggvwithout anyone
remarking the fact. By tradition guards preventeyome entering the
grounds that enclosed the Pavilion, whenever theamoh was in his refuge.

They could relax here, sure that no servant wawolglbie them unless rung
for, that no subject would appear seeking a boond Ahere was an
additional factor that made the Pavilion a deseaithce to be today.

It was swept for electronic bugs every day.

Even so, the princes—Karim, Omar and Rafi—tookatiged precaution of
sitting by one of the small inside fountains, foe tsound of running water
confuses voice- transmitting devices.

They were handsomely negligent, lying in the cadditional summer
costume of baggy white cotton trousers, their cheate under open shirts,
their feet and dark heads also bare. They appd¢ataity relaxed. No one
could have suspected, seeing their casual posthegsyhat they discussed
now was a heavy matter of state.

"He has been approached,"” Prince Karim was safgnthe King's Pavilion
was in the gardens of his own palace, on the stajrébse Gulf of Barakat,
and it was he who had received the news.

They were all silent for a moment, absorbing thislence of the truth of
their suspicions.

Prince Omar's eyebrows went up as he thoughtfabhk it in. "I suppose
that's good," he said at last. Absently he readbethe lid of a polished
gold humidor, lifted it and drew out one of his davite small cigars.

"Any hint yet who by?" Prince Rafi asked.



"None."

They all waited as Omar carefully lit his cigar.fRaok up two walnuts,
cracked one against the other, and dropped theewdra back in the plate.

"And how did he respond?" Omar drawled, absentlghiat the end of his
cigar, as if the smoke might scribble the truthyteeught in the air before
his eyes.

"He'd be a fool to show interest so soon,"” Rafil seissing the meat of the
walnut into his mouth.

Karim nodded. ' ‘And they would scarcely wish torkvaith a fool."

"They may wish soon enough that he was one," smdrQwith a dry smile.
"I wonder why it does not occur to such intriguérat once installed in
power he would have no more need of their assistanc

"Perhaps they feel that they will not ndadh for long," Rafi suggested.

"I wonder if you're right. Will they offer guarargs?"

"If they are wise," insisted Omar dryly, "they walskfor them."



Eleven
"Clio."

Oblivious to any outside sound, she lay stretchethe warm, flat rock, her
earphones in her ears, drowning her worries with-feck music at a
volume just below permanent damage level.

"Clio."

Her skin was smooth, brown, glistening with swewat aun cream. Her long
loose hair fell down over the edge of the low ratktips just trailing in the
water. A couple of minnows were nipping curioudyteem. One arm was
stretched languidly out, hanging over the wates,ghlm half cupped with
lazy vulnerability.

If he heaved out of the water and lay between highs and kissed her,
would she resist?

He suppressed the impulse, staying in the watemanching the long lines
of leg and hip, the generous curve of her bredsigeathe white material of
her suit, the full glistening lips, the curl of heyelashes.

She appealed to him as no other woman had ever #tmeould require
every ounce of discipline he possessed to conisahéed and subdue it to
her own need, go at her pace.

Rather than try to compete with the angry musistblg into her ears, he
lifted an arm from the water and sent a light s@awss the neatly muscled
expanse of her abdomen.

She blinked and turned her head, after a few maosrferding him against
the sun. Then one hand groped to the CD playekdlied the sound, the
other meanwhile drawing the earphones from her ears



Then they were still for an unmeasured moment,ngaito each other's
eyes as the sun beat down and the water lappegaadise seemed to
beckon.

Seeing the note she had left, he had followed &gz, lwhere they might be
private, and where, away from her family, she migiltencouraged to tell
him a little of the history that had scarred heut Bhen he looked at her,
those searching dark eyes, that generous mouthspedich seemed to dry
in his throat.

Clio gazed at him, and almost cried out with thegeuof conflicting
sensations—melting in her body, anguish in her thd4er entire body
seemed turned to liquid sugar, sweet, warm, delgcidust seeing him, like
a seal beside her in the water, his head liftestace at her... she sensed the
elemental self of him. He was like a creature stifire than half-wild, and
that knowledge thrilled her.

He was pursuing her for reasons all his own, aatdtifled her breath.

He heaved himself half out of the water onto thekroeside her, but there
was not enough room for two on her rock, unlesdayeso close that
lovemaking became inevitable.

It was already intimate enough, his body proppedhan elbows, his
shoulders above her.... The posture of his bodyhan own, invited him to
sink down and kiss her.

She rolled and sat up abruptly, turning away fram,hdragging her bag
over and thrusting the CD player into it. Her babkvered with the nearness
of his heat.

"What do you want, Jalal?" she asked coolly oversheulder as he pulled
himself up to a sitting position behind her.

Her skin was so warmly brown against the whiteafswimsuit. He knew
many Arab men who longed for pale, blonde womehheuhad never felt
the draw. For him, as for the ancient poets angstiters, it was dark eyes
and hair that caused the heart to beat uncomfgrtabt....



"To be with you." He stopped, coughed, and breatiesgp.

Suddenly he realized the impossibility of broachsugh a subject with
words. What could he tell hef?can be patient while we slay the demons
that haunt you®ould she be angered if he told her to what commhsshe
had jumped?

And suppose he was wrong? Perhaps he had merehnced himself of
the truth of his suspicions to hide the hurt anothe&rpretation of last
night's events would deliver to his male ego? Sappbwas himself she
objected to, and not to the act at all?

No. He had seen her eyes. And it was not him tieahad seen when horror
gripped her.

"l guess it never occurred to you that you areldlseperson in the world |
want to be with right now," she observed in a cosagonal tone.

"Yes, it occurred to me. But | thought, too, tHave talked about last night
a little, you might change your mind."

Her heart shrivelled. God in Heaven, why didn'thlaee the sense to shut
up? What on earth did he imagine he could possiyto make anything
better?

It didn't help that the incantatidtis Zara you wantwas about as effective
as sunglasses against a supernova. When she labkead, felt him there,

she still burned to touch him. Her body was on dinel aching for him. No
matter what she knew.

Not like Peter at all. When she had seen Petenagdien he had tried to
touch her, assuring her that after all he reallg at#racted to her for herself,
her stomach had heaved with disgust.

So, did this constitute progress? Clio asked hiensti bitter humour. She
let out a choked laugh at the thought.



"Do you know," she informed him brightly, "I realljon't want to hear
anything at all about last night!"

She had been hurt, and he knew he could heal leewds as sure as he
could be that he could get behind whatever was mgaker say these
things...and maybe she knew it, too, in some danewself, and wanted to
be released....

"Can we not say a little?" She was stonily siléwet; back rigid and turned
against him.

"l came here because | wanted to be alone."” "Samastiis it not better not
to be alone, even though in a part of yourself, wish it?"

"'l am not a damsel in distress, Jalal. | am riattan up a tree.”

He paused. "l do not understand these culturaindjbhe observed, with a
tone that forced a laugh from her.

He swallowed and rubbed his chin.

"Such a hot day!" he murmured. "Why did no one wamthat in summer
Canada, the land of ice and snow, is as hot asgsprithe desert?"

"It's a closely guarded secret,"” she said, witleogression. "Otherwise half
the millionaires in the world would want to buy pssty here and force the
prices up."

She knew she was just at the edge of control. Stsetrembling inwardly,
and she could feel the tears threatening from debpr being.

She began hastily packing up her things, shovingdwel and book into
her bag, picking up the bag half filled with strasmies.

"Clio, don't leave," he said.

"'Jalal, what happened happened. | think we batie o agree that it will be
better if it never happens again.”



She sounded angry, but underneath, he knew, shemyaburt. He did not
know how he knew it. By some magic between themat tiad never
happened to him before, telling him her inmost tids and feelings.

If he could touch her, take her in his arms, itbald hold and comfort her,
she would tell him what past hurt had made hertrigathis way. But he
must be careful. Until he knew more of what hadseauher change last
night, any physical move on his part might reigmite memories....

"No. I do not agree. | think we should not be pifitay what happened.”

He knew that it was important to tell her that lad hot been angered by her
abrupt rejection of him in the heat of the mom&tte had to know that he
was capable of controlling himself, of acceptinghvpatience whatever she
needed.She almost laughed at the sheer ludicraushésat. What was he
going to say? That he would be happy to acbeptas aZarasubstitute if
she didn't object? Thdhe price for the hottest sexual pleasure she would
ever experience was to let him imagine he was gthsister?

Well, fortunately she had been down that road leef8he knew the trip
wasn't worth it.

"Do you!" she said, with a cynical half laugh. "Wedo doubt I'm turning
down an opportunity in a million, but you'll hawedxcuse me."

"Clio..." he begged.

She should jump into the water and leave him. Batfslt bound to him by
the cords of electric feeling that swept her badyisnearness. She wanted
to reach for him, to touch the source of the pleashat swept her. Like
smelling your favourite, deliciously cooked foodhesthought in a
ridiculous aside, and wanting a taste....

If she turned to him now she would get more théaste. She would get the
full-course meal, and nothing she could tell hénseluld stop her wanting

it from him. She was on a knife-edge and she krie®he was shivering

with years of pent-up need.



But if she gave in to this crazy desire to throwsk# against Jalal's
muscled, water-beaded chest, be wrapped in hisygvidlrms—she would
risk another deeply soul- destroying experience.

"Jalal, | don't want to hear it!" she said. Therxerting all her
self-discipline, she grabbed up the waterproof lzagsslid into the water.

Out of her paranoia, she began to watch him. Hddwepeak on the phone
to someone, in Arabic, his voice soft as if he wadraid of being overheard,
even here, where no one understood the languages@me off. he took a
boat and disappeared, sometimes for hours.

Once, driving past in a boat, she saw him on awveant dock, sitting with
two dark men, and she was sure they were the sameho had hired the
boat that day, and refused to let Ben go along.

She remembered that moment, on the day he armesh) he had forgotten
his stated reasons for coming here. She had renhimde that he was here
to practise his English. "Yes," he'd said, but sfreembered that she had
wondered, and she began to wonder again now, viba¢dl reasons were.

He knew he was a fool if he blamed her attituderelgton some other
man's actions. He had to look into himself for¢hase of Clio's repudiation
of him. It was too easy to attribute her behavientirely to past trauma.

He had to accept that she also blamed him, believadcapable of the kind
of behaviour that had caused her own evil memories.

For the first time, he began seriously to wondeetlver more than he
understood had happened to Zara while he helddstage. Always before
he had believed that his word was law with his nitad one of them defied
the ban he had imposed?



Surely his mother would have known, even if he leingdid not, a part of

him argued. And if his mother had known, she warddainly have told

him. She, who had always disapproved of his plartheé strongest terms,
who had bitterly reviled him when she learned tiehad returned to camp
with Prince Rafi's intended wife as his captive] kiesited Zara twice every
day. She could have had no hesitation in telling Hj as a result of his

arrogant stupidity, his hostage had been hurt.

Unless... He thought of his mother's history, alscghandmother's. Both of
them had suffered because of the archaic attitbdesaid a woman who
lost her virginity before marriage, whether she wafault or not, could be
written out of history, even killed.

Nusaybah, his mother, had escaped death at hefadhar's hands because,
and only because, the illegitimate child she cdrireher womb was the

grandchild of a king who no longer had an heir. 8ad been forced into

marriage, with a man old enough to be her grandfatto save her

reputation in the tribe.

Jalal gasped, making a connection for the firsetiBut she must have been
still in love with Prince Aziz! In love with a hasdme prince, mourning his
death, carrying his son, and forced to marry tidinzan...

And no doubt, Jalal saw suddenly, she had hadttapwith whatever her
husband exacted from her in return for the favduni® protection.

These were things his mother had never spokenutfti# tribe had never
been kind to women. Women were better off in thiegiof Barakat, where
a secular state imposed its own codes.

His grandmother, Nusaybah's mother, a princessalsadsuffered deeply.
Abandoned to her fate, with no choice but to mahg bandit who had
abducted and raped her—or flee into the desertdand

She had survived on memories of her old life, asl evater and green trees,
until a mercifully early death.



Had these facts surfaced in his mother's mind?dHadnoved to protect the
hostage by denying that such a thing had ever megalyén order to, as she
might well believe, save Zara's life—or at the vieast, her marriage to the
prince?

If so, and if he knew it, Rafi would by now havdldéd the man. Nor would
he have allowed Jalal himself to be treated as &® mow being treated,
trusted as he was now trusted, by his uncles.
So if it had happened, Zara had not told Rafi.

But might she have confided in her sister?

Perhaps even, it had occurred in darkness, s&@#nathad not known who
it was, had believed he himself was her attacker?

There was more to Clio's abrupt rejection of hilantithe scars of the past.
He must find out his own share of her trouble.

"Are you watched?"

"Of course | am watched! We are undoubtedly undeseovation at this
moment,” Jalal said impatiently. "Can you not aisteattempt to disguise
yourselves in the local costume?”

The men looked down at their own neat suits and galored shirts in
surprise. "Is this not—?" one began.

"You are not in the city now! Here the traditiomiess is such as you see
me wearing."

They looked at his brightly patterned, baggy shdris cotton shirt open
over a white T-shirt, and nodded. ' "Your poimhaged, Excellency."

"You might also try to look as if you are here ight"



"Of course,"” they said, and then glanced uncestamtl each other,
wondering how to do it. He almost laughed.

"Here's a worm. Bait the hook."

The worm wriggled. The dark man withdrew his hatithis worm is
alive."

Jalal glanced at him with a coldness in his eyasriade the other feel how
close the grave might be. "You involve yourselpiiots that will result in the
deaths of thousands and you cringe at a worm? @§edhe worm is alive,"
he said. "That is how the fish like them."



Twelve

"Clio, | ask you to tell me something,” Jalal begaithout preamble,
grabbing the first opportunity in days. It was gagrwith rain outside. The
children had been taken by their parents to seenads visiting circus in a
town miles away, leaving the two of them in charelunchtime he had
left the hired help alone in the mostly desertedimaaand come to the
house.

''Even if Zara has sworn you to strict secrecy gaust now find a way to
tell me the truth. Who among my men hurt your sisthen she was in
my..."

"Prison?" Clio supplied brightly. She busied hdrseth the sandwich she
was making, keeping her back to him. She had noquered her physical
reaction to him. Bad enough when they were menelyhe same room
together. When he focussed his attention on hecgtlel hardly keep her
knees from buckling.

"Yes," he agreed softly. "In my prison. Did shefsumore than | knew?"

She turned, summoning her old anger as her shyglithst present feelings.
"You know, it's fascinating," she observed. "Yolk &@s if Zara was the only
one who could have suffered anything because of Pauyou have any
idea, Jalal, what hell we went through here, kngvgome rebel fanatic with
a score to settle had taken Zara hostage thousdmali¢es away? Can you
conjure up the glimmer of an idea of what my mothed father went
through?"

