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THE SHEIKH AND LADY SPY

Sheikh Haroun al Muntazir was honor-bound to recavpriceless family

jewel...but what was lovely operative Mariel de Vmy's mission? Until

her motives were made plain, he had to keep heecloyet at a distance.
But with one stolen kiss Haroun's resistance turiwedir. Was Mariel's

melting surrender a trap of ultimate danger...prexious haven offered by
his future beloved wife?
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Ah, Love! Could thou and | with Fate conspire
To grasp this sorry Scheme of Things entire
Would not we shatter it to bits—and then
Remould it nearer to the Heart's Desire?

—Edward FitzGerald
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Prologue

"They havehe Rose."

The line was silent as Ash absorbed it. "How?" $leed.

"They got there before me," Haroun said. "Two ng&me said, 'We've come
for the Rose.' She had no reason to challenge tAsmshe said, they looked
the part.”

"What does that mean?"

"Swarthy, apparently. He walked in and she saidlstidnim to the coffee
table, where Rosalind had told her it was. He gtdret the ornaments and

picked it out without much hesitation. So he knelatvhe was after.”

Ash muttered a curse. "Did you get a descriptioparAfrom all-purpose
Arab?"

"Not of him. His companion has a scar high on tgktrcheekbone. Pulls the
eyelid down a bit," Haroun said. "Now, does thatrgbfamiliar, Ash?"

"Half the veterans of the Kaljuk war have some kaidacial scar,” Ash
said. "Where does that get you?"

"Well, it reminds me of someone, and it'll comearie."'Let me know when
it does."

"What have your hackers found in Verdun's compg@ters

Ash grunted. "What they've found is the best firkwathree continents.
We can't getin."

Haroun paused, thinking it over. "Well, we've goknhow how he learned
about the Rose so fast. I'd better get over tosRard see what a direct
assault will achieve.”

Ash hesitated. "There's an air traffic strike bmegvin France."



"I'd take the train anyway. Faster."

"Your predilection for faster is just what worrieg. You're too headstrong
for this stuff, Harry. |1 don't want you trying todak in to Verdun's offices.
A guy with that kind of firewall on his computers going to have good
protection on the physical plant, too. Go to wonkame of his employees."”

Harry was shaking his head before Ash was halfaguigh this speech,
and maybe it was fortunate Ash couldn't see hirhatwill take too long.
We've got to risk something more direct.”

Ash groaned. "We can't afford to risk something endirect. Michel
Verdun is in it with Ghasib up to his neck. | domént him cornered.”

Harry said reasonably, "Ash, you've held me offrfrthis for too long. We
have to find out how much Verdun knows and how $igyetting the
information.”

"Not to the point of risking your life."

"Why not? Your life is going to be at much greatisk in a couple of
weeks," Haroun pointed out.

"All the more reason to keep you safe.”

"Ash, we're agreed we need to get the Rose badkeAtery least we have
to prevent Verdun's agents from delivering it tcaGb. We can't afford to
trust anyone with this. I'm on the scene. Who béftan me?"

Ash hesitated, marshalling his arguments, and Heareshed on, "Anyway,
it's my fault we lost the Rose. If I'd been themehaur earlier it would be in
my hands, not Verdun's. So I've got a slightly éaigterest here. Sorry, but
you can't stop me. It's a question of pride. Ydwedsne to get the Rose, and
that's what I'm going to do."

He hung up while Ash was still cursing.



One

The young woman, small but shapely, her lips a méch her wild red-gold

mane held up at one side with a jewelled comb,ireggrdangly, skirt

micro-short, ran lightly up the steps and into ¢l lighting of the hotel

foyer. She was short and very slender, with a l@aigt and low, curvy hips.
Her dark stiletto-heel suede boots were above tiee kher neatly muscled
stomach bare between the hip-hugging leather akiit the white bolero
top, revealing a neat gold ring in her navel. Aickk butterfly tattoo

quivered on her stomach. A smart leather backpaak slung over one
shoulder.

The concierge smiled involuntarily as he watched Many of the girls

who used his hotel were beautiful, mostly actressesl students
supplementing their incomes. This one, who calledsélf Emma—of

course not her real name, he understood that—watghaanost beautiful
among them, but she had a certain something. layaveheered up his
Friday night to see her.

"Bonsoir, ma petite,he called;'ga va?"

"Bonsoir, Henri,"she returned with a smile, crossing to where hée hp
the key for her. She was the one he could not pl&ah the others he could
usually make a guess at their daytime occupatian, Bmma was an
unknown.

She was unusual in other ways, too. Always the saom. Always the
same client. Only Friday night. Every Friday night.

Emma was not a regular in the usual sense of thé,Wwat on Friday nights
she was here at eleven, whatever the weather. Hievays saved the same
room for her for two hours, and on the rare Fridigt that she did not turn
up, she paid him the following week.

She had arranged it this way to protect her cliehg arrived separately and
came in by the service entrance. Henri had newar ben. Emma had not
said so, but Henri could guess that the man was@avk figure—a

foreigner, of course, since what Frenchman woulekheorried about such



an arrangement becoming public? Tpeesident'sown mistress and
illegitimate daughter had attended his public fahatongside his wife, as
was only natural. But foreigners were odd aboutfgral sexual matters,
there was no denying.

Henri had found himself agreeing that of coursentia® could come in the
back way, although it wasn't usual. Henri likedéb the girls' customers, so
that if there was any trouble he could be as helasupossible with the
police. He ran a decent place and kept in well whiflics. His pride was
that he took no money from the girls. He chargeir ttlients for the room.
The arrangement between the girls and their cliatstheir own business.
He was arotelier,not asouteneur.

But Emma paid for the room herself. Now she slipfieimoney onto the
counter and took the key, smiling that smile, aadhiought it a pity that she
spoiled the line of her own luscious mouth by pampit larger. Her mouth

was generous enough, and he had often thoughtliofytber so. But she

wasn't like the other girls. She was warm, friendlige never got above
herself, but she was not confiding. He had nevéedwad the courage to
give her the kind of avuncular advice he offereddme.

As usual, she ignored the elevator and went lighpythe wide marble
stairs, and Henri watched with an absent smilertél flashing, slim brown
thighs were out of sight.

Mariel put the key in the lock and slipped into gikence of room 302. A
small night-light was burning. In the shadows theoafaded elegance that
marked the hotel was a little softened; you couidoat imagine yourself

back in time. Before the war this had been a sohespectable

establishment. Then the Germans had used it atarynheadquarters, and
after the war it had never quite recovered its farstatus. It had been in
steady decline ever since, but the furniture andyimgs had been of good
quality once, and although badly worn, still boestament to the old
respectability.



With the quickness of familiarity, Mariel lockedetldoor behind her in the
semi-darkness, leaving the key in the lock, ands®d to the window. She
dragged back the curtains and slipped the boltdbatired the large sash
window. When she pulled up the window, the night l@ew in, the
indefinable perfume that was Paris. She heaveeattyrslipped her other
arm through the strap of her small backpack, satndon the windowsill
and neatly swung her legs over the edge. Therushpegd.

She landed almost silently on her toes on the ahc#ightly wobbly iron

fire escape a few inches down and stood while lges @cclimatized to
night. Overhead only the stars gave any light. Belone or two windows
illumined the small, narrow courtyard.

After a moment, keeping close to the wall, shetsthup the steps. The
courtyard, if it could be called that, was compietirrounded by the brick
walls of buildings that abutted each other. Theehaias four stories high.
One flight up, the fire escape, last remnant of ething that had once
honeycombed the space, made a right turn and ceny ahe wall of the
adjacent building for a dozen yards. Mariel keptsel to the wall all the
way. At the far end it stopped against the back wihk third building,
which sat parallel to the hotel on the next stoset. Here there was another
window, open just a chink at the bottom. Mariebgbd expert fingers into
the chink, pushed the window open, leapt up, swhergegs through. Her
feet reached for the toilet seat in the darkness.

A moment later she tiptoed past the row of porceknks and slowly
opened the door onto the corridor. Behind her hbadvordToiletteswas
marked in chunky italic brass letters on the gregrd Mariel glanced to
right and left as she stepped through, and althabhghturn of her head
seemed casual, her gaze and her body were alert.

The dimly lighted hallway was empty. It probablytethfrom the same era,
but the decor of this building was very differerdarh that of the hotel she
had just left. Here there had been extensive upglatsunken lighting in

the lowered ceilings, the walls neatly paintediieyy grey carpeting on the
floor, and brass plates or letters announcing taenas of the various
companies behind the doors that lined the corridor.



Mariel went lightly and quickly to a door leading the stairs, down two
flights, and out into another identical hallway.|{tihe names in brass were
different.

Shrugging out of her backpack, she pulled out s&mgs as she strode
down the hall towards a door with a brass platdirgaMichel Verdun et

Associes, and sent up a little prayer. She didatt ®reathing again until
she was inside in the darkness with the door clcsed the alarm code had
worked.

She had been doing this every Friday night for wsaedw. Sooner or later
she was going to get caught. One day, she suppslsedyight even walk in
on Michel himself. She was sure he was often hienggat.

If she did walk in on him, she had a story ready bad been out for the
evening, had lost her apartment keys and had cothe bffice because she
kept a spare set in her desk.

Michel might be suspicious, but she hoped that beldvbe distracted by
the signs that his employee led a double life, asepwhiz kid by day,
working girl by night. And that his confusion woubdly her some time and
the chance to get away. Afterwards, of course,cstiéd not risk showing
up for work again. Her usefulness as a spy wouloMee from that moment.
But with luck Michel would never discover, among tnany people he was
cheating, exactly whom she had been spying for.

But tonight the office was dark. Mariel made heryveaded by the light
filtering in the long row of windows from the stteand the glow from half
a dozen computer screens. At her own desk shedtbesebag down. First
she opened the bottom drawer and pulled a few irhat random, setting
them on the desk. This was set decoration. If Mibhgpened to come in,
she hoped it would look as if she had been seagdbimher key.

Then she slipped into the chair and grabbed hepoten mouse with one
hand. The screen saver was a shot of moving clandssea, and was
another thread in the fabricated character of Miderdun's wuss of an
employee. Mariel's screen saver of choice wouldehlagen something



closer to the wild starbursts on the desk nexets-kh-or perhaps a series of
morphing faces. She liked colour and wackinessexwecitement.

The serene sky dissolved, and her desktop appeared.

For a few moments Matriel typed and clicked untd tindow she wanted
appeared. Then she grabbed up a pen and, on d pndghPost-it note,
copied the short list of letters and numbers thpdeared. She carefully
double-checked them, then deleted the file aneddxAfter a few moments
the desktop would dissolve and her screen saveldweappear, leaving no
evidence that she had touched the computer.

Mariel pulled a zip disk from a drawer, stood amuned with the little pink
square of paper, moved through the shadows an@gdefore an internal
door.

Noting the first figure she had scribbled down, kbged the code into the
security keypad. She waited till she heard thekclisen opened the door
and slipped inside, closing it firmly behind hefdye reaching for the light
switch. It was just possible someone in a buildipgosite might phone the
police if they saw lights.

A few feet away, two bright squares of light showed identical images of
a naked couple deriving a great deal of apparentiahsatisfaction from
the close conjunction of their rather improbablygl@ved bodies. After a
moment the fluorescent lights flickered and setihéd a bright glow.

Against the wall were two computers on a long d8gside it were several
tall black filing cabinets. These and a chair magehe entire contents of
the room. These were Michel's top secret, dedicabatputers. The room
was off limits to everyone save Michel himself.

Mariel crossed to one of the computers. She dratigedheeled chair over
and sank down, dropping the pink note beside tlgbdard, reaching for the
mouse. The pornographic movie loop disappearetieaddsktop came up
on one screen, but on the other the couple movelssly through their
paces.



It was Michel's favourite screen saver. Mariel Iaghw it anymore. She
knew Michel did it to annoy, and it was annoyinglife thought about it.
Under ordinary circumstances she would have talstarad, but these were
very far from ordinary circumstances. Michel wasan whose guard went
down around women whom he was successfully sexbaligssing, and it
was no part of Mariel's plan to figure in his mamla woman to reckon with.
Mariel the Mouse was her role.

The real Mariel de Vouvray would have mentionectanthat she found his
screen saver offensive and then would probably keoked the screen out
of the monitor the third time to make her pointeTHariel Michel knew
lowered her eyes and bit her lip whenever he sunechdrer to some
discussion while the screen saver was on. Whichssagething he did to
all the women staff—too regularly for chance.

But that was okay. If she did her job right, sheuldchave all the revenge
she could want on Michel Verdun. And Mariel intedde do her job right.

Mariel was a corporate spy. She had ostensibly eweking for Michel
Verdun et Associes for four months— but in fact slas working for her
American cousin, Hal Ward, of Ward Energy SystemSalifornia.

Hal was the inventor of the world's most efficiémel cell technology, but
he hadn't stopped there. His work now involvedasse and development
into a variety of energy alternatives to fossil If@ad the combustion
engine.

And someone was carefully and consistently stedlggresults of that

research and passing it on to foreign-based corapamd governments.
The pipeline for the stolen material had finallyebetracked last year.

Michel Verdun et Associes was "detective prive*—detective agency-

based in Paris, with links all over the Middle East, most importantly,

with the country of Bagestan. It was Bagestan, Bagestan's unpleasant
dictator, Ghasib, who benefited most from the stahelustrial secrets.

Hal wanted the leak stopped. But Michel Verdun—agghin be
expected—had some of the best data protection aadtim the world on his
computers. Hal had decided to put someone rigihdenslichel Verdun's



organization, not only to discover the source of thak in his own
corporation, but to unravel Michel Verdun's entygeration, from leak to
end user.

Mariel de Vouvray's father was French, and a notistant cousin of Hal's
father. Her mother was American, and the sistétads mother. Mariel had
spent every summer in California almost since sag born, many of them
on Hal's family estate. She was fluently bilingu8he had taken her
university degree in computer intelligence and tiex gone to work
full-time for Hal. She was a natural for this job.

It had been a relatively simple matter to get h&s Michel's organization.
Through one of his friends in Silicon Valley, Hadengineered the head
hunting and abrupt departure of one of Michel's keynputer people.
Mariel's fluent English and glowing references fromer mythical former
job (courtesy of another good friend of Hal's), edido her willingness to
start immediately, had nailed her the post lefavady the departure.

Since then, slowly and carefully, because time m@sthe most important
factor, Mariel had wormed her way into the mosteeparts of Verdun's
organization. She had placed "moles" into his caempprogramming so

that her own computer was e-mailed a copy of alrfew passwords and
codes every week. She had reconnoitred the buildimdy found the old

disused fire escape, and the hotel.

Every Friday night before she left the buildingret end of the day she went
up to the fourth-floor toilets, unlocked the wind@amnd opened it a crack.
Then she went home, changed into her disguiseetnched as Emma.

And then she checked the computers in this roondéba files that had
arrived during the week and sent them on to Hald®ayswn safe computer.
Even if Michel did discover that he was being spied he would not find
out where the information had gone.

Mot de passe®demanded the screen, and Mariel consulted the fittper
and keyed in that week's password. Then she suntmopethe list of
everything that had arrived during the past weekchil routinely deleted
the files as he dealt with them, but Mariel hadtahed a mole on the



computer that saved all files to a second, hiddéatef. Since she had been
inside his firewall when she did it, the programmegned undetected.

Michel had a finger in lots of pies, most of whialere rotten. He had
agents, moles and hackers everywhere, stealingaddtaending it to these
two computers anonymously. He then sold it to hesynclients.

One of the things for which she most despised haws thie work he did for a
Swiss bank. Michel investigated the lives of thegle who were fighting to
get back the money that had been deposited bdfer8¢cond World War
by relatives who had afterwards died in German eotration camps. The
bank was hoping to blackmail vulnerable people drtapping their claims.
He did the same for a multinational pharmaceutjtaht, investigating the
backgrounds of anyone—politicians included—who lgmgjed them.

That was Michel Verdun. Very, very choosy aboutdtisnts—he wouldn't
touch anyone who didn't have money.

Mariel scanned the list of received data with psact skill. Michel's system
worked on a number code. Agents sent data sigrniacevgode. In return he
paid money into anonymous bank accounts. Anyoriagrp sort out his

little empire would have one hell of a time.

It hadn't taken Mariel long to learn that one cpdefix always related to
Ghasib. Suffixes sometimes were also apparentigrasd, but she hadn't
discovered yet whether a suffix related to a paldicsource or a particular
job.

Of course Mariel's priority was anything with a Gheprefix. Tonight there
were nearly a dozen. It had been a busy week éoGtiasib spies. And most
carried the same suffix number.

In the past few weeks there had been a new sustxl @n more and more
incoming Ghasib data, but since most were encrygitechad not been able
to glean much.

She opened each file before sending it, and reddpitssible. Then she
downloaded it onto a zip disk and deleted it frovm $ecret folder. When she



had checked and downloaded all the new files shdditeke the zip disk to
her own computer and send the files off to Hal.

She never sent anything out from the secret comgpuikéichel's firewall
was extremely efficient, and he had software momgpall traffic from this
machine.

Mariel lifted her head, listening for a moment. hNag. Listening was an
automatic response, making sure you didn't getle®p in what you were
doing. She checked the clock—11:38—then clicked the next
Ghasib-prefixede-mail. A few lines of encryption lggnish met her eyes,
and she instantly exited again and clicked it tedoad to the zip disk. The
next few were the same.

The last file had only just arrived, so Michel hadeen it yet. Mariel felt a
curious presentiment as she clicked it open. Mayeuld be significant.
Maybe this would be the break she needed.

Another encrypted message, with an attachmentithes Mariel bit her lip
as she clicked on the attachment.

It was a photograph. The image slowly formed ondtreen, and Mariel
blinked and opened her eyes in dumb disbelief. #swo one she
recognized, but it was the most gorgeous man stheVer clapped eyes on.

In her life.

Mariel sat gazing at the handsome masculine fagke wkr brain circuits
started misfiring, one by two by four, triggerinff a chain of explosions
that blew reason into the void. She knew aboutréadity of love at first
sight.Coup de foudredt was called in French. She believed it was fesi

But she had never heard before of anyone falliraghever heels in love
with a face in a photograph.



Two

Waving dark hair above a broad, wide forehead.ngtsguare eyebrows.
Eyes dark with an intensity that seemed to burn Aemouth tilted with
devilment, passion in the beautifully shaped fipk] and a kind of wildness
in the expression as a whole. Like looking intdars.

Who was he? Mariel had a deep feeling of recogmitiait was that real, or
just the effect the face was having on her, asafread known him in another
lifetime, was destined to love him in this one?

She shook her head, trying to re-establish a seinsality, and glanced at
the computer clock again. She had lost her sensmef Was it really only

11:48, or had the clock frozen along with her BPaBhe was suddenly
frightened. How long had she sat here, starindniat riot-quite-stranger's
face?

It was her job to download the file, she remindedsklf, like a child who
had forgotten the alphabet. But she could not teekrse the face. Without
any pause for rational thought, she dragged theocuwover Print. She
clicked the mouse, heard the printer whirr inte,léind then bit her lip with
regret. This, she told herself, was the way spiashed in flames—Ietting
your guard down for one fatal second.

But it was too late now.

She downloaded the file to the disk, then deletdbm the secret folder.
Michel would never know it had been opened.

Two minutes later she was still standing there, Zipedisk in her hand,
waiting as the printer ground back and forth ovex page. The colour
printer printed slowly, and it printed exceedingefi What a fool she was!
She ought to be getting out of here, but now she maeetted, waiting.

Printers were not her field. She was afraid of whight happen if she tried
to abort the print. Would it spew the thing out tiext time it was activated?

Usually when she had finished, Mariel locked tHigce before returning to
her own desk to send the contents of her disktiBiprinter was going to



take forever. So to save time she went out to dempater and slipped the
zZip disk into the slot.

Michel' had secret software on every computer endlace, which allowed
him to recap every keystroke his employees typdw Bas pretty sure
Michel checked each of the firm's computers introteevery week, reading
e-mails and the history of everyone's cyber agtivit so, he never found
any evidence of her Friday-night activities. Margiply disabled the
program whenever she wanted an activity to go undsd. She did that
now, then fired off the contents of the disk to'slahfe address, and deleted
all record of the transaction before restoringrttenitoring software.

She wiped the zip floppy, dropped it into a dravargd went back to the
private office. The printer had finally finished.

Mariel plucked the page from its tray, and agalrhedught left her head as
her eyes fell on the image of that perfect, maseulface. What a
devil-may-care smile, what eyes! Who was he?

So entranced was the spy that she did not heapti@ls of stealthy entry in
the outer office. She heaved a sigh, flicked off light, pulled open the
door, and stepped through.

The man getting his bearings in the outer office assurprised as she was.
For a moment they were silent, gaping at each other

"It's you!" Mariel whispered, amazed, as the woddled and rocked and all
the landmarks she knew sank without trace.

The man standing halfway across the office in tlwdm, looking much
more dangerous in the flesh, was the man whosearpishe had just taken
from the printer.

Haroun al Muntazir frowned and cursed himself féo@. Ash was right, he
was too impetuous. To break in to the office whamaone was in it was the
work of an ignorant amateur.



But the woman in front of him was a mystery. Thadsy red wig and the
black leather micromini and boots might have bessugh to tell him what
her profession was, even if she hadn't been sa#igxalluring that he had
the urge to negotiate terms with her there and. tBahwhat was she doing
in Michel Verdun's office?

When he managed to unfix his eyes from her, hig §elkon the grotesque
picture on the screen in the office behind herofnprideo. That went some
way towards explaining her presence—did Verdun coonthe office at
night to indulge his extramarital passions?Whiclantdne was behind her
in the office?Hell! thought HarounJust my luck I've broken in on orgy
night.

Then he belatedly heard what she'd déglyou.What did that mean? Some
kind of hooker's ploy to convince a client he waes $tuff of her fantasies?

It followed that she didn't know her client by sigMaybe she thought he
was the one who had booked her time.

With typical boldness, he decided to bluff. He ebgét out of this yet.

"Yeah, it's me," he agreed. "Have you been given dbtails of what's
expected?"”

She nibbled at a corner of her mouth, unconsciowshing her red mouth
into an exotic, inviting flower. Haroun's blood wa® quick to respond.

Mariel quietly folded the paper she held, hiding ffihoto. How on earth had
he got in? Her brain rushed to fill the gap—had iicgiven him a key?

Had the photo been sent to identify him to Michebipto a meeting? Did

that mean Michel would be arriving here?

Did his question mean this man was assursimgwas the contact he Was
due to meet? She forgot the outfit she was weawhgt she must look like
to him.

"No. Um...I'm filling in at the last minute,” shéasnmered. "Michel—is
sick. So if you don't mind briefing me..." ' Haroowreathed a quiet sigh. The



fates were being kind to him tonight. So Verdue'gutar girl, Michelle,

was ill, and the replacement needed briefing. Wellgertainly would enjoy
briefing her, but the important thing was to get otihere before Verdun
arrived.

"My car," he said, looking at his watch so that sloelld understand he was
a man in a hurry.

She felt a surge of sharp regret that the facdnatidallen for belonged to a
man connected to a villain like Michel Verdun. Thieer spy's practical

brain took over. She wondered whether he boughe¢teor sold them. She
might, with luck, pick up something interestingrfirdnim, and that would be
the last of her usefulness to her cousin Hal. Beedwer work at Michel

Verdun et Associes was finished as of tonight.

"All right, I—I'll just get my bag." She whirled taun lightly to her desk, as
eager to get out of here as the stranger could. \&&t picked up the items
she had tossed on her desk, dumped them back drater.

It took only a second, time which Haroun passedantemplation of the
sloping hips, the firm bare thighs. "Let's go," sad, kicking the drawer
shut. She had just picked up her bag when sheaabti@at the secret office
door was hanging open. She ran lightly back adigessoom.

As she reached it, there was the sound of a k#eimain door.

Mariel froze, her eyes flying to the stranger. ina@ement she saw that he
was running silently towards her. He was much higigen she. He scooped
her up in one arm and shoved her through the dgointa the secret office
ahead of him. One hand clamping over her mouthpushed the door
almost shut.

They were in darkness, the only light in the rodma glow from the two
horrible screen savers flickering on the computers.

His hand tightened over her mouth as the soundhefouter office door
opening reached them. "If you make a sound | wihrgle you," the
stranger whispered in her ear. Mariel shook herdhé®r eyes wide,



speechlessly promising to be silent, and slowhhlisd slipped down to her
throat, where it rested in light warning.

A crack of illumination told her that whoever hadtered the outer office
had put the main light on. It had to be Michel.

Her only hope now was not to be discovered. AndrbyjeAdonis here felt
the same. But who was he, then? If he was afraMidfel, Michel clearly
hadn't given him a key. So how had he got in? Ahgiav

He stood beside her, his body hard, watching thrdbg tiny crack of the
door. She could smell the musky scent of him, fieelfirm muscles of his
arm, his thigh, his chest, as he held her.

"The alarm's been coded," she heard a mutter fnemuter office. Michel's
voice. Who was he with? She turned in the strasdpld and tried to see
out the crack. One finger slipped up to her lips/arning.

Probably it was the danger that transmogrified tightt brushing of his
finger over her mouth into the most erotic thing $lad ever experienced.
Mariel's blood raced so that she felt faint. Hedypseemed to melt with
yearning for the hard curves of the stranger's body

His voice rasped in her ear again. "There is ytient" he whispered.
Michel was just coming into her line of vision, niiog towards the back
corner of the outer office. He hadn't noticed tihat secret office door was
ajar, but he would.

"You can go out to him."

He probably planned to take off in her wake, betldst thing Mariel could
do now was walk out and greet Michel. "No," she splered desperately,

just as another man came into view, his eyes dangend wary. "No."

"No?" The stranger's gaze narrowed, raking herifatee thread of light in
a new assessment.



The second man had a gun. A small, square autannsicel felt as if her
eyes were glued to the neat silver barrel in hisdh&8eside her, the dark
man went still.

"Let them go past. Run for the door. | will folldWe whispered briefly, and
waited only for her answering nod before pushingtb@ne side.

The armed man was just turning, Michel was facinthe other direction. It
was now or never, and as the stranger whippedabeapen and launched a
kick at the gunman's elbow, Mariel tore out the rd@y behind him and
headed for the main entrance.

She heard the kick connect, a shout, and the safrstisiggle. Michel cried
out in surprise. Mariel didn't waste a moment logkback. She wrenched
open the door and dashed down the hall.

Behind her there were more shouts, and poundintstiEms. She hit the
button summoning the elevators as she ran by,dmed straight on past,
heading for the door to the stairwell she had ewtéy.

She burst through it, then turned to look out. Stranger was pounding
down the hall after her, giving her a chance toragpte his athletic
perfection. She opened the door further.

"lei’ she hissed, and a second later he came burstimggtinto the small
concrete landing. She was already halfway up tBpsstEn haut!" she
whispered and, not waiting to see how he resportdeakd and ran harder
than she had ever run in her life.

He was behind and gaining on her. They were halfu@yhe next flight
when they heard someone crash through the doowbdleey froze, and
listened as the others went thundering down thesgtethe lower floors.

Mariel breathed a prayer of gratitude, then creptthe last steps and
through the door into the fourth-floor hallway. Téteanger understood that
she was running to a known goal, and wasted nodimguestions. She led
him to thedoor markedoilettes,in and past the basins, and into the last
cubicle in the row.



She was up on the windowsill while Haroun was &#llif wondering if she
had led him into a trap after all. But with a flagtthighs she leapt through
the window, and he was quick to follow.

"Close it," she hissed. "And go carefully, thisniiis not very safe. Stay a
few feet behind me and keep as close as you dde twall, or it may come
down."

