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ENEMY IN HIS BED

Sheikh Ashraf possessed the fortitude of a hundudtdns -- still, he was
mightily tempted by the seductive allure of the teyi®us and ravishing
Dana Morningstar. Never had a woman unraveled és$raint like the
sumptuous television celebrity.

But for Ashraf, romance was unfathomable -- hisotiye was to seize his
family's stolen throne. In this power struggle, iasa a courier of danger,
an assassin's bait? Ashraf's instincts said sheawadly.... Still, to control
the vixen, he would keep her close as a lover. &erfa night of passion
would conquer all doubt!



One

"Look, it's Reena!"

"She looks so different in real life!"
"What a dress!"

"Wow, she's practicallpaked!"

Dana Morningstar paused at the top of the shghtlof steps leading down
into the bar as the whispers ran in a little rippteund the rapidly filling
room.

"Isn't she wearingnythingunder it?"
"She'ssobeautiful!”

"My dear, you are a ravishingly wanton nun tonigisaid a gravelly,
perfectly produced voice at her elbow, and sheeimmith a smile to greet
one of the great theatrical "Sirs" of the old sdhwbo had entered just
behind her.

"Hello, Sir Henry, how nice to see you."

"And how lovely to see you, Dana. Who, if | may adksigned that very
dashing frock for you?"The very dashing frock cstesil of a double layer
of shimmery, sheer white fabric with a high, straigeckline, wrist-length
sleeves, and a long skirt. By a trick of the liglgtying on the two layers of
fabric, it looked opaque, and very demure, but atmants, with certain
movements, it became almost fully transparent. Wlarm mocha skin

glowed through the fabric, and underneath she wasaring only a

skin-coloured thong.

Dana smiled and put her hand on the arm Sir Heffieyea, stepping down
into the bar at his side as people gazed entrati€adila,” she told him in
an under- voice. "A new designer launching herthenautumn. She says
this dress is going to make her name."



Dana's black hair, long and thick, fell like a dt@aound her shoulders and
down her back. Her makeup was expertly appliednioarce her dark,
heavy-lashed eyes and high, strong cheekbones. v&ite delicate
tan-coloured sandals and carried a tiny bag.

"On anyone but yourself it would be a dismal falubut she is perfectly
right. Every woman in this room will be knocking ber door tomorrow,
foolishly hoping to be made to look like you."

Dana was five foot eleven with a perfect figurepvea and long, with high

breasts, athletic legs, and a firm musculature.dresky skin usually meant
that as an actress she was cast in "ethnic" roldsether First Nation rebel,
exotic outworlder, or Arab princess. Or her curresap role—Reena, the
bitchy, repressed, high-flying South Asian lawyer.

"Would you like some bubbly, Dana?" Sir Henry askeehtly whisking a
glass of champagne from a waiter's tray and offeitito her. "Not for me,
dear boy, my heart, you know," he added, wavinggate hand with studied
elegance. "Do you think you could find me a scotel®@uble, no water."

"Oh, yes, Sir John! Of course!" said the waiterthasiastically if
inaccurately, and headed for the long bar, behindhvmen and women in
black and white bustled to provide for the guesthe charity function.

"They are so young these days," Sir Henry comptamédly. "They don't
show my Lear in the schools anymore, of course."

"I don't think they teachKing Lear at all," Dana sympathized. "Not
accessible enough, Shakespeare."

A man was staring at her from across the room. Wwhele room was
manoeuvring, overtly or covertly, to get a looktla dress; she had been
prepared for that. But this man was different. étekkbd disapproving. Dana
flicked a careless eyebrow at him and turned henabn back to "the best
Lear the world has seen this century.”

"Ah, the new barbarians," he was saying. "And wtg/ you here tonight,
my dear, giving a view of your body to the mass&gsarticular interest in



Bagestani Drought Relief, or merely part of theegahcelebrity sweep? |
understand they've pulled out all the stops fas time." He glanced around
the crowd with studied disdain. His mouth workedughtfully. "Too far,
perhaps.”

She laughed, as she was meant to. "A little of .bbiey did scoop the cast
of Brick Lane,but | would probably have been targeted anyway—Hatth
Bagestani, Sir Henry."

She glanced at the disapproving man again: he hdatlaintensity that
made him magnetic. She was annoyed by the compulsith couldn't resist
it. For a moment their eyes met. Then, dismissierg he dropped his gaze
to someone who was speaking to him.

Who the hell did he think he was? Dana looked hieroHe was wearing a
dark red, matte silk, Eastern- cut jacket overywlk shalwartrousers, and

some pretty impressive jewellery, as well as wbakéd like war medals.
He also seemed to have a chain of office. Althdwghis looks he might be
a Bagestani, no representative of the Ghasib regumeld be at this

function.

"Really?" Sir Henry replied, his eyebrows raised. was under the
impression that you were Ojibwa—was that just stymiblicity?"

Dana had played the small part of a First Natioman brought to England
from Canada during the early nineteenth centurg ifilm in which Sir
Henry had had the starring role.

"My mother's Ojibwa, my father Bagestani,” she shdrtly. She glanced
around the room. People were still nudging eacbrahd talking about her
dress, but the dark man was now apparently unawai@ter existence.
"Usually they play up whatever side suits the prityimachine.”

"Yes, of course,"” he said, eyeing her up and down.

"Astonishing how beautifully some races mix. Make® wonder why the
great prejudice grew up against interracial magidgm sure we—"



"Sir Henry," Dana said abruptly, "that tall man pweere was looking at
you. Do you know him?"

He turned his head absently. "If a man was lookimgway, my dear, and |
am sure they all are, he—oh, good evening, Dickie,interrupted himself
as an actor of his generation accosted him. 'l&tking, then. Do you know
Dana Morningstar?"

On Dana's other side a woman took advantage ofirttegruption to
approach her and claim her attention.