"Yes, of course, |—"

"No," she contradicted flatly. "No, because if yid, you would never have
come here." Oh, how she wished he had not! "Youldvoever have so
blithely expected them to play host to you afteatwWou had done to us all.
You thought that because Zara survived more or dessathed and you
very kindly didn't let your men have a regular gachar, the way we all
feared for days on end, that it was all over antiaxon done.



"Let me fill you in—my father was as grey as ddatim the moment we got
the news Zara had been abducted to the momentané her voice on the
phone telling him she was fine. | thought he wasmgdo have a heart
attack, and no doubt he would have, if it had gonenuch longer. | was
terrified it was going to kill them both.

"And the kids, too. Even Donnelly. We couldn't keeégrom the kids.
Everyone in the country knew about it— it was olevssion twenty-four
hours a day! They called her the Barakat Hostageyal know that? It was
'‘Day Three in the Barakat Hostage Crisis' for thenalists, but for us it was
another twenty-four hours, one thousand four huhdrel forty minutes, of
fear, misery, and feelings so horrible | bet youtvever experienced
anything like it in your life."

He was silent, listening.

"All right, 1 accept that nothing worse than thectf of imprisonment
happened to her. But don't think that knowing thigies away all the scars,
Jalal. You don't recover from an experience likat flust because it's all
over now."

She was reminding herself as she spoke, and tHeealldgs now poured up
through the well hole she had at last created flanded her.

A hundred protests rose to his lips and were gdelteshe spoke. He forced
himself to listen, not to defend himself in wordtbought, but to let what
she said find its mark in his heart.

He listened as she ran out of words and beganép veend he did not make
the mistake of trying to touch her when she didwtould he offer himself
as her comforter when the wounds she describedbkad inflicted by
himself?

When all the words and all the storm of weepingenanished he sat in
silence with her. She wiped her nose and facandethe sobs subside.
Finally she raised her head and looked at him.



"Thank you," he said then. "Thank you for tellinge rwhat | did not
understand before. | have heard what you said, Clio

She had not told him everything. She had not saytheng about the fact
that he had fallen for her sister and then triedxorcise his illicit passion
for his uncle's wife on her own sister's body. 8lae not said that she
wondered how deep his love for Zara went, and vérdtke was willing to
betray Prince Rafi in order to gain her.

"Rest assured, your uncles will not be martyrs."”

It was a hot, sunny day. Two men sat at a tabl#nenerrace of the rented
mansion overlooking the lake. Below, beside a sryadht, Jalal's boat
bobbed on the swell caused by a passing speedbsatving man silently

set tiny cups of strong coffee and a plate of hedesakes down in front of
them and silently withdrew.

Saifuddin ar Ratib was the name of the man who $@maken. He had
replaced Abu Abdullah in the negotiations. He wasarintelligent, more
powerful, closer to the heart of the conspiracyrerdangerous.

"l have not the pleasure of understanding yougd salal.

"'Considering the lives they lead, each mightlga&sipire in circumstances
that are sure to disgust true believers."

Abruptly Jalal lost interest in the coffee he wégiag. He set the spoon
into the saucer and looked up at this latest emjigsam whoever it was.

"How s0?" he demanded softly.
Saifuddin ar Ratib raised an eyebrow. They had Mehimself had seen

the light of greed in the prince's eyes, howevél Jed tried to feign lack
of interest.



"A fatal car accident at the moment when a prirscbding serviced by a
cheap whore—or perhaps two— would leave littletfar people to regret
in the passing of such a libertine."

"And which of my uncles has a taste for such pusSUi

The man, whose name meant ' 'The Arranger" andunmdsubtedly a
pseudonym, shrugged largely and showed his palms.

"This is merely an example of what might possibippen to the kind of
man who would make a foreign unbeliever queen ohamourable and
believing people."

Jalal lifted an eyebrow. "Have not all my unclases accepted the faith?"

"Lip service merely. It is a known fact that atdeane of them encourages
the prince to drink alcohol.”

"If you mean Omar, | doubt if he caught his tdeteScotch from his wife."

"Nevertheless, if he killed himself and her in @aaident caused by his own
drunkenness, who would mourn?"

There was a silence broken by the drone of bdagsslap of water against
the dock. Jalal got to his feet and walked to #ikng. He stood looking out
over the water, then turned.

"Do your friends indeed have their plans so cahgftdnstructed already?"
Jalal asked quietly.

Saifuddin ar Ratib's hand went up pacifically. "Rassured, Prince, | give
you no more than possibilities. Nothing would bemfy planned or
executed without your approval.”

"Good." Prince Jalal ibn Aziz showed his teeth.K&dhis back to those
who sent you—Ilet them not forget that | am boundniby grandfather's
deathbed command, and subject to his curse. Toteermtinces into exile,



to reunite the divided country and take the thriontéeir place—this would
be perhaps no more than is my right. Although afrse | do not say so."

"Of course.” Saifuddin ar Ratib nodded blandly.

"To allow them to be assassinated is so far frossiide, that | would be on
my honour to hunt down the perpetrators of suchmes, from the lowly

doers to the highest planners, to kill them andhair kin without mercy. |

would spread their blood on the desert sands apé their line from the
face of the earth forever."

Saifuddin smiled, his good humour unabated. ' &eido you indeed live in
terror of an old man's fantasies?" He lifted hisds "A curse? Are you not
an educated man?"

Jalal inclined his head. "But my people—my ungbesiple," Jalal corrected
himself quickly, "are not. If | did not obey Kingddd's injunctions, the
entire country would expect to see me dethronedl exery petty sheikh in
the desert would think it worth his while to chalie my rule.”

Saifuddin nodded. "l take your point. But—is it madrth the risk? In exile,
would not the three princes form an even more paotdlying point for the
disaffected?"

Jalal stood and looked arrogantly down as if Saiiudchr Ratib were an
insect he might crush.

"I am Jalal ibn Aziz ibn Daud ibn Hassan al Qurshii," he said. "That will
be enough for the people.”

She was a strong woman.

He thought of the woman named Nusaybah—his mothanssake—one
of the Prophet's earliest disciples. At the battlghud, when it had gone so
badly for his army, the Prophet had been undercdméack with only a

small group to defend him. Nusaybah had been otigabigroup. She was



armed, with the Prophet's express permission, hadt®od in front of the
Prophet that day and defended his life.

"The Prophet himself allowed women to be differedglal's mother had
said, when she recited this story to him. "He wgseat warrior himself, but
he allowed a woman to defend his life. You also,say, be a man who is
not afraid when a woman is strong."

Like his mother, much of Clio's strength was in haoral judgements.
Sometimes a woman's moral strength was hardecapathan the physical.
He could no longer reject her condemnation of him.

He had to face the fact that, like any criminal,He&l used his superior
strength against a woman, for his own ends. Henke&tlhimself above such
men, believing that because his own ends wereigallithe remained
morally unstained by his actions.

He was wrong. But how to tell her what he had ledfh

Clio wandered through the days in a haze of dulipnpsnctuated by sharp
spear thrusts of humiliating memory.

Now she could understand so much that she had nedearstood before.
Now she could see the long line of underground vatitin that had been
driving her ever since that long-ago night withd?eZlifford, and had led
her straight to this situation with Jalal.

When Peter had gone on to make love to her that,redter calling Zara's

name—her body had responded. That was what shevéaigd to forget.

That was what she couldn't bear to face. In spitehat she knew, she had
thrilled when he stroked her. She had moaned wieemdwved in her, in

spite of the first-time pain, had arced her bodydrily to meet the thrust of
his....

And she had despised herself afterwards. How csldhave let him do
that to her, when in his imagination he was withaZa



It had been the rape of her own soul. And she bgdiasced in it.

From that moment, Clio saw, she had consideredbbdy the enemy.
Something that had to be ruthlessly controlled. 8ad suppressed her
sexual nature ruthlessly, without even being awlaae she did so. She had
not allowed any man to create more than the mildesgionse in her. She
was always in control.

Jalal had threatened that facade. Because herlsgdiamotional response
to him was more powerful than anything she had e&peed before, she
had unconsciously realized that he was a profolret to her self-control.

She thought of the moment when he had steppedhetboat and fallen,
remembered how strong her reaction had been, hoftlysthier defences
had moved to deny it.... That had set the patterre¥erything that had
happened since.

She had pretended to herself that what she feltrighteous anger, and
because she had a long history of suppressing asgdising her sexual
nature, she had been pretty successful at the g@eepuntil the day she
had stood outside the door listening to him witts&®e. As though it was
only by plumbing the deepest well of suspicion thlaé could let go of
everything else...like a door that you have to pusther shut in order to
unhook the latch and open it.

How richly tangled the human psyche was! Clio foumde to marvel
detachedly.

But turning the microscope of real understandingp@rself was not an easy
task. She was alternately burning and freezing séifircondemnation and
contempt. Because even if she had invented thalliyunf his nature... she
had not invented his attraction to Zara.

She must have unconsciously picked that up from hight at the
beginning. The messages must have been thereslnathing but more
self-deception if she tried to pretend now thatsh@d not have known it,
that it was merely coincidence that she had fdiberyet another man who
wanted not her but Zara.



What horrid little twist of her psychological maledictated that she could
be deeply sexually aroused only by men who readipted Zara?

God, she needed a shrink! What had driven her peatethat horrific
experience, the worst and most crippling encouotdrer life? What was
wrong with her?

Every Friday night in the season, Maddy Blake dogva duty roster for the

coming week. Mostly this was for the sake of thenger children, who

enjoyed the whole process of negotiation, and viesening something

about duty and responsibility. Even Donnelly kndvattwhen she was
scheduled for half an hour in the ice cream shephsial to be there, and felt
her importance in the scheme of things.

Each of the Blake children had learned to conselischedule for their own
"plaque” from a time before they could read.

Donnelly's sign, carefully chosen by herself, wasutterfly. In the same
way, nearly twenty years ago, Clio had chosen thgue of a
black-and-white cat. The boys usually went for stmmg more
macho—Ben was a Jedi knight, Jonah a shark.

Part of the ritual that introduced any new memhewyever temporary, to
this household was the choosing of the plaquewloatd, for the length of
their stay, be used to signify them on the dutyeios

"Okay, Harry is going to be staying for a whilgake it?" Brandon would
ask at the family breakfast.

The prospective tenant would nod eagerly.
' 'Has someone explained the house rules?"
More nods.

' 'Do you agree to abide by the rules as outlimegou, Harry?" Brandon
would pursue gravely.



"Yes, Uncle Brandon." One of the rules was that galled Brandoruncle
and MaddyAunt,unless you preferred to call thesinandma ‘am.

"All right, and have you chosen a plaque, Harry?"
"l picked the Chief on the horse."

Clio rarely needed to consult the roster—which ttakform of a board on
the kitchen wall full of little metal cup hooks avhich the plaques were
hung in rows— because these days her duties wark/radways the same.
She generally supervised between the craft boutiqdehe ice cream shop,
while her mother ran the gallery and supervisece"Barn."

Clio's schedule was different on Saturdays, when atd Ben together
made the rounds of all the rental cottages, changfieets and towels and
checking to see that everything had been left ctgahin order before the
new renters came in the afternoon.

So she didn't even eyeball the roster until Satundarning at ten, when she
was in the kitchen with all the linens, waiting f&en to make his
appearance. Absently spooning yogurt into her malté paused in front of
the big board with its display of plaques that badn a part of her summers
all her life long.

Her father's plaque, a guitar because he stilhofteyed while they sang
together on long winter evenings, almost always ted picture of the
sailboat under it, which of course signified therima What was under her
mother's rose, though, had changed over the yé#nsn Clio was tiny,
there had been first only an ice cream, and thearetbrush, but now there
were added to the repertoire a tiny Mountie, tmi$ygthe crafts boutique,
and a farmer with a pitchfork, who symbolized tih@neer barn.

The arrangement was a source of security to them al

Even those too young to read need only consultctigst to learn exactly
where their parents were.



Cottage duty was signified by a tiny house withmeoking chimney, and
there it was as usual under Clio's cat. She blirdeskntly, swallowing
another spoonful. Under the Jedi there was no nmgdmouse. Ben was
apparently on marina duty this morning.

Then who was coming to do the cottages with her?

Frowning over this little mystery, Clio searched tioard for another house
plaque. And then she found it...under the tiger.



Thirteen
He's a very wild tiger!

Chills rushed all over her skidalal was coming on the cottage run with
her? Why on earth would her mother have arrangs@ th

Jalal stage-managed itshe told herself fiercely and, setting the yogurt
container on the counter so hurriedly that it gigpgand fell, spilling its
contents on the floor, turned and ran. Out of ikehken and down the hall to
the front door, out and along the pretty, treedingtreet under the
picturesquely lowering sky, over the bridge, tilesarrived panting at the art
gallery, in a beautiful cen- tury-old red brick lalimg.

"Mother!" she cried, storming in. In spite of thedvily overcast sky, two
middle-aged women in poplin shorts and blouses \vetiee main gallery,
standing in front of a massive canvas of a mourdaguised as a sleeping
woman. They turned to gaze at her.

Behind the desk, her mother put down her pen aokelb up, "What's
wrong, Clio?" she asked impassively. Clio was di#riay nature, and the
stormy entry made less impression on Maddy thathemnourists.

Embarrassed by the two women's attention, she duster to the desk.
"Why is Jalal down for cottage duty this morning®€ hissed.

"Weren't you there? Oh no, that's right, you warelast night.” Clio had
been to a friend's birthday party, where they haned her crazy
demanding to know what it was like living with arre....

She couldn't escape him.

"The people in Solitaire called to say the gemeraad practically given up
altogether. Jalal agreed to go this morning andfseeould be fixed."

"What doesJalal know about fixing generators?" Clio demanded agsy
disbelief.



Maddy gave her the benefit of raised eyebrows. t&abit, apparently. He
did after all run that camp of his on wind and ayer most of the time, you
know."

"I'll just bet! Well, | don't want him along! Carttad come?"

"Your father wants to be in the marina this mornidg asked Jalal to do it.
Why is it a problem, Clio?" Maddy regarded her selyeover the top of her
reading glasses. "Apart from the fact that you sefto overcome your
dislike of him."

"Because |—" Where to start? Clio wondered hopégteSisjust don't want
to spend the day with him. He'll probably leave tmenake the beds by
myself in some kind of macho—"

Her mother gazed at her with disapproval. "I thyoki know that's unjust.
However, if you feel that strongly about it, | dosee why Rosalie can't take
your place."

"Rosalie!"

"If you think she knows the ropes sufficiently."

"But —Rosalie can't..."

"Clio, I have customers here. Please sort it outs@lf. Whatever you think
is best," said Maddy.

She turned away to speak to one of the tourist vimowteo had approached
the desk. "Yes, sorry, do you have a question?"