He slid the window down and after giving her a hsgaft followed her
along the tottery fire escape, wondering if it wblibld his weight. Ahead
of him she turned and went down one flight, therusga. To his
amazement, though nothing amazed him anymore, siséet herself up
onto a windowsill.

He caught up with her. "Let us get down to the gohtihe hissed.

"It doesn't lead anywhere—it's been destroyed lod@wn,” she said,
swinging her entrancingly naked legs over the sik hesitated for a
moment. Suppose he had walked into an elaboraip&et

But now he could see that she had told him thé-trdhe fire escape simply
stopped two flights up from the ground. No waydag that without serious
damage.

She had disappeared through the window. Harounggkrduand, with a
murmured”La howlah wa la quwwata ilia billah,followed her into the
unknown.

And found himself in a hotel bedroom lighted onfyabnight-light. She was

standing by the bed. A red velour bedspread cover8tie was tossing two

red velour pillows onto the floor as he entered.w#tched as she tore the
bedspread down to the foot of the bed, dragged theeckheets.

Her black leather skirt was slit up both sides, aedealed black lace
covering a neatly rounded rump as she bent andetyigitent on her work.

He could appreciate such insouciant dedication usingess, and only
regretted that he could not share it. He wantegktdhe hell out of here.



But he couldn't help smiling. He crossed towards diter door as she
straightened. "l wish | could stay," he murmurdayt"unfortunately...”

"Shhh!" she commanded. She now had the bed loalongpletely ruined,
and pushed him out of her way as she crossed twititmw. She dragged it
shut and turned the little locking mechanism, tteew the curtains.

"Right," she said. "Now, look—Henri will think yae' my client.”
"Henri?"

"Downstairs, on the desk," she supplied impatienttyan you—" She
looked at him, taking in his clothes fully for thiest time. "My God, you
look like a cat burglar!" she exclaimed.

He was dressed entirely in snug-fitting black thatiined his body almost
as closely as Lycra. Mariel blinked at the musobbest, the powerful
thighs, the firm biceps....

He cocked one eyebrow. "I am a cat burglar,” he dajly.

"I have to go down the front way, and there's nwtto show you the service
entrance. You'll just have to come out with me. el think you are my
client who doesn't want to be recognized, so hetvbensurprised if you go
straight out the door."

"And then what?"

"My car is in the next street. Can | drop you, balswe go our separate
ways?"

She was so cool! Haroun reached to touch her elmith J]aughed with pure
admiration. "l don't think | can leave you," hedsdi_et us change our minds
and at least make use of the bed before we part.”

His words made her lips twitch into an involuntangile. It was quite true
that sex was in the air between them. How coutdtitoe, when danger had



chased so closely at their heels? For those whtrdyealive, their bodies
and spirits cried, a near escape from death isde¢sbrated through sex.

Mariel could almost have given in, too. He was andsome, and when he
was laughing he was pretty well irresistible. At@ $iad fallen half in love
just with his photo. But—

"You are ridiculous," she said sternly, though khew he wasn't serious.
"Anyway, we've been incredibly lucky so far and tuwgk would be sure to
turn if we abused it like that."

He was eyeing her with a grin that melted her.éltainly don't want the
luck I've been having tonight to change. If we madee now, it will
abandon me? You are sure of it? | think it coultyamprove. And perhaps
it would even be wise to wait here until the seasctiven up.”

"No, let's get out of here," Mariel said, ignoringpst of the speech. "We
can't be sure Michel doesn't know about that fseape."”

He was aware of a reluctance to leave her. Hefiptthis with the
conviction that she might be able to tell him sdmreg about Verdun that he
didn't know.

"All right. We head for your car. Where is it, edg® What make and
colour?"

She told him in an undervoice as she opened theatwbled him out into

the hall. He went down the stairs lightly at heatesihis lithe black shape
melting in and out of the shadows. She could belie¥ was a cat burglar,
but what had he wanted from Michel? Was it posshs#evas stealing

secrets from Michel and selling them?

Henri was too savvy to take any formal notice & sludden appearance of
Emma's "client,” and Mariel only threw him a snalled a twinkling wave
before following the stranger out into the street.

Her car was two streets away, and there was pleinpedestrian traffic
under the neon signs. Mariel walked quickly, hghhkineeled boots clicking



on the pavement with little erotic snaps. She tedishe impulse to look
over her shoulder to be sure the stranger wasnoilp and instead tried to
concentrate on looking like a woman on the job. Sipped her fingers into
the little slash pockets of her micro- mini and her hips swing in
invitation. She kept wanting to laugh, and she dotltell whether it was
the effect danger had on her, or the stranger.

At the corner she turned to cross the street akedia glance back. Two
women were offering their wares to him, jointly aselverally, and they
didn't seem to want to take no for an answer. Hatesdied as a totally
unfamiliar jealous rage swept through her.

She had whirled instinctively, ready to charge bemkards the cosy little
group, almost before she realized it. Then she tod&ep, surprised breath.
She had never been jealous before, and here shdusiasisly proprietal
about a man whose photograph she had first seethi@s an hour ago! Was
she going crazy?

Maybe it was just the effect of the danger. Darigeghtened the emotions,
she had always heard that. But still she stoodrngjadown the street as he
smiled his regrets and passed the hungry hooker®y of them glanced
up and saw Mariel staring, saw that the man wdsviahg her, and started
screaming at her in very pungent street French.t8ehy beat putain!”

"Va-t'en, vache!"Mariel called back, partly for the hell of it, apartly to
stay in character in case anyone was watching.

Perhaps a little too much in character. The twdkeo®erupted with fury at
her show of defiance and took after her. Fortugated light had changed.
Mariel ran across the busy street, followed by ¢he burglar, who was
followed by the two enraged women.

People in cars began to honk encouragement asaghwdinfolded in front
of them. And on the opposite side of the stredi|oak behind, she saw
Michel's gunman turn the corner, take one lookhairt direction, and
instantly join the chase.



Maybe she should have sacrificed a little of tharahbter of her part, Mariel
reflected. No one ever ran the four-minute miléhree-inch stilettos, she
was pretty sure of that.

The cat burglar caught up with her, grabbed herathkept running. This
caused the hookers to scream like wounded bandhaes,glance showed
her they at least were losing interest in the chdsgbe she had crossed the
frontier of their territory now.

The man with the gun, which he was now obviouslging in the pocket of

his sweats, wasn't losing interest. He was poundlagg, barely a block

behind.

Fortunately, her car was around the next cornezatBtess, Mariel could
only point wildly to the right as they approaché@ hext street. The cat
burglar understood and, keeping his grip on her, &atf dragged her into
the turn.

Her car was halfway along the narrow, dark strigfriel reached for her
backpack, then gave vent to a breathless screech.

"What?" said the stranger.
"My bag!" she panted. "I left—my bag—no—no—keys!"
"Where?"

"In the—office," Mariel croaked. Luck, she had edllit? Where was the
luck in escaping if Michel knew who had been there?



Three

They had slowed their steps, but now they heardsthends of running
footsteps behind them, and the stranger grabbedrheagain and set off
across the street at an angle. She just saw tl®whaf the mouth of the
alley before they were in it.

It was pitch-dark, and their entry was the trigfpgrsome frantic scuffling
near some piles of refuse. Mariel hoped it wasi4.r

The cat burglar seemed to have eyes as good ammmissake, because he
led her safely through the alley past all impeditadyefore her own eyes
had become accustomed to the darkness. When theg tdee other end a
glance behind showed them the gunman framed artnance. A moment
later they heard clanging and cursing, so his ey@®n't as good as the
stranger's, either.

They crossed another narrow street and plungedimdther laneway. They
were in a very old part of the city, the walls\abirn, dark brick, the streets
twisting and narrow.

But the other, though he wasn't gaining, managetick on their tail.

Mariel was panting heavily when the stranger drdgger into another
narrow opening. Now she could hear a poundingthkeder. The drum of
doom, she thought a moment later. Because this timdane led into a
cramped courtyard, and there was no other exit.

"Oh my God!" Mariel panted. "Is there a fire esc—"

A sound from the stranger silenced her. He wadnstaaround in the
darkness, and now pressed his finger lightly to llpey. "This way," he
whispered in her ear.

It was only then that she saw the little group edrtage boys clustered
around a doorway, deep in shadow, murmuring amahgshselves. The
stranger's confident hand clasped her wrist ana/ thex in that direction.



Before Mariel had time to wonder, the door openethak, pushed from the
inside, and music came pounding out.

The cat burglar leapt the last couple of feet anatbiged the door as the kids,
glancing nervously at him, slipped through one bg.dViariel entered in
their wake as the stranger held the door and pteseits closing. He
followed her inside.

The music was loud and raucous, and that was rmptompared to the
crowd. Mariel forgot all her troubles for a momenhiwvonder. Compared to
what the women in here were wearing, her own ouths a model of

respectability. She had never seen so much bigihauer life, and the

fingernails were longer than the skirts. And astfar eyes! Spiders were
nothing to these women—most of them seemed to tewe lemurs on

their lashes.

One or two of them were eyeing the stranger's drlagk get-up with
extremely frank approval'Cheri!" said one, her popping eyes rivetted to
his groin."He's a cat burglar!" Mariel told her ypashly. Since in French the
phrase forcat burglarwasmount-in-the-airshe received some wide-eyed
looks of envy and approval.

"l believe you!Comme elle a de la chanced'big, dark- eyed blonde cried,
one wrist to her forehead in an excess of sengipfiaking a faint. "My
dears!"

Mariel was starting to smell a rat.

But it was only when a clone froithe Wild Onegyiarlon Brando from the
black biker's cap down to the chain boots, gropadlvn butt, crying, "My
God, you are so subtle! I love subtlety!" that gemny finally dropped.

"Thank you!" she muttered, as the cat burglar gediter hand again and
started beating a path to the entrance door aties®om.

"What are you drinking?" Brando shouted over thre di

"Scotch?" Mariel called hopefully, because she sordd use a drink.



Brando looked delighted. "I'll be right back! W#ot me! Don't disappear!"

She smiled helplessly at him as the stranger, rstiilessly grasping her
wrist, dragged her through the crush of dancingatyyyg male bodies.

"I'm pooped! Can't we stop for a quick drink?" gieaded, as they arrived
at the edge of the crowd a few feet from the door.

A large and burly bouncer was evicting the threebjeaned kids who had
entered through the back door with them. "We ondyted to watch!" one
was protesting.

The stranger stared at her disbelievingly. "A dpihk

"Marlon Brando over there offered me a scotchréswuld use something.
And let's face it, the way we're dressed, Michelildamever find us in here.”

He grabbed her wrist again without answering ana#e

The bouncer watched incuriously as they ran out lpas and up the steps
of the areaway. They emerged on a broad boulevahdplenty of traffic,
where a taxi screeched to a stop almost beforstthager lifted his hand.

They scrambled in, and Mariel fell back againstupkolstery, half panting,
half laughing. It was only as she heard the strangermur “"Le
Charlemagne" that she realized she had missed aheent for separating.
They ought to have said goodbye and each takepaaate cab.

"Is that your address?" she asked.
"But of course," he said, so blandly she didn'tkmehether to believe him.

"l think we should separate now," she said, thdugihheart wasn't in it. As
the lights of Paris flickered past, light and shadalling over their faces in

a strange tempo, she gazed into his face anduiéttesly that she was in a
dream. A dream she had dreamt a thousand timeeebaitihout ever quite

remembering.



"Separate?" he repeated, in soft protest. "Ah,ma, petite,| cannot be
separated from you yet." He bent over her, wheeelap slouched down
against the cushions, his face close. Her pulsemteaed a protest. She
lifted a hand to his chest, whether to hold himasftiraw him closer, even
she didn't know. His lips moved closer.

"Stay with me tonight," he murmured.

This was the handsomest man in the world talkingeto Mariel's heart did
a shaky back flip. Lust struggled with common semg@ch reminded her
that she didn't even know his name. And that héntmgll be in the enemy
camp.My enemy's enemy is my friefggr heart protested, but common
sense told her she couldn't be certain thavé&Michel's enemy.

"I think | should get out,” she murmured, half &rself.

"Driver—" she called, but the stranger put his &mgyto her lips to silence
her.

"Where will you go?"

"Home, of course.”

He shook his head. "Without your handbag? Whergawe keys?"

"The landlady will let me in, and | have a sparg kelden."

"What besides your keys was in the bag?"

She was trying to remember where she had left dige $he ran over those
moments in the office—she had been picking up lagrwhen she noticed
the open door of the secret office. And she hae&gorlose the office door.
Had she left the bag on her desk, or taken it tvhand dropped it in her
scuffle with the stranger?

If she had left it on her desk there was just atfpossibility that Michel

might think she had left her bag behind when skiefde the night. If she
had dropped it in his secret office...



She shook her head. "Just what you'd imagine. Mgiticards, money..
.address book, phone numbers—everything."

What a fool. And all because she had fallen facafin a photograph. If she
hadn't had complete brain collapse and decideditd fhat photograph,
none of it would have happened. She would probaale been out of the
office before the man even arrived.

Haroun watched her. He was aware of too many adictrans. Why was
Michel Verdun chasing a lady of the night with amad man in tow? What
had she been doing in his office if she wasn'talarhis invitation?

"And what of this man? When he finds your handbaigh wour
address—will he make you a visit?"

Mariel shivered. Not before she had gathered hdongengs and
disappeared, she hoped. She had money in theShat.would take her
things to a hotel and phone Hal for instructions.

He noted the shiver. "What were you doing there?d&manded.

She looked up at him through ridiculously long kEshher eyes wary,
challenging, but still somehow seductive and, asekpected, parried.
"What were you?"

He laughed and lifted a hand, palm facing her, giga of surrender:Eh
bien, d'accord!"he said. "We ask no personal questions. Do yok ttie
gun was for me or for you?"

He was looking at her with a devil-may-care glimthis eyes and tilt to his
lips that made her heart kick again. She pressedwe lips together and
lowered her head.

"I don't know. You can't have tripped the alarmc¢daese | turned it off.
Maybe he's had something new installed | don't kabaut."

His eyebrow went up. "You are familiar with his ogigon?"



"No personal questions, remember?"

"When you saw me, you sailf's you.And then,Michelle is sick, so if you
don't mind briefing me—"

He looked at her enquiringly, but she only shookead. He frowned in
thought. "Michel' he exclaimed, looking enlightehe'Ah! | imagined
Michelle was a girl you replaced, but you meant—eer himself. You
thought | was there to meet Verdun, you were playior time, is that
right?"

She pressed her lips together and looked at hireryiving about him
seemed to have a glow. His dark eyes, his waving hia warm skin. His
whole being.

When she made no answer he went on thinking aludl yet you were
there to..."

He paused invitingly. They were driving further afvam her own
arrondissemends they talked. She came out of a kind of dazeatize she
was still half lying against the upholstery andwess still bent over her in
intimate closeness. Mariel pushed the strangeeasid sat up with a small
tug of regret for the loss of the sensual littleaan she had been inhabiting.

"l want to go home," she said. "Would you mind payi.?"

"No emergency funds tucked into the top of youckitog?" he asked with a
teasing smile, his finger tracing designs on heekas she pretended not to
be affected by the chills charging through her laad reproved him with
a look. "But no—no stockings at all.”

"I've got to go home," she repeated. She leanedaior and murmured the
name of a landmark near her apartment, and therdpivlled into a turn
with an easy shrug.

It would be safe enough as long as she didnhéestranger know her exact
address, and she wouldn't be there past tonightanyl he stranger wasn't



a man who would feel the loss of fifty francs, miohe was calling Le
Charlemagne home.

"And are we never to see each other again?" hencmd, in a tone that
wrenched at her heart.

Of course he didn't mean it. And neither did shekatl been just a crazy
moment when she thought she had fallen in love thighphotograph.

The photograph! Mariel bit her lip. She hadn't thletuabout that....

"What is it?" he murmured, noting her sudden chanfianood, the
delicious way her white teeth caught her lowerdgpshe looked at him.
"You have changed your mind? You will come with te?

Should she warn the stranger about the fact thah&lihad been sent his
photograph? But she knew nothing about him or luswves, another part of
her argued. She couldn't tell him about the phatbomt exposing some part
of her work. Suppose the stranger were actuallgague with Michel, but
double-crossing him? She now had to engage in datmagation, and keep
from Michel any clues as to who she was workingdod how and what
information she had been getting. She had to amoithing that would
confirm a suspicion that Hal Ward had got accesshit top-secret
computers.

For all she knew, the whole thing had been a sétaybe Michel had been
clocking her visits for weeks. Maybe he had seatsinanger to pretend to
be breaking in, too. Then followed it up with adsaforcing her into the

same camp as the stranger, making him an ally.

But still she felt guilty, not saying anything.

"Anyway," she murmured aloud, "it's all your faluth in this predicament.”

"C'est vrai,"the stranger replied, with a warm look. "So ifijisto me to take
care of you, no?"



And always that devil in his eyes, a look that mhadeshiver with delight.
In a life with him you'd always be laughirttgr heart suggested.

"l don't think it works that way," she said mildly.
"Si," he contradicted hetTu verras.”

And she did see, sooner than either of them coale: lexpected. On his
way to the landmark she had named, the taxi dtiwek the usual route

along the street where she lived, and as they gabkgesmall, charming

nineteenth- century building with blue shutters &hge wrought iron, she

saw a car parked right in front of it. She sat ufha jerk, staring across the
stranger's relaxed body out the window. Michelts slae saw, as they drew
close enough to read the plate.

A man sat at the wheel, smoking. He glanced owuertime taxi just as the
streetlight illumined the interior.

"Dieu!" Mariel murmured, and to recover from her unpratesas
behaviour—she should never have stared out theomirike that—tilted
her head as if to kiss the stranger.

His arms instantly encircled her and he lookedgihdid. "Ah, you have had
a change of heartha petite,"he observed, his lips close and parting
hungrily.

"That's one of Michel's operatives in that parkea back there,” she

whispered, her mouth barely an inch from his. Waitreme reluctance,

since she liked being right where she was, shegllifier head to peer through
the back window.

"Is he following us?" the stranger asked from béméar, amusement still
threading his voice. His closeness tickled herahemd made her yearn.

The car stayed where it was. "No," she murmured@. yBu think someone
is right in my fl—?" she began, then gasped as,l@r on her back, the
other on her head, the stranger pulled her down.



Suddenly he was kissing her, with an expertise eélxptoded into sugared
sweetness all through her body. Sensation seematstofrom nowhere to
engulf her, drowning her so that she could nostesi

There had never been a kiss like it since the Ineggnof the world, Mariel
thought dreamily, letting herself sink down agaimish. She thrilled as his
arms tightened possessively around her, his kissrbeg hungrier, more
demanding.

Her hands went to his face, her fingers slippirguad his neck, as all her
blood sang with delight. It was the kiss she haghdred of, a kiss to die for,
her fogged brain murmured, her body promised. & tix@ cake she could
both have and eat.

It was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of kiss.

"Et maintenant, mes enfants, ou irions-nous? Lar Bkiffel?"

They surfaced to discover themselves in front efrttonument Mariel had
named, the driver calmly slipping a Gauloises betwéis lips as he

tolerantly watched them over the seat back. Thenveas still ticking.

The stranger smiled, touched her lips with a teffidgier, and murmured,
"Verdun's car was parked at your address?"

She nodded.

"Well, then, you can't return there, it is too dargys. You must trust
yourself to me now."

Since for the moment she really could see no atpton, Mariel was silent.
The stranger lifted his headlLe Charlemagne, s'il vous plaitfie said
again.

With an expressively Gallic shrug, the driver lifte cheap plastic lighter to
his cigarette, flicked it to flame, drew deep, tabst down onto the seat
beside him, put the car in gear, and set it rolling



"You really live in Le Charlemagne?" she asked,ner®re curious now
about his reasons for breaking in to Michel's @ffic

The stranger misunderstood. "Yes. There is lithson for Verdun to know
my face, even if he saw me long enough for recagnitvhich | am sure he
did not. The office was, in any case, nearly d&dk. think we will be safe
enough there."

The thought of the print of the photograph she Hempped somewhere
surfaced in her mind. She wondered what Michel @anbke of it. It was
proof that someone had broken in to his computeut, he must be
wondering why anyone would have taken a hard copy.

"In spite of our no-questions policy it may be ttta time has come for us
to move on a step in intimacy," the stranger rema@yknterrupting her train
of thought. "What is your name?"

She hesitated. "Emma. What's yours?"

"Emma,” he repeated. "A charming name. And | arfedalFred."



Four

Le Charlemagne was the name of a world-famous RuUgigbli shopping
complex with fabulous shops on two levels. Aboveaenvgeven floors of
exclusive apartments. Overlooking the Jardin dekeiieis and the Seine, it
was one of Paris's very exclusive addresses.

The concierge watched with benign interest as #ie girode along the
concourse towards the bank of private lifts. ThieHAred led her to gave
access to the garage, main, mezzanine and ninthsflonly. He used a
plastic key, and when they arrived at the top thtepped into a vestibule
where a guard sat in front of a small bank of T¥eeas. Behind him was
the open door of a small kitchenette.

Mariel's skin bumped with nerves as Fred greetednhan in Arabic, and
she wondered if she had been wise to jump outefrfing pan with the
stranger. He led her to the big double doors intorhain apartment, while
the guard's gaze followed them with a mixture c@vyedisapproval and
sexual curiosity marking his face.

Catching his eye, Mariel winked at him. The marshkd and dropped his
eyes. Fred, noticing his reaction, looked from dglo@ard to Mariel with a

deadly little glint in his eyes that promised tokader pay for that one, and
she couldn't stop the little expectant shiver t@irsed over her skin in
response.

Then they stepped across the threshold into a,largerious, oak-floored
room, glowing with soft light, drapes open to expa@swall of glass that
gave onto a wide terrace and a view of the lightegathe Seine. The
furnishings were in leather and a variety of rictl &xotic woods polished
to a gleam.

The predominant feeling was comfort. Mariel heaaesiigh and rubbed the
back of her neck as some of the tension of thequasgile of hours left her.

Fred nodded approvingly. "Safe now," he said, amdetd as a manservant
appeared on silent feet. "Evening, Mansour," hd sheerfully. "Will you



ask Salma to show Madame to the ruby bedroom amtlosany needs she
has? Then I think we could both eat a little supperhalf an hour?"

He cocked an eyebrow at Mariel, who nodded grdiefdl moment later
she followed an equally silent woman along a hal axto a beautifully
furnished bedroom with ivory walls and rich red bags. A king-size bed
sat against the middle of one wall, surrounded Odgr& wood floor topped
by a luscious Persian carpet.

Salma stepped across the room to press a buttodrandthe magnificent
ruby-coloured drapes that covered more windows thederrace.

"You desire a bath, Madame?"
That was exactly what she desired. "Please."”

The woman opened a closet and lifted out a credmd=sessing gown and
slip, which she carefully laid on the wide bed.

"Please make use of anything you need," Salmagaiciously, in only
slightly accented French, before disappearing tjinoa door to the left.
After a moment Mariel heard the sound of gushingewa

There was a dressing table opposite the foot ofbdag in front of the
windows. She sank down onto the stool, strippinfgtioeé brassy wig to
reveal her own crop of dark brown hair. She toskedvig to one side and
began carefully peeling off the false eyelashebarupper and lower lids.
There was a wastepaper basket under the dresditeg tand into it she
threw the wig and eyelashes. This was a disguisewsfuldn't be using
again.

There were several jars and bottles on the taldlesha wiped off the heavy
makeup with relief. She unzipped the black sued#sand kicked them
off, then stood and stripped.

Salma came back into the room again in a waftedretand perfume and
paused for a moment of surprise, quickly suppressedariel, tying the
belt of the too-large dressing gown around her, @ddewards her.



"Your bath is ready, Madame."

"I knew it," said Ash. "There was bound to be trieub

Haroun had showered and washed his hair and wagilggion a sofa in a
quilted black silk kimono open over his bare chédack silk pyjama
bottoms, and bare feet. He had the phone to hisaedrwas absently
nibbling on some olives that Mansour had left atdlbow.

"You wouldn't call it trouble, exactly, if you calikee her."

Ash made an impatient noise. "It's the fact thatidfi'sseen you which is
the trouble."Vivian was their code for Verdun. Ever since the disastro
leak over the Rose they had been much more circechsm the phone.
"We'd better double the guard on—"

"He didn't see my face for more than a few secomd most of that | spent
chopping his hired muscle. | doubt—"

"Will you listen to yourself?" Ash interrupted. "doface is not unknown.
Your picture must have been in the paper half &ddines this past year
during the Barakat trade negotiations. It's a steafp, and Vivian is just the
man to make it. Why else would you be covertly entghis office?"

"Ash, you're stiff-necked. You'll be fine once y@ubn the throne, it'll suit
you then, but frankly at the moment you're boringy Me got away and the
only clue left behind was her handbag, and thermisonnection between
us, right? Man would have to be a genius to redheetwo of us broke in
independently on the same night, for two diffenexatsons.”

"If you did. You have no idea why she was theray gaid it yourself. You
don't know who she's working for. How do you knoke's not one of
Vivian's own agents?"

Harry popped another olive and chewed reflectivdlighten up, Ash," he
begged. "The worst aspect of this fiasco tonighih&t | missed my chance



to find out where the Rose is now. So where do frgm here? I've got
some id—"

"The first thing you do,"” Ash interrupted harshlig get that woman out of
the apartment. You think General Gordon isn't dregiough to use sex as a
means—-"

General Gordorwas their code name for Ghasib, the Supreme Fmsod
Bagestan.

"And how did the estimable general know where | \ddae tonight?"

"We already know there's a leak somewhere. For&aKe, Haroun, don't
get involved with her on any level. You can't rigk She may be an
assassin."

Much as he hated to admit it, his brother was riglletcouldn't risk it. Harry
sighed for the loss of what had promised to begatrio remember. "You
don't know what you're asking, Ash. All right, yaun."

"Alhamdolillah," Ash exclaimed dryly.

"But as for the Rose—ah, gotta go," he interrugtedself quickly, as the
door opened and Emma appeared.

Emma smiled and wiggled her fingers and moved tavére open door and
onto the terrace, where Mansour had set a cantiélé¢ with their meal.
Haroun watched her pass almost open-jawed. Gonéhwdminch-breasted,
sassy- hipped redhead, and in her place was afgracenette, trailing the
flowing silk of the too-long robe behind her.

"Is that her?" Ash demanded. "You sound like a rmgaimg into trance,
Harry. Be carefulShe may be an assassin."”

Following her with his eyes, Harry scarcely heardatvhis brother was
saying.



On the terrace, Mariel stood looking out over tgbtk of the city. If she had
thought Fred was handsome before, he was absoligelstating here in
his own home, wearing rich black silk that made took like a sultan or
something. He had showered but not shaved, arfaetirel shadow gave his
eyes an even more devilish cast. Never in hehifé she lost her heart so
thoroughly to a total stranger—or to anyone!—buwduld be insanity to
think anything could come of it, so she had bditet a way to get her heart
back.

She shook herself out of dreams and into the hedtenaw. Although it was
late, there was still the noise of steady trafetolv. Tomorrow was August
first, and everybody was leaving Paris for the rhoAtlot more than usual
would be taking their cars, no doubt, because efttineatened air traffic
controllers' strike.

She was thinking over what she had overheard Fag@s she entered the
room, "...quant a la rose." ...as for the roseunny to be talking about
flowers.

Fred slipped silently up behind her, not touchieg his hands gripping the
railing on either side of her own. She felt his padirm the luscious silk she
was wearing till it was a kiss on her skin, andspegl her lips together,
praying for the strength to resist. She knew he waising for her to turn

around into his embrace, and the knowledge igratadarly irresistible fire

in her blood.

She knew nothing about him. The sooner she got &weayhim the better.

She would stay here tonight, but that didn't mésawgas spending the night
in his bed. And yet, if he made a real move, ifttied to make love to

her—she knew she would find it impossible to resséte was at her limit

already. She dropped her head forward and staned dbthe park.