"I have to confess that | wat@&rick Laneregularly! And | think the show is
going to be absolutelgestroyedvithout Reena. | love you in that—you are
so cool and bitchy, you never let Jonathan get amilyit!" she enthused.
"Everyone | know wasoupset to hear you were being written out!"

Dana smiled with the charm that always made peoptement on how
different she was from bitchy Reena, and murmudideby.

"No, it's absolutely true! You make that show!" theman overrode her,
much more interested in her own voice than hersdiDo you know yet
how it's going to happen to Reena? Is it goinggonurder or anything like
that?"

Dana had done her final day of filming last weelkf-B"I'm sworn to
secrecy, I'm afraid,” she apologized with a smile.

She heard much more in the same vein as the naxtnogressed. For an
hour the celebrities, majorand minor, were rublshgulders in the bar with
the paying guests, who had parted with substastials of money for the
privilege, and would be parted from more during¢barse of the evening.

A magazine photographer's assistant was workingwaig through the
crowd asking the celebrities, two at a time, tcagd pose for shots under
the special lighting that had been set up in omeazo A photographer from
a newspaper was walking around the room takingidastts.



Sometimes she thought she felt the man's gazeibgusér again, but when
she glanced over she never caught him looking tasr. Wlaybe she was
imagining it. She irritably rejected the idea asrsas she thought of it—he
was the last man in the world she would obsess &yer knew what he was
like without exchanging one word with him.

She was sure that if she asked anyone about hwwobkl notice, and she
was determined not to give him the satisfaction.wées certainly on the
"celebrity” side: women were drooling over him witie special fixity
reserved for men who are rich, handsome, yamtfamous all together.

Not that he was all that handsome, Dana told hecggtally, watching as
he dutifully took his turn posing for the photognap. His face was
composed of angles too strong and stern for hanelsess. There was too
much strength in the set of his jaw, the discipbhéhe wide mouth. He had
square, thick black eyebrows over black eyes thaingd to set icy fire to
whatever they touched. He was slim and spare,huslders square under
his jacket. There seemed to be a weight of respiitgion him, and she
could only guess his age at between twenty-fivefartg.

She didn't like him. She didn't like him at all.

But it occurred to her that she always knew exaeftfyere he was in the
room. Of course it was only because she was tlestaloman in the room
and he was at least six-two, but still...

"Ladies and gentlemen, in a moment we'll be moinhgthe ballroom," one
of the organizers announced, and she surfaced emlized that she had
spent the past five minutes in a daze, with no wdeat she had said or what
had been said to her. "If you don't yet know yable, please check the
charts by the entrance."

"Have you found yours yet, Dana?"

Jenny, the actress who played her roommate, Desinethe show, was at
her elbow.

"Clueless," Dana replied cheerfully, as they kissleeleks.



"I'm sure you'll be at Table G with the rest of'uBhe two women linked
arms and moved towards the crowd around the chesidbé the wide
entrance to the ballroom.

"That dress is going to cause a riot, Dana," Jenoymured, completely
without envy. She was Dana's opposite in nearlyryevghysical

feature—she was a curly-headed blond, with a roehderful, motherly
face and a short dumpy shape. But she was funl, doyha good friend, as
well as an excellent actress, and she never seenesdy anyone anything.

Dana laughed. "Is it shocking?"

"You have no idea, my pet! You turn your head fordh arm and suddenly
you're naked! I've seen more than one spilled dlrink

"Well, that's the idea," Dana observed. "It's siggubto get me noticed."

"And who is that broody alpha male you're carefalby exchanging glances
with?"

Dana's cheeks got warm. "Who do you mean?"

Jenny laughed and squeezed her arm. "You knowwehlywho | mean.
First he looks at you, then you look at him, and's@both careful never to
be caught at it. Darling, have you had a complctatair with a handsome
sheikh and managed to keep it secret?"

Dana jerked upright. "I don't even know his nanmel bcertainly don't want
to learn it! Where did you get the idea | knew him?

"Oh.. .just a certain sizzle in the air," Jennydsanock dreamily. "The air
between you is distorted, sort of like when heatiggg over the desert
sands...."

A man with a clipboard stopped them before Danddcargue.

"It's quite all right, I can check for you, Miss ktongstar!" he said, so
obviously smitten that Jenny laughed. He riffletbtigh his pages. "Table



D," he announced. "That's about five o'clock onitimer circle if you take
the dais as twelve."

This cryptic comment made sense a few moments \Wten they moved
into the ballroom. Against the centre of the baell was a raised octagonal
dais where a Middle Eastern ensemble, includingrémitionaltar, setar,
nayandsantur,as well as zither and violin, was tuning up. Arddhe dais
was a polished octagonal dance floor, and aroustdribre arranged tiers of
round tables, each seating eight people.

The band began playing as the guests entered aeadsput to find their
tables—a haunting melody that Dana recognized. ds a traditional
Bagestani song calleéina al Warda?-"Where is the Rose?"— which had
taken on a special resonance for the expatriatedagis, all so bitterly
opposed to Ghasib's terrible regime. Her fathemdhayged it to Dana and her
sister throughout her childhood.

"I wonder why you're not at Table G with the refus?" Jenny moaned
after accompanying her to Table D and discovergaptrary to both
inclination and expectation, that the man with¢hgboard was right.

"It's a bore,” Dana agreed, but there wasn't gtange a seating change
now.

"Who are you with, then?" Jenny bent to the cardgither side of Dana's
own. The band was givingina al Warda?all it had, and as people around
the room sank into their seats, Dana saw anotaer dark man looking her
way. He was dressed in the Western style, blackie looked as though he
was wondering whether to cross over to her.

Her father.

Where is the Rose?

When will | see her?



The nightingale asks after his beloved....