"That's all right," said the woman comfortably. "W@ you have any
inexpensive prints by Jerry Eagle Feather?"

"I have a couple of limited edition prints—oh, egeune a moment! Clio!"
her mother cried as she got to the door.

She turned.



"If Rosalie does go, remind her to keep an eydauhe Williamses' cat at
Solitaire."

Nodding, Clio went back out onto the street. Thaswow important it all
was to her mother. Either she or Rosalie had todgplee next few hours
alone with Jalal, and uppermost in her mother'sdmwas the Williamses'
missing cat!

Clio jogged back to the house. In the kitchen slumdl Jalal standing by the
back door, a cup of coffee in his hand, staringadtihe darkly brooding sky
that only enhanced her mood.

"There is going to be a storm, I think," he said.

She laughed nervously. "Yeah, probably."

"The boat is loaded. Are you ready to go?"

She stood uncertainly in the middle of the roongimg blindly at him,
feeling her skin already twitching with awareneddmmm...yeah,” she
said, trying to think. Should she ask Rosalie tatddYeah, | guess so."
She glanced up at the duty board, found Rosallatpup. Working in the
Barn this morning. Rosalie loved it there, beinghwéll the artisans... still,
she would happily trade that in for a day spenhwdilal.

What if Rosalie used the opportunity to make a akmove on Jalal? What
if he made love tdher and called Zara's name? Did he understand that

fifteen-year-olds were jailbait in this country?

Jalal moved to the sink, putting down his emptyfe®fcup. Someone had
cleaned up the yogurt she had dropped.

"Shall we go?" he asked, holding open the screen. do

His face was a tight mask of anger, as if he kngac#y what she was
thinking about.



Feeling that her brain still wasn't working, Clalbwed him out.

"Is the line completely secure?" asked Rafi.

Karim, bent over the keyboard, nodded. "Yes, weehthe highest security
encryption. Wait a minute, here we go."

A tense silence fell as the three princes berttéacomputer monitor. With
slow stripes down the screen an image was forming.

"Pretty good,"” Omar observed. "How far away wasdimera?"

"This is from Ramiz. He was positioned in a fishingat perhaps a few
hundred yards away."

There was silence as the princes waited. Suddbalymage gelled. ' 'That
is Jalal?" said Omar, his finger pointing to a mdrose back was to the
camera. Over his shoulder another man's face gdaexbt directly into the

camera.

"That is Jalal,” Rafi agreed. "Who is the other?"

They were silent, frowning with concentration. "ave seen this face
before," Omar said.

"Yes," Karim breathed. "So have |. But who is it?"
"What name does he use?"
"Saifuddin ar Ratib."

Rafi shook his headSword of the Faith, The Arrangerfe murmured the
translation thoughtfully. "A nom de guerre, obvityus

"Perhaps Akram got some better shots. Pull up soore.”



Karim punched the keyboard. "But the face is cleaough. It is just
that—the circumstances are missing."

"The man's head is bare,” Omar said suddenly.dllccbe we are more
used to seeing him withleefftyeh."

"Yes," said Karim slowly, as another photo begafotm. "Yes."

Jalal slowed the engine and guided the boat intd Reedle River.

Renters had to vacate the cottages by ten on Sgtundrning, and the
incoming ones couldn't take possession till fivete afternoon. That
arrangement usually gave Clio more than enough tondo what was
needed to put the cottages in shape for the nevaksr

But a faulty generator was an unknown quantity. May could be fixed on
site, with the tools he brought with him, or maytm. It might need a new
part, which would mean a trip back to the marind aat again, in which
case he would probably still be working on it wilee renters arrived.

Clio and Jalal had gone through the work at alldtier cottages as fast as
possible, leaving Solitaire till last. They had digrspoken all morning,
except for what was absolutely required to get woek done.She was
nervous and jittery in his company, and it was batd disguise than she
would have guessed. Making the beds was the waast Even with the
space of a bed between them, his powerful auraestémnaffect her with
longing and anguish. Or maybe it wlascauseat was the space of a bed
between them...

She knew he knew. But he said nothing. If sheest#tl when his hand came
too close, he did not make it obvious that he knbut nevertheless
withdrew his hand instantly.

He was careful not to brush up against her, alwaising till she left any
room first....



After a while the embarrassment she felt at makieg uncontrollable
sexual awareness so obvious was adding acutelgrtdisfcomfort. Thank
God he would have something else to do at Solltaire

She glanced at her watch as they rounded the bahtha dock came in
sight.

"Oh!" she remembered suddenly. "Will you keep yeye out for a cat
while we're here?"

"A cat?" he repeated.

"A couple of weeks ago the Williamses were hettd Wieir cat, and it went
missing. They had to leave without it. We've beeawving dry food out,
which gets eaten— but that could be raccoons, ofseo The Williamses
are very upset. They call every second day, bu¢ mdthe renters have seen
anything so far.”

"What colour is the cat?" he asked with a lazy emil

"Black and white." She laughed at a sudden thou@ftur goodness' sake,
Jalal, don't go grabbing any skunks! If it's spayta wide white stripe down
the middle of its back, you leave it alone!"

He looked at her. "I don't intend to grab any blaamkd-white cat, either. It
will have to come to me of us own accord."

She suspected him of double meaning, and her clyetket. What was he
suggesting? That if she wanted him she would haveatke the first move?

That was just fine with her. She had no intentibexploring her newfound
sexual self with him, one way or the other. She laiott be making any
moves on him, and it was a relief to hear thisa@tion that he wouldn't be
making any on her.

She wasn't naive enough to think that just becdake was maybe in love
with Zara he wasn't actually attracted to Clio far own sake, too. At
sixteen, she had believed that kind of thing, law she knew better. For



men sexual attraction was a pretty random respddse&ourse he was
capable of making love to Clio even if his hearswisewhere. Men did that
all the time, didn't they? Even men who could hthe one woman they
loved cheated.

And one thing had to be said in his behalf—at |¢lastwoman he really
wanted was absolutely forbidden to him. He coulddlyabe expected to
swear himself to chastity for the sake of anothan'miwife.

Looking at it rationally, Jalal really hadn't doaeythingcriminal. It was
just their mutual bad luck that the woman whose endd@ had murmured
was Clio's sister, and that the incident held sdebp and distressing
memories for her.

Probably, like Peter, he would never figure out vehiittle slip like the

wrong name in the heat of the moment bothered ®enwch. If he even
realized it had escaped him. If he didn't, he pbbpéigured she was a
complete neurotic.

It was a huge relief to know he wouldn't be tryarg/thing.

Thunder rumbled threateningly as he guided the inpaind a sudden wind
warned them that the rain was on top of them. {Cimped onto the dock
with the bow line. Heavy drops began to fall aglaff-loaded the plastic
bag of linens and the toolbag.

On the verandah, she fished the keys out of hekgioCI'll do the
housework by myself, Jalal, if you want to gettetdron the generator.”

He nodded as she pushed the door open. "Will yoallbeght on your
own?"

He meant, because of what had happened last teyenthre here together.
But she had been back every Saturday since thdemg and Solitaire was
too lovely for bad associations to cling.

Still, on those other occasions, she hadn't gosidenalone. Ben had been
with her.



"Would you mind just coming in with me first?" sheked.

Leaving his toolbag on the verandah, he steppeidenafter her, and
together they walked through the place. He wasfaan®t to follow her
through a doorway too closely.

But that only drew attention to the fact that tivesre completely isolated
here.

Solitaire wasn't very big, only two bedrooms, buivas in a beautiful
location. This cottage always got repeat customers.

Honeymooners in particular loved it. Several cosplaving come for the
first time on their honeymoon, came back year aftar. The site was both
sunny and secluded, with lots of mature decidumeest And you couldn't
get more private.

The big L-shaped dining/sitting room was filled hwitdappled light
throughout the day, though not on a day like todagday it felt cosy and
protected from the coming storm.

The master bedroom was beautifully decorated, anddarking-size bed....

When they had walked through the place togetherf@mad everything in
order, Jalal picked up his tools again and wentlofbugh the rain to the
small shed among the trees.

From one of the bedroom windows Clio watched him Ber heart
thumping. He was so gorgeous. The way he moveatiha& been walking
these forests for centuries! It appealed to somgtin her so deep it seemed
to hurt her heart.

She noticed he didn't duck his head, or run, tacathe rain. He seemed to
like walking through rainfall. No, it wasn't quithat. He acceptedthe
rain—in the same way as he accepted the earth umnsdeet, the tree
branches that brushed his shoulders.

She watched, sighing, till he was out of sight aghthre trees.



She worked at an easy pace, while wind and rairarbeg slap at the
windows. After absent-mindedly flicking the sittingom lamp a few
times, she realized she couldn't put the lightsvah the generator down,
and she worked in the grey half-light, dusting aotishing, stripping the
beds and making them with fresh sheets, cleaniegbéthroom and
kitchen, laying out fresh towels.

And thought of Jalal.

| don't intend to grab any black-and-white catwitl have to come to me of
its own accord.

She supposed she would be forever grateful to bimoe she got over the
agony of repeating trauma. What-ever else he haé,dee had shown her
that she was a woman with a normal sex drive, aaddiven her back the
promise of a fulfilled life.

Not with him, of course. And probably never agaiithwthe powerful
passion she felt right now. Her feelings and emmstiovere so deeply
aroused that she felt they could kill her. Wheneabhen thought of his name
she was tortured, mentally and physically, by ator of pain and desire
that brought her close to desperation.

She wanted him, with deep emotional and sensualgasShe was burning
alive. And when she thought that she would neviéil filnis yearning it was
like being under torture. When she forced hergetetmember the moment
that he had whispered Zara's name, she was tora @tk of fire and
electricity.

She finished her work and wandered through the spdmoking out at the
storm. Now that she had nothing to do, the furizeén heart was no longer
kept at bay. It began to swamp her.

She wanted him, passionately, desperately. Whedrdifce did it make if
he preferred her sister? What did it matter, ingbleeme of thingsJalal
was not to blame for the horrific experience of past. It wasn't his fault if
she had an unconscious inferiority complex that wasking to be
reinforced....



She wanted him. She hadn't wanted a man for yaatsnow she wanted
Jalal like someone who'd been starving in a deseitcome on a feast of
champagne and lobster served on gold plate.

He was a mirage. She knew that. He wasn't a manwautd love her for
her own sake. No good could come of it. Nothing \dogome of
this...except sexual pleasure.

She was as sure of getting that as if she hadteewiguarantee.

For the first time since the age of sixteen sheahelgiance to experience true
sexual passion. What if it was also the last timéfat if she was destined
never to feel such powerful desire for anyone &a\that if she slipped
back into that grey, featureless, sexless innélagalin when he was gone?

The cat must come to me....

The storm increased in fury all around the litidétage, but it was no worse
than the storm in Clio's heart.



Fourteen

She stood gazing blindly out the broad window & tinashing storm,
drowning in whirlpools of thought. Then, againse thloudy darkness
behind the glass, she saw a sudden flicker of.light

She whirled to stare at the lamp behind her, oritihe table. The one she
had tried to put on a while ago. Clio gazed aaliyost hypnotized, as it
flickered twice more and then settled to its norstahdy glow.

The generator was fixed, then.
He would be coming in.

She was raging with anguish, indecision and deSine.couldn't face Jalal,
not feeling the way she was at this moment. Shédotibe locked up with
him here, miles from nowhere, in a storm!

Oh, if only she had understood what she was thgnkiefore! She had
believed it was cut-and-dried, that she had alkthength necessary to resist
her feelings for him.

If she had had any inkling, she would never hasked coming out with

him today, not for anything! Too late she realizbe should have told her
mother, should have confided the whole story, rathen be forced into this
situation.

She whirled and rushed into the kitchen, turnindigints as she went, filled
the kettle and plugged it in. She was busily sgttnt cups and the jar of
instant coffee and powdered creamer when he opeddtchen door and
stepped inside.

There was a simultaneous flash of lightning angde#é of thunder. As if
he were produced by the storm. A storm devil...



She lifted her head as he closed the door, and Htegd for an
immeasurable moment, staring at each other whddrttinder rolled away
into silence.

Then he said, "I have never seen so much rairl myalife as comes down
in this country in five minutes."

It broke the mood, and Clio jerked into action. \Ma&s soaked to the skin,
absolutely dripping.

"Stay right there!" she cried. "Don't move or ybdtip water everywhere!"

She opened the bag of dirty linen and dragged tawel at random, tossing
it on the floor at his feet. "Stand on that whilget you a fresh towel!"

She ran into the bathroom and dragged one of telsdrom the stack of
fresh ones she had placed there. When she rettoriee kitchen, Jalal had
stripped off his jacket.

"What will you do for clean towels, if | use thatf?¢ asked, hesitating, as
she offered him the towel across the kitchen counte

"We can give them fresh ones at the house whenpic&ywp the keys," she
said with a shrug.

But he shook his head. "It isn't necessary. Thikssrve."

He was rubbing his hair with a dry corner of hiskjgt. His polo shirt was
also well soaked over the shoulders and chest.

"You'd better take that off, and I'll throw it ihd dryer," she said.
He threw her a look. "l am fine."

"Jalal, you're soaked!" It was her mother's vorcéer. "You'll catch your
death if you wander around like that!"

He smiled. "My death is not so easily caught as'tha



"I mean, you'll get a cold.”

"No," he said quietly. She gazed at him, half hymed, and got the
message. She swallowed with difficulty.

The cat must come to me....

The kettle began to hiss, and she used the souad escuse to turn away
and fuss with the tray.

Thunder rumbled overhead, then there was anothge, Haright flash of
lightning and a crack of thunder like a bomb expigdver the roof.

"Well, we won't be getting out of here for a whilehe said with false
brightness, as if it hardly mattered.

He stiffened. "We can drive the boat in the raam'twe?" Spying a row of
hooks by the door, he flung his jacket onto onéndVe done it with your
father."

"Not when it's as heavy as this, and not when théightning. Visibility's
nil out on the lake in a deluge like this, and atbon the water attracts
lightning."”

His jaw tightened as if that was the last thinguaated to hear, but he made
no comment beyond a murmured "l see.”

She had chills racing up and down her back, al@rgims and legs. Was
he thinking about how easy sex would be right n@k@ was. So easy. A
moment out of time. Madness that would be a thparta She was melting
with her own heat.

She swallowed and lifted the boiling kettle to paater on the coffee in the
carafe. The aroma caught her nostrils with and#iraptation of the senses,
teasing her with one sensual stimulus into thinkihgthers....

She picked up the tray and moved into the sittowr, and after a pause
while he kicked off his muddy deck shoes, Jalalofeéd. Thunder and



lightning were now almost continuous in the heayansl the sitting-room
windows gave them a front-row seat on the magnificeama.

It was a real downpour, coming in sheets. It thueden the roof, made the
water in the river leap and dance, turned patltsahinnels of mud.