Ash was right, Harry told himself—her presence weasstrange, too much
of a mystery. He couldn't risk acting on any asstimnpthat she was the
woman of pleasure she had first seemed. Yet hegll meet a woman before
who exerted such a powerful physical draw on hirhat\a pity to waste it.
He could control the urge to draw her hair aside larush his lips against



the back of her neck—just—but if she turned anérefl him her mouth..
Iimpossible to resist her.

They stood in suffocating silence for a long moment

"Shall we eat?" Harry murmured at last, lifting hends and slipping them
into the pockets of his kimono.

"Thank you," Mariel whispered, struggling for a ma tone, and waited till
he had stepped away before she dared to turn. ddelding the chair for
her, and she slipped into it with a smile that toéad only slightly.

"We will serve ourselves," Haroun said. He had tdiahsour he wouldn't
be needed, a move he now half regretted. But tesllthe chafing dish and
offered her some of the concoction in it and steepied with a determined
little smile.

The night was warm and seemed perfumed as thethatdelicious little
meal and chatted about food and the world and ary#xcept what was
uppermost on both their minds.

"May 1 use your phone after dinner?" Mariel askedeo "I must arrange to
get some money."

He frowned. "I am happy to give you whatever moyay require," he said.

She shook her head, trying to smile. "Thank you,itainot necessary. |
need enough to tide me over till | can get new bearkls and things.” Hal
would probably want her to fly back to Californimmediately. But that
wouldn't be possible without her passport, anddubld take time to get a
replacement if she reported it lost or stolen.

Maybe she could think of some way of getting inéo dpartment. She eyed
Fred speculatively. A cat burglar, if that was healhat he was, would be of
inestimable value in such a venture, but...

"I'll phone my...a friend and ask him to wire some.



This refusal irritated Harry, and the knowledge thés was so irritated him
even more. What had she interrupted herself sayihg? ami?Was that
why she was resisting the attraction between them?

"Tell me what you were doing in Verdun's office ight," he demanded
harshly.

She looked at him. Her eyelashes and eyebrowsdake so that her eyes,
set above strong, sloping cheekbones, dominatefaber Her eyes were
almond shaped, slightly slanted, a soft jade grilema cat's, and equally
assessing. Her richly toned brown hair was a vbiy wear-shoulder-length
cut, with wings at her ears that emphasised thektienes.

She had wiped off her makeup and, as far as hel ¢ellil hadn't replaced it.
Her lips were a very kissable pink, her pale skawfess.

If he let her walk out of his life he might not &lele to find her again. He had
clocked the street and even the building wherehstteseen Verdun's car,
but what good was that if she never went back thérehe had rented it
under a false name?

"Why should we not compare notes?" he demandednwhe remained
silent. "Perhaps we can be of help to each other."

She gazed levelly at him, pursing her delicious tnhaulittle. "You know
that's not possible. We don't know what each afvasts, and until we do,
we can't afford to say anything."

"If we don't tell each other we will never know g bountered.
She lifted her hands. "Exactly. A vicious circle.”

He could see the curve of her breast in the neeldihthe robe. For a
moment he had the feeling that that quintesseyntfalininine sight was
more important than anything else in the world} #nerything else was
nothing but games. But the thought was imposs&xpress in words, and
anyway, it surprised him, made him slightly uncortdble with himself.



She might be an assassMothing was too low for Ghasib, of course, but
that would make it a very sophisticated operatitbtnwould mean his
conversation with Ash had not been secure. And,ttleat someone had
devised the ruse of putting an agent into Verdoffise in the guise of
another burglar. What easier way to get past soeiedrst barrier?

His gaze searched Emma's face. She was hiding smmgetvithout a doubt.
But was it a murderous intent? A knife, a poisopstde?

Haroun jumped to his feet, drawing the cat eyetups, and came around
the table towards her. "Stand up!" he commanded.

Mariel's heart leapt painfully as he reached far @me hand grasped her
wrist with a firmness of purpose that hurt, theeottiragged her chair back.
She straightened, blood pounding wildly up intoltmesd, making her dizzy.

He pulled open the dressing gown, slipped his hargide, found the plain
silk sheath of the cream nightdress. His handsexd and firm down her
back from shoulder to waist over the silk, andtllend went suddenly hot.

"Stop it," she protested, in a scratchy, hoarsee/@s the heat burnt up to
melt her.

"l apologize, Emma, but too many of my family halied at the hands of
assassins. | do not care to go the same way." Hednshowing her his
teeth. "Not yet."

It took a moment for the words to sink in, and nvelaife his hands were
running over her full, firm breasts, noting the dedly peaked nipples with
only a clenching of his jaw, down her arms, tolips, bottom, thighs, inner
thighs, legs.

She looked down at him crouching at her feet, ladl building sexual
excitement his touch evoked transmogrifying intodus indignation.

"What?" Mariel demanded, in a kind of growled screech.



It was the work of moments. He was already stansgiiregght again, and his
hands were in her hair, his fingers prodding evueci of her scalp, as if she
might have a poison capsule taped to a lock of hair

She backed off a step and slapped his hand arayviy.
"Who the hell do you think you are?" she snapped.
"It must be done. | have not checked your robe."
"And you're not going to!"

"Yes," he said. The flame between them now wasgddybut it still licked
heat over them. He stepped towards her, and stedjback.

"You are not going to touch me again!" she vowdu [dted her hands and
stripped off the silky robe, balled it up and thragvat his head. Then she
stood like a statue, cold and condemning, as helses the pockets and
cuffs, ran the seams and hem through his fingers.

He was aware of her body, smoothly muscled and fama naked save for
the light silk of the nightgown. He noted how thik €aressed her low,
rounded hips, clung to her pubic hair, outlinedripples, folded at her feet
so that only her toes were visible. He could evea the shadow of the
butterfly tattoo on her abdomen, so thin was theica

The green eyes were icy with indignant rage. He pratbably ruined his
chances with her forever, and he cursed Ash fopaianoia, which was so
contagious.

The search of the robe took only a minute, and &ld It open at the
neckline, offering it to her. But she disdainedédbhim help her with it,
instead pulling it from his grasp with a look tatuld have frozen marble.
She slipped her hands back inside and tied thet wéis a snap.

"Now," she said, "since suspicion seems to be enwind, perhaps you
won't object if | search you for signs of murderatgnt?"



If there hadn't been so much tension in the airmight have laughed.
Instead he inclined his head and held his armsfromt his sides, like
someone who has set off the metal detector atithera

She did a professional job, he noted, startinghat ieck and working
methodically out along the tops of his arms, backnderneath. Her hands
then moved inside his kimono to his armpits, higlzdest, around his back,
down to his waist.

She found the mobile phone in the pocket of histkimmand, tossing it onto
the table, returned to her task.

He felt the stirring of his flesh as her handsaesund the waistband of his
pyjama bottoms and slid down over his buttocks, asmdhe bent her knees
and sank down to where her mouth was on a levél kv groin, it leapt to
full attention.

It was impossible to miss the fact of his arousabugh the black silk.
Mariel gritted her teeth against the answering imglof her own body, and
flattened her hands on his thigh.

"If you touch me anymore | will not be responsifile the consequences,”
he warned.

Her hands twitched instinctively away, but she hatety replaced them. "I
am searching you for a gun,” she insisted betweeteleth, as the betraying
flush crept up into her cheeks. She drew her hgnaskly down one leg to
his ankle, and then repeated the motion on the.dtheanwhile his hungry
sex threatened to burst the silk.

His hands caught her shoulders as she straightanddheld her tight as
they stared into each other's eyes.

"We are moths," he said. "Drawn by the flame thatcannot resist."”
Mariel licked her lips, and gazed hungrily into hiandsome face, saying

nothing. She was being a fool. She knew she wasglzefool. But it was so
delicious.



He leaned towards her damp, willing lips. The melmh the table rang
shrilly. His mouth inches from hers, Harry stiffen@nd closed his eyes. It
rang again. It could only be Ash on this phone, idhé didn't answer it he
knew damned well the guard outside would come thting through the

door within a minute.

With a curse, he dropped his hands from her shailaled reached out to
pick it up.

"Baleh."

"It's the last day of the month. | forgot to giveuwthe new phone numbers,”
said Ash.

He was pretty sure that wasn't the reason Ash akeldc His brother was
nothing if not psychic.

"Right," he said.
"Are you ready?"

Haroun strode over to the balcony, looking out diaerriver and breathing
for calm. "Go ahead."

He coded the replacement numbers into the mohiemory as Ash
dictated. It was one of many precautions insistetyoNajib, who oversaw
their security. New numbers every month for alitp@ones, including this
one. He keyed in the code to alter his own numbeksh read it out, then
said goodbye.

"Keep the lid on,” Ash advised, and hung up.

Emma, he saw, had returned to her seat and waskiatia the
mouthwatering dessert that was Salma's specialty.

He grinned at her, that devilish grin, and Marieldhto look away.
"Revenons a nos moutons.he said invitinglyGetting back to our sheep,
or Now, where were we?



"Our sheep were all the wrong kind," she reminded KThey are better off
straying."

She was right, of course. But he wished she weteso@asily able to be
pragmatic. "You and my brother have a lot in comfhdre remarked,
indicating the phone.

"Who is your brother?" she asked, and wonderedtWhtymade his face go
tight. He slipped the phone into his pocket anddsrover to the serving
trolley, where he set a little silver pot on a flagring.

"Coffee?"

She nodded, and they waited in loaded silence latilad poured two tiny
cups of rich, dark Turkish coffee, which they dranlsilence. When they
finished he held up the little pot enquiringly. Stmlded and watched him
refill the little cup. Then she glanced up. "Ifdudd use your phone now?"

He waved his hand to indicate the apartment. "Yausee that | will have
no problem with any sum you might need. If you erefve can call it a
loan."

But she couldn't take money from him when it miglave come from
Ghasib or Michel....

"If I could use it in private?"

There was a flicker in his dark eyes. He stardebagravely. "I'm afraid that
will not be possible."

Well, perhaps it was too much to expect. "Are yboes tapped?" she
asked.

He laughed. "Not so far as | know. But who can b $n this age? Even
this conversation may be overheard.”

Mariel involuntarily glanced around. There was magh opposite the
balcony except the Tuileries Gardens and the raret the city beyond.



They were sitting at the centre of the balcony,cltran the whole length of
the building. They seemed in a world apart, renfiam the buildings on
either side. It was a warm, clear night and thattigof the city did not
entirely wipe out the stars overhead.

Fred stood and went to a small cabinet furthergatbe terrace. He opened
a door and took out a cordless phone which he Itotoagher and, with a
little bow, set down in front of her before returgito his seat opposite. She
eyed him speculatively. He calmly returned her gazé she decided he
was immovable on this point.

A breeze caressed her as she picked up the receiver

Important numbers were coded into her cellphone @edrded in her
address book, both of which were gone. But forteiyathe had one number
committed to memory—the special phone in Hal Wapd\gate office.

"Yes," said his voice.

"This is Emma," she said in English. She had tamassFred spoke English,

but he couldn't have known she did. It was a ptygive away such an

advantage, but Hal didn't speak very good Frendsae had to be sure he
knew exactly what was happening. "How are things wou?"

She could hear his ears prick up at her use afdte to indicate that things
weren't right with her.

"Emma. Is this line clean?"

"Not sure. | lost my bag tonight and | need monkewas, uh...doing
overtime tonight...."

Quickly and carefully, partly in double speak anartly straight, she
outlined what had happened, including the news shatwas now at the
apartment of the stranger whose photograph wdweifiles she had copied
to him tonight.

When she had finished, Hal Ward said, "Is this gkigy?"



"I don't know. He seems to suspect me of being evtwnan."
She showed Fred her teeth. He laughed.

"Seriously?"

"He just searched me."

There was a pregnant pause. "You be careful, Eny. &ance of your
getting out of there tonight? | could arrange vathotel...."

"l can't go to a hotel without@arte d'identite.”
"Damn, | forgot. What about reporting your bag@st ko the police?"
"Dressed like a hooker," she reminded him.

"I don't like the sound of this," her cousin sadidou be careful. I'll wire you
some money so you can pick it up with no ID. Theamant thing is to get
out of town. The air traffic controllers went orrils¢ in France as of
midnight your time. | know there's an Amtravel figre exchange office in
the Gare de Lyon. Can you get down there?"

She hated the thought of giving up her investigetibefore they were
complete, but it had been her own stupid mismanagerand there was no
point in arguing. She was a liability now.

"Yes, | can walk that far."

"All right, I'll send the money to be picked up aut ID. Get down there as
soon as they open in the morning, get the cashakedthe first train you

can get. Don't go to your father's or anyone yoank#-if Verdun's got your

address book they'll be able to track you. Justogétof town and into a

hotel where you can lie low for a few days. Letknew as soon as you've
done that."



She made a mental note that she would have totrépdhe police in
whatever town she arrived in that her handbag le@d Istolen on the train
while she was asleep, in order to get a tempararte d'identite.

"I won't be in the office over the weekend, so cal on my cellphone. Call
me every twelve hours, as close to noon and midmghtime as you can.
That's what—nine a.m. and nine p.m. Paris time."

"You'll have to give me the number. | lost all myféin my handbag. Wait
a sec while | get a pen.”

She set down the phone and got to her feet. Freedvhaer to a pen and
notepad on the cabinet and she returned to the.t&Bhen it was all

arranged, and with warnings from her cousin ringmger ears, she hung
up. After a moment she finished the last of theki&lr coffee in her cup.

The dark, thick grounds, which Gypsies read forsume slithered back
down into the cup as she watched, and took onrh@stakable shape of a
guillotine.



Five

Mariel tore off the scrap of paper with the phomenber and tucked it into
her pocket. Fred got to his feet and, a little l&kgailer, waited for her to
precede him into the lounge.

It was a lovely room. She stood looking arounddrseked up an Arabic
newspaper and sank down onto the luxurious leathfarunder the glow of
the room's only lamp.

It was a warm night. A soft breeze blew in throdigé doors, bringing the
scent of the flowers on the terrace, the soundladra below, the glow of
the city and the stars.

It was all very intimate and inviting. She couldnalst imagine that she had
the right to take a magazine and lie down on tlfie, $@r head in his lap.

Lady, shall I lie in your lap? No, my lord.
No.'

The heat rising in her cheeks, Mariel bent overtétide opposite him and
flipped through a stack of magazines and newspapers

"May | take a few of these to read?"
His eyes found hers. "You do not expect to sleep?”
"Do you?" she countered dryly.

Fred shrugged. "Take whatever you like. But youehawnthing to fear from
me."

"Snap," she said.
They were too tense to smile at the stupidity oMariel picked up a few

magazines at random, said a stiff good-night, aedtvback to the ruby
bedroom, where she tossed them on the bed. Shd thare was a lock on



the door, so she turned it, as Hal had advisedf@agbod measure pushed
a large stuffed chair against it. Then she chetkedbck on the sliding door
to the terrace.

She climbed into bed at last, all her instinctsvat in her. One part of her
said she could trust Fred, another said she mighthtrdered in her bed.
One demanded she get close to him, while anotlggested that if she
spied on him she might hear some clue.

Her body cried out for the nearness of his.

She was going to ignore them all and try to getesslaep. But that wouldn't
happen yet. She was far too wide awake. Marielgalakp the latedtiello!
magazine from the little pile and hoped it wouldda soporific effect.

Wedding In Paradisealead the headline over the photo of a man and woma
smiling lovingly at each otherfter Five Years, A Reunion For Prince
Najib And His Bride! Exclusive Pictures Of The RadaNedding!

She flipped to the photo spread. An Englishwomanryimay an Arab

prince, and in one of the most stunning weddingske Mariel had ever
clapped eyes on. Prince Najib was Cup Companid?rittce Rafi of East
Barakat, and more important, the magazine brealyl@sformed her, the
only one of the mysterious male heirs of the dep&adtan of Bagestan to
have been publicly revealed since 1972, when thieeeiamily had gone
into hiding.

Something in the prince's face reminded her of Fsb& thought lazily.
Probably just her Westerner's eye. Maybe she pushd it difficult to
distinguish one Arab face from another. He cerjawdsn't as handsome as
Fred.

Or maybe she was just obsessed enough to see fa@lis everything.

It was a romantic story, though. Together agaierdive years in which he
hadn't remembered he had a wife and son....

She fell asleep between one thrilling caption dredrtext.



"l am sorry to disturb you at this hour. But tortighave learned something
that may be of crucial importance in our attemptgentify the al Jawadi

heirs. | wonder if His Excellency is aware of thaséence of something

called the al Jawadi Rose."

Michel Verdun stiffened before the glittering sntif@t came into the other's
eyes. "l am sure you mean the Bagestani Rose, Rlangerdun. We are of
course aware of it. A priceless jewel stolen fréna people of Bagestan by
the al Jawadi thirty years ago when the corruptmegvas at last mercifully
toppled by President Ghasib."

"Yes, of course, my mistake, the Bagestani Rose."
"What of it?"

"I have learned through my sources that the Rosedsairfaced. Apparently
it was in the possession of the lost wife of PriNegib all the time."

"Then it must be recovered from the lost wife oinBe Najib," said the
other chillingly.

"Apparently it has already been removed from hené.oWe are not certain
by whom, but we have a photograph of one who waa aéthe woman's
apartment shortly before it was reported to hawentiaken. | have it here."

He passed it over. The charge d'affaires tookdt@anced down without
much apparent interest. Then his lips thinned metbing like shock.

"This man has taken the Rose?" he grated, afteyraent. "You are certain
of this?"

The black gaze fixed him. Verdun's own eyes félqugh he struggled
against the compulsion. "No, not certain—the mem'tiactually see him
pick up the Rose, of course. But there is a starogimstantial case—and |
believe the same man broke in to my own officeerapnight.”



"Broke in to your offices? How can this be?"
"l believe one of my own employees assisted him."
Again that cold smile. "Your employee has been suied by—?"

Verdun felt sweat on his back. "Not one who hadeascto anything of
importance. She—"

"You are a fool to use a woman as anything othan hsexual pawn or an
assassin. Women cannot be trusted. Their sexuaigpgsdominate their
thinking."

Verdun nodded apologetically. "Unfortunately my quter specialist
resigned suddenly to take a job in America. Sugbedes are not easily
found. Otherwise | assure you women hold no posstiof importance...."

"l will pass this photograph on."
"Perhaps you are not aware that this man is a Qupp@nion to Prince—"

"It is no more than to be expected of the Baragatices that they should
harbour the al Jawadi.”

Mariel awoke with sunlight filtering between theages, and lay in the huge
bed for a moment, feeling somewhat daunted, takiogk. No home, no
car, no clothes, noarte d'identiteno passport, no money. Little sleep. And
accepting shelter from a man whose motives shenbaitisight into and
whose good looks scrambled her brains.

Not a situation to wish on anyone. But she wasabomething she couldn't
have guaranteed last night. And somehow a smilepleggng on her lips,
and underlying all her worry was a feeling of..iapation.



When she realized this, Mariel snorted impatierathd flung back the
bedclothes. Her watch read past eight o'clock. Bheewas out of here. The
Amtravel office at the Gare de Lyon must have opeateseven.

She had a quick, cool shower and dressed. Someahdabndered her
underwear and top, and rubbed up the leatherakirtsuede boots, but still
she wished she had something different to weava#in't going to be fun,
walking all the way to the Gare de Lyon in broadldgot dressed like a
poule,especially along the Rue de Rivoli, but the akdiie was to borrow
money from Fred for a cab, and...well, she'd ratiogr

She picked up the scrap of paper with Hal's mahilmber on it and slipped
it carefully into the little pocket of the skirhen pulled the chair away from
the inner door and unlocked it. But she went oet ather way, onto the
broad, sun-filled, terra-cotta-tiled terrace. Emp8he wandered to the
corner of the building and peered around. Halfwlayn@ the next terrace,
the same table they had eaten at last night wasylsst for breakfast.
Mansour's back was turned to her as he worked.

"Bonjour," said a voice, and Mariel whirled. Wearing shottajners, a
towel around his neck, and little else, Fred caowging along the deck
towards her. He had worked up a good sweat, his skis glowing like
polished wood and his thick black hair flopped atively over his
forehead. He still hadn't shaved. He looked likeadmertisement for an
extremely expensive men's cologne.

"Bonjour,"” she returned, choking on her own heart.

"Sleep well?" She nodded. "Breakfast will be readg few minutes. Will
you join me?" She nodded mutely again, and heathon at an easy pace.
She watched him go past Mansour and down arounuktktecorner. Clearly
he had another circuit to do.

"You arranged to get some money today?" Fred asedinutes later, as
he spread a chunk of baguette liberally with tHecaeis country butter.

Mariel nodded, deciding it would be safe to tethithis much. "I have to go
to the Gare de Lyon."



"You will want to go immediately after breakfashé told her. "l will take
you."

Mariel pressed her lips together. "There's no rieethat."

"But of course! What if the money were to fail toige? What would you do
then?"

Perhaps because her heart was at war with heriaigecghe found this
argument impossible to resist. She nodded andhseritead, trying to stifle
a smile. It was likely that he had an impersonalerea hostile—reason for
not wanting to lose track of her, but Mariel couldrelp the little burst of

delight rippling through her. She didn't want tave him until some definite
connection had been made between them, somethaigwibuld mean

someday, somehow, they would get together again.

She didn't want to leave him at all.

It was almost another hour before they got up fthentable and climbed
into the elevator. They were a strange mismatcheir clothing. Fred wore
sunglasses, a black polo shirt snug over his cleastjal sand-coloured
pants and an expensive belt, a Gucci leather batghitld his phone and
money, and bare feet in Gucci loafers. He lookedlthig and sophisticated,
and an unlikely partner—in daylight, anyway—for sexily thigh-booted

Mariel. She supposed that would make them standfdbere was anyone
looking.

The elevator moved quickly down to the main flddihere will be taxis out
the door on the left,” Fred said as the doors ogene

It was early, but there were plenty of people biogsn and out of the
designer boutiques. All tourists, of course: angdtan who hadn't left Paris
last night would be leaving today. As Mariel stepmait of the elevator a
woman turned to give her a head-to-toe examinatimmdering if this was
the latest Paris fashion, and she choked on aggiggindering if she would
start a new trend in Japan and America.



Fred grabbed her arm and hissed her name just esnaticed three
obviously Arab men a few yards away, pretending tootook in their
direction.

Mariel was terrified. How had Michel found them quickly? Fred cursed
and dragged her back into the elevator. He ramneddrd into the slot,
banged the button, and the doors closed.

"We'll take the car,"” he said, as the elevator shown and pinged. "Follow
me." They stepped out into the garage and Fredheokvrist. "Left at the
corner,” he muttered.

But when they turned the corner two men in mechswueeralls bending
over a car halfway down the long row of gleamingscglanced up with
interest. Fred pulled her into an about-face aeg #trolled back around the
corner and then raced to the elevator.

He jammed his card into the slot, but the doors'thgen. "It's gone back
up!" He cursed. They could hear the sound of rumrfootsteps. "This
way!" Fred cried.

He led her up a ramp and past another long rovakeal cars. At the end
she could see a metal gate to the outside. Fretbrarunit beside it and
jammed his card in again, and the gate clangedtantbd up with agonising
slowness.

"Go!" he called, and Mariel dropped to the dirtymac and rolled under the
gate, getting covered in dirt in the process. Fodldwed her. They got to
their feet and tore up the sharp incline. At thednother metal gate was just
opening, and they squeezed their way through thdtsat off down the
narrow street it gave onto. "Left!" Fred cried syt neared an intersection,
and Mariel hurled herself into a narrow, picturesgtreet. The sound of
footsteps resounded from behind them.

They turned, and turned again. Mariel was statingant. Her high-heeled
boots were a liability, and she knew Fred couldehawn much faster. They
could still hear the sounds of pursuit. The menengatting nearer.



The next street they turned into was lined withpshand cafes on both
sides. "In here!" Fred commanded, halfway alongrtive and dragged her
into a dark, overcrowded boutique with the nahnku roughly painted on
the window.

It was a small boutique, but there was room to .hidevas crammed with
racks of old clothes and jewellery. She could $emging-room curtains at
the back.

"Grab some clothes to try on!" she hissed.

There were two salesclerks, one guy and one githe back of the shop,
talking in low voices. They looked up and callé8onjour, Monsieur,
bonjour, Madame,then went back to their conversation.

Mariel, who was panting hard, left it to Fred tplseand went to the racks.

"Hi there,” Fred said loudly in English. "Mind if evjust sort of look
around?"

"You are welcome," the girl answered in accentedliBh. She was, Mariel
noted belatedly, wearing a nose ring, purple taaid a sheer green fifties
nightgown that barely reached her thighs over aldydalack bra and waist-
high black briefs. Her boots and socks were black.

Mariel picked up a pair of jeans. They were old amin and looked as if
they had come out of an Oxfam shop. Well, thingsladde worse, she
supposed. It might have been infants' wear. Wita eye always on the
window in the door, which gave the only access dh&sun-filled street,
she quickly grabbed a few more items and moveteadack.

"Could I try these on, please?" she asked, follgviired's lead by speaking
English.

She was examined up and down. "Sure," said the $jt took the items
from Mariel and led her to a curtained-off cubicl¥ou are change your
image, isn't it?" she noted.



"That's right,” Mariel said.

"We 'ave everyzing 'ere. My boss, Gerard, 'e galtthe Oxfam and the old
houses and 'e bring wonderful stuff."

Fred was talking to the male clerk. As Mariel clb$iee curtain she saw him
being led into the cubicle next door. The malelclgas also a devotee of
grunge. His head was naked except for an oranggoftk, and he had a
dagger tattoo above one ear, various pieces ofqagewellery, a mass of
pewter bracelets on both arms, a denim sleevedes®et and camouflage
combat pants.

"Thank you," Fred said in English.
"We have boots in your size, | sink. | will look."

As she stripped, Mariel eyed what she had pullethfthe racks. Almost
anything would be better than what she was weavihi;h was distinctive
enough to enable the men to keep on their trailrexes they ran. But
grunge? Wouldn't that be just a case of out ofryieg pan?

They didn't have much choice now.

She slipped on a pair of torn bell-bottom blue ggahe frayed holes held
together in places with safety pins or mended Witk of coloured cloth.
They rested on her hips below her navel, just favgher butterfly tattoo
and navel ring. Of the tops she chose a sleevelesse with a back closure
and a Peter Pan collar, in rather yellowed whititoco It ended above the
waistband of the jeans, leaving two inches of b@mach bare.

So far, so good.
Outside, the two salesclerks were lazily discussimgusic concert the boy
had attended, when the girl suddenly hissed, "Wbaatou think is going on

with these two?"

"Sais pas."



"Well, it's funny. Why does a guy like him want doess grunge all of a
sudden?" She sounded half-worshipful, as if Fredl feled her with one
glance. Mariel could certainly empathize.

"Sais pas."

"Do you think they are avoiding someone? They kegking out the front.
And did you see that one who looked in the doot jsv? He was very
sinister. Do you think they are being chased?"

"You are too romantic,” the boy said disparagingly.

Mariel felt goose bumps prickle her skin. So thesrevstill out there. She
pulled back the curtain and stepped out. The daldsweas impressed by the

transformation.

"It is very well," she said, reverting to Englishery changehon? You
want shoes?"

"Yes," Mariel said. "l want the whole thing."

"Sure, okay," the clerk said, then stopped wheeansds as Fred came out of
the second cubicle. He was wearing green combads ghat looked as
though they really might have seen combat, boadsaaworn black T-shirt
with the sleeves torn out, revealing his musclegeuarms. Mariel bit back
nervous laughter. He suddenly looked like somedme bvoke all the rules.
Dangerous.

The salesclerk stood blinking at him, hypnotized.