She stared at him. Well, this put a whole new cexiph on the

fund-raising evening. This was no mere Drought &eGampaign. Her
father would not have come to any ordinary chafiiyd-raiser for

Bagestan. He was convinced that, in spite of evergdest efforts, most of
the money raised in good faith in the West wenaight into President
Ghasib's own coffers and the poor scarcely sawnaye

Dana took a fresh look around at the other gudstsy were top bracket;
the tickets to this affair had been very priceylyCGabout half of them were
the usual run of charity supporters and celebutytérs, though.

The other half were wealthy, educated Bagestamatsxpmostly those of a
certain age who had been rich enough to get aimeofountry in sixty-nine,
but sprinkled with a few who had come as refugeabe years since and
made good. The next generation, the foreign-bons smd daughters like
herself, were also well represented.

The women were mostly in traditional Bagestani sire$ beautifully
decoratedshalwar kameesand trailing gold-embroidered scarf, and a
number of the older men were in immaculate whigdapas. More than one
of them, hearing that music, now had eyes that Wwaghter for tears.

Her father was still looking at her. She wondeifeldei had seen her dress.
She hoped so. She was suddenly filled with a degddury, as if her father
had somehow manipulated her presence here. Logichter that was
impossible.

"Hellooo," Jenny carolled.

Dana surfaced, nodded a cool acknowledgement tdatieer and turned
away. "Sorry, what did you say?"

"Sir John Cross," Jenny repeated, pointing to Hrd at the place setting to
one side of Dana's. "Who's he?"



"A diplomat, | think. Or, he was." She had a vaguemory of her father's
voice. "Wasn't he the British Ambassador to Bagesiiathe time of the
coup?"

"Search me!" Jenny shrugged. "Poor Dana! And Shagtiraf Durran,” she
read from the card on her other side. "One of thasang old farts in white
skirts, | bet. My poor darling, it's going to béoag night for you."

"It is going to be a very successful fund-raisinght," Dana told her with
dry sarcasm, unable to hold down her irritation.

"Is it? How do you know?" Jenny asked with a sm8&e wasn't big on
world affairs, Dana reminded herself. And her iestrin such things as
mind manipulation techniques began and ended vsitiiiguher disarming,
housewifely smile in fabric softener commercials.

"Because it may say Drought Relief on the banrmrsthe real story behind
this little event is Line Our Pockets with Gold a@de Day We'll Restore
the Monarchy in Bagestan!" she told Jenny throught&eth. "God, these
people make me sick!"

Jenny blinked. "What do—"
"Listen to that music! They're deliberately playing

on everyone's insane hopes for Ghasib to be owsvthand a new sultan to
come riding in on his white horse and turn back dleek to the Golden
Age! It's not going to happen, but they will gefioatune from the deluded
tonight! It's unspeakable!"

Jenny was looking at her in surprise. Dana wadténdike this, except
when she was on the set playing the overexcitabEn&

"But, Dana, wouldn't you rather see Ghasib kickat? dVouldn't it be a
good thing if one of the al Whatsit princes couddidund and restored to the
throne?"



"You've been reading the Sunday papers, Jennyatteng but ink and hot
air. Thereare no al Jawadi princes! Ghasib had them all assaiesiryears
ago. If anybody kicks Ghasib out, it is going totbe Islamic militants, and
that's just going to be a case of out of the frypag, isn't it?"

"But what about that one iHello! magazine a couple of weeks back, who
had amnesia? He wa® gorgeous, too. He's a grandson of the old sultan,
and it said—"

"Najib al Makhtoum is not a viable candidate foe throne, even if he is
who they say he is, which | doubt. They are all ptately deluded, these
people, and somebody is making sure they stay ddludhe belatedly
noticed the alarm in Jenny's eyes, heaved a sigis@aired.

"Sorry, Jen, but | got this stuff all my life fromy father, and | hate it.
You're right, they are a bunch of boring old favtso want their palaces and
oil rigs back and can't accept that it isn't goiaghappen. God, | wish |
hadn't come! It might be tolerable if | were sittiwith you and the others.
This way—" she gestured at the label that r8hadikh Ashraf Durrai+—in
addition to everything else, I'll have to listenaavhole lot of demented
ravings about how we've got Ghasib on the ropéssat

"Never mind," Jenny murmured mock-placatingly, "y@an always marry
him. He's probably got lots of money, and that'stwkally matters."

"Not if he were the last sheikh on the planet!" Baowed.

Jenny laughed, leaned to kiss Dana's cheek agdimmawved off. Dana
turned her head—and found herself looking at thistifaced stranger from
a distance of a few feet. By the look on his fac#,only was he an al Jawadi
supporter, he had overheard every word of theiversation.



Two

For a moment she thought he was going to pass pbubye stopped and
faced her. His eyes bored into hers, but agaifiiteashiver of feeling she
couldn't define, she managed to hold her gaze wtead

"Are you an optimist, Miss Golbahn, or a pessiniist’z asked in
conversational tones.

Typical of a man like him to call her by her fatsenot her professional
name. She was quite sure it was deliberately caied]

"Don't you mean, am | a dreamer or a realist?"

"No, I don't mean that," he replied, in a caretiid that infuriated her. His
eyebrows moved expressively. "I mean, when youlsatythe restoration of
the monarchy is impossible, do you speak from yasahes, or your fears?"
He had absolutely no right to challenge her aboobraversation he had
eavesdropped on in the first place. His arroganeglemher grit her
teeth—and tell a lie.

"I have no wishes one way or the other. | am singalling it as | see it."

"You have no wish to see a vicious dictator whdmbgs his country and his
people swept from power," he repeated, his facedmang.

She was damned if she would retract now.
"What good would my hopes do anyone?"
His burning gaze flicked down over her body, thekoup to her face
again. She suddenly felt what a disadvantage ineaso know whether she

was naked or not. Had he just looked at her breasts

"Do you feel you owe nothing to your father, Misslahn?" he asked.