Jalal sat in an armchair, nodding when she hadegbtrs coffee, and
picking it up off the tray she had set on the tddg@éore the sofa.

"Is so much rain usual? Is this why people come®ier

She smiled. "They usually come for the sun. Bathgen a wet season so
far. A storm like this happens every five yearsoy| guess.”

There was a fireplace. How pleasant it would bdight a fire, Clio
dreamed, and sit here on the sofa with someondoyeudl...it really was a
perfect cottage for honeymooners.

The main front windows looked out on the river, the window also turned
the corner of the house, so that a narrow stripideethe fireplace, looked
out over the forest. In the dangerous silence fislabetween them, Clio
sipped her coffee and nervously turned her headtoh the rain bucketing
down on the trees....

"My God, thecat!" she cried. On automatic reflex she slapped hedouwm
on the table and jumped to her feet, staring.

Out there, just on this side of the bridge overghég of the river that ran
behind the house, sat a half-drowned black-andendat, its pink mouth
piteously open in a cry that was drowned by thensto

"Wousky!" She cried its name, though of coursedaecouldn't hear her.
"Wousky!"

She rushed to the front door and tore it open, evbéhind her Jalal was
getting to his feet. ' 'Are you going to—" he bedaut Clio was already out
in the deluge.



Good grief, it was even worse than it looked! Tias like standing under

Niagara Falls! She was drenched to the skin ircarsk her shoes turned to
pails of water. She put up her hands to protectlges and stared at where
she had last seen the cat.

It had crossed the damn bridge, she saw, and wiag sinder a leafy plant,
soaked and bedraggled to the last degree. Mutteunges, Clio splashed
across the grassy clearing, over the picturesdle flootbridge, calling its

name.

"Wousky, Wousky! Kitty, kitty, kitty!"

The cat sat as if waiting for her, but as she fgster, suddenly got to its feet
and shot away again.

She answers to her nantlio remembered the Wil- liamses assuring her.
Dammit, why did no cat on earth ever answer tmédme, and why did
owners persist in imagining that they did?

"No!" Clio wailed, and her foot slipped and shd fedadlong, landing full
length in thick sloppy mud. "Oh, damn you, Wouskghe cried. She
struggled to her feet, covered in mud, just ad dateved beside her.

Lightning illuminated the scene, and there thercd, a few yards away, its
pink mouth open, repeating the cry. Directly ovadhéhe thunder cracked
and rattled and applauded as if this were all asggam

"Wousky!" She tried again, taking another few stéfige cat waited as if
wanting to be caught; then again, as she got ctizshed away.

"What are you doing? The cat will not let you calen!" Jalal shouted.
"Yes," she contradicted him, pushing her mud-cadkaid out of her face.
"She's trying to tell us something. She's tryinggtal us somewhere. Okay,

Wousky, what is it?"

It wasn't unknown for an animal to lead humanstb@ohumans or animals
in trouble, and her heart was now kicking unconafiol.



Wousky led them on into the forest, turning eveaw ffeet to check that
they were following. Under the thick cover of tluedst at least the rain was
not so drowningly heavy, but wet leaves slappednth@mercifully, and
Clio was starting to shiver.

"Can we find our way back?" Jalal asked.

Clio turned to glance back. Through the trees tha®a tiny glow of light.
"If she doesn't take us too much further we'll kayo"

Just then the cat stopped, beside a tree, waibmgim a voice that could be
heard. "Whats it?" Clio wondered, drawing close.

Then she saw. "Oh, my! Olyousky' she crooned.

In a hollow under a raised root, the cat had forraaukest. It must have
seemed perfect when she built it, but the rainthaaked it into a mudhole.
She had done her best, dragging her tiny kitterth@slope of the hollow,
but it had clearly filled deeper and deeper withasaand the kittens were
now so far out they were exposed to the rain.

"Oh, Wousky, what a clever cat you are!" Clio ttieé anxious mother. She
smiled at Jalal, who had squatted beside hert'tlsa amazing? She must
have realized we were there when the lights wergnthcome to get us!”

"This one is half drowned already," Jalal saidchaag carefully to pick up
a kitten lying half in the puddle.

The mother moved anxiously to his side, watchinghasexamined the
muddy kitten on his strong, safe palm. He strokedth one finger, until he
was rewarded with a pink-mouthed complaint.

Clio laughed in delighted relief. "Okay, we're gpino fix this little
problem, Wousky, don't you worry!" she cried.

One by one, she began to pick up the tiny bedrdggieps of fur and,
lifting her mud-stained T-shirt at the waist, shallthem carefully inside
the little hammock that was formed.



"Four altogether," she said. "Is that all of them?"

Jalal was still carrying the one he had rescuedéte over and ran his free
hand through the puddle, dredging for bodies, tbeked all around the
area.

"I think we have them all," he said.

The cat made no complaint as they got to theirdeetturned to leave, so
they searched no further. With half- agitated, fa@iproving cries, Wousky
rushed along the path and back to them, as if griiem to hurry.

They followed the light through the trees and camieat the bridge again.
The rain was still torrential. In a few more minutdey were stepping
inside the kitchen door. After such drama, it wiasost strange to feel the
peace of the cottage enclose them again.

Clio rinsed the mud from the kittens under the wéap) making sure noses
and mouths were clean and in working order, and thade a nest of some
of last week's used towels beside the fireplacegrevnNVousky, after
scoffing a huge amount of dinner, immediately sdttlown with the kittens
and started to purr and lick.

Jalal meanwhile had lit a fire. Clio plugged in #@ce heater and drew it to
the other side of the kittens' nest to give themnemmmediate warmth.

Then she got to her feet and stood looking dowineagelf. She was mud
from head to foot. Jalal was almost as bad.

"Okay, I think we're next," she said.

Clio emerged from the shower wrapped in a huge ftoamother one
wrapping her hair. Jalal was where she had left mrthe kitchen, leaning
against the counter, his arms across his chegeecofip in his hand.



She couldn't look directly at him as she moved past to the washing
machine.

"Your turn,” she said, busily stuffing her muddyrmgants into it. "If you
toss your things out, I'll put everything in theskar together."”

Behind her she heard him set down his cup and noovards the bathroom.
When the door closed, she heaved a massive sigihg tio let go of the
tension that gripped her.

A moment later, he did as she suggested, tossisgclbthes out the
bathroom door. Clio bent to pick them up, and hélaedshower start again,
and suddenly her mind was a jumble of erotic imagekalal naked.

She gasped, leaning against the wall, while a s¢fisod assailed her body
and mind. She thought of the water hitting his haw the curling black

hair on his chest, his hand stroking soap intth& water drumming it into

bubbles, the suds caressing his muscles, rinsiwg tits chest, his arms, his
thighs, knees, ankles...those strong bare feet.

She heard the soft sound of him blowing water antl knew that he was
standing with his head under the stream, saw therwahis dark eyelashes,
squeezed shut, on his lips....

The sound of the shower stopped suddenly, andesipe ¢uiltily, as though
he might open the door the next second and catckthbee, melting with
passion for him.

She grabbed up his things and moved over to thBevaand, stuffing them
in, added detergent and turned the dial. Wateregligito the machine and
she held it, feeling the vibration under her hands.

She needed strength. She needed to think. But s®e incapable of
thinking, with him naked in the next room....

She could hear him moving around, and thoubjlat,wonder this place is
popular with honeymooner3lhe air seemed to have an erotic charge, as if



the memory of passion had soaked into the fabrtb@place, steeping the
beams themselves with sensuality.

She fled into the sitting room, where Wousky, halleep, was purring in
her nest, all her little ones glued to her tedisplibing with the sensual
pleasure of warm milk and the closeness of thetherts body.

Outside the rain still hammered down.

Clio went back to the kitchen and called up themtause on the CB radio.
Her mother answered.

"Everything has ground to a halt here," Maddy safter a few moments'
chat. "We're just waiting for it to stop. | imagipeople have stopped on the
road to do the same. Stupid to try to drive in tdia this."

"We'll be back when it's over," Clio said, and amamt later they signed
off.

The thunder and lightning had passed over, anditioad settled down to a
steady downpour. Clio stood in the sitting roonristaout. She could see
her own reflection in the glass, superimposed erritrer and the rain.

She saw Jalal, a huge towel wrapped around hig,veagnaller one slung
over his shoulders and naked chest, enter the bmimmd her.



Fifteen

She stayed where she was, staring into the glaatshimg as he stepped
slowly across the room towards her. When he wlsstieral feet away she
could feel his presence against her skin. Her bablgady pumping with
heat, leapt into sensual awareness as if his Haokesd her.

He stopped close behind her, and she saw how hi$ tiileed as he looked
down at her. Still she could not look at him dihgct

Slowly his hand came up and cupped her naked saioBte twitched with
the electricity that jolted through her, and swatal, her lips pressed tight.

"Clio," he said softly. His other hand came up, &edgently, inexorably,
turned her to face him.

"Look at me."

Her heart was leaping all over her body with feeryves, need. She raised
her eyes and felt another powerful connection es gaze met.

"Are you afraid?"

She looked away and gasped for air, sighing it ilergly out. "A little, |
guess," she admitted.

"Do not be afraid. We will go no further than yousty, now or any time.
There will not come a point when | push you beywidt you can accept."

She was silent, staring out at the storm. The cwatesound of the mother
cat singing the song of security to her kitteng@dion the air.

"Can you trust me to keep my word in this?"

“"Look..." She licked her lips. "I'll be all rights just—if you could just...not
say her name. | know you—"



Jalal moved one hand to lift her chin, making hggsemeet his. He was
frowning. "What does this mean? 'Not say her ndme'?

"A long time ago there was a guy who loved Zard ok me as second
best, and it was—I was young, Jalal, it wasn'tcadgexperience, it kind
of—left me...raw." Her voice was trembling, thoughe was fighting to
speak calmly. She swallowed against the huge luinfiggeting in her throat
and wondered if she could go any further with this.

He was listening closely. "He forced you againstrywill, wanting your
sister?" he asked gently, masking his outrage.

"No..." she sighed on a sad, long outbreath. "Najidn't force anything. It
was just that...I didn't know till it was too latenost too late—" she
corrected herself ruthlessly "—that he was pretepdi was Zara." She
looked up at him, trying to smile matter-of-factliyie said her name, and
then | knew."

He was silent for long moments, so still as he tedcher that she imagined
he understood and she wouldn't have to explaihdurt

"And what do you fear now? Are you afraid thabh twill say the name of
some other woman? | will speak no name but youtisink no name but
yours. Clio," he whispered urgently.

Desire and anguish in equal measure clutched at her

"It's just—when you said her name last time, it jost through me, I'm
sorry. And if you did it ag—"

She realized, with a suddenly sinking heart, that ould not go through
with it. She could not do this, no matter how desfdy she wanted him.
She couldn't do it to herself, knowingly make lawigh a man who loved
someone else, fearing all the time that he mighspér her name.
"Whose name?" he demanded, frowning.

"I'm sorry," she said after a moment. "l can't kis after all."



"l said no one's name."

If he didn't even remember the moment, how couédtsipe that he would
be able to control the impulse?

"Jalal, it doesn't really matter—"

"If you think | spoke another woman's name whileking love to you, it
matters very much! Whose name do you believe yandhme say?"

His certainty was so convincing. But dedheard it— she hadn't imagined
it.

"Zara's. Maybe you didn't realize—"

"Zara's!" He was completely surprised, incredulous. "Whyusthd say
your sister's name in such a moment? It is ridigsiido you believe that |

desire my uncle's wife? | do not. What could youehleard? What did you
imagine?"

She stared at the strong pulse in the top of hesththe thick red terry cloth
of the towel around his neck.

She took a deep breath, the better to stand handro
"I didn't imagine it. | heard it. You saidary.As plain as day." She cleared
her throat. "Funny, Zary is what | called her wives were kids. | didn't

think anyone else ever used it."

"Zarie," he repeated, testing the word. He begashiake his head, but
stopped. His eyes narrowed with concentration.

"Zahri," he said, in another voice, as light dawned. "lechlouzahri, is
this what you heard?"

"Yes!" she said, suddenly hearing it again, theeliéxplosion of breath on
the vowel. "Yes, that was it! You said it."



"l said it, yes." He nodded. "This word meanyg flowerin Arabic." His
hand encircled her throat and gently tilted henchiwas not speaking of
your sister, but of you. Of the flower of your b&au body, that | wanted so
much to open for me."

A storm of sensation coursed through her, blowiagftat. Clio's head fell
back. She sighed out all her pent-up tension agdiah on a long moan of
surrender.

"And this is all there is to fear?" he demanded marsh whisper. "There is
no other torment in your past— only this one word?"

She took a deep breath, trying to cope with theatons that were rushing
up and down and over her skin in a thousand doestat once. Suddenly
she felt she wanted to weep.

She sniffed, and a breath of air escaped fromhneat on a half sob. "That's
it!" she said brightly. "That's all she wrote!"

Without another word Jalal bent and slipped an analer her knees and,
lifting her high in his strong arms, turned towatiks bedroom.

Beside the bed he set her on her feet, and asllsdhe towel around her
body began to slip from its moorings. She clutched, but he caught her
wrist.

"Let me see you," he ordered.

At the tone of sheer possessiveness in his volee nglted into fainting
stillness. He clasped her other wrist and held Ihathds helplessly away
from her body, his eyes burning into her as theetashipped and spiralled
around her breasts and hips like a lover's hamakfal to the floor.

He stood gazing at her.



Intensely dark brown eyes under strong brows suclha poets loved,
guestioning, nervous, and watching him with susktrangth of wanting his
heart kicked brutally with answering hunger. Herd&i mobile lips
alternately smiling and pressing against each pthetr and shining where
she licked them, a pink that matched the dark miples shivering to
awareness under his gaze as it travelled dowrosethigh, heavy breasts. A
long, slender waist curving into sloping hips thatited a hand's caress ...
long smooth legs...

"You are a beautiful woman," he breathed hoarselyoems have been
written about you for a thousand years, and | didkmow."

"About me?" She smiled.

He nodded. "They called yoAsheeq."

Her wide mouth moved, tremulous with feeling. "WHags it mean?"
"Beloved," he murmured Asheeds Beloved Anti asheeqi.”

He lifted his other hand to the bright towel thaapped her hair, and pulled
it free. Her wet hair fell heavily over one shoul@é@d down her back. She
shivered as its weight pulled her scalp, careseedkin. She trembled at the
look in his eyes.

Passionate desire such as she had never experidloveered and
blossomed in her in bright bursts, as if a riclicklgarden burst into ripe
fullness in the space of seconds. Perfume, cotbersilky touch of new
petals crowded her senses all at once, strokinghtewild anticipation....

And he had scarcely touched her save with his e@ée. was almost
frightened for what would happen when he touchedhi his hands.