"You are going to a masquerade party?" the boyechgwasked.

"Yes," Mariel began, just as Fred said, "We marageck group.”

That got their attention. "Really? What band?" sh&lboy.

"It's an American group—we're launching in Europ just signed them,"
Fred said. Mariel smiled. Fred certainly could impse. Maybe he really



was someone who broke all the rules. She certainly $eh him break
more than he obeyed. "You probably haven't heartherh yet,” he said,
with a self-deprecating shrug. "Surgical Procedure.

"But yes!" the girl cried, totally under his spéll.am sure | heard that
name." She turned to her partner. "You know th@igt" she insisted. "An
American group!"

Fred smiled approvingly at her while Mariel's fingéensed with jealousy.
"Well, that's great. You'll be hearing a lot moo®s."

"Are you going to the festival next week in Frejus?
"Do you advise it?" Fred asked, with flatteringeation.

"Oh, yes! Everyone is going to be playing therewitl be just like
Glastonbury! If you—"

The girl quailed and fell silent, and only then Mdriel realize that she had
glared a warning at her. She shook her head. Shs beulosing her
mind."So you want the whole image?" the boy suggkskEred nodded.
"You need some piercing. We have the pierced loble"led them to a
revolving rack, and chose a few items. "The stud&kwvith magnets, and
the rings just with tension. We have some tattaikliwansfers, too...."

Ten minutes later the two salesclerks were standauk to admire their
handiwork. "You looktres cool. Very grunge. Only, you are a little too
clean."

It was pretty impressive, as transformations w&hey now sported nose
jewellery, ear studs, and tattoos. Fred had anrewelking. Mariel's navel
ring and butterfly tattoo blended right in.

"Only for the 'air," suggested the girl dubiously.

"Wigs?" Mariel enquired.



"We don' do weeg. But the boutique beside us—itsrdooutique. They do
lots of our clients. You can go right srough zabidd

"Oh, | don't know..." Mariel began, but stoppedFasd touched her arm
with warning pressure. "Great," he said, smiling.ptilled a roll of cash out
of his bag, peeled off a bunch of franc notes ad them on the bill.

"You've been a great help," he said, picking upstigpping bag which held
their own clothes.

He led Mariel to the communicating door, then fas afterthought, turned.
"Oh—I wouldn't like the media or the competitionget wind of the launch
before we announce it," he told the wide-eyed Kiiileey may have tailed
us to Paris. Think you can keep your mouths shotibéeeing us if anyone
asks?"

They agreed with silent vigour, like two noddinggdan a car going over a
speed bump.

"They're patrolling the street out there," Fred tengtd to Mariel, opening
the connecting door. They stepped through intcofhosite boutique and
came out near a short row of sinks. This shop waetthe length of the one
called Tribu, and seemed to back onto the nex¢tstre

Two men were getting their hair washed. Fred patmea moment, staring
towards the glass facade of the shop, orientingéiin"Okay, Emma," he
said. "With a little luck that door on the left tsaout the back door onto the
next street. Just head for it, don't turn if soneechallenges us."

A woman came hurrying oveéBonjour, Madame, bonjour, Monsieur."

Fred cursed under his breath. Someone spoke bt#tendand they turned.
The orange-thatched guru of grunge had come imdehem to beckon the
woman over. "They want to complete their new lookg explained
helpfully to the manageress. "You maybe have sqpeiatments free this

morning, Cecile?"

"But of course!" the manageress exclaimed.



In another moment they'd been robed and shroudéach had their head
in a sink.

"l don't like the smell of it," Hal Ward said. "Thguy Verdun is mixed up
with every vicious character on the planet. Juspkan eye on her. Try and
get on her trail at Le Charlemagne. Put someottedbare de Lyon in case
you miss her."

"Got it."

"Don't approach her unless she's in trouble—she'twibank you if you
spoil her game—in which case take all necessapgsteprotect her. | want
to know she's safe, that's all.”

"It definitely suits you," Mariel told Fred with ne& enthusiasm, examining
his sunflower-yellow dye job. They had escapedtbatback door of the
hairdressers' into a waiting taxi, and were enaéart the Gare de Lyon. The
traffic was terrible. "I love the black roots. Uds that touch of jaded sleaze
S0 necessary to the well-turned-out punk rock manéag

It amazed her how much a couple of fake tattooeyaof earrings and an
eyebrow ring gave him the air of an anarchist. tdigs-day-old beard took
on a different meaning, too.

Nothing disguised his glowing skin, his rippling sales, and his good
health, though. Or the sexual charisma that stiheated from him in too
high a dose for her peace of mind. Her heart wakiot like a Geiger
counter held over a mother lode of pure uranium.

"Mind you, it doesn't really go with the Gucci bag.
Fred lifted a hand to the two bunches of green im@ssily tied just above

her ears. Her eyes looked even greener now. THi¢ gaxe her the look of
a teenager, some middle class mother's spoiledllicis darling.



Fred frowned. "How old are you?" he demanded.

She laughed, throwing him a look, as a delicionglé raced along her
spine, and didn't answer.

Fred contented himself with giving her a lazy ghat made her go pink,
then mercifully turned away. He flicked the shompbag holding their old
clothes.

"l can at least change my clothes at the statibae,femarked with a grin.
"But you will not wish to be so conspicuous—whall wou do?"

"I'll buy something ordinary when I've picked ugtmoney."

"And then where will you go?"

Her lashes dropped, hiding her eyes from him. "ot sure,” she
murmured, but when he said nothing, felt presstoednswer, "I'll get a
hotel room, | guess."

She didn't mention that first she intended to gettod town.

"A hotel room?" he repeated. "What hotel?"

Mariel bit her lip, wishing she could tell him ey#ring. Suddenly she
understood how spies were undone by sex. Her bnaid started
malfunctioning the moment she met Fred.

"l...haven't decided."

He gazed at her with a probing look that made ésttass. As if by looking
into her eyes he could see her life projected erstneen of her soul.

"Emma,” he said. "You know now that this is nohddis game. The stakes
are very, very high, and there are more playens yloa know. If you are in
league with my enemies you yourself will not escaphatever the
outcome. If you are an innocent bystander, you sleare my own danger.



"You have the chance to confess, Emma. | have tovkile truth about
you," he said, with an urgency that rippled throbgh. "If you tell me the
truth | can help you. | will look after you. Tellerthe truth.”



Six

At that moment the cab drew to a sudden stop behilwhg line of cars
waiting to turn into the Gare de Lyon. Ahead theuld see chaos. "Won't
get closer for half an hour," the driver remarkédgsophically.

"We'll get out here," Fred said, handing over mor#s opened the door as
another car pulled up tight on Mariel's side of¢he hemming her in. With
a shrug she scrambled across the seat, jumped bt grabbed the bag of
their clothes, and followed him down the streehi® station entrance.

The place was bedlam. Cars were jammed in eveegtihn, people were
crawling over bumpers and heaving luggage acrosdshand roofs. People
shouted and called, babies screamed, horns honked.

"The strike!" Mariel exclaimed. "l forgot about the traffic strike." By the
look of this there wouldn't be a train seat avddainywhere. The Gare de
Lyon was the station for trains to the south, athy was August first. Half
Paris would be trying to get to the Mediterrand@sa morning.

Inside the station they stood at the edge of a mBkamanity as if in the
bait pot of some giant fisherman. The crowd seetrtroiled, moving in
clusters and swells in the hall, and up and dowe likautiful double
staircase, as if the grand design lay in the swgrjpatterns of the whole
mass rather than any individual purpose.

"How am | going to find the Amtravel office?" Makiereathed.

"Let's look for the sign," Fred advised, but Maijest grinned up at him.
She was too short to see a thing beyond the shsubfi¢he people directly
in front of her. "Come," he said, taking her hamd @rawing her around
along the perimeter of the concourse, where thedras thinner.

Mariel felt vulnerable in such a crowd, and wasdardy very glad Fred had
insisted on coming with her. It was a long ten nisubefore she found
herself in front of the Amtravel office, but it winuhave taken her much
longer by herself.



There, too, there was a lineup, and with a resigiedg she joined it. Fred
meanwhile found himself a pillar in front of the Aavel office where he
propped himself to wait, lazily watching the crovadsorbed in his own
thoughts.

There was no knowing what had led Ghasib's agerdstheamen had to
be—to Haroun al Muntazir, but they were certainbt mterested in any
mere Cup Companion to Prince Omar. It was clearttiey suspected, or
even knew, who he was.

Well, they had been prepared for the possibilitgresince Ghasib's agents
had got to the Rose before him. There was a lemeatere, and as of this
morning it was capable of doing very serious damage

They had always thought that Ghasib might hold beark killing a known

al Jawadi, for fear of repercussions in Bagestae.deople might riot if an
heir of the old sultan was revealed, only to bedeted. But if he could Kill
one of thembeforehe was publicly revealed, there might be much less
political fallout.

He wondered if Emma was the source. No doubt hédbad a fool to let her
use the phone last night. Well, he wouldn't befite#¢ man undone by a
pretty face.

And if it wasEmma's doing, he guessed it wouldn't be long bdfoe men
showed up here.

Haroun set the shopping bag between his feet altebpaut his phone. He
pressed Ash's code and, seeing the unfamiliar nusdoell onto the little
screen, made a mental note to memorize the new ensnitsh had given
him. If his phone crashed he'd be dead in the water

He was waiting with the phone to his ear, his harts pocket toying with
some change, when a beggar approached. "Could par¢ something
towards a cup of coffee?"

When a beggar approaches you, give the first dmah ¢omes to your hand
when you put your hand in your pocket.



That was the old dictum, not so relevant now whéeggar risked getting
only centimes, but Haroun had always had a kirgliperstition about it. As
it happened he had all the coins in his pocket—gbafrom the

taxi—cupped in his hand when the beggar spokehargimply drew it out
and put them into the man's palm.

"Baleh," said Ash's voice, as the man thanked him. Harbaketl him a
salute and the beggar moved away.

"Ash!" he said into the phone.

His voice must have given him away. "What's hapg@hésh demanded.
"Where are you?"

"Gare de Lyon."

"Gare d—! What's going on?"

"I'm on the run. Three men at least were waitingnhi@ downstairs at Le
Charlemagne this morning. I'm now wearing yellowr fetorn T-shirt and

a nose stud. But it won't be long before they'r® ars again.”

To give him his due, Ash took it all without pratesnd went straight to the
relevant word—"us."

"You're still with the woman you picked up in Verdsi office?"
"Ah...yeah. She's got green hair now."
"Isn't it obvious she's leading them to you?"

"Maybe. That's one reason to keep her close, thasghit? Find out what
she knows."

"And if what she knows best is how to slip a stddietween a man's ribs?"
Ash demanded impatiently.



"I don't..." Haroun paused, his ears pricking,vas tmen speaking Arabic
paused on the other side of the pillar. "I'll cablu back, Ash," he said
quickly in French, and disconnected.

He had recognized one of the voices. He couldrii'apuame to it, but he
was certain of having heard it before. Harry edgadkwards around the
pillar till he could hear their conversation. Bug bouldn't risk turning to
look at them.

"Nice?" one of the men was saying. "Why should weaNice? Why do
we leave Paris at all?"

"They were the only tickets | could get, and | Hexlible enough getting
them, too. From Nice we can get to Italy and catghane. The train leaves
in an hour."

That was the voice he thought he knew. Not welthencourse of business,
maybe.

"I think we should wait here in Paris for instructs," the first man said, in a
mulish tone.

"There is more risk here than anywhere, YusuhdfRose were taken from
us now, what would your excuse be? Air travel wascelled, the emissary
did not arrive, and so we remained in a city fdlspies and enemies?"The
hair on the back of Haroun's neck lifted with adkinf superstitious
incredulity. Could he be mistaken? Hallucinatingg®? No, he had heard it.
Al warda.The Rose.

"Well, thank God that's done!" Emma exclaimed im heh, warm voice
which seemed so at odds with her new appearaneew&# stuffing a wad
of franc notes into the pocket of her jeans.

Fred reached for her and drew her close, stiflexgsirprised response with
a finger on her lips. He leaned in against her ri&eka lover.

"Careful! Do you see two men behind me?"



Mariel, her heart thumping, glanced over his sheuld'Arabs,” she

murmured against his chest, while he bent his hedten. "One short,

thin, quite dark, about twenty-five, twenty-eigBeard.” Fred angled his
body in against the pillar so that she could seentlen past his arm. "The
other—"

She paused when he touched her mouth. The othewes® speaking in
Arabic. Fred listened, then, when the two fellsilagain, prompted her to
begin again. "The other?"

"Tall, lean, black beard. About thirty. He has arson his cheekbone, it
pulls his eye down a b—"

She knew she had said something to electrify Fi&fthich eye?"

Mariel had a little trouble with right and left. igfht— no—yes, right side,"
she stammered. "They're going."

"Going!" He had to risk it. He couldn't lose thisance, even if it meant a
deadly enemy would see and recognize him, tooyHenirled, but too late.
He got only a back view as the men moved into dethsng crowd. Both
wore casual pants and long-sleeved shirts. Thesiedapne small red
carryall between them.

"Allah, it's probably in that satchel!" he cried. "It wady inches from my
hand!" He bent to snatch up their carrier bag.

"What—" Mariel began. Fred grabbed her arm, cuttiagoff.
"Come! We can't lose them! | need you to identifgrh for—"

Someone cannoned into her, blindsiding her, anddifsmelled coffee and
felt hot liquid streaming over her arm and breast.

She had time for no more than a choked scream éo#fiely were all over
her. A dozen children, dirty and unkempt. One spraaorn copy olLe

Mondein front of her face, and she could feel theditttjuesting hands
everywhere on her body, patting pockets, slippmgnd out, but she could



neither get her bearings past the newspaper ndregdtands free. Coffee
dripped down her arm.

She heard Fred cursing them and realized he wésrisgf the same fate.
There was a babble of children's voices, and thew were simply gone,
melting into the crowd in a dozen places.

"My money!" she cried, her hand going to her pockBtey've taken all my
money!"

"Mine, too," Fred told her. He held up the straph@f leather bag. It had
been neatly cut. His T-shirt had a large wet patahat least when it dried it
would be invisible. Her blouse was stained withfeef "My phone, t00."

"They even took the shopping bag!" Mariel wailed.

"Efficient little monsters," Fred remarked. He wpatting his pockets.
"Completely cleaned out."

“I'll' have to phone my co—friend and ask him to evimore money
immediately,” was Mariel's first thought. It wagtmiddle of the night now
in California, but there was no help for that. "@lo!" she cried. "Do we
even have change for the phone?"

Fred lifted his hands. "Not me."

"Oh, what a mess!" Mariel cried. "Maybe the poliwwél let us phone.
Where do we report it?"

"We don't have the time to waste on reporting @t the way we look now."
Mariel bit her lip. It was true. Reporting to thelige, especially dressed as
they were, might merely be to waste hours, andotdenefit. Everyone
knew about the children called "street Arabs,"mmbne ever caught them.
Mariel found she could almost laugh. "What on earéhwe going to do?"

"One thing we are going to do, come hell or higherna Fred told her.



"What?"

He looked grim. "We are going to get on the Ni@nrthat leaves in an
hour."

"He pierced his nose and dyed his hair yellow?"
"Something to do with trying to evade the men aairttrail,” Ash said.

"Well, it worked with us and it worked for one otfdumsy-footed set. Not
sure about the others."

"He's got more than one tail, does he?" Ash obsedigpassionately.
"Maybe as many as three. That's not counting us."

Ash swore.

"I'm completely snarled in traffic, the air strike fouling everything. I've
sent Charla by Metro—let's hope she gets thererfasty idea why the

Gare de Lyon? Know where he's headed?"

"He hung up in the middle of a conversation anddidall back. When |
tried his phone someone disconnected without amsger

"I'll let you know when | get there."

"Found something!" Mariel cried, stooping to pick @ coin. "Ten
centimes!" she snorted. "Almost not worth picking"uBut she slipped it
into her pocket, nevertheless.

They were wandering around the station lookingdimpped coins, hoping
to collect enough to buy a phone card. Without anghcard it would be a
long and tedious wait before trying to arrangeléecbcall to Hal: the lineup
for the single coin phone was ten times longer doarthe banks of card



phones. "l can't believe they got all your pocketrgge, too! Are you sure
they didn't leave you even one ten-franc coin?"

"It was not the children who got my change. | gthet to a beggar before
they dropped by," Fred informed her blandly.

Well, at least she was laughing. She shook her.H&am gave all your
change to a beggar? Shouldn't that good deed hawghbus a reprieve
from those monster kids or something?"

"l don't think that's in the contract.”

"It's not?" she enquired with mock ingenuousne$éele's nothing that
says if you give to a beggar God guarantees yottWwemobbed ten minutes

later?"

"Recollect that the ways of Allah are mysteriousiaMooks like a tragedy
to humans may be part of a larger purpose.”

"Well, now that he's up in the world, maybe yougdar would give a little
charity back." Mariel lifted her head and scanrfegldrowd. "You don't see
him anywhere, by chance?"

Fred obediently lifted his head and threw a loabuad him. "Not in the
immediate vicinity."

"Wait a minute! Beggar! What's he got that | ddwaive? | could beg!"
Fred looked at her. "Do you think so?"

"Yeah, why not?"

He shrugged. "You may not find it as easy as yakth

"You think there might be a territorial problemeé&ithose working girls

last night?" She frowned, remembering how theydgutoached Fred, and
how sharp the teeth of jealousy had been.



"That wasn't what | had in mind."
"Well, I'm going to try," Mariel said firmly.

She quickly learned what he meant. She found ithmmore difficult than
she could have imagined to approach a strangeraskdfor money.
Especially as all around her tempers were so frafedhe day progressed
more people, including many families with smallldren, were packing
into the station, and people did not seem to benfgexactly charitable.

But it was an inner taboo that presented the biggesdle. It was bad
enough being dressed as she was—plenty of peopéel@aking at her as if
she were of little worth already. Begging madefiet like nothing.

But recognizing an American accent, Mariel at taahaged' to make a firm
appeal.

"I'll buy you a sandwich if you're hungry," the wamsaid when she had
made her pitch, and Mariel wailed, "But | really want to make a phone
call'

"Well, | won't give you money I'm sorry. You looké you'll just go spend
it on drugs."

She couldn't argue with that—when she caught sigherself in a mirror
she believed it herself. "But | won't! Look," sharfained, because now she
had the bit between her teeth and was feelinggesafrenergy, "would you
buy me a phone card instead of food? Please?"

The woman pursed her mouth, considering. "Do yaumse to use it and
not sell it?"

"Yes! | promise!”
"All right. Where do you buy them?"

She came dancing back to Fred with the card heichphantly high. They
hurried to the phones. There was a lineup here, too



As they joined the line, a sudden thought occutceder. Mariel let out a
horrified cry.

"What?" Fred asked.

"Hal's mobile number was in the pocket of my lea#ieart! It's been stolen,
too!"

Fred cracked up with a burst of laughter that shend totally infectious.
" Allah! And mine were all in my phone."



Seven

" Whyis it so important that you catch this train?" Mbasked again.
"l have told you—because those two men are on it."

"That really explains a lot."

Fred heaved an exasperated breath. "And they lemetking thai belongs
to me and if | lose them now | lose my propertyefaar.”

"Oh." She blinked. "Is it valuable?"

"Immensely, to me and my family, and some otheessLso to the rest of
the world."

"Well, if your friend doesn't get here soon, itlest cause.”

Fred had phoned a friend whose number he had hy. figee friend had
agreed to meet him at the station with some caghyarned him that to get
across Paris on this particular Saturday afterneas not likely to take
under an hour. That had been half an hour ago.

And the train was on the point of leaving. Becanisthe crowds, departure
had been delayed, but it might go any minute.

Fred had dragged her down to the platform to wHiose boarding so that
she could identify the two men for him. She hadchat the surging crowd
avidly, but she had not seen them.

"What are you going to do if your friend doesn'tme before the train
leaves?"

"Get onit. You, too."

"Me?"



"If you do not see the men, you must come with heannot explain now,
but one day you will learn how important it is."

The fact was, it didn't really matter to Mariel wlehe went, as long as she
was out of Paris. Nice was as good or as bad asharg else. She simply
needed to kill time over the weekend until Hal gatk into the office in
California and she could call him on his office rhen In a lot of ways
getting by without money for two days would be easut of Paris. And, of
course, there was a part of her that wanted towithy Fred, never mind
where he went.

But still she kind of resented the suggestion $loeisl be dragged along on
Fred's enterprise, not for herself, but becausecshkl identify the people
he was really interested in.

So she said, "That's pretty high-handed."
"Shh!" Fred hissed a warning. "Look over there."

She looked, and saw surging humanity. "That dark redking to the
backpacker," he prompted.

She located them. An Arab with a wad of money sfand talking urgently
to a blond guy, probably an Aussie, who looked likee of the last few
stragglers for the Nice train. "He is trying to blig ticket for this train,"

Fred guessed. A moment later he was proven rigkthwihe blond reached
inside his jacket and drew out a ticket.

Mariel shrugged. "We can't hope to do that witheagh."Harry watched her
closely. "He is one of the men who followed us thi®rning at Le
Charlemagne."

Mariel clutched at him. "Omigod, really? Are youe?'

He could not guess whether it was an act.

"Sure enough. Now look, we must not only get ontthe ourselves, we
must at all costs prevent that man from doing $@avie an idea."”



"Excellency, forgive me, nothing can be attemptecehn the station. No
escape would be possible even from the concounskguatside, the city is
almost at a standstill."

The speaker stood at a distance, alternately wipisdprow and glancing
over his shoulder to where his partner was in nagobs with the
backpacker in front of the Nice platform. He coulot be sure if the air
conditioning had broken down or if it was his owsadmfort making him
hot.

"Zounab is attempting to buy tickets from those whave already
purchased them. It is the only way to obtain a eedhe train, Excellency. It
is obvious the pair intend to board, they only wait an accomplice,
perhaps.” He bent his head and plugged one e@nikhg).

"Excellency, if he is the one, we have nothingdarf A man with dyed hair
and earrings—will such a man be acceptable to goplp? Let us follow
him to a less public place. If we were arrested;elgncy, our links with

yourself could hardly remain undiscovered. Yourseawould be done no
service by such..."

His voice faded as a shout caught his attentioth henlifted his head again.

A man had collided with a stroller and was somdtsapover it in a display
that had everyone staring openmouthed. It seemadhbkel end up winded
or wounded on the ground, but he just kept rolliighe was on his feet
again.

"Emmal!" he cried'Non, ne me laissepas!"” Don't leave me.
The agent on the phone recognized his quarry, dndsahackles rose.

Tearing his eyes from the spectacle, he searcleectthvd that had stopped
to stare, and his heart sank.



Zounab was standing with his mouth open, staringsaempty hand. And
the girl with green hair was running pell- mell tands the entrance to the
Nice platform, the ticket firmly clutched in herrta

"Laisse-moi seule!She was screaming at the top of her voice. "l hate |
never want to see you again!"

She waved the ticket at the astonished guard wiireced by this scene of
love gone wrong, only glanced at it. The girl brok& a run along the

platform beside the train. Meanwhile the young maith an agonized

howl, called her name and gave chase. When he edattie guard he

pushed past, crying, "Emmaaaaiin!”

He chased the green-haired girl down the platfolongathe length of the
train and was lost to the speaker's view. Zoundddxly gave chase but,
having no ticket, was stopped by the guard. Innixe¢ moment the train's
brakes were released, and it began to move.

The train was crammed to the rafters, with manypfeestill standing in the
aisles and vestibules, and luggage strewn everywvher

Mariel, with Fred right behind her, slammed throtlgé door, bounced off
the opposite wall of the vestibule and, laughingciazy glee, turned to
watch him as his speed hurled him after her. Heopthis arms to break his
momentum, rolled against the wall beside her arde@mp with his face
inches from hers.

They lay there, laughing and panting, more fromrible than the exertion,
as the train began to move.

"First stop Lyon," he declared triumphantly. Onehef hair elastics had
come off, and her soft green hair tumbled ovefihgers. The pink stone in
her nose stud winked at him. Her eyes darkenedawsmile.

"That was quite a gymnastic display,” she saithitik you really must be a
cat burglar.”



Fred bent nearer and his other arm wrapped het asikis mouth closed
the gap between them.

What with breaking every rule in the book during thast half hour,

Mariel's senses were pretty charged. The kissgrubver the top. A river of

sunlight rushed through her blood, taking heatsratkle to nourish every
previously starved cell. She slid her arms aroursdneck and pressed
against him. Shivery heat tingled her skin. His dightened around her
back and she melted at the strength in it, lethimg pull her over as he
rolled with his back against the wall, his legs tmustabilize him, so that she
was practically lying on him.

His hands ran down her back, pressing her, andwhapped around her
waist again, as the kiss went on and on.

She lifted her lips, looking down at him, and stdtighted laughter escaped
her. She could feel the pressure as his body dtiagainst hers, and
immediately Fred smiled, straightened, and sebhérer feet.

"More of that another time," he murmured. He toek hand and glanced
around. There were several people in the vestibitlethem, most of them
looking at the couple.

Fred pulled open the door into the forward car. "Wéwalk through each
car as if looking for seats," he murmured in her daook for the men you
saw. If you see them, signal me." He settled higjsses on his nose, and
immediately looked more dangerous. "Let's go. Vé&dkvly so that you can
take a good look."

"Slowly" wasn't a problem. The aisles were full mgople still stowing
luggage and strollers, getting children settledhwatys and games, looking
for seats. This was not one of the new high spesdst there was the
relaxed feeling of people settling down for a lofagniliar journey.

They quickly adopted the tactic of Fred lookingane side and Mariel the
other. Whenever Fred spotted a man with a beanddutd simply touch
Mariel and she would glance over.



She was a little worried that she might not recegmen she had, after all,

seen for only a minute or two, especially if theglseparated. But when she
finally did see them again, right at one end och@iage by the luggage rack,

rigid in seats that would not recline because these against the wall, the

recognition was unmistakable.

She touched Fred. "Last on the left," she murmured.
"Keep walking through to the next carriage,” he oanded softly.

They paused by the two men for a moment waitingiferautomatic door to
open, then stepped into the vestibule. Mariel Wri®id you—?" she
began, but the rest of her question was chokedlwéh she saw Fred's face.

Haroun felt as if he had been poleaxed. He leagathst the wall, sweat
beading his foreheadkamiz.He was much thinner, and the hair and the
beard were a partial disguise, but Harry was irdoobt. He could hardly
take it in. Ramiz Bahrami, a personal friend ofnPei Karim of West
Barakat. From a noble family who had always sethedBarakati kings.

Almost instantly he remembered—Ramiz Bahrami was teabe missing.
He had disappeared. It was said Prince Karim watsadight. Could that be
disinformation? Was it possible that the princeBafakat themselves were
secretly supporting Ghasib against the al Jawadi#Gibid. He would as
soon believe that his own right hand had turnednagdim. Yet it was
equally impossible to believe that Ramiz was bétgyPrince Karim's
interests.

Had he mistaken the conversation he heard? Butrhenen were sitting
like guard dogs, the red carryall between themhenskat. If not the Rose,
what were they guarding with such nervous ferocity?

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

Allah, and he was weaponless. He was going to have doafiway to get
hold of that carryall, and he had no tool but hisdn

"Fred!"



He blinked at her. "Emma,"” he murmured, like a ncaming out of a
trance. His hand clasped her upper arm, felt them¥aof her skin with
deep appreciation. She could help. If only he cha@dure of her.

"What'swrong?Are you sick? Is it your heart?"
"I'm fine." He shook his head. "Let's find seatsyeé can."