She stared at him in open-mouthed, indignant ashoment. Typical of a
man like him to imagine a twenty-six-year-old wonsrould govern her
actions according to her father's pride!

"Who do you think you're talking to?" she demanded, dinglglizing that
heads were now turning in their direction.

"My name is Morningstar," she overrode him in heldest voice. "And
how accounts stand between me and my father idudblonone of your
business."

His eyes narrowed at her, but if he expected hbetcowed, he could think
again. She tilted her chin and gave him staretboesHer tone was no more
insulting than his own had been, and she woulduite ¢pappy to point that
out to him. But the man bowed his head a fraction.

"l apologize. | was given to understand that youemgolonel Golbahn's
daughter.”

"My father is Khaldun Golbahn. He is no longer #ocel, and the regiment
he was colonel of hasn't existed for over thirtgrge' she returned through
her teeth.

Before he could respond to this, a waiter appetargdll out her chair, and
Dana gratefully turned away and sank down to acaepkin on her lap.
Only a few people were still milling around, tying their conversations
before heading to separate tables. People wereniwgtber more or less
covertly, and she realized that her argument vhth stranger had given
them another reason to stare and whisper.

She could sense that he was still hovering behemd$he hoped he wasn't
intending to get in the last word. Dana picked ke printed menu card
propped in front of her wineglass and wished held/disappear.

"Sheikh Durran!" a crusty old voice exclaimed wsttisfaction.



"Sir John," his voice replied, and she almost f&invith horror. Her eyes
flew to the place card at the setting next to Béeikh Ashraf Durran.

Ya Allah,she would be sitting beside him for the next twars!

The two men were shaking hands behind her, antlesdrel the clap of hand
against shoulder. "l was hoping to see you." Tlhenwhn dropped his voice.
"How did your brother manage? Can | assume yolwsgnee tonight means
| am to congratulate you?"

Dana found she was holding her breath. There wasraosf mystery over
the conversation, suddenly, and it gripped her. & further over the
menu card, but she wasn't taking in one word oftwizes printed.

"He was successful, Sir John, in a manner of spgakand flying by the
seat of his pants, as usual.”

He spoke quietly. His voice now held a hint of hwmthat she hadn't been
privileged to hear when he spoke to her. It waspdaed strong, as
compelling as the man. A voice an actor would fiil

"You have it safe, then?" The old man was whisgenow.

"l do."

"Tremendous! Well done, all of you! One might almsay, an omen."
"Mash'Allah."

The two men sat, one on either side of her. Daaradffixedly at the menu.
She had never felt so unnerved by a situation.r8mended herself how
many times in the past she had made conversatitnamikward, difficult
strangers, more or less successfully. There wasason to feel as though
there was a chasm in front of her.

Waiters were already circulating with trays of s#es and pouring wine.
Onstage thear was being played with a heartrending virtuositgittho
other instrument, she thought, ever achieved.



"Asparagus or tabbouleh?" the waiter asked her.

Dana loved the food of Bagestan; she had beerdraisdt. At sixteen she
had stopped eating it, as a rejection of her fasimer all he stood for. That
time of rebellion was long past; she was twenty+sow. But she found
herself thrown back into that old, combative mird+sow.

She wanted to let Sheikh Ashraf Durran know thatwhs not to be judged
by any of his rules. As she had her father.

"Asparagus, thank you," she said, and a plate ttébsoaked green spears
was set before her. She took a sip of wine.

"Tabbouleh,” Sheikh Durran firmly requested a momater. She noticed
that there was no wine in his wineglass. Well, shé@ld have guessed that.

In the loud buzz of conversation that was goingliaround the ballroom,
it seemed to her that the silence between the twtean must be as obvious
to everyone as their earlier disagreement. She greddif gossip about
them would find its way into the tabloids. Jouretdioften needed no more.
Find a button and sew a coat onto it was their anott

Dana glanced around the table in the hopes ofrfqhdiconversation to join.
Somehow she had got put in with the political cro8tie recognized an
academic who was often called in to discuss Bagesféairs on a BBC
current events program, and a television journaltsdt had made her name
covering the Parvan-Kaljuk War and whose career m@8 devoted to
reporting from one Middle East hot spot or anotBema thought she would
have enjoyed talking to them. But they were diseattross the table from
her, chatting quietly together.

Sir John Cross, too, was engaged with the persdnsoother side.
"You have no desire to see your father restorettisocommand, Miss

Morningstar?" Sheikh Durran clearly had no reseowst about picking up
where they had left off.



Dana picked up a stalk of asparagus and turnechdésd. Up close she
recognized the Parvan flag on one of his medalswbie a veteran of the
Parvan-Kaljuk War, then, but she was no closentmking who he was.

"l have noexpectationof seeing it," she returned, before biting inte th
tender, delicious tip.

"Why not?"

"My father is, after all, nearly sixty. Not very luyounger than President
Ghasib." She said the name deliberately, for inaexjrcles it wasn't the
thing to give the dictator his title. Saying it an occasion like this was
tantamount to declaring herself on the Ghasib side.

She wasn't on the Ghasib side and never had beteryen in her days of
wildest rebellion. But no way was she going to faéekly in line with the
sheikh's expectations.

She pushed the buttery stalk into her mouth. The&® no change in the
sheikh's expression, but suddenly she felt thdiplsgimbolism of it, almost
as if he had pointed it out to h&ream on!she wanted to snap.

She chewed, then licked the butter from her fingsrbefore deliberately
reaching for her wine again.

Sheikh Durran seemed to take no notice. He picked small lettuce leaf
and used it to pinch up some of his tabbouleh salad

"Do you think the only thing that will remove Ghlagsrom power is death
from old age?"

She chose another stalk. She opened her mouth,enogdf she could
unnerve him by sucking the butter from the tip. Eges flicked to his. His
look was dry and challenging, and without any wagnheat flamed in her
cheeks.