Slowly, still watching her, he pulled the towel fincaround his own neck
and dropped it to the floor. Then his hands calgfirtesistibly, cupped her
shoulders, drew her against his body, made hestsrpaess his warm naked
chest, her thighs brush the thick terry that coddns muscled thighs. His



head bent and his mouth tasted hers... and theoudsV it with a
suddenness that made her gasp.

His hunger for her melted her into wildest need.éWwhis hand clasped her
head to pull her lips more urgently against hisewhis arm encircled her
back to drag her tight against him, her body sehsedeep hunger and sent
thrilling heat through her. When his fingers squeekand his palms pressed
her back, thighs, arms, urgent messages zipped &lennerves, igniting
fire beacons everywhere to signal her hunger tavede body.

After an eternity of kisses, gentle and passionaéasing, tasting,
urgent...his lips left hers.

"Lie down," he said.

She turned in his hold to the high mattress and diféthe spread, tossing it
down to the foot, hiked one kneeup, then the otad, slipped on all fours
towards the centre of the wide bed.

She heard a gasp of indrawn breath, and his haraligssed her hips in firm
command, stopping her where she was.

And then, before she knew what was happening, bigimcame at her from
behind, directed with unerring suddenness betweenelgs, its damp heat
thrusting sharp pleasure against the nerve cehtrerdeing.

She cried out uncontrollably. And again. She tt@echove, for the pleasure
was unfamiliarly shocking her system, but his hagdssped her thighs,
irresistibly, pulling them apart to give him bettacess. She was pinned to
the place, by his grip and by the pleasure thatgmbthrough her, raising her
desire to a pitch she hadn't known existed.

She could do nothing except wait, her thighs opgmimcontrollably to his
mouth, her knees spreading further, her whole lhistBning to the buildup
of nearly intolerable sweet need as his tongueksttorasped, caressed,
pushed the pleasured anticipation along her nerves.



She had expected nothing like this. So quick, serwhkielming, a need so
desperate it was almost rage. She began to whitmgreurgent need for
release from his tongue's hungry stroking, his imsutot embrace, from the
savage yearning they made her feel.

He went on with that wild, rough, relentless caréssding the torment till
it could hardly be borne. Her mind reeled and sb& herself—to a
primitive, barbarian, all-consuming need that shd hidden from herself
for too long.

She pressed her upper body down, clutching a p#iogvburying her face in
it, moaning, arching her body to his mouth withebhéame—totally, utterly
dedicated to her own pleasure.

Then at last it happened: hot, sweet release bagdow spiral out from
under his mouth and poured over all her skin andahes, to every
fingernail, to each single hair tip. As the thrafapipleasure reached her
throat Clio cried aloud, a long, haunting cry cdtgfude and release.

When it had passed, she collapsed flat on thedmebisix and a half years of
pent-up need flowed and flowered and was satisfidubr.

"Oh, thank you! Oh, Jalal, that was so sweet!" sloemured to the pillow

in a husky, sensual voice that made his eyes naasdve looked at her. "Oh,
so delicious! Oh, was there ever anything like thate the dawn of history!
Will there ever be anything like it again!"

Behind her, dropping his own towel to the floor,dmeiled.

"l think | can promise that there will be,” Jalaid softly.

Languidly she rolled over and lay with her headsedrat an angle to look at
him. His body was so beautiful. As he stretchedaruthe bed beside her,
she admired the flexing and contracting of his wholusculature, the

gorgeous shape of him, the hard, hungry, longngtsex.

She looked away to catch her breath, and he canve deside her, one
hand carefully enclosing her breast, the otherltaggn her damp hair.



She stroked his cheek, smiling lazily, brushedgéeerous lips. He drew
her finger into his mouth and sucked it, and asaslee contracted in her
abdomen the spiral of tension started again. Sieteql softly.

His hand strayed again to the mat of pleasure-daatpbhair between her
thighs, and his thumb toyed there, watching whdedyelids fluttered. Her
hands sought out his body, and stroked him, feelitig delighted curiosity

where he was smooth and where hair roughened ims lsaw muscle

curved into muscle....

When she touched his engorged sex his eyes narraneehis lips parted in
a deeply erotic smile, his teeth flashing whitee @xplored the smooth
hardness with a joy she could hardly contain, swett a wanton, hungry
flood of feeling she had believed herself incapatble

"Oh, I'love this!" she cried, her hand tightenirgspessively on him.

Then, as his hand stroked her to a sudden secteabee she arched her
back, thrusting her hips up, and as the pleaswsikgoeand sank away he
was suddenly above her, moving his legs betwees &rshe willingly
opened herself to him.

Her pleasure had barely ebbed when he pushedhatbdt pulsing rose. It
enclosed him with hungry gratitude, and he thrugher and further in, till
he had reached his length in her. He heard heofcsgtisfaction then, and
knew he had waited all his life for such a cry.

He wrested himself from the rose's loving embraoe, wildly thrust home
again, and she grunted with such deep surprisasyed in a fierce, almost
uncontrolled response.

He pounded into her over and over, each thrustimguas savage pulse of
pleasure through her system. Helplessly she cigethdme, and then she
wordlessly moaned, and then, losing her knowledgene, of place, of
self, she sank into a wordless thirst for the pleasie gave her, drinking it
in with choking, desperate sighs.



Only pleasure mattered now, pleasure that shimmauneteyond her own
body, so that she felt her joy as far as she coeddh, and in the air that
surrounded them.

With crazy, unbelieving joy she stroked the maweadl body, felt how the
strong back, the clenching buttocks, the powerhdutders and thighs
moved under her hands, felt how the hard mascaémranoved within her.

He bent his head, murmuring, and smothered hermaeith a hungry kiss,
thrusting as wildly with his tongue as with his godo drive them both
beyond the reach of everything they knew, deeptimtainknown.

She heard his wild cry and felt the pulsing thrbhis sex in her, in the same
moment, and at last more pleasure than her systaid bold burst through
her. She arched up to meet his body's desperaig thnd again, and again,
and then wild pleasure coursed through them, sge&imd finding that
timeless place they sought, in the Other.



Sixteen

They lay in each other's embrace, listening tortheartbeats reflected in
the rain. His arm was around her, Clio's head ngsti the curve of his
shoulder, her arm lying across his chest, her Hamdy stroking his
shoulder and arm.

She was humming a tuneless hum, just on the bnedtigut knowing it. He
lay listening, a smile pulling at his lips.

"You are like the cat," Jalal murmured.
"Mmm? | am?"
"You are purring."”

Suddenly hearing her own song for the first tinles ughed. "l suppose |
am."

"Do you always purr at such moments?" he askedadta jealous question.
He would not have voiced it if he had known whainzes going to say.

"I've never had such a moment before, so | woula@tv,” Clio replied in a
matter-of-fact tone.

His fingers, stroking her flank lazily, stilled.

' 'Never had—what do you mean? Do you tell me tizatman has before
known how to please a woman of such passion as Whet sort of men
does this culture produce?”

"Oh, plenty of dedicated ones, really." She lifteztself on an elbow and
smiled down at him. "lI've been in a cage. Some wag guys tried, but no
one before you could find the key."



It shook Jalal to the core. He kissed her with brugt surge of passion,
rolled her over on her back, and thrust his waidmagain. She gasped and
melted with the suddenness of it, and, her bodlysstollen with fulfilled
desire, accepted his wild thrusting with mews digiie. Almost at once she
was driven up to the peak again, and over, cryiidlyy feeling how his
hands, wrapped in her hair and around her wrishatied with his own joy.

"Mmm," she sighed appreciatively, when they hacdobee calm again, and
he found that that sound in her throat stirred taimis core. It was necessary
to him now, like water, and he suddenly felt it wbbe so forever. He had
been seeking something all his life, but had omigwn that it was so when
he found what he sought.

Jalal kissed her lightly on her sweat-damp shouldeing her passionate
openness and responsiveness. That such a womé#ouimadso little joy in a
body made for pleasure was almost unbelievable.

"You have—what do you say?—some catching up to do."

"Years," she agreed with a smile at once satisfiadilonging.

"Perhaps it can be condensed.”

She glinted at him with a glance of such sensudibrged abandon that he
felt it like a blow.

But as he reached for her again she sat up, hgo Hamtousled all around
her shoulders, smiling down at him with lazy, pleassated eyes.

"I wish we could stay here all night,” she saidutBeople will be arriving
as soon as the rain lets up.”

She slipped off the bed and padded into the kitcindrere she quickly
transferred their clothes from washer to dryer. &arned to the bedroom
and bent to pick up the scattered towels, thertdtesi. He was just getting
to his feet.

"Do you want another shower?"



He looked at her, sex on his mind. "Yes," he sdidt us go to the shower."

She melted where she stood, dropping the towels,a@ad let him lead her
into the bathroom. The stone-tiled floor was canderfoot, adding another
sensual input to her already overloaded nerve matbwVhen the soft flow
of water came down over them, she sighed with delig

He caught her under the buttocks. "Put your legarad me," he muttered,
and she could only moan in anticipation and obegpwing herself around
his hips, opening her thighs to the magnificentypodady for her again.

He set her back against the shower wall, graspedhighs, and slipped
hungrily between the soft petals of the rose again.

Water and pleasure simultaneously flowed over anough their bodies,

soft and delicious, combining into a sweet rosenduat their senses could
taste. He thrust a little, then paused and, sugpner with one hand, lifted
the other to the bud of the rose, and caressédhet tears of joy mingled

with the water that poured so luxuriously over theand her clenching,
spasmodic submission to the pleasure brought rsrmown release.

The rain abated. They tidied the cottage, laund#redsheets and remade
the bed, leaving the towels they had used stilihvig in the dryer, and a
note on the table for the renters. Then they cHyefet the kittens into a
small cardboard box and Jalal carried it down ® ltbat, with Wousky
anxiously watching from a supervisory position o&ip's shoulder.

The sky was clearing, the sun breaking throughakeyan appearance over
a wet world. She stood within the circle of his asnthe steered the boat for
home, and felt a closeness she hadn't felt for m siiace that night with
Peter, and a lightness of spirit she had hardlyginmed possible.

"l want to know about this man who hurt you," helsawill you tell me the
story?"



"I've never told anyone,"” Clio murmured, half tordedf. No wonder the
incident had had such a hold over her imaginat®re had never known
how to tell even her mother about such deep hutaiiaand of course she
had never told Zara, but she could tell Jalal.

"He was kind of what you'd call my high school drisshe began. "l was
thirteen and just starting, and he was in his fyedr. | thought he was so
gorgeous..."

She took him through it, step by step, and as sipeg across the lake, the
clouds dispersed completely and the sun glowedtbeescene, all so clean
and fresh after such thorough washing, and ityealémed like a metaphor
for her own soul. All the anguish, all the dustloé past, washed away by
Jalal's passion.

His face hardened when she described that night whe had lost so much
more than her innocence, but he didn't interrupt.

"What does that mean, jailbait?" he asked wherhaldearrived at the bitter
end.

"For a guy of nineteen or twenty to make love vathirl under sixteen is
illegal here, even if she consents," she explaitidd.could have gone to
prison if he hadn't waited till | was at the leggke of consent.”

He was silent as they headed under a picturesdigdgebi'Oh, someone's in
the MacAllister place,” Clio observed absently wibay came out the
other side.

Jalal looked startled. "Pardon?"

She pointed through the plastic window of the hend. "See them up there
on the deck?"

He glanced up as they passed the mansion-sized euhouse, but didn't
answer.

"What has happened to Peter?" he went on aftermaemb



"Happened?"
"Has he married?"

"Married? Golly, no, he's only twenty-five or sike still runs his father's
car dealership, last time | looked. | guess hegjdmet | have no idea who. |
saw him once in the street a couple of years agavét driving yet another
splashy sports car. | don't suppose he'll wantadet that in for a station
wagon for a long time yet."

"He is a fool," Jalal said with an amused smilejfdeter were about as
important as last week's newspaper.

Clio laughed, light and free. "The sun's out, l&tle the rain hood down!"
she said, and he stopped the boat and they qudakiso.

"Now," he said, as if he understood more than steesaid. "Now the wind
will blow tangles into your hair. And tonight...tigit | want to lie in the
tangles again."”

"Of course he is interested," Saifuddin ar Ratiid sarefully. ' '"He would
not wish to commit himself until he sees exactlyatvve have to offer."

"He must be made to commit himself," said the vaicthe other end of the
phone.

"Of course, Excellency."”
"If  made myself known to him too soon, he mighttbmpted to expose me
to his uncles in exchange for a return to theirdytavour. We must have

him compromised first."

"Can he possibly have any loyalty to them? Do year it? A man who has
been sent into exile?"

"Did you not tell me you sensed that he had somgreental attachment to
them?"



"l did, Excellency. Partly perhaps because he feelswes the course of his
life, his education, to the care of his grandfatherking."”

At the other end of the wire there was a thougtgéulse. "You are right, as
always, Saifuddin. Now is the time to tell him. Cale again when it is
done."

Jalal was late for dinner. He had taken a boat maitpne knew where,
shortly after he and Clio brought the cat and kitback from Solitaire. It
wasn't usual for Jalal to miss a family meal withwarning, and everybody
was wondering what had happened.

Clio's worries now had more, not less potency. Whsihe had to choose
between loyalties? If Jalal was conspiring agdimstprinces—

It was the evening of their regular self-defencass] which made the
children even more anxious. "He always says dis@gb important, so he
wouldn't just miss the class,” Ben said.

"Well, then, he'll be back in time for the claskladdy said. "Will you all

please stop worrying? Someone phoned for Jalal lagdve him the

message when he got in. He probably went to see@oenand just got
delayed.”

Did he have an acceniPhe question arose in her mind completely against
her will, but Clio gritted her teeth and managettocspeak it aloud.

"Whereis Jalal?" Donnelly asked in a hopeless voice, fettlird time, and
Clio smiled at her with deep fellow feeling. Donlgelas right—the family
group was not complete without him.

The sound of a boat engine made them all stopnglto listen. It came
closer, making all the familiar noises of drawirmgait the family dock, and
the kids began to smile and sigh with relief.



Clio bit her tongue to stop herself smiling too ubut when Jalal's light
footstep was heard on the verandah and he camegtihtbe door, she was
grinning as broadly even as Donnelly.

"Jalal, Jalal!" the child cried in her sweet, piagcvoice, as if the end of the
world had been averted at the last minute.

He came in smiling, picked up his plate from theldan a way that had
become totally familiar, and went to the stove lieck a cob of corn from
the pot there.

Everyone was chatting, relaxed, happy. Jalal satndat the table and

flicked Clio a glance so loaded her heart statieabjing like a sheep caught
in a fence. Her father said something, her motaplied, and the river of

life flowed on in the big friendly kitchen as itdhalways done.