He led her into the next car, his mind still whigi Did the princes of
Barakat want the Rose for their own purposes, psth&ould they mean to
extract some concessions from Ash in exchangeaZor i

It seemed ridiculous; Ash was already committedxtsemely favourable
relations with the Barakat Emirates— how couldeatdtherwise? Such a
course of action on the part of the princes couhdy adamage their
historically strong connections with the al Jawadlist what other reason
could they have for wanting the Rose?

The alternative was that Ramiz was an agent of @h@key need look no
further for their leak, if that was the case. Itswvedmost unbelievable from
the point of view of character, but at least it guogether circumstantially.

Ghasib was certainly desperate to have the Rosth Myihe could put
forward a pretender to the al Jawadi throne andncthat he was the
nominee of Sultan Hafzuddin. How could Ash provieowise? And a
choice of candidates for a restored throne woudditably undermine Ash's
support.

That was all Ghasib needed. If Ash's base weresdrdbe Islamic militants
in Bagestan, always in the background and harglpisessed by Ghasib as a
matter of deliberate policy, would undoubtedly makeir own bid for
power. Ghasib must be well aware that the vast ritajof the people did
not want an Islamic regime. They had been living secular state for over
thirty years, and the terrible spectre of Afghaam& repressive regime
loomed large in everyone's imagination. Women drivet of jobs, schools,
hospitals. Left to starve in the homes that theyevierbidden to leave....



Faced with such a possibility, and with no certathiat Ash could carry the
day, waverers might well throw their support behiGthasib and his
pretender. Better the devil you know...

He had to prevent the Rose being delivered to ®Ghatsall costs. Thank
God for the strike; otherwise it would certainlydreroute to Bagestan right
now.

Most of the passengers had now settled into staiagh some were up
again, making the first foray into the bar carestaurant. The train had left
Paris behind and was making j its way through aggide now. The sun
was bright on ripening fields.

In the next car they found two seats beside twdbAv@amen dressed in
black chador. Fred asked in French if the seatse t&ken and the women
shrugged and shook their heads.

"But we only have one ticket,” Mariel reminded hiim his ear, as they sat
down facing each other."We must hope that the tganot completely full.
Some may have missed it because of the traffiet Baid with a fatalistic
shrug.

All around them people were bringing out basketdfestl with bright
tomatoes, bread, salami sausages, cheese and hnttesettling down to a
late picnic lunch. There was beginning to be avedir in the train.

"Oh, I'm hungry!" Mariel exclaimed involuntarilyyeing the jovial family
group across the aisle and getting a waft of thkcidas odour of
fresh-baked baguette damanunwrapped two long golden sticks from a
clean tea towel, broke one into pieces and pad$sad to two wide-eyed
children. Papa, meanwhile, balanced a small cuttmayd on his lap and
expertly sliced a white-powder-coated sausage withancient knife so
often honed the blade was concave. "Do you thinkpigked up enough
money to get a cup of coffee?"

Fred obligingly reached into his pocket, pulled theé few coins they had
gathered, and turned them over on his open palmieMeould see at a
glance there wasn't enough, and with a smile Haeeg them in his pocket.



She realized with a sinking heart what a long jeyrit was going to be
without food. It was ten or twelve hours to Niceare of these slow trains.
And her stomach was already saying that breakfastamcient history.

She must have been unconsciously staring, bedslasean, across the
aisle, having carefully laid several slices of neld tomato inside a buttered
piece of baguette, handed it to one of the childneth a low-voiced
command, and the child turned to Mariel.

"Maman says would you like this?" the child saidlding the sandwich out
to her.

Mariel was too hungry to pretend. "Yes, please® stied gratefully, taking
the sandwich from the outstretched hand. "Thankwsy much."

Maman and Papa and the little ones nodded graeely, went back to
business. Mariel, meanwhile, carefully tore herds@nh in two and passed
half to Fred.

'‘Won, non!" cried Maman, who waved to show she was makinghandor
Fred.

Next it was Papa's turn to offer the little boarthvihe salami slices across
the aisle, and in another few minutes there wasragatmosphere between
the two groups. The Arab women brought out thein dag of food. They
spoke little French, but they smiled and noddedsdraded their food, too.

Between mouthfuls of the delicious supply of eaabMariel told their
story of the street children who had robbed themhikating her
coffee-stained blouse as evidence. "Only the tgckety missed!” she cried,
cleverly pulling her ticket out of her pocket andwing it.

"And you got on the train with no money and no lage! Where do you go?
What will you do?" Maman and Papa cried.

"My brother's yacht is moored at Cannes," Fred begsmoothly over
Mariel's sudden stammer. "We are on our way to lyaim there."



Maman and Papa looked at Fred, subtracting thengarand tattoos from
his air of wealth and privilege, and believed him.

"Green hair?" Hal repeated.

"The only butterfly tattoo we could get a fix ontae Gare de Lyon was
attached to a girl with green hair and a nose 'stud.

"Well, with Mariel it's always possible. If she hadjood reason.. .where did
she go?"

"She got on the train to Nice, chased by a man."
Hal sat up. "You got a description of the man?"

"Tanned, dyed yellow hair, tattoos, eyebrow ringrieaming after her like
an abandoned lover, people said. Quite a littlevsthey put on."

"It can't be her," Hal muttered. "But still—"

"The agent | put on at Le Charlemagne says a lesisér in the vicinity of
Le Charlemagne reports dyeing a woman green thrsinth And the man
with her yellow."”

"Can you get on that train?"

"We might take a helicopter to the first stop, Lyand try and pick it up
there. Unfortunately, given the strike here, thenay be no rental

helicopters left."

"Buy one," said Hal.

When the meal was being packed away, Harry got ng vaandered
casually towards the front of the train. He camekbatter a few minutes,



leaned down over Mariel as if looking out at thesgag countryside and
whispered in English, "The conductor is in the neat. Go into the toilet
and stay there. Open the door when | give this krioc

He tapped her arm, long, short, long. Mariel blohias the real world came
back into focus. Her heart kicked, and she nodtteshked everyone again
for sharing their meal, then got up and made hgral@ng the aisle.

Haroun casually sat down and turned to look outtimelow again, waiting
until she had disappeared.

As another passenger came out, Mariel slippederthiel toilet and stood by
the door, breathing slowly to calm herself. Whea Bbard the triple tap on
the door she opened it and stood behind the doeremsentered.

She still wasn't quite sure how she had got intdituation, hiding out in a
train toilet hoping to pull the old two- on-a-tick®utine.

"The conductor is just coming into the car. Give the ticket," Fred
commanded in a low tone.

She pulled it out of her pocket and handed it to,hieflecting only after it
was done that her first instinct seemed to be avtayrust him. It was only
when she thought about it that she had misgivings.

But that proved nothing.

It was an old train, and the cubicle had room ¥eo.tBut it also had two
mirrors opposite each other. If the conductor labke he would see her
reflection. "Can you crouch down between the sindd the door?" Fred
suggested.

He turned on the hot tap and squirted a bunchgafdisoap into his hand.
When the knock came on the door he touched hemliffs a cautionary
forefinger and opened the tap further, so the wgiished noisily out. The
knock sounded again, keeping time with Mariel'stiping heart.

" Voire billet, s il vous plait!"



Fred, rubbing the soap into suds, called sometmngrabic. Then, in
heavily accented FrenctQccupee, occupee!”

"Bil-lets!" cried the conductor, banging the door.

At Fred's nod, Mariel crouched down behind the déoed, his hands and
arms covered in suds, opened the door an inchantthed a volley of
aggressive Arabic out the crack. Then, apparemizing who it was,

cried in fractured FrenchAh, Monsieur, pardon. Billet, n 'est pas!"

Making as much of a business as could be out dfipping soapy water
everywhere, he opened the door a few more inchaseMreathed out and
made herself as small as possible as the doorguresminst her.

Fred gingerly pulled the ticket out of his pockedtastill dripping, handed it
to the conductor. In his clumsy attempts to avattigg the man wet, he
made things even worse,and then apologized in Rrendwisted Mariel
had to bite her lip not to laugh.

"C'est le lave avant de priere." It is the washdpefto prayerhe confided,
in happy ignorance of theontrdleur'scontempt.

The conductor said something in rapid, colloquia€h so insulting it was
fortunate he wasn't looking into Fred's eyes, paddhe ticket and handed it
back. Fred thanked him with the broad smile anddrapd of the besieged,
willing-to-please foreigner, took the ticket ands#d the door.

He handed Mariel the ticket. For a moment they awrged a silent,
conspiratorial smile. "Let's give it a few minutesyed whispered, went
back to scrubbing his hands, and for good meastoengpanied himself
with a few loud bars of an Arabic song.

They had got over the first hurdle. But Mariel hadorgotten Fred's
reaction when she had fingered the two men. Thasemore to come.



Eight
"l believe they are both on the train, Excellency."
"Does he have the Rose?"

"We think so. He was robbed at the station, buRbse was not among the
effects.”

"Perhaps the thieves kept it."
"With respect, Excellency, no."
"Then get on the train and take the Rose from him."

"I have a helicopter waiting, Excellency. We sleatch the train at Lyon."

Mariel sat on the toilet as Fred dried his hanB® you think we're safe the
rest of the way?"

Fred shook his head, turned and braced himsetlieagain went around a
curve. "l have never been on this train befores piossible they may check
all tickets again after Lyon. But we must act befduyon, in case they
change then minds and disembark."

She didn't ask who. She knew that the two men dratever they carried in
their case hadn't been out of Fred's mind sincestidgon. His eyes were
clouded, as if half his mind was constantly worgyat the problem.

"Emma," he said now. "What were you doing in MicWerdun's office last
night? Who are you working for?"

It was the moment she was dreading. "l thought greead not to discuss
things like that."

"It is not possible for me to go on in ignoranceoImuch is at stake."



"There's a lot at stake for me, too," she pointa o
He nodded, his eyes piercing her. "What, exactly?"

She wished they could confide in each other. Sheeudsto know that they
were not working on opposite sides. But how wolleytever get to that
position?

"Tell me this,"” she said. "Is the thing you saystanen have stolen by any
chance a technological or industrial secret?"

"No." He shook his head, frowning, and proppedhigs against the steel
basin, his arms crossed. "No.. .is that what yaftex? Industrial secrets?"

"Are you interested or involved in selling or pagson technology?"
"You are talking about theft?"
She simply looked at him.

"No," he said again. "I have absolutely no inteieshdustrial espionage.
Neither the theft nor the sale of technology. Isih&l Verdun involved in
such things as this, too?"

He sounded as though there was nothing he wouldléve about Michel
Verdun, and Mariel laughed, feeling that it wasestf trust him a little
further.

"I work for someone whose research and developwenk is routinely
being stolen and sold on to foreign governmentsré\teying to trace the
source of the leak.”

He nodded, hoping that was just what it soundeeHikhe simple truth. But
there was a lot against it. "Why did you say, wiiea saw me in the office,
It's you?"

Mariel bit her lip. "Because | had just been loakat a photograph of you
that someone had e-mailed to Michel."



His eyes narrowed, and she suddenly felt frighteh&dd did they name
me?"

"l couldn't read the text message that was seftiwitt was in code."
He wished he could see into her heart.
"Now it's your turn."

Fred set his hands on either side of his hips ag#ie washbasin and gazed
down at her with an intensity that made her shiver.

"The two men you identified have in their satcheing that belongs to my
family." She looked so disappointed he almost ladghBut it also is much

more than a jewel. It has an unimaginable symhallae for many people.

If these men are allowed to deliver it to the pamato hired them to steal it,
the ring, and a great deal more, may be lost fordveave one chance now
to get it back—to take it from these men before/thet off the train. That

means before Lyon, since | cannot be sure how tbag will stay aboard.

The lives and happiness of many people depend oh meed your help to

do it, Emma. Will you help me?"

Mariel was half hypnotized. "But...but how?"

"It will not be easy," Fred admitted. "It is a dis@ntage to have no money.
Another to be dressed so distinctively. But we halée one advantage—I
know the name of one of the men."

Mariel's eyes opened and she breathedhan

"Here is my idea. When the train is a few milegrfroyon, | will go to the
luggage rack beside those men and begin to lifs mgund as if | am
searching for my own. You come up the aisle to wtibe men are seated,
seem to recognize Ramiz suddenly, and call himamgen Ramiz Bahrami.
He is the one with the scar. You start some kinscehe. Could you accuse
him of abandoning you, or lying to you or somettthg

"You mean, ask why he left me pregnant and alone?"



"You would not mind saying something like this roriit of a carriage full of
people?”

"You're talking to the girl here who dressed upaakdy of the night,
remember?"

His eyes glinted and he lost his seriousness fanament. "Yes, |
remember," was all he said, but with such a looki®dost all her breath.

She bent her head and stared at the stained gagum beneath her feet.
"Yes, well, no, 1 don't mind, so what then?"

"Try to get Ramiz on his feet and away from thetsdaaving me to deal
with his accomplicelnsha 'Allah,l will be able to steal the bag and jump
from the train as it approaches Lyon."

"And then what?"

"The men are certain to follow me off the trainLgbn. You will simply
stay on until Nice.” She nodded. "I will give yon address to go to where
someone will help you. Will you do it, Emma?"

"All right,” she said. There were a lot of potehfmoblems in his game
plan, but she couldn't think of a better one. Iswalikely she would risk
going to the address he gave her in Nice, though.

Maybe they would meet again somewhere.

As if reading her thoughts, he reached down ang tes to her feet. He put
one hand under her chin. "We will meet again, Enia.have unfinished
business, have we not?"

Her heart kicked unmercifully, but she did her bestonceal it. "l don't
know. Are you married?"

"Not married. My last girlfriend gave up on me besa | travel too much."

"Then | guess we do have unfinished business."



"And you, Emma, are you married?"

"My last boyfriend didn't like me deciding to moback to France without
warning."

"Ah, this is good." He smiled into her eyes. "Andl wou tell me your real
name?"

She laughed. "Mariel. Yours?"

"What a delight to think that, no matter how easillyers are fooled, we will
never be able to fool each other. Haroun. Call ragH"

"EnchanteeHarry."

He bent his head, wrapped her more securely iarms, and gazed at her,
only half smiling, as she lifted her lips for his

"Ah yes," he breathed, as his lips closed theeligpace. "Truly, | am
enchanted,” he murmured against her mouth, and themased the
pressure, sending rivulets of delight all the waher toes.

After a moment, they drew apart. "Go out," he whrsg, unlocking the
door. "I will follow in a moment."

"Bonjour, Mademoiselle,"said the contrdleur, who was waiting just
outside. "And do you have a ticket, too?"

They were escorted from the train as soon aspipst in Lyon, and taken
into the station manager's office, where they wec&ed in. Haroun stood
in frustrated fury in front of a window, looking banto the platform with
eagle eyes, watching the shift of the crowd.

"Reinforced glass," he muttered in disgust, fligkinwith a knuckle. Mariel
had an image of him hurling the desk through thedew and trying to leap
back onto the train, and bit her lip.



"At least we have a vantage point here," he s&@dmiz and his partner
have not disembarked."

He watched as two men tore through the entranceleapt through the
closing door of the train at the last moment. Ti@entheaved a sigh and
slowly pulled out of the station.

Harry sighed. "Now we have only to deal with tha®lf of a manager and
catch up with the train at another stop."

Sitting by the window, Ramiz Bahrami absently watttihe two men as
they charged onto the platform and leapt aboardsati@p abruptly.

"Allah, did you see them?"

"See who?" asked Yusuf.

"One of Ghasib's favourite hit men. Zounab al Safaa
Yusuf stared. "On the train?"

"He has just boarded. With another." The two meskéal at each other.
"They are after us—what other answer is there?"

"But how do they know? How is it possible?" Yustd&rmamered.

Ramiz leapt to his feet, grabbing the handle ofcdweyall. "We have been
set up. A double agent somewhere. We've got to jithopry, before the
train gathers speed!"

Harry lifted his arm and pointed. "Here is a phbihariel gratefully turned

her steps towards the little cafe. The sun was ilowthe sky over the
encircling mountains. The town, with its mixtureraédieval and modern,
was magical in the deep golden light.



Harry had managed to talk the station managerfautetermination to call
the police. He had been convinced they were pucikers making their way
to next week's music concert in Frejus, but Haag pulled another tall tale
out of his endless repertoire, to Mariel's secdetieation.

"Listen," Harry had said, leaning forward to pie timan with his eyes. "l see
that you are a man for whom only the truth will dauill tell you the truth,
though it is a great secret. | am the grandsohegk-Sultan of Bagestan. |
travel in disguise, as you see. Two men on tha thave stolen the al
Jawadi Rose from us. It is of the utmost importatheg we follow them. It
is possible | am also being pursued by assass$igsulcall the police, my
mission will be lost...."

He was a mesmerizing speaker, and the station raahad not been proof
against it, which Mariel could readily understatidwas an outrageous
story, but she had half believed it herself. Thenagger, an Arab himself,
had almost wept. He had actually bowed over Hamg, insisted on kissing
his hand, and begged to be allowed to be of serMeeel had almost given
the game away by laughing.

The manager had been only too anxious to accepé#is®ning that a single
ticket to Nice covered two fares to Lyon, and tifiemethey had not robbed
the SNCF of anything. He had even let Harry usepthene for a call to
Paris. But there the luck had run out: no one msavared.

They were in for a run of bad luck, it seemed. Thag caught a ride in
Lyon with a man who said he was heading for Maesilbut in the heavy,
slow-going traffic south his car had begun to oeatralmost immediately
and he had pulled off the highway here, in theamtdiown of Vienne. Harry
and Mariel were now walking from cafe to cafe, loakfor a phone that
took phone cards instead of coins.

"'ve never been to Vienne before," Mariel configtdpping by a

protective fence that surrounded an archaeologigath cut right down the
middle of a side street. "When my school came enttiip | was sick, and

I've never made it since.” She gazed down intadt#egp hollow, but could
see nothing. "I wonder what they'll find. Vienneshldeen settled since
Roman times, you know."



Harry eyed the sun as he held the door of yet anatfife for her. "I think
we will have to save the sightseeing for anothgit. WVe have still to find a
place to spend the night."

"Aren't we going to follow the train?"

"We cannot hope to catch up with it. There is nmpaow in going via
Marseilles. The traffic will only get worse. We Wdlo better on the country
roads." His jaw was tight, but he didn't expressdisappointment in words.
"We may as well head directly across to the Caewt"."

The cafe smelled of fresh bread and garlic frymbutter. Mariel's stomach
growled a demand and she started salivating. Aeatraired, very upright
man neatly dressed in a suit sat at a corner tdblging an aperitif. The
waitress bustled around behind the counter. Shd #hyam with dubious
hostility, but at Haroun's request, waved thempb@ne on the other side of
the counter.

It was the type to take phone cards, and they lieayeint sigh of relief.
Harry put the card in and dialled while Mariel glgal off to the toilets.

Every time she caught sight of herself in a mirsire suffered a slight
shock. She was always forgetting what she now lodike. Well, it was an

effective disguise, if Michel was still looking ftwer. With a little shudder
she remembered the moment last night when the Hadi passed her
building and she had seen Michel's car. That swppe taking off the fake
studs. But she wished she could wash her stairecsél

It did seem a horrible twist of fate that she labkke this when she had met
the man of her dreams. No doubt they would partpaom before she got
back to normal, too. And when he thought of hehefever did, he would

have only Emma the hooker or Mariel the grungesiaiti remember.

"They got off the train? Where?"



The conductor frowned at the abrupt language. liebe the couple you
describe were taken off at Lyon, Monsieur, whemas discovered that they
had only one ticket between them, andcadaes d'identite.”

"My God, we came aboard at Lyon! We must havenqissed them!"

"I am sorry, Monsieur," said theontrdleur, but his dry sarcasm was
completely ignored.

"Where does the train stop next?"
"At Valence, Monsieur."

"WValence! It is too far!"

When she returned to the restaurant, Harry wastatn the phone in a low
tone. "By what | overheard, Ramiz was planningdaadj the way to Nice.
But his partner was not happy about it. It'll beasinio get someone on the
train at the earliest point, if the road trafficdoals. The highway is
practically at a standstill." He paused and listeri®on't worry about me,
put your efforts into getting onto Ramiz beforedigappears. We'll make
our own way. But get onto Ash immediately and ath. My card's running
out, but tell him I've got his number now and ddlll him when | can. All
right, and I'll see you in Cannes."

"Let's have that coffee here," Mariel murmured, whe put the phone
down. They had found another couple of coins iiir thandering, and now
had about enough change for one cup of coffee.kdke/ they should

probably save it for later, but her stomach cotldsist the delicious smells
now wafting from the kitchen. She had to have shingt

"All right," said Haroun, his eye going to the Igttblackboard with the
chalked prices as he reached into his pocket far tollection of coins.

They were ten centimes short of the price listedctiffee, and Mariel let
out an involuntary groan. "Oh, count it again!" gieaded. She groped in



her own pockets, uselessly, because she had dlwbe aoins she found to
Harry. Meanwhile, Harry, leaning on the countemswned the waitress
with a beguilingly imperious hand.

"Monsieur?"

"l am sorry to trouble you, Madame, but we needrymlp. We have been
robbed of everything,” he told her. "We have pickgdmoney from the
streets, like beggars, and even now we are temoesishort of the price of
a cup of coffee. My friend is very hungry. Will ygive us the charity of a
cup of coffee at a reduced price?"

The waitress clicked her tongue. "Take that,” sbmrmanded, waving
away the pathetic pile of coins, and as Mariel ctey@ly turned towards the
door, added, "Sit down." She nodded towards thesafhen she set a tray
and two cups on the counter, and picked up a tvpocatetiere.

They sat down. "Things happen around you, don{tzh&lariel told him
softly.

Harry lifted his eyebrows and made no answer. Theress approached
with the tray bearing the coffee and a plate of halozen brandy snaps.
They thanked her with undisguised relief and Mafioegot what she was
going to say and fell on the brandy snaps with allsmoan, picking one up
and tearing off its thin foil wrapping while she tetaed Harry pour the
coffee.

He drank his coffee with appreciation, but when phehed the plate of
shaps at him he shook his head. "You eat them."

"But you're hungry, too!" Mariel protested.

"One of the advantages Of fasting for thirty dagsleyear is learning that
one can do without food," he said. "l am used.to it

"But in Ramadan you only fast till sundown and thgu gorge,” she
protested. "This may be the last food we get tdday!



He smiled. "No one gorges during Ramadan. We egtsparsely."

"l thought there was a big feast at night,” Masaid, swiftly demolishing
two more biscuits. Three were left.

"Eid ul Fitr comes at the end of the fasting month."

"Anyway, it's not Ramadan now, and you may as e@&llyour share,” she
said. But Harry only smiled.

"There is not enough there to feed a bird. Youwsfinihem," he urged, and
she couldn't resist.

"Marthe." They turned at the sound of the call aa@ the old man with his
hand lifted. "These young people will be my gudstsdinner,” he said to
the waitress. He nodded to Mariel and Haroun, antdaghis feet. His hand
invited them to join him at his table. "Please doo&d man the honour."”

"It is very kind of you, Monsieur," Harry repliedith an answering bow.
"But | am afraid we disturb you."

"Not at all. I will enjoy the company. Allow me tatroduce myself. | am
Henri Saint Julien.”

"Madame, as | have already explained to your cgllea, the girl with the
butterfly tattoo and her partner were taken offtthen at Lyon. If you doubt
me—"

"You've already explained, Monsieur? Excuse me,vimg someone else
asking about them?"'Not five minutes ago, Madame."

"And she got off the train at Lyon? Taken off, ysay. Why?"

"She and her partner had only one ticket betweemii hey could not pay
for another. And they had no identity cards onrtpersons. They said they
had been robbed.” He lifted his hands to show kieatit least had not
believed such a story.



"Robbed! Forgive me, Monsieur, but the girl is nster. The family is very
worried. She is with a man who—"

"l can tell you no more than this, Madame. | anotied. But certainly the
man is not one | would wish to find my own sistethw/

"And someone else was asking about them?"

"Two men, Madame. Dark complexioned. They showetenmierest in the
man. They were very disturbed to learn that tha twall not stop again
until Valen—good God, what is this happening?"

"It appears that the train is stopping, Monsieefpbe Valence."

"But this is outrageous! Someone has pulled the rgemey cord!
Where—excuse me, Madame, but | must—"

"But of course. Monsieur. |, too, have other busmé

Marthe brought their aperitifs, including a refitir the old man, and he
lifted his glass to them.

"Now," he said when he had taken a healthy slugsklyou to tell me what
it is like to be young today. | am very interestedhe reasons behind the
clothes and jewellery such young people as youeselear. Will you tell
me why, for example, you have dyed your lovely fsaich a colour, my
dear?"

"For me it is only a disguise, Monsieur Saint Juli€he truth is, we are on
the run from some very dangerous men," Mariel egpli

It seemed that the storytelling bug was catching.



Nine

"l will give you another example,” Harry was sayimgf an hour later. "The
swimming pools. The world knows that Bagestan iesimg the worst
drought in many years. Children are dying. But whows, or says, that this
drought is the direct result of Ghasib's polici#g?keep his international
investors happy, to bring in the tourist money ahgoes straight into his
own coffers, Ghasib continues to allow the swimnagls of the tourist
hotels and resorts to be filled with fresh watdrisTdrains the water table.
And even today, in the middle of the drought, iit gbes on. Children are
dying so that tourists may have freshwater pools."

He had a rapt audience in Henri Saint Julien, Mattie waitress, and
Mariel herself, who was lost in admiration of hieagination. He had

convinced them that he was part of a movementthatimminently going

to oust the dictator Ghasib. The other tableserréistaurant were filling up,
but Marthe was spending every spare minute in biesg amazement at
theirs.

"I read something about that in the paper justeydsty!” she exclaimed.
"One moment!" She excused herself to go and deplates of food to a
neighbouring table. When she returned she heltlaittnewspaper.

"Look!" she said.The Monster Who Starves His Own Peopéad the
garish headline. A smaller story was captioMéaere Is Our Sultan ?

"And this is you?" the old man queried, pointingttdAre you the man they
are seeking?"

Harry lifted his hands. "Not me, Monsieunsha 'allah,l will never be
sultan. It is another who was named by my grandfatimerely work to put
him on the throne. Such a restricted life is note."

"No, of course not. Of course not," the old mareagr
All too soon, the delicious meal was finished. "Wiast be on our way,"

Harry said, as they thanked Saint Julien againgmdeluctantly to their
feet.



"Thank you for telling me your stories," said He8adint Julien with another
little bow. "I have enjoyed myselfimmensely. | Wigou both all good luck,

and | look forward to reading of your success m tiewspapers. If you are
ever back in this part of the world.

Harry bowed his head once, looking regally graciauspite of the eyebrow
ring. "If we are successful in our bid, perhaps yolli visit us one day in
Bagestan and allow my family to return your verng®us hospitality.”

He turned to the waitress, who had been similantyamced by his tales.
"And you, Madame." He pocketed Monsieur Saint Jtgieard, as well as
one of the restaurant's on which Marthe had cdyefuitten her name, and
picked up the little carrier bag she had insistegacking for them with a
baguette and a half bottle of wine.

"Oh, how exciting it would be!" the waitress criétood luck! Be sure that
we will say nothing to anyone who asks about yobhe stood beside
Monsieur Saint Julien as they left, waving as theged for a last nod.

Henri Saint Julien seated himself again. Marthaddrto clear the table.
"Will you have your coffee now?" She sighed hugéWyhat a romantic
story, Monsieur! How amazing that such a man shbalkk come here, of
all places! Do you think it will all happen as heples?"

"Yes, coffee, Marthe, if you please. We are celydiools, you and I, but it
was entertaining, was it not?"

"Why did you tell those nice people such wild stefi" Mariel asked, as
they moved along the street.

"Why not?"
"You read that paper yesterday, didn't you?"
He glanced at her and did not reply. She was gwipgrsist, but he looked

at the sky and said, "The sun will set soon. Wetrthiek about where to
spend the night."