"Even granting the unlikely proposition that thevas an al Jawadi heir,"
she said defiantly, "even granting that this mystes person should at last



reveal himself and, even more amazingly, make iie/ attempt to take
power, and then granting that he should be suadessfrestoring the
monarchy in Bagestan— what are the odds that nimefatvould be given
his old job back by someone who wasn't even botheatime he held it?"

His eyebrows went up, but he made no answer.

"But the truth, if people would stop being excitegdnewspaper reports as
reliable as sightings of the Abominable Snowmarthad it's a mirage. No

prince is going to come riding in on his white heoend wave his magic
wand to make Ghasib disappear.”

"You know this?"

"Look—I got that nostalgia stuff at my daddy's knele talked of nothing
else all through my childhood. When | was a kidelieved it. | had a huge
crush on the mysterious Crown Prince who was gmimgake it all happen.
| wrote letters to him. | even had a dream thatakwoing to marry him
when | grew up. But he never came, did he? Thiegrg now.

"l paid my dues, Sheikh Durran. | believed the mashfirmly as | believed
in Santa Claus. After my mother and father spliit&aClaus never visited
our house again, but | went on believing in himdAmnvent on believing in
the al Jawadi restoration, too. But a dream lika tinly lasts so long. And
then one day you wake up and realize—it's a faile.'t

"And at what age did you wake up?"
Dana tensed and wished she hadn't spoken so og@ywasn't sure why
she had. "From the Santa Claus myth, eight. Framptince on a white

horse fiction, sixteen," she said shortly, and iggpherself to her meal.

"Sixteen," Sheikh Ashraf repeated consideringlyhafls young to stop
believing injustice.”

She supposed he was right. But she had had a veley and sudden
awakening.



Dana shrugged, demolished another spear of asgaragd wiped her
fingers on her napkin. He waited, and she feltddrio answer. She waved a
hand at the room.

"What amazes me is the number of people who neakewp—who refuse
to wake up.”

"What happened at sixteen that took the stars frBrigour eyes?”

| discovered that the father | adored was a momstémothing he said was
to be believed.She shrugged and lied again. "Ngtimmparticular."

His gaze probed her for an uncomfortable momerttdler relief he let it
pass.

"And what happened to your letters?" he asked.

"What?" she asked blankly. She automatically leaiogdirds him as the
waiter cleared her plate.

"The letters you wrote to the Crown Prince. Whatamee of them?"

She really wished she hadn't told him about thatakn't a part of her past
she confided very often. Something had knockedffdrer centre tonight.

"l really don't know." Her tone saidon't care.

"They were never sent?"

"Where to? My father told me Crown Prince Kamil hestaped from the
palace as a baby, with his mother carrying him loaa of Ghasib's dirty
laundry. He said they got to Parvan, but no onevkaey more than that,
did they?"

He hesitated. "Some knew more."

She wasn't sure what made her ask, "Did you evet hm?"



Again he hesitated. "Yes, | met him."

"He died fighting in the Kaljuk War, didn't he? tsat where you knew
him?"

Sheikh Ashraf turned his head and lifted a hanthasvaiter started to fill
his glass with wine. "No, thank you."

When he turned back he seemed to have forgottenjuestion. After a
moment Dana nodded towards the row of medals oahast.

"You were in the Kaljuk War?"

His eyelids came down as he nodded.

"Are you Parvani?" He didn't sound it.

"l was born in Barakat," he said. "l was in Prif@ear's Company."

The almost legendary Company of Cup Companiondyyeérince Omar of
Central Barakat, who had gone to war on Prince &f@siside. She had
followed their fortunes while still at drama schoAll her friends had had
crushes on the Cup Companions and had plagued Waneajuestions,
feeling sure that, because of her background, sbe knore than they did.

And she had, a little. At least she knew what #ment Cup Companion
meant. "In the old days, it used to mean the gogking went on the prowl
with. The sons of the aristocracy. They weren'tpsiged to know or care
about politics or government, only wine and loved poetry." Cue for sighs.
"But nowadays it's just the opposite. They're thage's special advisors
and stuff like that. By tradition he has twelvetloém,"” she had explained.

There had been many more than the twelve in thep@aag of course.
Others recruited had been made Honorary Compartsms.wasn't foolish
to ask, "Are you one of his Cup Companions?"



He replied with a little nod. She should have gadsSsbefore. But she'd
forgotten until now that Cup Companions from Parzd the Barakat
Emirates were supposed to be attending tonight.

"What's your interest in the al Jawadis?" she jpekss

He eyed her consideringly for a moment. "Prince Ommaelated to the al
Jawadi through the Durrani. I, too, am a Durrani."

"And you want to help the al Jawadi back to therler?"

His raised his eyebrows. "Tonight we are here igeremoney not for the al
Jawadi, but for the victims of the drought whichaSit's insane agricultural
policies have created."

"Maybe, on the surface, but you know and | knowt tieaight there are
going to be lots of under-the-table donations ®adhJawadi campaign as
well."

"Do we?"

The waiter had refilled her wineglass and she w@modther sip. There was
juice on the table for non-drink- ers, but she ¢cexdi Sheikh Durran stuck to
water. But refusing alcohol didn't prove he wasoadyman. No doubt her
father was doing the same.

"Born in Barakat, you said. Are you Bagestani bgodol?" Not all the
refugees from Ghasib's regime had fled to Englan€Canada, by any
means. More had gone to Parvan and Barakat.

"I am half Barakati, half Bagestani,” he said, aftepause in which he
seemed to calculate.

"Ah! So you're one of those who never stopped bglgein the fairy tale?"
His lips twitched again. "You might say that. Andouy Miss

Morningstar—you do not believe anyone is capableeafoving Ghasib
from power?"