Clio marvelled that she could sit in the middleatifthe usual family row,
and connect to Jalal as intimately as if they waome on an island...and
know that, in the last couple of hours, whereveh&@ gone, something had
happened to worry him.

When supper was over and the dishwasher stackedhsttime for the

self-defence class. Surrounded by kids, Jalal dliciClio a glance. She
nodded with her eyelashes, swallowed convulsiaiy felt her cheeks go
hot. When she risked another look at him his javg wwght with brutally

imposed self-control.

They all rushed out, leaving Clio with her pareintshe kitchen. A part of
her had wanted him to cancel the class, but shes kre couldn't. You
couldn't teach self- discipline without practisihg

So she helped her mother as usual in the kitchehtleen, turning down a
TV film, went upstairs, to while away the time umstious anticipation and
sybaritic preparation till he could come to her.



She bathed in her sexiest perfumed bath oil, aeresipe Christmas present
she had never used before, and conditioned heyr dnadr gave herself a
manicure and a pedicure, painting her nails a cyeammnze that matched
her tan. She rubbed body satin everywhere.

She sprayed perfume into her hair, blew it dry kefdit to spread freely
over her shoulders and back.

But when it came time to dress, she discoveredoargaer wardrobe that
she had never noticed before: she did not havéamyesexy nightgown or
piece of underwear anywhere in her drawers. Thathe little turquoise
silk slip and matching robe her parents had givenfdr her last birthday,
and that was the closest thing she hadto a gardetiberately designed to
ignite a man's desire.

In the end, she slipped on one of Jude's casthoffssin peach oxford
cotton. It was worn and a little frayed, but bligsf soft.

And underneath...only her own brown body, alrea@jting at the thought
that he would soon be here, leaping with excitenadren, a few moments
later, she heard the soft footfall on the stagsiting into ready flame when
the tap on the door was followed by her dark laver.

Clio was lying on one elbow on the bed, with a btiwkt she hadn't been
able to read a word of, the room softly lightede thindow of her tiny
balcony open on a magical night. Soft blues wdfiteh the speakers of her
CD player. Outside the lake glinted with the retiéeclight of moon and
stars and the lamps of the houses around its shfessh breeze stirred the
open curtains, caught his robe as he turned totkadtedroom door behind
him.

He stood for a moment looking down at her. Jalakged like a Westerner
during the day, but at night, when relaxing, he stimes reverted to the
clothes of his homeland. Tonight he was wearing aaiental-print
green-and-gold dressing gown in flowing cotton,ropeer a bare chest and
loose trousers tied at the waist. He looked likardasy sheikh.



The sight of him, so dark and exotic in the strootpurs, made her heart
beat even faster. She tilted her chin to smilerat and he bent over her and
kissed her.

She lifted her arms around his neck as he sank dmwihe bed over her.
She felt his hands busy with the buttons on het,sind then he pushed the
soft fabric aside and he lifted his head and hesend his hand stroked her
bare shoulder, her breast, her stomach. Then he ldee naked breasts
against his warm chest and devoured her lips wittheer kiss.

She was already on fire with need, with the menobthe pleasure he could
give her, with deep anticipation. She moaned agaissmouth and felt his
body leap in response.

"I hunger for you, Clio,” he murmured against hgrs| with a fierce
desperation that thrilled her with longing. "Kis® hkiss me."

Shivers of electric feeling burnt over her bodykmg her womb melt into

readiness, lifting her rosebud nipples to his aitben She felt with hungry,

yearning abruptness that she could never get enofugim, that until their

bodies and souls fused forever into one being shddwnot have what she
sought from him.

He rolled over onto his back, drawing her ontodfisst, cupping her head
and kissing her again. She lifted her head anddyda@n into his eyes with
hungry urgency.

"l love you," she whispered, and gasped as shedhear own words,
understanding their truth only as she heard them.

"l love you, Clio," Jalal said, and her heart bedh such crazy wildness she
couldn't find breath.



Seventeen

His two hands came up to encircle her head a®ifv@re both precious and
fragile, a perfect rose, and his dark eyes gazediers.

"You looked at me at the wedding, do you rememi#ar@ you saidWe
will never be friends...."

"I remember," she murmured, ashamed.

"I knew then. | knew that you were right—not frieneve were not destined
to be friends, you and I, but much more. | knewntteat | would not rest
until you called me Lover."

She smiled, though tears were burning her eyes/éil,bshe whispered.

His mouth trailed sweet fire along the undersidén@f chin, her ear, and
down her throat to the pulse that beat there.

"Asheeqi,"he murmured there, and monitored with his lipsghise's leap
into wild disarray.

Under her shirt his hands caressed her back, hist,wa&r thighs, with a
firm, hungry possessiveness that thrilled and liifvex. His eyes were like
doorways into the black depths of the universe, hadgazed at her,
drinking her in.

His fingers slipped between her thighs and begaoytavith the rose with a
touch like the brush of silk. He smiled and watched response, watched
her eyes lose focus, her eyelids droop, her mouteepand swell with
sensuous swooning.

When her hips began to press against him, he rbbedver onto her back
and lay above her, one arm under her head, his loéimel trailing in the mat
of hair that hid the petals of the rose. He cupmeelthigh and drew it aside,
to give his hand and his eyes better access. Aewl liis fingers began a



sweet, slow torment of stroking amongst the dantplpeand around the
pulsing bud, over and over and over, with the utrpasience.

Unbelievably delicious sensations began to uncuhlar at this urging, an
intensely burning fire without flame followed thait that his finger drew
on her flesh, a heat that was almost unbearablgeatness sweeter than the
sweetest sugar....

He was in no hurry. He did not try to rush her,utjlo at any time he could
have brought the pleasure on her just by applyingoae concentrated
pressure...he just went on, slowly and deliberateétgwing lines of fire
over her skin that reached deep inside her body.

When the pleasure slowly spiralled out in her st, laeeding no effort from

her, nothing but to lie and accept it, it was demse that she did not know
whether it was pleasure or pain that she felt.shié knew was how her
whole body drank it in, like a starved desert fload.

Only when it was over could she make a sound, mily had she been
listening to the physical joy he gave her. Thengdsped, and sighed, and
told him her gratitude with words and smiles anddie&ss moans.

They kissed and toyed, and laughed with total foyd then Jalal stripped
off his robe and his trousers and lay down agasideeher, and her breath
hissed between her teeth as she admired his haedsmhy, the instrument
of her pleasure.

"Come over me," he said. He suited the action ¢ovtbrd by drawing her
thigh over his, till she was above him on her knbaes hair falling down her
back, her thighs parted over his.

He drew her hips down and fitted their bodies tbggtand pulled her
firmly down against him, and together they gruriteglr satisfaction at this
union.

He reached up to strip off the shirt that still #veal her shoulders, dragged
it down her arms, and tossed it aside, and therh&rgls cupped and



caressed her shoulders, ran along her upper amailegdtacross her midriff
and slipped up to curl over the full, heavy breasts

At the same time he moved in her, hard, and shpeglaand fell forward
onto her hands, so that her breasts were presgetimhold, and her hips
began involuntarily writhing against the pleasuir@im inside her.

He thrust in her, watching how the concentratioplefsure was mirrored
in her face, and when her body began to push aid ke grasped her hips,
pulling her body against his, so that the joy faméd up and gave her the
release she sought.

She sank down against him, her breasts pressinghast, her mouth
against his ear, sighing the little noises of guat that made his flesh leap.
He pulled her face over his and kissed her, knowiagnever before had he
taken such pleasure in the giving of pleasure.ifkg@ébr the first time that
to give one woman pleasure could be enough forrg aibhis life long.

She was moving against him in a search for momhargripped her thighs
and moved her against him till her body's clenchegponse relaxed.

"Now," he murmured, and rolled over with her againg this time he rose
above her, their bodies still joined. His thighsiped her thighs wide apart,
and he began to thrust with hard, purposeful teyudstep within.

She grunted in hunger, and she knew that what thgikkan her had merely
ignited her whole body, to prepare it for this. E#lcrust was a whole new
world of intense physical sensation, as if he reddhside her soul....

She tossed her head as her cries became wildevikted, and she lost her
awareness of the room, the light— she was awarne anpleasure. Even
self was gone, even Jalal was lost in the cloudy lné physical and mental
sensation, the deepest, maddest pleasure she posestbly imagine, and
more.

Still he drove into her, on and on, until time als@ no meaning, until for
both of them there was only the depths of darknebsye the jewel they
sought lay hidden, but sending out shafts of fire..



They entered the utter darkness, then, and clasgegwel, and its light
shimmered through their united selves until theydrout in helpless
gratitude with the perfect joy, perfect knowledbe jewel contained, and
its blinding light.

"What has worried you tonight?" she asked, lywitg him in the still night,
with music playing softly.

He was silent. Then, "'It is nothing to do witlydning here. Nothing to do
with your fam—"

Then he remembered Zara, and broke off.

Her heart began to beat in hard, anxious thudst $smething to do with
Barakat?"

He sighed. "If | tell you, Clio, it will be to pu burden on you that you can
share with no one. You can mention it to no othend soul. Do you wish
for such a burden?"

"Oh, God," she whispered. "I'm not sure | can stidomsl How—what kind
of a burden?" If it was the burden of choosing teetw his happiness and
Zara's...how could she bear it?

He wound a hand in her hair. "It would be very d=ogs if you spoke of it.
You must understand that lives will be in danges.ybu accept to know?"

"Is one of the lives yours?"
He was silent, merely gazing at her from his dassebut she knew.
"Is—is one Zara's?"

Jalal took a breath and stroked her hair, down bgescalp and where it lay
across her shoulder. "I am doing my best to saehisis not a danger.”



"Oh, my God!" Clio closed her eyes painfully. "I dbthink | want to
know."

They were silent for a moment, while she wondefeshe had made the
coward's choice. Could he be the man he was, timesimaknew him to be,
and be plotting a horror? And yet—if neasconspiring with someone—
shouldn't she try to find out?

But she was afraid to hear something that woultrog$ier newfound joy.
One day? Was that all that was allotted to her?dKke,couldn't face that.
What would it hurt if she lived in ignorance a fevore days?

"I may have to return soon to Barakat,” Jalal ssiddenly. His hand
grasped hers, and he kissed it. "If I go, Clio—wdl go with me?"

Her heart kicked painfully. The change was too kj@ioc her. "What?"
"If circumstances call me home—come with me, Clio."

"To the Emirates?" she almost wailed. "For how @rgs right in the
busiest part of the season!"

"For how long? Forever! Will you marry me? | lovewy Clio. | want you to
come home with me. Please be my wife."

She gazed into his face, her heart racing and hgckivarmth seemed to
pulse through her system, as if love had its owthways that also came
from the heart. But—

"Oh, Jalal."

"Say yes."

"Go away from here? Forever?"

He reached for her, and drew her into his arms.ciivgy to him. Her eyes

moved around her room, pausing at the curtainsviiig on the night
breeze, and she listened to the magic cry of ke la



Owl, and Bear, and Wolf seemed to cry out to hemfthe distant hills. She
would not hear their voices anymore, in the desert.

"We will visit," he said.
"l can't!" she breathed. "Jalal, it's my home!"

"'l will give you a new home. A palace, with foaims and beautiful things.
We will not be far from the mountains...."

"l can't go and live in another country! | belorgy&!”

His eyes darkened. It was her early reaction. Wosatened in such
matters where they loved...if she loved. It wasoanan's role to follow her
husband.

Abruptly he thought of his grandmother, her brolearted yearning for the
high country of her youth. If he took Clio backBarakat, would she also
tell her children stories of the land she loved kmdjed for? But if he did
not, how would he survive?

"Clio, I have found you now. You are everythingne. Do not you love
me?"

Tears burned her eyes. "l love you! | love you,dnivto be with you!
But—oh, Jalal, please don't ask me this!"

He had no answer. He drew her down and kissed hlerungent passion,
covering her body with his own, seeking solace H tormented soul
within.

The morning was bright after the previous day'setaral rain; it was going
to be a scorcher.

"You're going to be swamped in the ice cream sbday, and last night's
delivery didn't get through,” Maddy commented ovexakfast.



Clio was grateful for the necessity to concentateeveryday things. She
had awakened depressed and didn't want to thinktdhe choice facing
her. Why was love so full of pain? It was supposele wonderful.

In the small hours of the morning, Jalal had ledt,land she had fallen
asleep before he returned. When she awoke thisinggshe was alone, but
the light had been turned out, so she supposeddéhind her asleep and
gone to his own room.

It seemed like a portent of the future.

This morning, they had sat in their usual placbsua as far apart as two
people could be at the Blakes' big table. She hashged that herself, how
long ago? In the dark ages when she had believetatied Jalal.

And now she loved him, but it was still a dark age.

"...probably a good idea to call," she surfacelddar her mother saying.

He had smiled at her as he left with her fathertiermarina a few minutes
ago, but his smile, too, was dark with torment.

She thought of Zara, making the choice so easlyf,iawere nothing more
than a new dress—a new country, a new people, daray...how could
she have faced it so easily?

"Clio, where on earth are you this morning?"

"'What?" She blinked, trying to replay the memagple of what her mother
had said, but she had been too deeply lost in var thoughts even to
record it. "Sorry, Mom, what did you say?"

""'What is it, Clio? You look as though a Bearwaliseafter you."

A little choke of laughter escaped her, and thatdsualy she was weeping.

"Oh, Mom, | don't want to leave here! | don't wemspend the rest of my
life in a place where no one understands what avizeker is!"



Maddy Blake jumped to her feet. "What? Darling, whlyould you?
Leave?" Then her face lost all expression. "No¥ bheathed. "Not Jalal?
Not you and Jalal?"

"He asked me to marry him last night."

"Oh, darling! Not you, too! Oh, Lord, why didn'tisten when you said not
to let him come? Oh, no, not you, too, thousandsitds away! Oh, will all
my daughters leave me?"

''Mom, | didn't say yes. I love him, but how caleave here? knowthis is
my homel! If it were somewhere like Quebec or somegth-but so far
away?" She buried her face in her hands. "Tell natwo do!" she
whispered.

Her mother slipped into the chair beside her, putaam around her
daughter's shoulders.

"I wish | could just say, no | can't do it, andttiaeuld be the end of it. Why
does love have to be so hard? | thought it was asgip to be
wonderful—we didn't even get one day of real...regdpiness."

Her mother blew out a troubled breath. "What a fawhs. Bring a man like
him here..."

"What do you think, Mom? Could | be happy? Wouldrn to love the
country, would loving him make up for... everythitig

Maddy's eyes fell. "l don't know, Clio," she sédhe took a deep breath and
tried to forget her own feelings. "Don't forget,wa have Zara close by.
You wouldn't be..."

"Zara is in East Barakat. Jalal told me last nitjtatt his place is in the
capital. That's miles away from Zara."

The ice cream shop doorbell rang, and both womastinctively
responding to duty, looked up. "That must be Wilith the ice cream," said
Maddy.