"In the town?"

"It is dangerous to spend very long in one plateve hitchhike into the
country we may find somewhere more pleasant thelrop doorway. What
do you think?"

Mariel thought she was enjoying hunger and hometesss in his company
more than she had enjoyed feasting and luxury etitler men, and smiled
her willingness. Not that she was hungry now.

"Well, we've got the flask of wine and the loaflwkad," she said lightly.
"So | guess we should find the wilderness. Andabegh.”

There was a steady stream of traffic, but no oeensel keen to pick them
up. Eventually they caught a ride in the back pickup, where they shared
space with some empty grape tubs and a black-ang-wlbig. The road

wound through beautiful wooded hills and then opermt over a

breathtaking valley. The air was fresh and invigjogg and the sun was
kissing the tops of all the trees. There was a gparkling along the valley
floor.

Mariel leaned back against the cab of the truckaisigh of contentment,
and felt that life couldn't get more perfect th&mst And then she was
instantly proved wrong when Harry slipped his ansuad her and drew her
head to rest against his shoulder.

"This is a very beautiful part of the earth,” Hamurmured, as peace
enveloped them.

She had no idea how long they drove, into smafidrsaamaller roads, before
the truck pulled up at the private drive to a viaey "l turn in here,"” said the
driver. "If you continue down this road it will joia larger one that leads to
Grenoble."

The shadows were very long now. On the right thd Eoped sharply down
to the valley floor. Here on the tiny back roadréhesas little traffic. They
walked on, not speaking much, listening to the exgehirdsong. On a farm
in the distance they heard the sound of machirzedpg bark.



Mariel was thinking over the evening. She had hdéady tell so many
stories over the past twenty-four hours. He waataarglar, a rock music
manager, on the trail of a stolen family heirlo@sultan's grandson, and a
man about to lead a revolution. She wondered ifiéecknew what the truth
was. There were people who lived in a world ofitle@n manufacture.

He seemed to have a charmed life with it all. Iitespf having no money,
they had eaten twice today. She was by no meangnilgeperson on the
planet to find him utterly fascinating.

She had heard that con men were like that—so charthat their victims
sometimes even refused to believe they had beennsed. And now she
could understand that.

As for that wonderful apartment in the Rue de Rival would be nice to
think that proved something, but Harry might hagerbrunning a con there,
too. It was a pretty standard ploy for scam mertd)ashe had learned all
about how people worked things like that from & prioo had made a study
of it.

Harry had flicked her a glance now and then whewd®telling his stories
in the restaurant, as if trying to gauge their iotg her, too. That in itself
was suspicious, wasn't it?

She knew she had to be careful, play safe, urdiledrned more about him.
A lot more. She had to ignore the magic.

"Why that great sigh?" Harry asked with a smile.
She shook her head.

He noticed a narrow path through the trees. "ltets off here and find
ourselves somewhere comfortable while there i lgght to show us the
way," he suggested, and with a nod she headed #engath. It was the
first night she had ever spent homeless, but winryHfor company it
seemed somehow normal and straightforward to bekirlgofor a
comfortable place to sleep al fresco. She looked bp sky was clear and it
promised to be a warm night.



He followed behind on the narrow trail, watching #way of her low-slung
hips. Now that he had passed over the pursuit afiiR8ahrami to others,
he was free to concentrate on his own situation.

He wondered what the truth was. He could not disrthie coincidence of
her being in Verdun's office on the very night meke in. And dressed the
way she had been- Ash was right, of course. Ghaaib known to hire
women assassins, and the possibility was highstmatwvas one. How that
bastard had figured out his, Harry's, psyche sarately, picking a woman
who appealed to him as if he'd designed her himsegHll, he'd like to
know the answer to that.

If she had had a knife in her boot last night isvp@ssible she now had it
strapped to one leg under the flares, but not peopable. He thought it
more likely she had lost anything like that whea sihopping bag went.

But nothing was certain, except that he wasn't@oinpart company with
her until he knew more.

She was either the woman of his dreams or his vmgstmare. It wasn't a
happy place to be.

"What are we doing here, Ramiz, in the middle oivhere? What is your
plan?" Yusuf protested.

Ramiz had drawn up at the crossroads, and was axajrthe map he had
bought. "To avoid being assassinated by Ghasd, all possible. You do
not share such an ambition?"

"But the Rose! How will we get to Barakat? Whatvé are attacked by
thieves?"

"In the remote countryside that is much less likiglgn in Paris. We will
travel quietly along the back roads. It will takene, but it is better than
letting Ghasib or al Jawadi agents have the Resenot?"



"Al Jawadi agents? You think they are following te9?"

"We can have picked up the Rose only minutes betfoee own agent
arrived on the same mission. Of course they adangdor us. If they, too,

think we are on the train, we may have already eddddem, but if they do
not..."

"If they do not the answer is not to wander arotimsl infidel country like
two madmen, but to get to an airport as fast asiplesand fly home!"

"If the strike is over by the time we reach Niceesthing is solved, isn't
it?" Ramiz retorted.

"Not if these killers are waiting for us there. Weould hurry, not delay."

Ramiz rattled the map irritably. "You bleat like¢harsty goat! How can we
hurry when every major road is at a standstillthidoing what | can to be
sure the Rose is delivered safely. Do you wislake bver the navigation of
our enterprise?"

"l know nothing of France, but—"

"Then you had better leave it to me! Now, | sugdkat we find a small
hotel and order dinner there. If they are not ayeall full to bursting. In the
morning we will think again."”

The river babbled a greeting as they sank down tmcsoft grass of its
bank. The sun was gone now, sunk behind the lowntams in streaks of
brilliant red, and the valley was in the shadovajgbroaching night. A small
animal scuffled in the undergrowth. The moon waget'up, but through the
trees the stars were beginning to show in a puipte

It was perfectly peaceful.

"This is wonderful!" Mariel flung herself back ohe grass with a happy
laugh. "Oh, that lovely old man! How kind of him feed us that delicious



meal, especially when you were stringing him sucldigulous story! I'm
sure he didn't believe a word of it."

Harry's smile glinted down at her. "You think | didt succeed in fooling
them?"

"The waitress, maybe. But the old maantedto believe you, | could see
that! You really do have an effect on people, dgott?"

He stretched out on one elbow beside her and tdubke cheek with a
feather caress that trembled to her toes. "And Marjel—did you want to
believe me? What effect do | have on you?"

She shivered, and her heart thumped. It was c@asay that she was in
love, but that was how she felt. The feeling she liied when she looked at
his picture had only increased over the coursaetdst intense hours.

And she wanted nothing so much as to tell him. Baeted to reach her
arms up around his neck and draw him down ontogtiassy bed and
whisper all her heart to him. Like an ache.

And no doubt that was the effect charming con meunted on, she
reminded herself ruthlessly. She had to try to keephead above water
here, or she risked—she didn't know what.

So she smiled. "You're very sexy, Harry—" his Igasne closer "—but it's
only a few hours since | was calling you Fred. Véhe you really?"

"Who do you think | am?" he countered, his fingerngng with her cheek

and lips. Her hair was still caught in two bunchesking her look very

young, and he lazily put out a hand to one and themther, and pulled the
elastics out, spreading her hair against the grgeeen on green. He
wondered why the sight was so erotic. Was thereegmmitive connection

here in the fertile West between green and sexhdiad unconsciously
imbibed? She drew him as surely as if she claspedhdénd in his gut and
pulled.



"Who is the Green Woman?" he murmured, as the stmdtarkened
around them and the cicadas started their serenade.

Mariel smiled. "What?"

"The Green Man | know about—in some ways he matcleKhidr, the
Guide. But who is the Green Woman?"

Now she laughed, her wide mouth mobile and madeigsing. "I don't
really know. Some ancient fertility figure, | thinkeltic, maybe. She gives
birth to trees or something, doesn't she?"

"Such fertile myths you have in the West," he cam@d. "Everybody is
always giving birth." He stroked a lock of her haind looked at the rushing
river, which was black now as the light disappeardtlis the water.
Everything grows here, because you have water., Radrivers, and lakes.
Do you know why France was not conquered by thatdvieislim army that
conquered Spain?"

It was one of those conversations that is abouthamy except what it is

about. His hand stroked her bare arm, she watchedmuth move

hypnotically in the twilight, he saw the first staeflected in her eyes. And
they talked of other things.

"No, why?" she asked obligingly, struggling to subdher skin's pleasure at
his touch.

He stretched out an arm to the forest. "Becausectimemander of the
Muslim army looked and saw the green of France. Aadknew that his
men would become soft if they inhabited such a.|&wdhe turned back."

"And what about the Battle of Poitiers, when CharMartel beat the
Muslim army and killed their commander?" Marielded. "That didn't have
anything to do with his decision?"

He laughed and waved a hand. "Ah, this was a eifftecommander. But it
is a truth, even if it is not a fact. Such a laragscas this changes a man."



He was distantly aware of meaning more than he sadvas talking about
them, about her effect on him. When her eyes ladigh® his it was like
listening to the river. His heart lifted.

But he would be a fool to act on his feelings.

The darkness was almost complete. He sensed thdresaw her bend one
knee up, reach a hand down to her calf. In thé¢ sgtiond before he reacted,
he smiled grimly to himself. A fool, indeed.

Mariel felt the questing insect crawl up her ankted gingerly reached
down to discourage it. If it was a carnivore otiager, she didn't want to do
anything to startle it into biting.

A hand clamped her wrist with cruel precision, anddenly Harry's body
was half over hers, suffocating her. Her heartgdrkinder a surge of
horrible, nauseating panic. She began to kick anggle. What a fool she
was! Why had she ever let her guard down? Why hadstayed with him
when she had had so much opportunity to get away?

"No!" she cried desperately, but before she coatdither breath to scream
his other hand was firmly over her mouth.

She felt frozen in the moment. It was as if theld/twiad stopped. She went
passive for a second, and his hand released hersegyan to slide around
her calf under her jeans. Mariel's stomach heaamed she twisted, trying to
throw him off, smashing out at him with her fist.

How can this be happening, when 1 love him? heart cried. She felt as
though life itself had betrayed her. Everything &€hew was turned on its
head if he was capable of this.

Harry cursed and grabbed her flailing arm, and gt fought, kicking and
panting. They writhed and grunted. At last he cagatuboth her hands in
one of his, his other hand over her mouth, higiegpning hers. "I will not
hurt you, but I am going to disarm you, Mariel,"tot her grimly. "If you
do not struggle it will be over as soon as | haweryknife."



He lifted his hand. She was panting in tortured msodike a trapped wild

animal, and he had to steel his heart againstrstnct to release and
comfort her. "Don't," she begged, as his hand agfanked her calf. "Please
don't do this."

Harry frowned in the darkness. "I must have youapan.”

His words finally filtered through the terrible fedWeapon? Knife? What
are you talking about?"

"You were reaching for it a moment ago, Mariel,"daéd dryly. "Now, let
me take it. | will not harm you."

The tone of his voice reassured her a little, awsensibly her fear relaxed.
"You think | have a knife?"

"Whatever you have strapped to your leg is whaamt

"Are you paranoid or something? Why would | bertgyto kill you, Harry?
Or is that just a handy excuse you give your cam@? Are you going to
kill me?"

Meanwhile his hand was fairly methodically checkmg her lower leg up
to the knee, which was as far as the flares let i@ach. He checked the
other leg, then the grass beside her. After a beatgleased her.

Relief flooded her. She didn't know whether to laogcry or start shouting
at him. They sat up, breathing heavily.

"I am sorry," he said. "You were reaching underléweof your jeans.”

"l was trying to stop an insect biting me!"

Harry gave, vent to an incredulous snort. "An in®éc

Mariel pulled up the fabric over her calf and schad indignantly. "The

little wretch got me, thanks to you! | always gotishy with bites, too. This
will be the size of a two-franc piece by morning."



Harry fell on his back, laughing, and she glarqat@achfully down. In the
darkness his teeth were very white, and moonligjirgered in his eyes.
His laughter rang out through the trees, makingestittie forager in the
under growth freeze in alarm.

"l thought you were trying to kill me, you thoughtvas attacking you, we
have nearly destroyed each other and .ill becadise mosquito? It's
impossible!"

She clutched the remnants of her indignation to 'hesuppose I'll have to
warn you every time | want to scratch.” she conmadj trying to resist the
funny side, but with Harry cackling like a demontire darkness that was
impossible. "Harry, do you mind if | scratch?" shinicked, in a high, silly
voice, and then in a deep one, "Wait a moment|llcall my bodyguards."

He roared. She fell back against the grass besme éxploding with
laughter, and together they released the strainhancr of the past few
ugly minutes and it floated away on their laughWhen it was over, they
were left feeling a deep connection, and the cgtioantradictory sensation
that their suspicions had served to draw them close

The moon was coming up behind a distant mountaimirtg the grass a
deep purple-grey marked by the black shadows oftries. The river's
babble filled the silence. An owl hooted.

"Let's sleep now," he said. "The sun will wake adye"



Ten

Mariel awoke to find herself alone. Birds sanghe trees all around, and
early sunlight spangled down through the brancl@ee sat up. Dew
damped the grass, and she felt a little chilled.

Haroun was nowhere to be seen. He must have de@dgedon without her.
She supposed that was for the best, but the thalightt stop her from
feeling abandoned and alone. Mariel looked arotaidng stock. He had
left her the little bag of provisions Marthe hadagn them last night. She
would eat, and then hitchhike into the nearest td¥re would have to beg
for the use of a phone and try to get in touch vk father. Her father
would be able to arrange something.

If she could find him. She tried to remember tHast conversation, and
where he had said he would be for August. Well vetvald call the house in
the Dordogne, and if he wasn't there, someone wkubev where he was.
Her father always seemed to have guests whetheafien residence or not.

If she'd called him yesterday she probably woulde'there now. Looking
back now, she was amazed that she had actualngbte train with Harry.
What had she been thinking of?

It had all happened too fast. Somehow, withouizewgl it, she had got into
a way of thinking of them as a partnership. With fa¢ional brain she had
been telling herself it was possible Haroun wasethemy, but her feeling
brain had decided otherwise.

It had been very chilling to discover that he willsso suspicious of her he
thought she was waiting to slip a knife into hirhe$ad had no idea that he
still doubted her, though of course she had bedoliaing suspicions about
him, too.

With more cause, she reminded herself. She haddH&ar con nearly
everyone he met. Why should he not be conningtbe?, She was a fool if
she thought otherwise.



She sat thinking over last night. The moment whejuimped her had been
the worst moment of her life. In that moment shd baderstood that she
had only been toying with suspicion. Deep in harhshe had believed that
Harry and she were destined for each other. Inmbenent of seeming

betrayal of that conviction her world had tottered.

It had been a far worse moment than the one wheepdrents had told her
they were splitting. For nearly ten years that heigned as her worst
experience. But her parents were no longer thexpauat figures in her life.

They were not titans, just ordinary mortals tryingnake life work, and not
doing a very good job of it.

Funny, what love did for you. Who would have guds$t falling in love
with a total stranger would give her a more tolenamderstanding of the
bitter blow her parents had dealt her?

You 're crazypart of her whispered’ou can't be in love, you don't know
him!

But she did know him. The heart does not neecetrtike.

And he had left her and she had no way of tracing binless he wanted her
to find him. Maybe he would. The best thing sheldalo now was get on
the road. With luck she might catch him....

Absently Mariel dragged open the bag of provisiahgn stopped. Her
blouse was stained with grass as well as coffee Hawhands were grubby.
She needed to wash. She kicked off her shoes aggehl off her jeang and
went down to the river, but just here the strears maning fast over stones.
Mariel turned and headed upriver, looking for stidlter.

She found some just around a bend. Harry had faurefore her, and was
still in it. In a purely instinctive reaction sheabed behind a bush.

She was aware of a huge sense of relief. Clearlzateno intention of
abandoning her. Perversely she wondered if shel¢hse this chance to
abandon him. If she caught a ride quickly, whichs\jast possible on a
Sunday morning in the country...



He was naked in a shallow pool of water formed Ipylge in the opposite
bank. The sun glistened on his skin and his ctazght yellow hair. He was
scrubbing himself with handfuls of sand from theeri floor, paying
particular attention to his fake tattoos.

She forgot to think and began to be entrancedpisipinto a strange,
timeless world. He was completely and utterly gortge Supple, slender,
muscled, beautifully proportioned, with not a spavace of fat. He had a
gymnast's body. No wonder he could do such thingsthat rolling
somersault over the child's stroller he had execine¢he Gare de Lyon.

His skin was the same warm shade all over, wittaekbmat of hair on his
chest trailing in a line down to the one on hisigrélis stomach was flat,
his haunches lean.

He finished his scrub and moved over into the dedfmving water and
sank underneath. The undercurrent caught him, sohé was dragged
downriver a little towards her, and when he camebigwing, he suddenly
seemed not to be able to find his footing. He cldaiet a cry, made a grab
for the bank and missed, and then was caught iedaly and dragged
helplessly along.

"Au secours!"he cried, as his head was dragged under again.

Mariel thanked God she was already stripped doviahaiose and briefs, and
ran to leap in. But he was suddenly carried claséne bank, so instead she
flung herself flat at the edge, leaned her uppdytout and reached for him.

"Harry!" she screamed as his head came out of Hterw

He saw her, and with a cry he reached up and Imd hreet hers and clung.
With her other hand she clutched the long gratseavater's edge and tried
to pull him towards her, but she could feel higdgelet hand slipping from

her grasp. He lifted his other hand and took adirgrip, but now the drag

was too much. She was being twisted around sohdragjrip on the grass
was useless as support. She was pulled furthertbgexdge and began to
overbalance.



"Let go and I'll try again further down!" she pashtdut his hands were
locked to hers now and he was kicking franticadlgeking purchase on the
bottom.

"Too deep!" he moaned, and then the inevitable &agg@: he spun around
in a little eddy, and Mariel was dragged off baleompletely and with a
cry tumbled down into the water near him.

It was a mountain stream and it was cold. Shetshibie surface and gasped
for air. Harry reached for her, and she felt hmsgo tightly around her and
thought with curious calnif he panics we'll both drown.

And then he wrapped her in both arms, pressingdhim, and his teeth
appeared in a wide smile and he Wwagyhing!

She could hardly believe it. The shift was too srdd

"What's happening?" And then, in a different void&hat do you think
you're doing?" she demanded, her fear dissolvittgrighteous anger as her
brain worked it out.

"What were you doing there, spying on me?" he tgabsstill laughing.
"Have you never seen a man before, that you hitleeiushes to watch?"

She discovered that there was no answer she c@kd ta this. She felt like
a complete idiot. She drew out of his dangeroushticeng hold,
dog-paddling against the slight current.

"l wasn't really spying. | was surprised to see.yidhought you'd gone."

Harry was still grinning. "So you were looking t@ke sure it was me? And
how did you recognize me?"

He was actually standing on the bottom—the wates scarcely five feet
deep. "Never mind," Mariel said. She swam to thekkend heaved herself
out. She had had enough of a bath. She certaingn'tvgoing to scrub
herself with sand in a freezing cold river.



Her soaked blouse and briefs clung to her, anelftantith him. Mariel stood
with legs astride, bending over to wring out hdr.h@fter a pregnant pause,
she heard Harry get out some way along and watk were he had left his
clothes.

It was only then that she realized she had beatirigpher breath. What had
she expected him to do? Make love to her?She madedy back to where
she had left the bag of provisions. There she stipgf her wet blouse and
briefs, dried herself down a little with her jeamisen put them on. She
rinsed out her briefs and muddy blouse in the straad spread them to dry
on a bush in the sun. Harry was so cool, she wis sure he could handle
toplessness, and if he couldn't...

"Shall we have breakfast?" Harry asked, behind Hehink you should
take this."

She turned, instinctively covering her breasts witle arm, and his loins
leapt. The small, full breasts, long, curving wasshooth abdomen, round
hips all seemed to have been made for love. Madaifioto love. The little
butterfly tattoo fluttered with her shallow, stedl| breathing. Two birds
ruffled and twittered on the branches above himf tsurge him on.

Harry was naked to his waist, and holding out tlaelbT-shirt. She seemed
to feel heat emanating from his body, warming her distance of four feet,
and making her want to slip up against that warand have his arms
around her.

"Thank you," she said, not protesting, because evew-key argument

would lead in unpredictable directions. She pullesldamp T-shirt over her
head and they sat down to their breakfast, coudeMiarthe. As well as the

baguette, she had put in a chunk of cheese, aissdausage, two tomatoes
and even a knife.

Mariel's stomach gurgled in happy anticipation. tGYi@ally must reward
her when you get back into your palace in Bage$tie joked.

Harry was slicing the tomato. He glanced at heut'®& course," he said.



There was something about the way he said it. Mage/ned, for the first
time wondering if the nonsense she had heard houts yesterday might
have a grain of truth.

"Harry..." she began tentatively. Then common séosk over, and she
laughed. "Nothing," she said, taking the sliceamhato he offered.

"I picked up the trail in Vienne this morning. They still, together,
apparently. He's now claiming to be some kind d¢tasuin disguise.”

"Great!" Hal groaned.

"They still have no money. They seem to be headiogn to Frejus,

though, so | imagine our first source was right #mel/'re heading for the
music festival there."

"Mariel's always been a bit unpredictable,” Hal mured. "I don't know

about that, though. | had someone question peolpteget off the train at
Nice, and a woman reported that the man said lothér had a yacht at
Cannes."”

"He's a real con man, no doubt about it. The wsstrlequestioned was
heartbroken when | said my sister was being shaedhay a crook. She
believed every word he said."

"It's crazy."

"Hal, he may be drugging her."

He cursed. "Right, | didn't think of that. Well,imtakes sense of the green
hair, | guess.”

"Thank God she did it. Makes my job easier—peopheamber when a girl
with green hair and a butterfly tattoo has beef by.

"What are you going to do now?"



"Something tells me they won't get very far on aday even on the back
roads. Stands to reason anyone who picks them uft Wwe going far.
Church and back, ocerandmeres for Sunday lunch. So | think the best
thing I can do is sniff around here a little longse if | can pick up the trail.
If they are headed to Frejus they'll probably stay there fdew days,
anyway. The festival lasts five days, | think. ha@atch up with them there."

"What'sthat?" Mariel cried in amazement. "The Beatles bus?"

They had been walking for nearly two hours. Toddad been even harder
than yesterday to get a ride, perhaps because, idet® countryside,
people were more suspicious of them. Or becausky Masn't wearing a
shirt. Or because many of the cars were filled attmily members. But
they didn't stop trying. They put out their thunmath each new appearance
of a vehicle.

The bus was coming around a bend about a hundrdd gvay. An ancient
bus with an old-fashioned, prominent nose, wheeaing creaking, and
painted every colour in the spectrum in a pattefnvidd swirls and
blossoms.

"I've never seen a bus like that in real life befoshe laughed.

"l have seen things like this in India,” said HaroUPerhaps that is what
they took their inspiration from."

They stuck out their thumbs and the old bus cougbedstandstill. Along
its side, in a swirling logo that matched the tdte paint job, she reathe
Travelling Circus.The doors strained, protested and then suddeniydoh
open.

"Hello," cried a young voice in English. "HeadirgFRrejus?"

"Yes," Harry said instantly. . "Climb aboard,
then."



They went up the steps and inside, and stood Ibignka surprise. "Hi!"
cried a chorus of voices, and they found they hegped backstage at a
theatre.

The bus had been stripped of its ordinary seatmjtarned into a large
camper van, with a kitchen, dining, and sittingaar€here were about a
dozen passengers, all young.

At the far end, sitting on a sofa that ran arouredsides and back of the bus,
a girl in a minuscule sequined bikini was puttimgroakeup. It was a space
that clearly doubled as sleeping quarters. Abowesibats a low ceiling
created additional bunk space.

Other people in various states of undress weredyantsome trunks that sat
against one wall of the bus, or fiddled with vasdckinds of equipment.
They all looked under twenty. Most of them seeneetld smoking, but at
least the windows were wide open.

"Anybody object if I'm the wizard again?" someoiaded.

"Not so much of the pink smoke this time, then tter voice cried.

The small galley was behind the driver, who wasskd in a leopard skin
and little else.

"I'm Mike," he said.

"Hi, I'm Mariel."

"Harry," said Harry.

"Grab a seat, mate."

The bus started again as they moved inside. Midaayg the bus a thin

boy with blue hair was standing at an ironing boardrking the iron over
something composed of dozens of brightly colouretdlp.



"I must say, Jerry as good as ruined this pardo¢!"cried. Then, as they
approached, "Hi, I'm Brian," he said. "You're headior Frejus, too?"

"Down to the coast, anyway. Is that where you'radiee?"
"Yeah, Frejus is our last stop. The festival. Thhengo home."

"Will you stop fussing with that thing, Brian? | @ iron,” @ girl lounging
nearby interrupted impatiently. She had an Austradiccent.

"It got very crushed, the way Jerry folded it," @riretorted defensively. "I
don't want all my feathers turning up at the erwlJtLooks seedy. Kids
don't like it."

He held up the object, twitching at the petals, mow they could see that it
was a costume of some kind. It had short legs anfldpping arms and an
orange, red and yellow tail.

"I'm Angela, by the way," the Australian girl camiied. "I hope you two
have a taste for performance art.”

Mariel laughed. "You really are a circus?"

Several of the others had moved towards them. "fdowow, Mike?" one
cried.

"About fifteen minutes."
"Hell, I've got to get going!" a girl cried.
"Be all right if Brian would get off the iron," shiAngela.

"All right, all right, you can have it, but don'lame me if people complain
we look tacky."

"You watch how it works this time, then at the nstdp maybe you'll join
in. We're a bit short-staffed—a few have left thiejgct early. Right now
you'd better get out of the way, just sit over ¢heAngela urged them.



They obediently moved down to the end of the busere the girl with the
makeup proved to be gluing sequins all around es.e

"This was our gap year project,” she explained wthey got talking. "We
all did drama for A levels. Jordan and Annie conoef Canada—they were
at a high school for the performing arts, werenti,yAnnie?" she called,
and a girl in all-over brown Lycra with a long vettail came to sit down.

"Yeah, in Toronto. I've got a place at the Natioi&leatre School in

Montreal starting in the fall. You're American, @atteyou?" she said to

Mariel. She was carrying a large monkey-head madkagbrush, and began
grooming the mask's fur and whiskers.

"Half French, half American," said Mariel.

"And what are you?" Annie tilted her head towardarm with a
provocative smile.

"Half Barakati, half Bagestani. And now, with Fréncitizenship,” he

replied, and even with that simple, straightforwasdhment, Annie visibly

melted under his charm. Her eyes ran hungrily ¢évemaked chest, and
Mariel was really sorry suddenly that she hadnit gu her wet blouse
instead of Harry's T-shirt.

"Oh wow, Barakat! Did you ever meet those princes?"
"But of course. | am Cup Companion to Prince Omar."
Everybody laughed.

"Cup Companion! Oh, I've heard about them! Theghlways in the
magazines. Boy, I'd love to meet one!"

"They're all so gorgeous, those guys!" Angela ssrnedtup, wearing a sexy
black panther costume. She grabbed a railing fppaeu, bent to catch one
ankle and began to stretch her leg up to her Istaddying herself against
the sudden sway as the bus went around a bemdkiéd casual, no doubt



her usual warm-up, but Mariel knew who it was dieelcat. "You could
almost be one, except for the hair."

"You think | should change my hair colour?"

"I've always wondered what it means, actually, Cgmpanion,” someone
said. "What do they do?"

"Many different things. Some oversee various arsach as trade, or
tourism, providing non-partisan support for the moyis exporters, for
example,” Harry told them, with such unconscioutharity in his voice

that they began to throw him speculative looks.

"What's the Cup stand for?" someone asked.