"Salmon or chicken?" the waiter interrupted, anitkjy set down what she
asked for.

She chose automatically and scarcely noticed tieeruption.

"Well, there's always the possibility that anotaetbitious nephew may one
day be successful in some renewed assassinatempftl suppose,” she
allowed, helping herself to the beautifully cookezhetables offered. "Or
the Islamic militants may pull it off. But Ghasibe&s seem to deal with both
those possibilities in a very convincing way, doeksa? | can't help feeling
that anyone with their eyes on power, even a priteere is one, might be
content to wait until natural causes win the daytfem."

He concentrated on the vegetables for a momentu 'tk the fear of
death makes cowards of us all?"

His part of the conversation so far seemed to sbmsitirely of questions.
"Maybe. It's the undiscovered country, isn't itRU$ conscience doth make
cowards of us all,"™ she recited.

His mouth went up on one side. It was the firstisrsine had had from him.
"And who said that?"

"Hamlet. Isn't that who you were paraphrasing?"
This produced a small laugh. Humour transformed, sime found. The fire
in his eyes turned to sparkle, and he suddenly sdenuch younger. Now

she would place him at well under thirty-five.

"l was not paraphrasing anyone." The flow to thev m®nversation was
seamless as he pursued, "You know the play well?"

"| starred in a school production.”
"Interesting—I thought the star part was Hamletseth"

"It is the star part.” She grinned, but still diot feel easy with him. "l was at
a girls' school."



"And you were the tallest girl?"

It occurred to her suddenly that he did not knovowhe was. That was why
he had called her by her father's name. Well, mprse if a man like him
didn't watch the soaps, and she hadn't yet landedjer film part.

She laughed. What did it matter? "Yes, | was tHedigirl by a long way,"
she said. "l was a natural for the part.”



Three
"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen."

Dana and Sheikh Ashraf had chatted more amiabla few minutes, and
then, mercifully, the conversation had opened ud bBacome general
around the table. Now the meal, delicious by aapd#rds and stupendous
compared to the food served at most other chattctions she had
attended, was finished. Coffee and liqueurs had keeved.

Now it was down to business.
"We have a wonderful evening lined up for you tdmig."

Dana absently sipped her Turkish coffee and lewv(iee of the master of
ceremonies wash over her. The organizer was intemtjuan earnest, small
man talking about the drought and the famine it temased. And, knowing
his audience, making much of President Ghasib'sibetate
mismanagement of Bagestan's agriculture and his dfgtocketing charity
funds.

"But we have negotiated with Ghasib's governmentpth our own
representatives on the ground in Bag- estan, anchgesnent of the funds
raised tonight will never leave our control untilis safe in the hands of
those who need it most...."

"I wonder if that's true," Dana murmured.

"Very difficult to manage, | should have thougtsjt John Cross agreed in
a low voice. "However, what else can one do? Ikhwe must assume that
some of the money gets through to those who agtoekd it."

"And while we may hope and believe that we're ggttiloser by the day to
the moment when Ghasib's government will be histouy priority toni—"

The audience interrupted him with applause. Dar@olsther head and
glanced towards Sheikh Ashraf. He was looking wetyer, leaning back in
his chair, his arms crossed. He was not applauding.



He turned his head and caught her eye with a tarkl gaze that seemed to
probe and assess, and made her heart pound, bubg&had gleaned from
the examination, she couldn't guess.

The organizer wisely kept it short and then thé st of the evening took
the mike. Roddy Evans was a well-known and popedanedian, always in
demand for events like this because of his abtlityput people into a
generous, good-natured mood and then get bundlesoéy out of them.
Dana had always liked him.

"All right, | want every table to elect a captapiease!" he said, when his
warm-up had reduced everyone to cheers, laughtérapplause. "Just
choose one person who'll keep the rest of younim this evening and take
money from your wallets when instructed to do so...

"l think it better be Dana!" someone announcedit"tiomes to delivering
money to the stage, she's the one they'll all waeee," and the rest of the
table quickly agreed.

"Sheikh Durran looks like a much better bet," Danatested, more out of
curiosity to see how he would react than anythilsg.e'He's at least big
enough to make any threat stick."

"But one catches more flies with honey," he saigatmly, waving a hand,
and they all laughed and agreed.

Dana gave in with a threat.
"You'll be sorry. Be afraid, be very afraid. | walbakyou."

Being captain turned out to be a not very onerouty.dAt intervals
throughout the evening, on instruction, Dana hagktaa five- or ten-pound
note from each of the people seated at her talllgpass the money on to
one of the roving hostesses. Most people were if@nwith the format and
had come with a supply of folding money as welthasr chequebooks. In
the meantime there was plenty of nonsense to keepl® laughing and
donating.



After a while came what most of the paying guesissidered the high
point—the auction. Tonight | here were some reiigs. Top of the list was
an .ill-expense-paid first-class two-week holidayre Hotel Sheikh Daud
in West Barakat, sponsored by Prince Karim.

But that would come near the end, as would thedsreaw Subaru donated
by Ahmed Bashir Motors. Before that there was seery exciting and

somewhat drink-inspired bidding for weekends atntguhotels, meals in
restaurants, books, celebrity memorabilia, thettieets—whatever the
organizers had been able to screw out of donors.coFganizers here had
clearly been top rank, and there was a streamedfitid of prizes that were
often the top prize at lesser events.

Sprinkled among them were half a dozen "persona¢a@nce"” donations.
Certain celebrities had agreed to spend an eveating restaurant with
whoever bid the highest for the honour. In the lagh way of the

entertainment industry, these prizes, like the rstheere graded according
to ascending value through the evening, becausteofexcitement the

increasing amounts of money generated from thetgues

It was always interesting, and often salutary fowse concerned, to see
which celebrities were expected to bring in onlpw bid, and which were
saved to the end—with the other best prizes. Thebdges usually hated
the whole process.