"I'll go." Clio got up and bent to kiss her motlsectheek before dashing out
to open the shop door for the delivery woman.

"Oh, boy, what a day that was!" said Willa chedyfulAll that rain totally
ruined my schedule!" Willa was practically a onemaam band, making and
delivering her ice cream, and even growing som@efruit she used in it.

She and Clio had been friendly for years, just la@oof the pleasant strands
of Clio's life that bound her here to Love LakeeSVasn't a close friend. If
Clio moved to Barakat Willa was one of the many gleoshe would
probably never see again. A single thread in thedtty of her life, perhaps,
but still there would be a hole if it were pluckeuwt.

"You feeling okay?" Willa asked, as the two womeaioaded the tubs of ice
cream and carried them into the freezer.

"Yeah, just fine," Clio lied. "I had a bit of a hdsche yesterday, but it's
going now."

A few minutes later she waved goodbye to Willa Bedan to prepare the
shop for opening.

She stood for a moment looking around the shop.Haldenever wanted
more than this. Zara had always had her ears timadlifferent drummer,
but not Clio. She had never wanted a palace, shieedg even hankered
after one of the mansions on the lake. A few yagosher father had taken a
vote on whether they wanted him to buy one of igelaces that had come
up for sale...they had all, in the end, prefercestay where they were.

Wife of the Grand Vizier of the Barakat Emirates.

Arwen came in. "Gosh, what a fabulous day!" Shadsaly looked at Clio.
"Clio, what's the matter?"

"Nothing. | had a headache yesterday. | didn'tsiezy well."

Arwen stood straight. "I can look after the shopati want to go and take a
swim or something."



"Thanks, honey, but there's actually quite a bitido The ice cream only
came in this morning and we have to get all the thanged.”

"Oh, boy, does-the butter pecan need to be scragi&dCan | do it?"
The small joy of a sister who loved butter pecam éceam. Clio stood

looking at Arwen and knew that, one way or the npthi@s decision was
going to kill her.



Eighteen

They made love that night with a passion that thekn both to a country of
wildest pleasure, and beyond its borders to a ppdomked pain. To reach
together that place of total union was to know ttiety were not truly
united, and that night she wept with joy and sornat@rmingled.

Afterwards, they lay entangled in each other's athrsr bodies wet with
their exertions in the hot night.

They chatted of uncontroversial things, like ordynl@vers, but in the back
of her mind worry nibbled like a mouse at the cleeafsher happiness.

"You said—" she began suddenly, almost without rmeato, then pressed
her lips together and heaved a sigh. "Jalal, lagitrnyou said there was
danger.”

He nodded. "You wish me to tell you about it?"
"I think | have to know."

He paused, as if searching for the words. "Theeemaen who wish to
overthrow the reign of my uncles. They wish to rieaithe Barakat Emirates
into the Kingdom of Barakat, under one king. A peipking, whom they
will control because they have put him in power."

Her horrified breath hissed in her throat.
"You?"

His chin moved. "I am of inestimable value to sactonspiracy. Because
my father was Aziz, there are many in the counthpwelieve, or will be
convinced, that | have a valid right to the throAed if these people are
taught that the division of the kingdom has bedrad thing, if they are
brought to anger because their frivolous rulersehall married foreign



women—then they will accept it when they are tblattthe answer is to put
another king on the old throne...."

"Is all this propagandizing going on now?" she dske

"There are rumours, articles in certain papers.udgies knew—suspected
that it was not chance. But how to find those wigiigate the unrest?

"So publicly they sent me abroad to study...butrtireour escaped that |
had been banished for conspiring against them."

In the warm night air, Clio suddenly began to shi&he leaned over Jalal
to pluck her nightshirt from the floor, then satarpss-legged on the bed,
slipped her arms into the sleeves and wrappeautral her, her arms tight
across her breasts.

"What do you mean? Is it—I don't understand.”

"They hoped that this would make those who plotelceve that | would be
vulnerable to an approach.”

Clio drew in a trembling breath. "Oh, Jalal, youane-you're part of their
investigation?" And all at once she realized howpist her suspicions of
him had been. Born of paranoia and fear. He wasanotan built for
betrayal.

"What else?" he said matter-of-factly, and she bigr lip in
self-condemnation.

"But how dangerous! What if someone finds out yoylaying a double
game!"

He stroked her strong smooth thigh with a lazy hafidhat is why you must
not speak of this to anyone. Now you have my lifeyour hands twice
over."

She wished her heart would calm down. What a lgosigpirator she would
make—nher heart rate would give her away every time.



"Go on," she said.
"My uncles were right. | was approached."
"And—who is it?"

He shook his head. "Still | have no names. But taght they asked for
another meeting. They have said they have somethirey believe it will
convince me to throw in with them."”

"Do you mean they might think they have somethimgytcould blackmail
you with?"

He shook his head helplessly. ' 'lt seems obviouis| cannot imagine what
this could be. The evil | have done is a mattepublic record. Everyone
knows | kidnapped Princess Zara. What else is #lere

Jalal shrugged. ' 'So, they will show me this—whatst is. If they also
reveal who is their ringleader, as we hope, mygatone. But if not—I have
discovered nothing, Clio! | have not learned amghof real value. And it
may be impossible for me to go along with them famther. | may be faced
with a choice that...something to which | must sayAnd then it will be all
for nothing."

She was frightened suddenly, shivering with neriden is the meeting?"
"Tomorrow. It is possible that afterwards | will Ve to return to the
Emirates." He paused, stroking her head, and herahadown her back.
"Clio, beloved, | ask you again to go with me."

She dropped her head in helpless misery. "Jalaldgn't know what you're
asking. You told me once that you aren't at homavaere. | am at home.
This is my home. Please don't ask me to go to dsert to spend my life,
when you yourself don't even feel it's home. Plekget.”

"I should not have said this. Of course it is mynao"

"But what would Idothere?"



He said, "We could spend every summer here. InkBaeveryone who can
leaves the city for the summer. We can do the Same.

She tried to think of it as a solution that wouldka her happy.

"What would | do the other nine months of the yeB&?our wife at social
events?"

"And be a mother to our children."
"And what of our children—what if we have a sonR& slemanded.
He arched up to kiss her. "I hope we have many.sons

She turned and looked down at him lying againspiikws in the soft pool
of light. Was light ever so sweetly gentle in tresert?

"To provide more temptation for future conspira®drshe suggested. "This
is an endless thing, isn't it? There will alwaysdmneone, won't there,

looking for a figurehead, a puppet, to front fogitrembitions? | don't want

that for my children."

"People forget,” he murmured half-heartedly, nahing to see the truth of
what she said. "They will forget | was anything Rrand Vizier."

"And that's another thing. | couldn't be a paditiwife, Jalal. | couldn't learn
to take it all seriously, all that...| mean, Zarog's it. And anyway, she has
a career. She's an archaeologist. Whether shes dig or building a
museum, she takes that part of her with her.

"But that part of me is just what | can't take witle. For me that's the ice
cream shop, it's working with my mother, it's &k tlittle things. It's having
home and work so smoothly entangled it's practicadamless.

"Why don't you stay here? You like it here, youds#s in your blood."

He shook his head, as she knew he would, and laetr ¢lenched with pain.
She could foresee no unblemished happiness foelharsy.



She said miserably, "You know—Zara avoided getiagous with Peter
Clifford, because he was a small-town guy, with lstoavn ambitions. She
knew if she got involved with him, one of them walle unhappy. | didn't
have that problem with Peter—his lifestyle wouldvéauited me down to
the ground. That was exactly the kind of marriageaited."

"l am sorry | am not this man," Jalal said stiffly.

"I'm sorry, I'm not explaining it well, but don'by see what I'm saying?
Zara avoided getting mixed up with anyone who cottildnderstand what
sort of a future she had in mind, or wouldn't wanshare it. And I—I tried
to do the same.

"Only you came here, and—oh, it's not fair!" shiedr"l didn't ask for this!
| didn't ask for a foreign prince to come here amgep me off my feet!"

Out of the torment of indecision and anguish, sketwbut for once he did
not understand. His own pain was too powerful m.hTo love at last, to
understand the great mystery of the other half—tanide rejected in this
way...it was one rejection too many in his life.

Jalal stood up, pulled on his clothes. "The foremmce will go away
again," he said.

She suddenly understood that she had hurt him. Hy 'Wan't you
understand?" she cried. "Why should it automatich®k me who gives
everything up? Why can't you move here? Why dothk | should just
jump at giving up everything | ever wanted, and gon't even have to look
at the possibility?"

"What will I do in this country? My home is Barakalalal said with stiff
formality. "Let me advise you to go to your firswver Peter and invite him
into your bed again. After one hour with you helvierget he ever knew
your sister's name. Then you will have everything want."

"I do not love Peter Clifford, I love you!" she datonily, not sounding at all
like a woman who meant love.



"But somehow you do not stop dreaming of him."

He opened the door and went out. She let him go.

Saifuddin ar Ratib lifted a briefcase onto the @abl¥ou asked,” he began,
"for some proof that my principals have suffici@mluence to carry their
plans into successful action.”

"l also asked," Jalal put in dryly, "for some ewide as to who they are."

"The time is not yet ripe for that, but the evidemn®ring you will show you
how close to the heart of the monarchy and thesreippower my principal
has always been."

He removed a file folder from the case, snappsHtut and set it to one side.
He sat with the file under his hands for a momeegarding Jalal
thoughtfully. Then, pushingthe entire folder acrthsstable to him, he said
softly, "Read this."

Jalal smiled at the neat orchestration of the mankéis appetite whetted, of
course he was now expected to grab it open. Hetehack casually in his
chair, his legs spread, so that The Arranger shdetdct no impatience in
him, find no weak spot of eagerness, and threatefinigers together over
his stomach.

"And what is this that you would have me read?"ikt#icated the folder
with an arrogant tilt of his nose. "Tell me whysitould interest me."

"Merely some documents that you will find enlightenas to my principal's
long-term intentions and convictions, and his &pilo put his plans into
action."”

"I will need more than a sheaf of documentationdnvince me that he can
successfully overthrow the present monarchy andstaie a unified
Barakat."



The Arranger smiled. "Nevertheless, he believeswitifind these papers
of supreme interest."

Still in no hurry, Jalal nodded and sipped his nbést. At last he reached a
lazy hand for the folder.

The first thing that met his eyes was his own digrea "Jalal ibn Aziz ibn
Daud al Quraishi." He flicked a glance at Saifuddimd then his eyes fell
irresistibly back to the document. He frowned.

"l am Jalal, the son of your brother, Prince AXpu know my history. | now
request the right to take my place..."

Jalal murmured the words aloud as the tendrils efmory reached out to
claim him. He remembered the shape of the persihdmds, the smell of his
mother's cooking, remembered even the hot windhhdtblown through

the garden as he sat composing this first letteigancles, long years ago.

He looked up. "This is no more than the lettertladl world knows | have
written, to my uncles.”

Saifuddin ar Ratib watched him steadily. "Note tlh& the original letter,”
he said.

Jalal stroked the paper between finger and thuelbiHe tell-tale ridging.
"How did you get this?"

The Arranger merely smiled and shook his headndjfa casual finger to
encourage Jalal to read on.

He turned to the next document.

"From Jalal ibn Aziz ibn Daud to his uncles theriees: | am astonished to
have received no reply to my letter..."

He was surprised, now, to see how clearly he hiaolgénis parentage. Over
time he had forgotten. How could his uncles hawtgmded, after reading
these, that they did not know of his existence?



"From Jalal ibn Aziz.-.why do you call me grandsdma bandit? Was King
Daud a bandit? Are his sons?"

And yet they had seemed so convincing when thdgsatunderstood and
accepted him....

Was this how these people intended to convincabioommit himself? By
proving that his uncles had lied and betrayed momfthe beginning?

"From Jalal ibn Aziz to his uncles who ignore théither's deathbed
behest, know that | am determined..."

He looked at the letters, both sides. "There ipalace stamp on any,” he
said, frowning.

With a stroke like lightning through his brain, inederstood. His eyes lifted
to meet the steady, assessing gaze of Saifudd®atan. Jalal struggled to
control his emotions. He must allow this man nodeww onto his soul.

"My uncles never received these letters,” he daidlyg.
Saifuddin ar Ratib inclined his head in acknowladgat of the truth of this.

"That is the reason they did not know who | waswHwas it done?" Jalal
asked, struggling to maintain an appearance of.cafiow was it effected?
My own letters were intercepted, and others sulistit as if from me,
omitting all mention of my claim to my birthrigh#® letter from Jalal the
grandson of Selim, demanding land only becausgrhisdfather had been a
bandit with de facto ownership of the desert...."

He faded into silence, thinking of those monthsvimich he had believed
himself spurned by his family, his father's halbtivers, feeling again the
anguish and its transmogrification into fury.

"That is how you were presented to the princes,'yes

His eyes dropped back to the file. There were nranoye documents than
these letters. He turned to the next.



A photocopy of an assessment from a commandingesffduring his
military training, the name of the recipient oliéted with the censor's wide
black stroke, but the terms of respect in the bafdire letter making it clear
he wrote to someone with position in the palacewktmm he described
Jalal's abilities and progress....

Half a dozen similar letters, charting his progresthe military. Then his
graduating marks from university. Respectful leitdo an unknown
recipient describing various details and incidesftis university career.
"In extracurricular activities, too, he excels, hgarticular interests
self-defence and swimming...."

Letters from his schoolteachers, even. Everything.

His entire life, from the moment his mother, alcaed desperate, had
approached the palace, till he had returned tdéisert and set up his camp.
All here. All fully documented.

All that was missing were the letters he had s#at e abducted Zara.

"They never knew," Jalal said slowly, staring itke distant past. "My
grandfather King Daud never knew of my existencg.dveandmother...no
one knew."

The dark head was graciously inclined. "That ig tfu

"My mother never learned the identity of the mha spoke to the day she
went to the palace to reveal my existence. My ungleessed that it was the
late Nizam al Mulk, then the king's Grand Vizier.was not Nizam al
Mulk."

"It was not."
"It was not, as my mother believed, at the kingdsling that we moved to

the city, that | was educated, that | was sentafficer training. It was this
man. The man you call your principal.”



The Arranger nodded. "May | say | admire the quedshof your grasp of
the situation."”

Jalal flicked him a look.

"What could his purpose have been in so great epdien lasting so many
years? Revenge on my grandfather for some slighsglain for the
illegitimacy of my birth?"

Saifuddin ar Ratib smiled. "Nothing so petty. Heaisman of infinite
patience and far-reaching command. When your modéineved at the
palace to tell her story, he saw at once the pealethtat might lie in your
existence. The future he envisaged then for youired you to be carefully
prepared, and he undertook to provide that prejparat

He sat as if listening to a distant voice.