"The traditional role was very different. In andiémes, the cup referred to
was the winecup. Cup Companions were the men witbmvthe king
relaxed and enjoyed himself. They never discuskedcbuntry's affairs
with him, but only matters of pleasure, such astnyoghilosophy and
music. Modern Cup Companions, however, are the nobizaeyes and ears
in the country. They are like a cabinet.”

"Okay, we're there!" Mike cried. "Menagerie to fhent, please!"

The bus drew up in a sun-filled village square, itk pulled the handle
to open the door. There were a few people standirige square talking;
others were coming out of the steepled stone chéraouple of children
were already chasing over to the brightly cololrad as Tarzan leapt down
the steps, accompanied by a monkey and a cat whohegeled over the
cobblestones.

The babe in the sequined bikini followed, tossinggling batons into the
air as she went. Then a clown carried a tape digkng cheerful music,
and the parrot followed him. By the time the whoieus was out of the
bus, quite a little crowd was gathering in the squd/lariel and Harry
followed to watch.



They performed in turns, Tarzan, the monkey andthek panther starting
things off with an impressive display of leaps #ipk. After a few minutes
the monkey took off her red fez and with cute minoasivassed the
watchers for coins before backing away to let tiggjer do a stint. Then the
juggler, too, pulled off her sequined cap and bdgdée wizard walked
around making things appear from behind childreats, and handing out
leaflets to the adults.

Mariel took a leaflet herself. In Canadian Frentbxplained that the group
were students engaged in a drama project and neledadions to carry on.

Within half an hour the circus was taking the finand of applause. Then
everyone leapt back into the bus and, the childvaning goodbye, they
drove off.

"We've been doing it for a year now," Annie exp&n"Well, most of us
have. A few people have left and others have joiléel got startup money
to set us up with costumes and the bus, but we ostppurselves
performing. We've been all over England and Eurdifseebeen a fantastic
year!"

"Apart from sometimes having to run from, thies," Jordan chimed in.
"We ought to ask permission from the local copg\ary stop, but that
would take forever. That's why we avoid the biggerns. Out here usually
they don't bother to notice us, and when they @y tiever do more than
chase us off. But in the big towns it's different.”

"It'll take us a couple of days to get to FrejlB&rian the parrot said. "We've
got room if you want to stick around."”

"The thing is," Angela said, "if you do want to ceralong, you'll have to
contribute to the food and petrol. We don't earrchnonore than our keep.”

"We have traced them to a few miles beyond Viemglehis Excellency.
There the trail runs cold. A few people saw thenthenroad this morning,
but no one picked them up. It is possible they kmeaare on their trail and



have taken refuge in a barn or something. Or perltapy are walking
across the fields. But we will pick up the scerdiag

Mariel was given a skimpy costume, net stockingsanap with a feather,
all in shades of green, to which her hair addedteronote, and was
informed she was Maid Marian for the rest of thg.d8he made her
entrance butt first,slung over the shoulder of Matke Sheriff of
Nottingham. Harry was Robin Hood, and rescued toen the sheriff. The
two men ran through the crowd shooting imaginarpwas at each other,
one executing a dramatic roll or flip whenever diieer got a bead on him,
while Marian swooned attractively and then pulléicher cap and collected
from the crowd.

"The thing is, the Papas like a little sex, and/tieethe ones with the pocket
change,"” Angela explained unnecessarily as theyethdetween stops.
"That's why the babes do most of the collectingd Are wives don't mind
because it's innocent fun. Papa can ogle the Ielygs wants, she knows it's
not going anywhere. So it's usually okay to playadjttle. Actually, you're
doing well." She eyed Harry appreciatively. "We @aVv done Robin Hood
for a while. | forgot how much they like it."

They did so well, in fact, that when they stopped ilarger town, where a
pharmaciewas open, Mariel was able to go in and buy twdketscof hair
dye. Nuit for Harry was easy, but she wondered if tharron glaceshe
bought for herself would really restore her origioalour.

At nightfall, the bus stopped by another littleerivand they built a fire and
cooked and ate a companionable meal. Afterwardsyas and threes, the
company went down to the river to bathe.

Mariel produced the packets of dye, tossing ondany where he still sat
by the fire, talking to Brian and Angela. He caunfand flicked her a look
that melted her where she stood. She told hersalflg that he meant
nothing by it. She was no different than Angelauaed to sexual display
by his mere presence.



"What does this mean?" he asked, with typical ngalerance. "We do this
ourselves? Don't we have to go to a specialist?"”

Brian blinked at him. "What—didn't you do that yell job yourself? |
never go to a hairdresser."

"I have much to learn," Harry said, mock submisshkie got to his feet.
"But Mariel will teach me all | need to know."

He guessed how she felt and was playing with her,vgas sure. Well, it
wasn't much of a guess—every woman she'd seendeddntranced by
him. He must consider it a fact. of nature, lika\gty.

Or electromagnetism.

So she massaged the black colour into his haippaa it and told him

severely to leave it alone, then did the same déosdlf. When it came time
to rinse, she made him kneel with his head overckdt and poured water
over his head. They poured the dirty water ovaoayspatch of ground, so
that the dye would filter through the earth rattiem go straight into the
river.

She ran the fingers of one hand through his hahasinsed it, feeling how
deliciously silky it was, and revelling in the sensf intimacy that crept
over them as they worked. When he was thoroughtged, Harry

performed the same service for her, fetching bctBivater from the river
and pouring them over her head as she knelt ogriss.

By the time they returned to the campsite, mosthef company was
bedding down. Mariel knelt by the dying fire to drgr hair. She realized
with a slight shock that tomorrow was Monday. Sloelld get Hal's

business number from long distance information @mohe him after nine
o'clock in the morning California time. That wadillt6:00 p.m. French

time, but it meant her troubles would soon be over.

If she called them troubles...



"Oh, Harry, you look much more like a Cup Companimw," a girl
laughed as he sank down in firelight. "Listen,

everyone, we haven't done tihibousand and One Nightlsing since Greg
left! Why don't we do it tomorrow? Harry can be thétan!"

All around the campfire, voices were raised in lagyeement. There was
space wide enough for two bodies in the neat cioflsleepers, with a
couple of folded blankets lying in obvious invitati

As she wrapped herself in a blanket and settlechdow close to Harry for
comfort, Mariel felt his suppressed laughter, baswoo tired to wonder for
long.



Eleven
" Oh, wow, you sure do look like a sultan now!"

Harry glanced from his admiring audience to lookvdat his shimmering
gold lame trousers. They sat on his hips underdewpointed, embossed
gold-and-black belt, and were baggy and drawn thatankles. On his feet
were gold shoes with turned-up toes.

"No self-respecting sultan would allow himself te lkiressed in such
clothing as this. It is more suited to a genie frarairy tale,” he told them
emphatically, shrugging into the silky black robighwts intricate patterning
of gold applique.

"Genie or sultan, you get my vote,"” Angela told him

He really was heart-stoppingly handsome. The chdvag to black hair
underlined his dark attraction, and all the gitigosl around him in their
harem gear, smiling involuntarily. The men werehags a little less
pleased.

"And now the djellaba,” Angela cried, handing hinteagth of gold lame
cloth and a circlet of black rope. "Am | pronourginright?""What—with
shalwarsuch as these?" Harry shook his head emphatiChlty’’

"Jill-aba?" Angela queried.
"What?—oh, you pronounce it fine, but | cannot wiearhe heart revolts."
"l thought Arabs wore..."

"Give me the fez that the monkey wears," Harry c@nded, tossing the
black rope to one side. It was passed to him itlgtaa fact he scarcely
noticed, but Mariel did. Harry set the fez on tlaelbof his head, picked up
the length of gold cloth, and began to twist andmit expertly around the
fez. When he came to the end, he tucked it in smysterious way. He
turned to them. His hair curling out under the $pradat turban, his eyes
glinting, he looked like a picture from some lorgpaook of tales.



"Sultans in fairy tales wear turbans," he announced
"Oh God, you look just like a sultan, Harry, yoaltg do!"
"We should have had you all year!"

"You need some jewellery, don't you?" Angela sutggesringing him the
big jewel case.

Mariel, meanwhile, was dressed in an equally fditdsrem costume. It

was made of fine white muslin, a pair of low-slumyem pants and a top
that only covered her breasts, leaving the longaege of her midriff and

abdomen bare. Around the breasts, the short slegwbe top, across the
hips and at the ankles, the cloth was stitched wild embroidery and

studded with fake rubies, emeralds and sapphires.

The legs of the pants were slit down the front frord- thigh to the ankles,
seductively revealing her legs as she moved. Twasea gathered half-skirt
attached behind, ankle-length, lined in gold.

There was also a waist-length black curling wigwittle kiss-curls around
her temples and cheeks, a gold coin belt to sliagrad her hips, a circlet for
her forehead, as well as bracelets, necklacess ang scarves.

And two little pairs of cymbals, sign of the betlgncer's art.

Mariel picked them up now, slipped them on herdirsg lifted her arms and
made them clatter.

"Oh, you know how to do it!" Annie exclaimed.
Mariel laughed. "l used to take belly dancing obssdt's terrific exercise."

"Oh, so you can really do the dance?" Angela stigng to inject
enthusiasm into her tone. "That's great, | wisbuld."



"Why have we not reached the Mediterranean, RaBuz@ly France is not
so big as this!"

"l am sure it is very close. Perhaps | made a witang"
"Again?"

"It is difficult in these mountains."

"We're working our way up from Cannes, Ash, anddhesn't been a sign
of either him or the girl. We're working the ottséde of Vienne and it's the
same story there. They were seen travelling oiefne, going vaguely

southeast, on Saturday evening. Sunday morningweey walking on the

same road. Nothing since then."

Ash was quiet for a long moment.

"Ash, there are one helluva lot of villages in thet of France, and many
ways they could have gone, including off the rdadmebody mentioned a
travelling circus being in the neighbourhood. Wego@ng to check that out.
Always a possibility."

"Yeah," Ash said, unconvinced. "Well, keep at it."

* * %

"Hal! Pay dirt! A girl with green hair bought twapkages of hair dye here
yesterday afternoon! The woman thought they wetle asbunch of Gypsies
taking a rainbow-painted bus down towards Frejus Says they've been
stopping every few villages to beg. | can't beldahind them at that rate."

"Terrific," said Hal.

"Sorry to wake you in the middle of the night, lgat did say call as soon as
| had a lead."



"For sure."

"Well, that does it! I'm going to take up belly @amg as soon as we get back
home!" Annie declared, as they lounged in the busmting the take that
afternoon after their third stop. The crowd hadrbesore than usually
generous again. "And on a Monday, too!"

The Thousand and One Nightgas a hit, a very palpable hit. When they
tumbled out of the bus in front of the bemused ewésshoppers,
shopkeepers, businessmen, tradesmen, children atinérs with babies all
going on their workaday round, they created a sldtiaarem, and everyone
apparently loved it.

"It's because Harry makes such a spectacular sukagela insisted, and it
was certainly true that, as well as being handsasiéhe night in his
black-and-gold costume, he had an air of commarad Was deeply
compelling.

"Be fair,"” said Annie. "It's also Mariel's dancihg.

"This looks promising,” said Brian, who was drivires they neared the
centre of a small town. At the centre of a crosdsdaetween two stretches
of shops and businesses was a circular, grassy\pihka few flowerbeds,
raised from the ground and shored by neat bricke"bwn's a bit bigger
than usual, though, chaps, what do you say? Wargkthe flics?"

For some reason they were all a little punch drtgkre!"
"Great spot!" everyone agreed, and Brian pullecmng parked.

The troupe spilled off the bus again, dancing artivheeling over the road
to the little parklet. In the middle of them all sv&larry, sitting regally
cross-legged on a large cushion borne by four slales, all barefoot and
naked to the waist in whitghalwarand djellabas. He was set down in the
centre of the circle of grass, with a hookah ongfraund in front of him.



The others cavorting around were all there to éatehim: the monkeys,
the juggler, the magician, the gymnasts, the slafed the belly dancer.

The tape deck was blasting out Middle Eastern masjcone group at a
time, summoned by an imperious gesture, they shawedsultan their
tricks, then bowed and held out their caps to Aihe sultan would start the
ball rolling by grandly tossing each a huge jeWiglen they turned to the
crowd for further donations.

The sultan lazily beckoned the belly dancer, hrgsi glinting in the
afternoon sun. At their previous stops they hadalisred that she was a
crowd pleaser. Mariel announced her presence wi¢hbelly dancer's
piercing lalalalalala as she ran to a spot before the sultan in a effirl
scarves and, by way of introduction, began to apiplace, her bare feet
neatly circling, hair, scarves and skirt flowing @nound her, hands up and
fingers clicking.

That got their attention.

Then her hips started to move with the music. et 8owed hypnotically,
and the flash of skin as her knees appeared aagpiared in the fabric's
soft folds captured the attention of more men tthensultan.Mariel had
never before done the dance anywhere except theisxetudio, and she
had never danced in front of men. Nor had she wsaagh a sexy costume
before. But most of all, she had never before today the eyes of the
sexiest sultan in the world on her, glinting witlotec approval.

Up and down the streets that led to the green,lpd@ul been slowing their
pace, turning their steps towards the sultan'ggotaynd, as the wild Eastern
music charmed the air. More dangerously, the camirtgy into the
roundabout slowed as drivers stared at the spectacl

It was a bit like being drunk. Mariel smiled, hep$swayed, and all the
steps she had so painstakingly learned suddenigeskeéke nothing other
than the rhythm of the Earth Mother herself, bregthunder her feet and
inspiring the dance.



"Allah, it's impossible!"
"What is it?"

"Go around again, Ramiz! Those—those troubadoutse ®ne in the
centre, dressed like King Shahriyar or someone-tigannot be Haroun al
Muntazir! What would he be doing there? Could he¥dsuf licked his

lips, which had suddenly gone dry. "Surely it igowssible thaheis after

us?"

"Ridiculous,"” Ramiz said calmly. "But we had betserp and investigate."

"Eureka! There it is! The circus! Slow down andagound the roundabout
again."

"That girl dancing. What's that on her stomach?"

"My God, you're right! A butterfly tattoo! Has teeber!"

"What the— Look at that sultan! Isn't that him?"

"I don't believe it! We've been chasing him to shiglife from Ghasib and
the man's travelling around dressed up asiltlan?What's that ring he's

wearing? Is that the Rose? Impossible!"

"They do say Haroun al Muntazir has a unique sehkemour."

Harry watched Mariel dance with more appreciatioanthe showed. She
would win any sultan, heart and loins, as far awag concerned. No belly
dancer's costume had ever looked better. Marigts breasts, long waist
and rounded hips were perfectly suited to the art.

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed somethidd, something that
shouldn't be there. With the hairs lifting suddemythe back of his neck, he
casually turned his head.



And met the gaze of Ramiz Bahrami.

A siren sounded in the distance, and the monkeheth$orward and
muttered in his ear, "Cops coming! Head for the, lpusnto!"

The sultan's harem was breaking up with practipeéd. In the middle of a
fabulous backbend, her arms undulating above harigvheard her music
fade and disappear. "Let's go!" someone cried cahgthen did she notice
the sound of the siren.

Followed almost instantly by the shriek of braked arunching metal very
close by.

A woman leapt out of a car which had been rear-@hgeanother driven by
two business-suited Arabs. But instead of examirtiveggdamage to her
vehicle, she came leaping over the grass, makbeghne for Mariel.

Meanwhile the circus crew were streaming past tbenan in the other
direction, heading for the bus. All around themahewd, slow to react, was
stirring in surprise. Mais qu'est-ce que se pa8%éMaman, pourquoi s'en
va le cirqué@"

"This way!" she heard, and felt Harry's hand eneiher wrist and draw her
in the direction opposite to the way the circus/pta were heading.

The two Arabs, Harry noted now, were close behiredrunning woman,
one crying in Arabic that pierced the babble, "Lobé& is actually wearing
it! Isn't that the Rose?" All of them headed tovgakdiariel and himself.

The siren was louder now, and the police car wesasting down one of
the four streets that met at the park. Meanwhisgfit around the road that
encircled it was at a standstill as people stopedtare at so much
mayhem.

Monkeys, harem girls and slaves fled pell-mell tmgathe eye-catching
bus. Two smashed cars steamed in the middle obthmelabout. An Arab in
a gold turban and billowing gold lame trousers anplretty, dark-haired
harem girl in white and gold were tearing in theogite direction, with



several different people chasing after them. Aarge bewildered crowd
was milling around.

Harry led her flat out towards a small white Rehapdrked in crazy
abandon up against the edge of the green, its dpers. "Get in!" he cried,
letting go of her wrist and tearing around to thieet's door.

He had seen that the engine was running. Marielbaaely slammed the
door when he had the car moving.

"Harry, whose car—" she began, but he interruptad h

"Grab the bag on the back seat!" he ordered, arrieMabediently turned to
see a familiar red satchel. With a gasp, she rehbidnét and drew it into her
lap. "Don't let it out of your hold!" Harry commaed!.

He was weaving his way around the stalled trafficthe roundabout,

heading towards one of the roads. Across from tteneircus bus, too, was
just starting to move. Harry turned down a road @assthe police car arrived
screaming into the roundabout, on the wrong sidin®froad. With a wild

squealing of brakes it smashed into them. The galar skidded around till
they were side by side.

The siren kept going. Thécs were cursing and gesticulating and wrestling
with their seat belts.

"Are you hurt?" Harry demanded, opening the door.

“I'm fine."

"We've got the Rose," he told her. "Let's getouterte."

She followed him out, passing him the satchel. Tieegrabbed her arm and
led her into pell-mell flight down the road leadiagt of the town. Behind

them the police, extricating themselves from tisemashed vehicle, called
indignantly to them to stop.



They heard the sound of another crash. Harry, pgus tear off the
cumbersome curl-toed slippers and hurl them irdidch, threw a look over
his shoulder.

Traffic on the roundabout now was at a completedsall, with cars turned

in every direction and the sound of angry honkisong over the scene. The
circus bus was stalled across two lanes, and men&ag jugglers and
harem dancers and male slaves were filing out @rit the far side of the
park, the two Arabs, a smartly dressed Frenchworath Ramiz Bahrami

and his cohort were spread out across the greasjnchafter Harry and

Mariel, like hounds picking up the scent. But ieithway were dozens of
astonished citizens, standing stock-still and gagmt the scene around
them. Another siren sounded in the far distance.

The sound of their own wild laughter joined theagawony as the sultan and
his dancer raced down the road.



Twelve
"Oh , my feet! Harry, I've got to stop! | can't go #mer step!"

The scenery was beautiful all around them—pinestsrand rugged red
earth and valleys with delicious streams— but lwardhe feet. Mariel was
walking on blisters, and some had burst.

Against all expectation, considering how they weressed, they had
managed to catch a couple of lifts, though not \aitlgone going very far.
Anyone headed for Cannes or Nice was on the highthaytraffic on the
back roads was local. They had explained to themwsirdrivers that they
were on their way to the Frejus Festival, which badsed a certain shaking
of heads over the amazing peccadilloes of city lyout

Still, it had allowed them to evade pursuit. Oncaiyd had led her over a
fence and along a track through a vineyard, whieeg had picked some
grapes, mostly unripe, and stowed them in the shttlater, resting by a
stream, they had washed and eaten some, and greqed form their
evening meal.

Which Mariel needed now. They had caught more tranglimpse of the
Mediterranean during the afternoon, but they werdigh ground, and it
was still miles away. She had hoped to last uhéi/tgot to the coast road,
but now she had to admit defeat.

She was sure Harry was disappointed. He wantedttthg Rose, whatever
it was, to Cannes before anyone caught, up wittmthe

But in fact she had only preempted him. "Do youd®&n there?" he said,
pointing off the road to the right to where a sniain was set under a tree.
"l .have been thinking we should try to get insideould prefer to be under
cover tonight. Can you make it that far, Mariel?"

It was a good choice. The place appeared to besz iarm, and the barn
was set well away from the main buildings and stsbat the far end of a
paddock near some sheltering trees that shield@dapproach.



The door was unlocked. It was half filled with nbay. There were a couple
of saddles and other equipment, several horse &tankere flung over a
railing, and a battery- powered lantern hung fronoak.

"This is heaven!" Mariel cried. She grabbed a bé&rdnd spread it out on
the hay, carefully putting the hairy side down. $héed off her black wig
and all her jewellery and tossed it to one sideenTéhe flung herself down
and rolled over on her back, spreading her armshai\a day! | feel
completely flattened!"

The setting sun was sending its last rays throbhgtopen doors. The smell
of new-mown hay on the country air was intoxicatisugd she heaved a sigh
of genuine pleasure.

Harry set down the red satchel, straightened amtheg admiringly down
at her. "You have an indomitable spirit," he said.

She blushed at the approval in his tone. He hachisgurban somewhere,
and his face and chest were streaked with redahdsweat. She had no
doubt she looked the same. But the light in hisseyaid she was an
immensely desirable woman, and set her heart thgddi

"Our first concern is to find water."

Mariel lifted herself up on one elbow. "There shtbé a tap around. | saw a
trough not too far away."

"Ah, yes?" Harry picked up a black plastic bucked dooked cautiously
outside before they stepped out to make a cirduitebarn.

"There," Mariel said, pointing to a freestandingdat a few yards away,
and a moment later she was bent over, rinsingdeer ih the cooling gush
and drinking from her cupped hands.

"You are sure this is safe to drink?" Haroun askedit was one thing he
couldn't take for granted even after years of beingFrance—the
abundance of good water.



"It probably is." Mariel grinned, wiping her face the skirt of her costume
as, with a muttered word, Harry bent to rinse hismdead and drank
deeply. "If it's not—well, | was going to die ofitst anyway."

He straightened with a smile. What a woman she Wad!once had he
heard her complain about what was unavoidable.

"What was that you said before you drank?" shedaske

His smile broadened\'udu billah.The prayer of those who are about to eat
or drink something they are unsure of. It meassék refuge in God.™

"And does it make a difference?"

"Who knows? Disease starts first in the spirit,div@ot? If | strengthen my
spirit with conviction...”

She laughed, not in mockery. "Well, if | get sickdayou don't, I'm
converting!"

"l am sure Islam is not the only religion with symiotective rites."

Mariel shook her head, realizing with a smile, "feuright. I'm sure
Grandmerewould have crossed herself before drinking thaewéa

Harry bent to fill the bucket, and they went bacgide the barn. "Sit down
and let me examine your feet," he said. Mariel sémkn onto a saddle on
the floor and Harry set the bucket in front of hben moved over to where
a couple of bottles sat on a beam under some tack.

"Here is some antiseptic," he said, returning \aithottle.
"Horse antiseptic?"
"Very dilute,"” he added quickly, suiting the acttorthe word by adding one

or two drops to the bucket. Their joking enhandexidubtle intimacy of the
little barn, and the familiar, hungry yearning stall her heart. She looked



into Harry's eyes and saw an answering need, amd\wleet realization
swept her that here, tonight, it was inevitabld thay would make love.

She smiled her acceptance, and watched his eyss icldazy, approving
acknowledgement.

And there was no urgency about something so peafetpredetermined. It
would happen in its own time.

She unbuttoned the jewelled cuffs of her haremgant rucked them up
and put her feet into the cold, soothing water. I8tezl them out again one
by one as with strong sure hands Harry rubbed tleam and examined the
soles for any sign of infection. Afterwards he @dshis own feet, but
refused her offer of a similar service, sayingfaet were tough.

Then he stood to lift down the electric lanterm, dark shadows were by
now creeping into the barn, and she felt a new &indgency emanate from
him as he carefully closed the barn door and &kditar across, then lifted
the red satchel and placed it before him on thekatain the lamplight.

"Now," he said. "Now we will see."

His face was grave. Mariel remembered what he bkt Hher about the
Rose—the lives and happiness of many people depeitd-and suddenly
she believed it. What she saw in his eyes was reve rgreed for some
family heirloom. Whatever was in the satchel wasleéper importance
than that.

He pulled the bag open to reveal bright blue ptastiretching over
something. It was a supermarket shopping bag. Hiegged it out, tossing
the satchel aside, then pulled open the shoppiggdaeveal cloth. That
proved to be a T-shirt wrapping something.

It's like a Russian dolMariel wanted to say, but found she couldn't speak
for the tension.



The T-shirt wrapped newspaper. The newspaper, ype revealed a
small, round object wrapped in crumpled brown paldarry lifted it, held it
in his hands for a breath, and at last unpeele8rth&n paper.

He was holding a table ornament. One of those ¢ledres with an object
or a scene inside, that swirls with snow when shake

It was swirling with snow now, but not so thicklyat Mariel could not see
the blood-red rose at its centre. So this was tieeRShe stared at it blankly
as Harry held it up in the lamplight and gazed.at i

Well, it certainly wasn't for its monetary valuatlthis trinket was prized. It
was good enough of its kind, but Mariel was sune gould buy a thousand
just like it for fifty or a hundred francs each.

"Is that it?" she asked in surprise. "Why is itisportant, Harry?"

Harry started to laugh. The rose clasped in onel hiaa fell back onto the
horse blanket and gave vent to a deep belly laidp.God, we know that
Ghasib hires fools, but this! How could any marsbestupid? Is this it, do
you ask me, Mariel? No, this is not it! This isose, but it is a million miles
from beingWarda al JawadiYet it is clear those two fools thought..."

His muscled brown stomach rippled with more laught&o think how
many of us have been chasing all over the Frenchtogside in pursuit of a
cheap trinket that was probably being sold by theed in half the village
market stalls we passed! It is too rich! And noeytlare all coming after us,
believing that we have got the Rose!"

His laughter boomed up to the rafters, and Marges tvelplessly drawn in to
laugh, too. "You take disappointment well," she mured, when their
laughter had subsided somewhat, setting him ofihaga

"Whatis the Rose, exactly?" she asked finally. "Won't {glume?"
For answer he held up his hand, where the sultags still glittered. "Do

you see this ring?" He indicated a ring with a myoink stone, about an
inch across. "The Rose is a ring, something liks, tthe rarest of pink



diamonds, more than twice this size. Cabochonnaarly sixty-five carats.
It is of inestimable value, both intrinsically aext trinsically. It has been in
the al Jawadi family for generations, always passethe ruling Sultan of
Bagestan to his chosen successor, on the day heates him Crown
Prince. To the people it was always a symbol diiktg"

"But Bagestan doesn't have a sultan anymore," siregied.

"No, not for over thirty years, since the coup that this monster Ghasib in
power. Nevertheless, before he died my grandfatheltan Hafzuddin al

Jawadi, nominated my brother Ashraf to be Crowmd®; should we
succeed in reestablishing the family on the thr&uw he could not give Ash
the Rose. It had been saved from the destructibntorbe lost again. No
one had known where it was since the death of Crewmce Kamil, who

died in the Kaljuk war.

"Suddenly it was found. Prince Kamil had entrusted his wife, but none
of us knew of this, and she did not know the vatithe Rose. She told us
about it only recently. | went to the place whdre kept it, but someone had
been there before me—Ramiz BahralBut someone already took the Rose.
| heard, and fool that | am, | did not demand adpson of what it was they
got! Let it be a lesson to me! Ash has always kard too hasty. | see that he
may be right."

"Then where is the Rose now?"

He laughed again and held up the crystal globewc&everyone is chasing
this one, believing it to be the true Rose, thé oea must be where it has
been for the past five years—in London, masquetpd@is one of the
ornaments on the coffee table of Rosalind LewiswNRosalind al
Makhtoum, my cousin's wife."

"Oh!" she cried. "But—that was iHello! magazine! | saw pictures of their
wedding when we were at your place.”

"Yes," he said.



Mariel picked up the little ornament and examirteglred rose. It had a drop
of liquid like a tear on one petal. The snow hatlexz

"Are you sure it isn't maybe concealed inside thiisg?"