Most of such celebrities were women, and tonightvare, which Dana
supposed was a comment on the way society waswstillShe was always
asked to participate in such an auction, and somestidid, though always
disliking it. If a man got you for too little, heelated you with contempt. If
he paid a lot, often he thought he should be abéxpect a little more than
your face over the dinner table. Or, worst of ladi invited a whole horde of
his friends along and expected you to act as hsgelss for the evening.

But good charity organizers were ruthless, anddheshad been prime, and
Dana had given in.

Her name hadn't been called yet. This was makimghbe/ous, because
although the early names didn't usually get ugontfof the crowd during



the auction, the later names were often asked teodd his let you in for
even more potential humiliation if your drawing pavwasn't as strong as
the organizers had assumed.

Jenny's name had come up early. She stayed ireberlsit she had got a
very respectable two thousand pounds from a reafteesgent whose
company name was called out at least eight timemgliuhe prolonged
bidding by the savvy Roddy. Dana had expected tthbenext celebrity
auctioned after an interval of theatre tickets aéar's membership to a top
gym, but she wasn't.

Nor was she the next, nor the next.

She began to feel really uncomfortable. She wasmobvie star, after all;
they were the ones who pulled in the really big su8he was a mere soap
star with only a couple of film credits, and if shent up after high bids and
scored much less than the previous celeb, it wbeldmbarrassing.

Next up was a gorgeous, big-breasted but brain-tidadision presenter,
who was called up onstage for the auction and vdfigr a long and
well-hyped bidding war between a Harley Street atgmsurgeon and a
new car dealer, pulled nearly five thousand pouitdsas a figure which
impressed the whole room.

A set of golf clubs came next, but it was cleatla| real emotional heat this
time had become focussed on the human portion eofatiction. A very
well-known middle-aged movie actress who had beeluded in last year's
Honours List and was now a Dame raised just ovethgiusand pounds.
Dana started to feel very uncomfortable. Why hasl Wwoman been listed
before her? It was ridiculous. Dana didn't havettaing like her pulling
power.

Maybe Dana's name had just been forgotten by thenarer. She certainly
hoped so.

"It's a bit like a slave auction,” the journalistrass the table observed
dispassionately, making Dana cringe even moreotider why they do it?"



"Because we are made to feel, by whoever is preggus, that it is a small
thing to ask and everyone else has agreed andenseHlish and smug if we
refuse,” Dana said clearly.

And just then Roddy cried, ".. .a dinner date a thbulous Riverfront
Restaurant with our very own favourite bitch, ReéeDtherwise known as
Brick Lane star Dana Morningstar! And she's here tonight, ladies and
gentlemen, so will you come up here, Reena, | mBana, and let the folks
take a look at the merchandise?"

Dana lifted her eyebrows at the journalist as ohehe ever-present
assistants dashed in to hold her chair and eseortohthe stage amid an
enthusiastic round of applause and cheers.

She smiled and twinkled her fingers as she steppathder the lights, and
wondered whether her dress was opaque or trangzdridme moment.

".. .and together you'll dine on caviar, lobsted @hampagne provided by
the fabulous Riverfront Restaurant, which as youkabw is one of
London's most fabulous eateries! It's moored raghthe Thames, and you'll
be driven home afterwards in a chauffeur-drivenldRBloyce provided by
Launcelot Limos!

"So now, what am | bid for a delightful evening Ddana Morningstar's
company? You might even learn from her the sectdReena’'s demise
before it's broadcast! Do | hear five hundred,dadind gentlemen?"
"Five hundred! "

"Oooh, quick off the mark there, Harold. That's #ldiMcintosh, ladies and
gentlemen, not short of a bob or two when you rivkegfair car dealership,
now, are you? Five hundred, do | hear—"

"One thousand!"

"Ah, ha! Well, this promises to be a very excitiagction, ladies and
gentlemen, not reticent at all, are we? That'oagand bid from—"



"Ten thousand pounds.”

It wasn't a shout, but somehow the voice cut thinong chatter and was
heard by everyone. There was a collective gaspvall the room. Not only
because of the enormous leap in the bidding, bcause of the quality of
the voice. Firm, assured, brooking no interferedge not at all the worse
for drink.

Sheikh Ashraf Durrani's voice.

Dana felt her cheeks flame. She bit her lip. She lever had to work so
hard to force a smile in her life, but she manaiggeShe even managed to
fake a little wide-eyed, excited grimace.

‘Ten thousand poundsladies and gentlemen! Well, now we're getting
serious. And who is going to take that higher, hder? Jeremy, accountant
to the stars, you're in this league, do | hearigseran ten thousand for an

evening with Dana Gorgeous Morningstar? What algout George—"

"Ten thousand one hundreditied a slightly inebriated voice.
"Ah ha! We're really cooking with—"
"Fifteen thousand pounds."

It was the sheikh again, speaking as flatly a® iWere giving an underling
an order. The skin on Dana's body shivered intcsgdaumps. He was
making it so obvious.

"Well, well, Sheikh Durran! | see you're pretty elehined to get what you
want. Do | hear any bids over fifteen thousand®dcRoddy, just a little
nonplussed, because it suddenly was difficult jecinthe humour and
good-natured ribaldry he was such at expert at tikoproceedings. The
room was filled with an excited buzz. Dana, stagdma bright spot, just
kept smiling.

It was a struggle. What on earth did the man thiekvas doing? To be the
highest bidder was one thing. To carry on like theant everyone would be



talking! They'd be the subject of endless speaatand the story would
probably make it into the tabloids. They'd nevet gy peace if they
appeared in public.

And yet part of her couldn't resist the lure ofrfgethought so attractive.
Fifteen thousand pounds in a couple of minutes! Andh a powerful,
influential man! It was like a fairy tale.