"The preparation to be an outcast,” Jalal murmui&dnan without roots.
He tore me from the desert, from every subsequetdiaty. All my life my
mother spoketo me of a future different from whatds living...and that
future never arrived. He knew my mother would brds silence
eventually. It did not matter when. And when | maadgrepresentations to
my uncles, he prevented their knowing me, as ti 8tep in making me a
rebel, the more easily to manipulate me," he added.

Saifuddin inclined his head. "You surprised himwewer. Let it comfort
you that he did not expect your return to the deser the setting up of your
camp. Nor the successful taking of a hostage, araniy your uncles to
recognize..."

Jalal showed his teeth. "You neither comfort me disturb my comfort
with anything that you can say," he said with lex@htempt.

"And this fool—" he indicated the file with a fliadf his hands and tossed it
onto the table "—who has spent his life with thimsense! Is such a man to
be respected? This is not a fairy tale of lostdéir



He got to his feet. "Was it your intention to came me that this man is a
worthy partner in my endeavours? He is no more thaaydreaming old
man. He mistakes plots for deeds," said Princd talaAziz ibn Daud al
Quraishi, and he turned and went with contemptease down the steps of
the terrace to his boat.



Nineteen

The light shone under her door, showing that she aveake, and perhaps
waiting for him.

Jalal knocked, and at her murmur, entered. Shesitasy propped up by
her pillows under a thin sheet, a magazine neglaatier lap.

"l heard your boat." she said. "Have you foundagtthing?"

"Yes." He came and sat on the bed. "He has expbsadelf without
realizing it If | were not in contact with my unslehere would be little risk
to him letting me know what | learned tonight. Bay uncles will be able to
guess, from what | tell them, who was in a positioo the things that he
has done.’

"So it's all over?"

"As to that—yes, one way or another, he is finishHtbugh it may take
time to discover the full conspiracy."

She was silent, looking gravely into his eyes. 'Tdat is the bad news?
What has so distressed you tonight?"

He stared at her. "How do you know it?"

She leaned close and smiled into his dark eyesu 'téld me. When you
came up the stairs | could hear it in your footstdpsee it now, in your
face.”

His hand cupped her head, holding her there. His sgarched her face for
a moment.

"It is said in the stories that even so did my granther understand my
grandfather...without words. And he could read inérd also. My uncles
say this is no more than the truth.



"They knew my grandfather and grandmother intinyatels father and
beloved stepmother...I knew them only as king amekq of the country.”

"Yes," she murmured sadly.

"This was always a mystery to me. From the momedetiined my true
birthright | struggled to understand why my grarléa and grandmother
had never wished to see me. You, too, said it.sbmeof their own beloved
son. The single product of their great love. Yettivere satisfied to educate
me from a distance. Why? My grandfather lived mibia@n a dozen years
after my existence and parentage were discovereidio.so many days and
years when we could have enjoyed each other's aonipa

"He was an old man," she whispered.

"Something like this | have always told myself. &de many excuses for
them—that the pain of meeting me would revive tbédrgrief in the loss of
their only sons. That my grandfather perhaps didembirely believe my
mother—her case could not then be proved, asndws with DNA tests. Or
that the stain of my birth was an impossible barrie

"Or perhaps he did not want to be faced with th@ceghof disinheriting his
three younger sons or dividing the kingdom intorfoul told myself he
avoided being tempted into these things by nevestimg me, never loving
me."

He paused, and she sat with him in silence andasuftlight, waiting for his

thoughts to form. Outside the soft circle of ligtite world was dark and
still. The water brushed the shore, a boat squealathst a dock, wind
murmured in the branches.

When he shook his head and heaved a breath, stieecehoth hands to
clasp his head. "And what have you learned tortigdut changes all that?"
she asked gently.

"They never knew of my existence," he told her lyaltMy grandfather,
my grandmother—they were robbed of the knowledgedhe of their dead
sons had left a son behind him. That is why thelensummoned me to the



palace. They did not know | was alive in the worldhey died without
knowing."

His pain was palpable in the room. Her heart cledctvith sorrowing
feeling.

"Oh, Jalal!" Clio whispered. "But then—your eduoati your whole life...
who did they think you were when they did all that?

"They knew nothing of these things. | have beemmnfthe moment my
mother went to the palace, a toy... a pawn in #relk of a man, a despicable
man...."

"What?" she breathed, horrified.

Absently he stroked the delicate, precious lineeasfcollarbone. "This man
pretended to my mother that hetold the king heretekle acted as if on the
king's orders, and passed on 'his' messages angaciiens.”

"But why didn't she insist on your meeting your ograndparents?"

He shook his head at her. "No, Clio, you do notarsthnd—what did she
know? She was an ignorant woman from the desegtc8hld not read. She
had committed a grave sin with her princely lowenich she had to confess
in order to tell the king of my existence. What kcbshe understand of her
value to the king? Or of mine? How could she intiat her illegitimate son

meet his grandfather?"

"But even so—"
He touched her lips.

"Clio, you cannot understand such a woman as myenott is so far from
anything you know. You are a free woman, knowingnjimportance in the
world. Your father values you, your mother is a veonof influence, and
you hope to be like her. You are the equal of yorathers. Even this
ugliness with this man, Peter—he was one man whiemyau feel of less
value than your sister. My mother has struggledresgahe opinion of all



society, for the simple belief that she is a hurnaimg with value in God's
eyes!"

His voice was choked with feeling. She made noyrdpit waited for him to
say what he needed to say.

"She was deeply and always grateful to her fatherhdr own father,
Cliol—because he did not kill her and me with hethie womb! He did not
deliver her to the tribe for stoning, but instead g her into slavery with an
old husband—when she had been the beloved of egbtin

She whispered his name.

' 'When this man in the palace told her the kingianever see her, but
would support her and her son...this was much rti@e in her heart she
expected. Can you see the huge bravery that shedgd to the palace at
all? And there to insist on seeing someone of itgpae! Perhaps the king
would Kill her for bearing his illegitimate grandsd®erhaps she would be
accused of lies, of trickery.... How was she tow®o

"The Prophet said, "Women are the twin-halves af,i@io, but he spoke
to an ignorant desert people who lived by the syt valued nothing but
a man's sword arm, and who would not learn theotes&nd still we go on

refusing to learn it, turning our backs on whatdagd, the knowledge he
brought fourteen hundred years ago.

He turned to her, lifting his hands to her faceosg, sure, they cupped her
head, and he stared deep into her dark eyes.

"'They told me all this tonight for a purpose. ¥said it was to convince me
that the man behind all this is powerful and calivde on his promise.
Close enough to the throne to... But | know thawvi#ts psychological
manipulation—they wanted to deliver such a blowaat that, doubting
everything, | would commit myself to them finallpdcompletely.”

"And—did it work?"



"It has shaken me to my soul to know that my kfea different from what |
believed. To think that | have been a pawn—deliledydrustrated so that
my anger could be used by this man for his own ggp. He created such
an existence for me so that | would hate, becaasedcan be twisted into
useful shapes. And he thought to make me a weaplis own hands."

"Oh Jalal, what a monster he must be!" she sadlinfg deeply helpless.
What could be said to comfort such appalling pain?

"Yes, a monster." He lifted a hand. "And a fool. féol. To spend

twenty-five years on a plan that has no end, nd, doat destruction.

Destruction of my uncles, of the whole structurghed Emirates...not one
positive, one good, to anyone, nothing but backvgmdrance and evil.

"And as long as | am in Barakat, Clio, | will bédatus for such madmen.
Always | will be the nearest puppet prince for ®welho cannot remember
that the Prophet said also that a state survivéisout religion, but not

without justice."

"Did he?" she interjected, amazed.
"Yes, and many other wise things that fools igriore.

He heaved a sigh and held her head between hishanau were right.
How can | take you to that, to such a life of positand conspiracy as would
always surround us and our children?"

She was silent, breathless with hope, with shockh viove, with
compassion.

"I have no life there now. Everything is severedni free from what |
believed, from all that | wanted and fought for--edrfrom the burden of my
past and my history.

"If you accept me as your husband, Clio, | willyskeere with you, and build
a life amongst the lakes and forest. | will seet tiry grandmother's
descendants return to the kind of land she loved, @r children will

inherit what we build for them, and nothing more.



"Do you accept, my beloved? Will this please yoiut gdeases me?"

She was weeping too hard to answer.

In the King's Pavilion, four men lounged aroundfihntain, drinking mint
tea, eating the rich powdered sweetmeats thatrianall silver trays.

"As long as | remain here, how can | fail to leeus for every sect that is
disenchanted with the state of the monarchy orcthentry?" Jalal asked.
"It's too obvious, too easy. | don't want to spemgdlife being tempted, by
one manipulator after another, to overthrow yountjoule, against my
grandfather's clear wishes."

"Father might have had other wishes, if he had Ipeieleged to know of

your existence," Omar said. "It's possible that yauld even have been
seen as a way out of his dilemma. He could haveui@d you over all three
of us, with the country's blessing, and none of \Wiges could have

complained. And the kingdom would have remainedwided."

Jalal nodded. It was true. Perhaps it would alwa&ysain a tormenting
mystery, what course his life would have followé&elim had taken his
pregnant daughter immediately to the palace, idstégplaying a deeper
game, or if, when his mother at last went, sher@dallen into ambitious
hands....

At the very least, perhaps, his uncles would haer®d like cousins, or
brothers, rather than the virtual strangers they were. And he might have
felt at home in his father's grand palace.

"Perhaps. In that case, however, | would have ba&isad to the task of rule.
But | was not. You were, and you do it well. Allydu." He looked around.
"The people love you, and they love your beautifioteign wives. If | am

not here to be always pointed to as an alternatitve little discontents will

seep into the ground and be lost."

"What are you saying, Jalal?" Rafi asked.



Rafi's near twin set down the tiny gold-etched tpa@and waited till the
eyes of all three princes were on him."| want tavke Barakat. | will
renounce my father's titles and go abroad to liveant to be done with the
guest for power and recognition, and for family."

There was silence as they took it in, each in his particular way. Omar
gazed absently at the sparkling fountain, strokimg beard, listening
intently; Karim raised his eyebrows, nodding; Rafiked at his all-but-
twin with a level, assessing gaze.

The silence stretched and stretched.
"Where will you go?" Karim asked.
And Rafi suggested softly, "Clio?"

Jalal's head bent in a quick nod. "Yes, Clio. llwily a house on a lake
where she has lived all her life. 1 have spokerh¢o father about the
business. We think of me investing in it, perhapsl.would like to invest

in water purification, industrial waste treatmentkeep the lakes free from
pollution.”

"Jalal, are you sure about all this?"

Jalal ibn Aziz ibn Daud ibn Hassan al Quraishi remtidYes, | am sure," he
said. "Sure."

The old church at Love's Point had not seen suciowad for a very long
time. The congregation glowed as they spilled ithite quiet, tree-lined
streets, everyone dressed in the most beautifdittoun their wardrobe,
young and old, rich and poor, prince and commolilee.a

The marriage between Clio Blake and Jalal al Qbrdiad taken place in
the 150-year-old church, and the reception haaviad in the beautiful
gardens, with their flowered lawns rolling downtbe banks of the quiet,
pretty river.



The bride was beautiful in traditional white, héggant, long-sleeved matte
satin dress smoothly fitted from breast to hip, hiidwing into folds down
to her feet, her train as gauzy and romantic ogetdng flowing hair as any
of her young bridesmaids could have wished.

They all wore white, with tiny seed pearl and flewgeaths in their hair,
and as they crowded around Clio now, they look&d lestal virgins
accompanying their goddess.

In the street a white limousine, now sporting a snesJust Married sign
and strings trailing numerous tin cans, bore wartesthe labours of some
among the congregation during the past hour. A llamg of cars behind

proved that many of the guests intended to accoyngbenbridal couple on

the first leg of their journey, to the airport, whehey would board a flight
for an unknown destination.

The late-September sun was smiling and warm asaihgregation stood in
happy groups, and a small breeze obligingly litteel bride's veil and blew
it picturesquely around her.

There were still pictures being taken, but these\vaét by friends, the media
long since having taken their photos of the bridd groom, as well as
Prince Rafi and the prettily pregnant Princess Zdr&ast Barakat, and
departed to meet their deadlines.

Everyone stood around chatting, unwilling to leasebring an end to a
lovely day. The bride and groom stood in the chupalth smiling and
talking to well-wishers, until someone looked a atch and said, "Well,
time to get started, if you want to catch that plan

Clio and Jalal smiled wickedly into each other'ssyand then clasped each
other's hand and started...not towards the caralbug the curving paved
pathway that led down under willow trees to theriv

They turned back, giving the startled congregaboe last chance for a
photo, smiled and waved, and then set off lightlyning down to the river.



Before anyone could seriously get it together &dize what was going on,
they were seen climbing into a large powerboat W&t moored by the
bank, and by the time anyone had arrived at therrithe engine was
running smoothly and the groom was guiding the loo#tinto the narrow
river.

"Byel!" they called, laughing as the congregationlesph down the banks
and, mouths open with smiling surprise, stood wgnahthe disappearing
couple, Clio standing within the embrace of Jakie as he drove, her veil
streaming wildly out behind.

After a moment they were out of sight, under thdd®, heading out into the
lake.

Clio unpinned her veil and tossed it lightly dovmta the cabin, then shook
her long hair and stretched luxuriously up towatassun, tilting her head
to smile at her new husband.

"Hello," she said softly.

He flicked a glance around for any approaching Jerad seeing none, took
his eyes off the water long enough to cup her lreade powerful hand and
kiss her willing mouth with contained passion.

"Hello," he said, with proud possessiveness.

"Oh, what a beautiful day!" she exclaimed, happgr®@smmering through
her voice. "Wasn't it fabulous?"

"Fabulous," he agreed, with a look at her that eaetter so that she had to
close her eyes.

"Do you think they'll guess where we're going?"

"Maybe. Your friends maybe. But let's hope they iwveéell anyone who
really wants to know."



' 'Maybe the press will be happy with pictures af&and Rafi for the next
week."

"We don't have to worry. Today they want our phoapdps, but we will
soon be very ordinary people.’

She kissed him. "Yes, to think | could have mar@aegrince!" She lifted a
haughty shoulder. "I'll always be able to tell cbildren that a prince once
proposed to me!"

"And | will always be able to tell them that yauried the prince down for a
commoner," he said.

They took the familiar route, across the lake, tigtoa channel, into another
lake, and at last making their way up Bent NeedleRowards Solitaire. A
few minutes later the boat drew up by the dock,@alstepped out, still in
her gracefully beautiful dress, with the bow line.

She stood on the dock in the late sun while Jagaenthe boat fast, sighing
in happiness as she took in the rich reds andwsllaf the turning leaves.
And then they caught each other's hand again anggtup the path to their
honeymoon cottage and a new life.