Harry shook his head. "Where? There is no roonitf®to, this was not in
any case how Rosalind described it to me." He fenviBut who can
Ramiz be working for? Those men who boarded tha aaLyon—I saw
them again in the square back there, chasinguastdf Ghasib believes that
| have the Rose, it makes sense that they chasBuhten on whose behalf
had Ramiz stolen it, if n@&hasib's?"

He sat up and reached for the red satchel. The owmpartment was
empty, but there was a slim, zippered compartmenbime side. Harry
unzipped it, slipped his lean brown hand inside, @mw out a folded paper.

Inside was a sheaf of thousand-franc notes. Ompaiper was scrawled in
Arabic, Blessings on your enterprise.

" A belly dancer ?"
"Looks like they joined the circus, Hal. Every kidiream."
"l can't keep up with her! And where are they now?"

"Who the hell knows? After creating more mayhemmtiau could believe,
they disappeared down the road looking like somd kif crazy Gypsies."

"Are you going after them?"
"Sure." The voice went bright with sarcasm. "Jisss@on as the X-rays are

ready and my arm is in a cast, and when the gdragédad time to fix the
car, sure, I'll do that, Hal."



They sat drinking water and eating stolen grapelaplight, and it was a
feast fit for the gods. When he chose and pluckedad the riper grapes for
her, and slipped it between her lips, when shet liétween strong white
teeth and the sharp sweetness burst onto her tosigei@imost swooned at
the taste. When she held a grape between herrghéfeed her mouth for
him, the kiss he left behind as he stole the Iitib was ambrosia to them
both.

They both soon ate their fill, hungry for othemttps. Then Harry leaned up
over her, and his eyes were dark with longing.

"But wait!" she cried, perhaps to prolong the swess a little longer, or
perhaps because she was nervous of the intensityashin him. "l haven't
danced for the sultan!"

He smiled quizzically at her. "The dance is meardrbuse the sultan. This
is already accomplished."”

Which only made her more nervous. Mariel rolledhéo feet, then stood in
the lamplight and began to press the earth withfdwt; making her hips
sway. "Make music for me," she commanded.

"Thus the harem girl to the sultan,” Harry said hrifting his hands. "I
may have your head.”

She smiled, showing her teeth. "No, you won't."

He began to clap his hands together, creating & laeal her body

responded to it as if his hands were stroking keowing that soon they
would be. Her stomach undulated, her hips twitdbeguilingly, her legs

appeared and disappeared behind the delicate f&8lhwécturned her back on
him and made the skirt of her costume shimmer thighmovement of her
hips.

He made the beat faster. Her arms danced like srdikebing into the air
as she bent backwards, her eyes throwing invititemags, her hair
tumbling down, and the hypnotic rhythm of her higser ceasing.



She could hear music, the music of the Earth M&theath. She smiled at
him with witchery in her eyes, and Harry reachetlasishe spun around,
and captured her skirt.

Her breath caught in her throat as she stoppe#ingalown. He had her
skirt firmly in one uncompromising fist, and she ber lip at the strength
and determination in that hold.

"Come," the sultan commanded, and the little dasagned and slipped
down into his arms.

"All we know for sure is that they got away, AsBaving chaos behind. I've
never seen a mess like that outside of a moviedéntally, Zounab al
Safaak was among their number. There were alsoaetbers who had no
business to be in that square.”

Ash's breath hissed. "Where is al Safaak now?"

"Don't worry. He was a little too uppity with thedhch police—an Arab

should never get uppity with the French police,Astnd they searched his
car. Apparently he does a little dealing on the sat so they are willing to

pretend. So we don't have to worry about him fathde."

Ash grunted. "Harry?"

"We're now looking for a sultan and a belly daneg@parently.”

His hand trailed beguilingly up her bare arm, argdfimgers slipped under
the little cap sleeves to press her shoulder. ldkdd into her green eyes
and read in them a glow that he would never be tbtesist. He bent his
head and of its own accord his mouth found hers.

She had never been so hungry for the taste of g arahas sensation
exploded through her, she realized that she had emting him every



second since she had seen that photo. Wanting &thioéen at the root of
everything she had said and done.

Her lips parted and she invited his tongue to datiodling with every
hungry thrust that told her what dance he wantedatace with her. Her
hand stroked the powerful chest above her, sligpednd under his sultan's
robe to caress the delicious heat of him, ran dthemrmuscled back to his
waist, then up again to his strong male shoulder.

He was undoing the little hooks and eyes that tadther the bolero over

her breasts. Now he lifted his mouth from kissing éooked down as the

two halves parted to reveal her firm breasts. Tipples were dark, small,

and hungrily at attention, and obediently he lowldris head and kissed one
and then the other, dragging his mouth over thdeergreedy skin so that
she moaned.

His hands and his mouth stroked and caressed tlethainey and heat, so
that she melted into pure sweet sensation. Stllr&ard the rhythm of the
dance, in his touch, his mouth, in her own moutlenvshe kissed his breast
and his heartbeat was in her lips.

He drew her up to slip off the little bolero and4at away, and then she felt
his hands under her hips, drawing down the zippdreasing off the harem
pants. A moment later his own gold and black tragpiwere in the hay.

The light went out, but she was already half biwth sensation. Through a
high opening, moonlight streamed in on them, kigsirs black curls, the
powerful curve of his shoulder, her breast.

His hand drew aside the fabric of her briefs arelgdsped with excitement
as his fingers found her heat and his thumb toyiddtive burning cluster of
nerves that now lay exposed.

Her hips arched up to the touch, explaining to better than words what
she wanted, and he gave it to her, over and oweil, that touch was no
longer enough. Then, with a sudden impatiencetkingied her, he dragged
off her briefs, threw off his own. Then he roseayer her, and his knee



pushed her legs apart. His hand slipped underuterdis to hold her body
up for him, and with a loud groan, he pushed home.



Thirteen

A rooster woke them very early. They crept outha bhalf light, showered
themselves with buckets of water at the tap, doiedhe sultan's robe, then
dressed and, carrying the satchel, set off dowmaheé again.

Mariel had torn off the legs and skirt of her haneamts just above the knee
and, by tying the lower half of the skirt acrosg l@nt, created the
impression—from a distance— of a skirt. There wasnich they could do
about Harry's gold trousers, but when he pulledthen T-shirt that had
wrapped the rose, he looked like someone who mighitbe en route to the
Frejus Festival.

Or a Gypsy, perhaps. But they had money now. Theydduy something
as soon as the stores opened. They had packedewytteng in the red
satchel and set off to the sound of birdsong.

"So all those stories you were telling people waeetruth,” Mariel said as
they walked. Ahead and to the left the sun wasigisvith breathtaking

splendour. Below, down the mountainside, was &tbpcead of pine forest.
Beyond they could see the Med. The air was freshcaol, and she felt as
though she were watching the dawn not just of ane Hut of the whole

world. As if the night just past meant everythingsmew.

"I do not manage a rock band," Harry pointed odtiwni "And | am only
rarely called on in my capacity as cat burglar.”

"But everything else. But | don't understand—ifpimtect your lives your
family have all been living in hiding since Ghasdok power, why were
you telling everyone the truth? Aren't you afrdiditit will get back to him?
Especially if those men were sent by him, as y@spsat.”

"But you saw the story in the newspaper," he reeuiier. "This is part of a
campaign to let the world know about us. The tioreskcrecy is over. Very
soon now my brother will reveal himself, and demahnat Ghasib step
down. Before this day, we hope to orchestrate aaremess in the West.
Because Ghasib trades with the West, sells oilsbaryns, people are
reluctant to look at what his regime does. But timeyst be made to see.”



"And in Bagestan, too? Do you have to build up supthere?"

He shook his head. "There is all the support wddcaish in Bagestan, if
we can only mobilize it, and convince the peoptd the can win. The man
is a monster. The people hate him. That stationagenat Lyon, for

example. He was a Bagestani.”

Mariel opened her mouth on a long breath of undadihg. "Oh, washat
it?"

"Did you notice that he limped? He is a refugeemfrone of Ghasib's
infamous prisons, no doubt. He nearly wept whatd him, as you saw."

"Yes."

"The worst thing would be if the people became @ured that we might
fail, and that, in the aftermath, the Islamic ratits might take control. They
will not rise against Ghasib if they fear that aute.”

"How great is the danger of that?"
"Almost none, if the people hold.”

"Do you wish you had been your grandfather's clibW®uld you like to be
the new sultan?"

"1? 1 would hate both the responsibilities andéstrictions of such a role,”
Harry told her, and she couldn't help the smild 8teetched her mouth.
"Ashraf has been raised to know it is his duty. &dysin Najib and | joke
that if anything happens to Ash we will have tostascoin—and the loser
will become sultan in his place.”

"So what will you do after the restoration?"
"As Prince Omar's Cup Companion | have been largegjaged in foreign

trade. When | resign my place with himsha 'Allah,| will manage trade
negotiations for Bagestan. | hope to arrange tbased still in France."



It was a long, painful walk before they finally ob&d a town where the
stores were opening. The first thing Haroun did teashange some money
and make a phone call to Ash in London.

"Dammit, Haroun, is that you finally? Where are §0lAshraf asked, in
angry relief. "What is going on?"

"Never mind now," Harry said. "We'll be at Cannatef today if the traffic
isn't impossible. Meanwhile, listen up. This is onm@ant. You remember |
told you that someone had taken a certain arti@detielongs to you?"

"l remember," Ash said dryly.

"Well, they didn't. As far as | can guess, it'l sthere it was.""What? It was
never picked up?" Ash gasped.

"No. I'm almost sure, because I've got the thirag Was picked up and it's
not the right thing. Unless I've been the victimao¥ery elaborate decoy
play, and | don't think | was."

The last few hours were the worst of the whole. ffipe traffic along the
coast road was at a standstill much of the timeJ #Hre taxi's air
conditioning wasn't really operational. But it vtas only taxi available.

They arrived at last, and then Harry leaned forwardlirect the driver

along the docks to the right berth. They passeditaas of sailboats of
various sizes, and motor- boats and motor yachtstlaen they came to the
dock where the really huge yachts were mooreddaaa up in front of the

most beautiful and luxurious thing Mariel had eseen floating. Her father
had a small yacht, after all, and she had beenrdlseveral large luxury
yachts, but this kind of yacht was owned only bg/world's richest.

All was in readiness for their arrival. The captpirt out to sea as soon as
Prince Haroun and his companion were aboard.



"What have you found out about Ramiz?" Harry agksld, who was still in
London.

"Prince Karim says Ramiz went undercover on angassent for him,
while Karim let it be known Ramiz was missing. Kaand Ramiz were the
only ones who knew. Everyone else was allowed liev@Ramiz might be
dead.

"His assignment was to infiltrate the group tryibg undermine the
monarchy in Barakat. That group has apparently desided they have an
interest in preventing us from replacing Ghasils. dbmething we should
have foreseen— if they can foster a takeover bgmigl militants in
Bagestan, they've got an important ally in theinafforts in the Barakat
Emirates."

"Allah," Harry breathed.

"It all makes sense as far as the Rose is concedoedn't it? Whoever is
behind the Barakati unrest must have got the legtk in Rafi's palace,
probably taping conversations when the Rose wagglitbscussed, or when
Rosalind phoned the woman in her apartment tdézllyou'd be picking it

up.'

"So, you think this isn't a leak in our own orgaatian at all? Can we be
sure of that?"

"We're getting closer to it. What Karim and | ateegsing is that Ramiz has
worked his way into such a position of trust witke torganization that he
was one of the men sent to pick up the Rose. Arttehieerately bungled it,
either picking out the wrong rose, or not speakipgvhen the other man
did. And then, apparently, he did his best to staltielay the moment when
someone would recognize that it was the wrong tose.

"He must have recognized me on the train. Maybe ée¢orehand—in the
Gare de Lyon. | wonder if he engineered that casatéwn right beside me,
to let me know | should get on the train to Nice@dably he thought he
would find a way to talk to me during the trip," tdaadded. "And when we
were unexpectedly tossed off the train, he musegst off himself....



Looking back, it does seem a little too neat thatdar was left running, and
with the Rose in the back seat. Well, we owe Raimd a few others, by
the way. We'll have to have a little celebration ttte people who helped
Mariel and me in the palace whensha 'Allah,you're living there."
"Mariel is staying on board with you?"

"Yeah. She's another who'll be very happy when {Blsagone. Turns out he
steals technological secrets from her Americaniodus

Ash sighed. "I suppose this will all be unraveliedime."
"Well, yes and no. I'll be marrying her, Ash.”
"Marrying her!"

"If we succeed, | mean. There may be nothing teraff Ghasib gets the
better of us, yes?"

"You've only known her a few days! Harry, you're impet—"

"They were very trying, difficult days, Ash. Younfl out a lot about a
woman in circumstances like that. She's a womannmillion, and | know

she'll never say to meh, Harry, you 're so impetuousy, Harry, isn't that

dangerous r but won't you miss me if you ‘re gone so long?'

Ash had to laugh. "We did get the idea that sheasasazy as you are," he
said dryly.

"Yeah. Crazy, and beautiful, and wild and freel @on't be mentioning for
a while that we're going to get married, Ash. | Wott want to spook her."

Ashraf understood the unspoken message behindrdtiselp's light tone.
Harry's personal happiness, too, now depended @n enhterprise being
successful. "Sure. Well, I'll do my best.”

Harry didn't answer that. "When is the strike gdiodpe settled?"



"Probably tomorrow. I've got to attend a charitydtion here in London
tonight. If the strike's over, I'll see you latenorrow or early the next day.”

"I'll find some way to amuse myself till then," Hamagreed.

"He's who?" Hal Ward demanded incredulously.

"One of the grandsons of Sultan Hafzuddin al Jaydariel said.

"And who's he?"

"You'll be hearing a lot about him over the nextdi while. There was a
coup in Bagestan, and he was ousted, back in I8&#'s when Ghasib
came to power, Hal. The grandsons are going ton@#te monarchy."

"Mariel..." Hal began warningly.

"That's the same Ghasib who's been getting Micleetih to steal your
secrets, Hal."

"Where has your hair gone?" Harry murmured, comipgoehind her as
Mariel stood at the railing looking out at the liglof Cannes. They had cast
off a few minutes ago and would be sailing dowistoTropez while they
dined.

He clasped the railing on each side of her, préngriter escape, as he had
done once before.

"The hairdresser said the dye had ruined it, stdltim to cut it all off."
Harry laughed aloud. "With so little fuss?"

"l was due for a change."”



"It is pleasant to have your neck so available,’sael, bending to kiss it,
and sending shivers of anticipation down her spine.

"I'm glad you like it."

"It is very chic," he said, striving to keep thinfyght. "You look like a
celebrity. Shall we invitédello! magazine on board to take our pictures?"

She turned around in his hold and clasped her hamdse rail behind her.

He had changed from the cream cotton sweater, pants and deck shoes
that he was wearing earlier into an impeccablekbthoner jacket, and he

looked even more devilishly attractive and perfeatlhome.

"Do you want to? Will it promote your cause?"

The yacht was beautiful, reminding her of onent ships, always being

reconstructed in the movies, that used to sail dmamden in the nineteen
thirties, filled with elegant white-linen-draped men and their smart
snakeskin luggage.

And apparently she was going to be one of those emprat least for the

duration. When the maid had opened the closet dodariel's stateroom,

she could only laugh at the sight of a rack oflestpurchased for her from
the most exclusive designer boutiques in Juandies-dhd Cap Ferrat.

It was like being let loose in a toy shop. "If theés nothing there that you
like, of course you will go shopping,” Harry hadpéained. But there was
nothing not to like, and she could hardly imagihattthere was anything
else to buy. Swimsuits, dresses, pants, shirtsng@md the most exquisite
pieces of lingerie obviously designed for evenialgsarda deux....

Tonight, he had told her, they would sail a litiled dine and sleep aboard.
Her heart hadn't stopped thumping with anticipaatimfternoon. Now at
last she had a chance to dress in the way she WwkelHarry to remember
her when the magic was over.

With the help of the stewardess detailed to atteagpersonal maid, Mariel
had chosen an emerald-green silk taffeta eveniagsdwith a corset-like



bodice that left one shoulder bare. It was spangbedss the front with tiny
diamante that glittered under the lights as sheadoWith the stewardess's
help she had put matching sparkles in her shoriimal, from the jewel case
she was offered, had chosen a diamond tennis btaeeld diamond
earrings. On her feet were soft green leather mules

It was a far cry from Emma the working girl. Anothtacet of this
fascinating woman, Harry reflected, as he drewgestly into his embrace
and bent to brush his mouth over her always kissigis.

"No," he said roughly, in answer to her questidnddn't want anyone to
take pictures. | want to keep you to myself."



Fourteen

Later she took off the dress and the diamonds dipges into silky
peach-coloured pyjamas and robe, with lace ovebreasts and inset into
the shoulders. She washed off her makeup, spraped touch more
perfume, and then, her heart thudding with the sdactcumulated
anticipation, she went into the big, luxurious stabm where the bed was
softly lighted and invitingly turned down for thesnd Harry was waiting.

He had changed, too, and was wearing navy pyjarttarne and kimono.
She went to him and slipped her arms around his Wwarst under the robe,
delighting in his warmth.

He threaded his hands through the spiky curls andeld down into her
face. "You are so many women," he said. "And yet, gre always yourself.
That is rare, in man or woman, to be so true tseé

"Is it?"

He gave her an impatient shake. "You know it."

Mariel laughed. "Kiss me, you fool."”

He caught her head between his hands and gazedidowher eyes, his
own sparkling with the devilment that stopped heakh in her throat. "Kiss
you?" he whispered, as though her command haceaysibme fire in him.

"Yes, | will kiss you. And what else?"

He was so sexy, and his voice had taken on deeplig @ndertones, so that
her blood was already rushing around her systeendittapped animal.

"What do you suggest?"

He laughed, and dragged her tight against him sprgsis mouth against
hers. For an endless time it was enough, theirdgmp and seeking, their
tongues toying and tasting and promising. Her hgméssed his back,
stroked his arms and his neck, her fingers tanigiéxks hair.



His kiss was honey, and sweetness melted out fn@ntouch of his lips to
every cell. "You're delicious,"” she murmured drumigewhen he lifted his
still hungry mouth. "I didn't know | could get drkion honey, but | can.”

He groaned, and kissed her again, dragging herdolva to her elbows, his
fingers sliding under the sleeveless pyjama tottoke and press her
shoulders.

Every cell seemed to have its own electricity sypfiting and misfiring so

that she cried out with every new touch. He dropipexdsilky negligee to
the floor and pressed his lips where the lace otdye exposed her throat.
He ran his hands down over her buttocks, thendlifter to fit her body

against his.

They both moaned and pressed against each otloekeshby the hunger
that consumed them. His hands slid under thedwn over the skin of her
rump, and dragged her closer while his hard flesiptl against her through
the fabric. e lifted her to the bed and laid her down on it, hwith a

desperation increased by what it fed on, his meatraged hers. Her legs
lifted and clung around his hips. He lifted his éhemnd, leaning his arms
beside her head, thrust his sex against hers thrtheglayers of silk. She
cried out with hungry expectancy.

Mariel pulled at the neck of his kimono, and heetifand tore it off before

his hands caught her silky pyjama top and drewpwards to reveal her

breasts. He grunted at the sight, pulling the®i&r her head and tossing it
aside as his mouth came down and captured a ngrpdehis tongue rasped
against it, over and over.

She was melting. A core of electricity burned wititg through her. She
opened her eyes and looked into his face, andstlika seeing his picture
for the first time—excitement leapt in her, and heart reached out to him
and her body yearned.

"Harry," she whispered. "Oh, Harry! Please!"



It struck him a blow that left him breathless. Heildl not resist the plea. He
lifted her hips and pulled the bottoms off and ddvem legs, then dragged
his own pyjamas off.

She cried out as he entered her, her head snapaakgwith the pleasure.
He caught her hips in his hands to hold her tharéim, and drove into her
again. And again and again, and each time she cuedildly.

Her cries put him over the top. He exploded in el then was instantly
hard again, so that he scarcely missed a beas irnjihmic stroking.

"There has never been anything like this!" shedcaece, hardly knowing
where or who she was, only discovering that pleasgtas a natural force,
expressing itself irresistibly through body andIsthat was never satisfied.
At each release her need moved up another notthaseach one made her
hungry for more.

For him it was the same. Each release only taethlium with a promise of
some ultimate explosion that would destroy andreate him at the same
time. A love that would consume him.

It was this they had been waiting for, this they leach seen, without
knowing it, in the other. That together they woaldss a frontier into a new
existence where pleasure and love were the saneg. diing, and pushed,
and turned, and they pulled at themselves and eHuT, groping fOr that

ultimate joy that urged them on and on.

There seemed no shape, no posture, that they ootilachieve. She knelt
while he stood behind and hammered into her uhi&@ eollapsed with
pleasure; he lay flat while she rose over him, thoigl down and down until
he clung to her hips and held her while his hipskied.

At last it happened that she lay with her backgjéhis chest, her arms and
body spread helplessly, exhausted. He was on bisuraler her, driving up
into her body.

His hand found her centre, and as he stroked hibrtimy movements, a
new, burning pleasure began to uncoil in her. SHd her breath as if to



listen, and his hand went remorselessly on, stgpkimd teasing that cluster
of overheated nerves that seemed to be a knghaffllaments reaching out
to the ends of being. Drawing love both from antié¢o being.

Pleasure burned up inside her, and she lifted hras @ver her head to
stroke his hair, wishing she could kiss the pleasack into his own mouth.

"Harry!" she cried, as the spiral grew and expanded now he could feel
his own pleasure beckon, as her body clenched sjhsatly around his,
again and again, drawing it from him. He drove hapdinto her, once,
twice, and the pleasure wrapped her heart, opemiogto a world of
limitless love. It flooded out then, and swept lwath a power that made the
light go black.

Her whole being arched and writhed. She wailed asshed over her, and
the cry summoned up the same flood of overwhelrionging and love in
him, so that he need do nothing but give himselfauip.

It swept them, shook them, so that they helplesséd each other's names.
And they soared to a place called Perfection agaching it, as humans
must, fell back again.

She turned in his embrace then, and he pressessaa@ainst her breast,
tasting her heartbeat with his life.

"l would like to show you Barakat one day," he saithe morning, as they
stood waiting for their breakfast with nothing andithem but blue water. A
soft delicious breeze caressed them, reminding #erh of how love had
touched them in the night.

"Barakat, not Bagestan?"

"l was born and raised in Barakat. | do not yetwrigagestan. My father
was Prince Wafig. He was forced to flee during¢bap, and | have been
there only once or twice. But naturally | woulddiko show you Bagestan,
too, if you wish it."



Mariel smiled and turned as he led her to the takle theDhikra?"
"Or perhaps oiMa Fouzemy own sailing yacht. Do you sail?"

"Oh, yes. My father taught me when | was a kid Bvel always loved it."
This yacht was magnificent, but Mariel liked tolfdee sea spray in her hair.

"Mariel, | have something to say to you." He lifteid head as the steward
appeared with a platter of delicious- looking auiitf and wondered how
long it would be before he could tell her the tdepth of what he felt.

She caught her breath but could say nothing. Afteroment he went on.

"My brother suggests, and | agree with him for gileat you and | may still
be at risk from those who were chasing us. He wbkéus to stay out to
sea for the next two or three weeks."

Her heart kicked. Two or three weeks? Did he intiendictate now exactly
when they would go their separate ways?

Well, she might have something to say about that.

"In a day or two Ashraf will arrive, and the yachill be the centre for
meetings and discussions with many different peapleur plans develop.
We can stay here on tlihikra, or..."

One day at a time. That was what her father hatgedwher to do when she
was distraught over the breakup of her parentgiaga.Mariel, don't live it
all now. Take one day at a time.

But sometimes that just wasn't possible.

"Or we can sail away by ourselves?" she suggeatethe steward helped
her to some of the tropical fruit. She smelled ddeur of fresh lime and
thought that it was a scent that would foreverdptins moment back to her.
When her future seemed to hold its breath.



"Not very far away. | will have to come aboard foeetings. But théla
Fouzeis small enough to be handled by two. We wouldalome except
when we chose not to be."

"For two or three weeks," she repeated levelly.

"If we succeed, the danger will be past in a very fveeks."

She tilted her head at him. "And then we part.”

He did not answer."It might not be as easy as"tBhgt said slowly.

He looked at her, and there was an expressionsieyes she hadn't seen
there before. Her heart beat painfully. She todeep breath, wrapping her
courage in her two hands.

"l can't guarantee to go quietly in a few weeks."

His jaw clenched. "If we fail, Mariel, nothing igitain."

"One thing is certain, win or lose," she said. HHace cracked with fear and
feeling.

He was motionless. "What?"

"I love you, Harry." She saw fire leap up behind ayes. "l can't agree to
sail away with you for three weeks if it means twvaen it's over | just take
a walk. If I go with you now, you have to understdhat it's because | love
you and I think I'll love you forever."

"Mariel, | cannot hear this now. If we fail—"

She almost laughed. "Do you know what? | fell mdavith you when all |

had was a photograph. And | was still in love witlu when | thought you
were a cat burglar. And then you started telliigladse ridiculous stories
and all 1 could think was that | had given my hearévocably to an

accomplished con man. So you can't expect me pleting you if | learn

that you aren't, after all, going to be the brothfea sultan.”



He was on his feet, drawing her up into his embr&be slipped her arms
up around his neck and looked into his eyes.

"l love you, Mariel,” he said, and her heart leagb fluttering flight,
leaving her breathless. "I have never felt for anaa what | feel for
you—Ilove, and passion, and admiration for your imergpirit. | would not
have told you, not till we knew the end of our ef$olt is your own courage
that makes me confess.

"But you must understand how it is. If we fail @rfew weeks anything may
happen. | may be dead, or worse—in one of Ghagsilsens."

"We'd better think about escape plans, then," sggested. "I wonder if the
Travelling Circus could be of help there?"

He laughed and thought that, even loving her agdidhene had nevertheless
underestimated her. "And if the Travelling Circuasmot successful?"

"Do you think Monsieur Saint Julien has any expeeof wartime escape
from the Germans that would be useful?"

He shook her arm. "Matriel, be serious."

"All right, let me think." She put her finger to thehin. "Hmmm, in that
case, | guess I'd have no choice but to hang araitthg for you."

He looked at her, a smile in his eyes that melexditihere she stood, and she
saw that he accepted it.

"And what shall we do with the next few weeks, nngve heroine?"

"Well," she said, "as it might be our last few week freedom, then let's be
free."

Sailing with Harry on the wind. She knew the thouglleased him as much
as it did her.



Epilogue

"We 're starting to understand the chain of eveitsh said. "Ramiz thinks
Ghasib has put a mole inside the organizationishabrking to undermine
the monarchy in Barakat. That mole passed on irddon about the
discovery of the Rose to Ghasib via Verdun, butléde for Ghasib to get
hold of it himself."

"It must also have been through that mole thapth@o of me was sent to
Verdun," Harry suggested.

"Yes. It seems a third man was sent along with Rand his partner when
they picked up the Rose, and that man was instfuotphotograph anyone
else who went to that apartment that day. Of cotlrsg hoped to get some
line on us, but | don't suppose they expected Wit actually got.”

"Have you seen it, Ash?"

No need to explain what he meant. "Yes, I've seén i

"And?"

"Harry, it's indescribable. That stone has gotoavghside it men would kill
for. You've heard that, I've heard it, but it isybed expectation. There is
nothing like it."

Harry glanced at the coffee table, where newspapesgveral languages
were strewn, all of them more or less chewing o@&rasib and the
Bagestani people's search for their sultan. It wasign that the public
relations campaign was under way.

"So it's begun?"

"It's begun," agreed Crown Prince designate Asardawadi. "There's no
turning back. It's win or lose now."