She saw Jenny and the others atBhek Lanetable gazing at her in blank,
slightly reproachful astonishment, as if a seciat pf her life had been
revealed and they felt they should have known aliout

"...and gone! To Sheikh Ashraf Durran. I'm told yewne of Prince Omar
of Central Barakat's most trusted advisors, ShBikitan, and I'm sure he'll
agree you've shown excellent judgement tonight!"

The applause was thunderous as Dana was escortkdidhder seat, a
follow spot on her all the way.

"Whew!" exclaimed Roddy, wiping the not-so- imagynaweat from his
brow. "Ladies and gentlemen, what can we do to thed® You'll have to
work hard and bid high! And that won't be too diffit for | our next

prize—Prince Karim of West Barakat himself has altjudonated this one,
ladies and gentlemen. It's the one you've all lveaating for—well, except
lor a certain fairly obvious exception, who's atheanaffled his prize! Here
it is, a two-week holiday for two in the fabulous..

"What on earth did you do that for?" Dana hisseds lshe sank into her
chair. Everyone at the table was | gazing at thanslightly stunned
speculation. They must now believe one of twogkirthat Dana and the
handsome sheikh already had a relationship, orthieasheikh was smitten
and they were about to have one.

Nothing she could say was going to convince anyatherwise, she was
sure, but the moment she looked into his eyesesdlzed that it wasn't true.
Whatever his reasons were, she knew damned wellShaikh Ashraf
Durran was anything but smitten with her. The eggi@ in his eyes was
anything but sexual interest.



A little seed of anger was born then.

He shrugged, and his next words confirmed her sigsps. "Why not? That
is what we are here for, to raise money."

Inarguable. "Well, after a display like that, | lalot go out with you!" she
retorted childishly, in a low voice meant for hiare alone. "We'd have
every paparazzo in the city following us!"

He lifted his hands in a gesture that said it matt@ot a jot whether she did
or did not. "Things are rarely what they promisé&Buyer Beward am
sure is the first rule at such auctions."

She could not get lighthearted about it. "You hagstbought me."

He looked at her. "No? But you were for sale, were not? Or should we
say for rent?"

That made her grit her teeth. "I'll speak to thgamizer, and you won't have
to_ll

He lifted a hand, cutting her off. "Don't troubldiss Morningstar. | will not
in any case be in the country beyond tomorrow. Teakéend and enjoy the
lobster and the limousine without me."

This made her even angrier, though she could dseé/that it shouldn't.
She should have smiled graciously and said howrgeséne was and how
the starving children in the Qermez Desert at leamstld benefit and that
was what mattered. But she couldn't get the woads lper teeth.

Maybe because she was gritting them.
"More coffee, Miss Morningstar?"
She was grateful for the excuse to turn her helagnf®dded, and the waiter

poured more sweet black sludge into her little clipere was a plate of
sugary Turkish delight which she had previouslyided, but now her



irritation drove her to pick up a little cube. Shieit irritably in half. It was
an unreal bright pink.

Meanwhile the holiday in Barakat was going foresdt as much as it was
probably worth.

She really couldn't have said why she was so tedtavith him. To throw

fifteen thousand pounds away like that—well, of rseuat first she had
imagined it was because he was interested. Andwfse that had piqued
her own interest. But why should she care if alwas interested in was
making a show of his wealth while passing on madwoegharity?

The auction was over, but the wine was still flogveind there were more
high jinks in store. People joined in with delight.

Not Dana. And not the stone-cold-sober Sheikh AsHitlzey stood up and

sat down as instructed, and put their hands on lle@ids or their bums, and
paraded around. But she noticed that when he tusnoetb be one of the

group of men instructed to drop their trousershtrtankles and shuffle up
onto the dance floor, he did not comply, and noatrtbe table even thought
of challenging him on his dereliction.

But everybody else was having a marvellous timé @afitthe nonsense, and
the money was rolling in.

"Now, ladies and gentlemen, a little earlier in #hesning, you were all
handed out cards asking how much you would dowaBagestan Drought
Relief for the fun of a kiss. Yes? You were givea hames of our six magic
couples tonight—the men who bid for an evening waitin lovely actress
volunteers—and you voted for the couple you woutslike to see kiss."

Dana felt a prickling of her skin, like a warnin§g @doom. She flicked a
glance at Sheikh Durran, and saw his mouth tighterknew, too. And was
looking forward to it as much as she was.

"Now, while we've all been having such a fabuloosdytime, volunteers
have been adding up all the votes and tallying them



She had agreed to it—of course they wouldn't pthiiag like this without
getting all the actresses' permission first. Bt Bad agreed with a shrug,
thinking it would be just one more thing. A onesix-chance of having to
kiss some smitten stranger in public—how bad cdub@é? No worse than
the auction itself.

But it was going to be a whole lot worse.

"And ladies and gentlemen, at the risk of shattesome delicate egos, |
can tell you, it wasio contestThe pair you most want to see giving each
other a kiss, ladies and gentlemen, is Dana Mostangand Sheikh Ashraf
Durran!"

The bright light of the follow spot fell on themh&kh Ashraf was sitting
like a statue. Dana realized suddenly thatof course had not been
consulted. For the sheikh this was coming totallyaf left field.

And he liked it even less than she did. She knew Ity his face. Sheikh
Ashraf Durran looked like nothing so much as thesksaof Hawk her
Ojibwa grandfather carved.

But this was a pressure even the coldly disappgosheikh would not be
able to resist.



Four

"Now, first, I'm going to ask you all to put youromey where your mouths
are. Let's see how much you're willing to pay...."

Dana smiled. Sheikh Ashraf was still looking asuthio sparks would fly off
if you hit him with a hammer.

She looked into his face and smiled deliberatelhiat. Everyone was
watching. "It's inevitable," she murmured, her ep&bgiving a flirtatious
flicker as if she were joking with him. "Let's jugét it over with."

He hesitated. "We will look far less foolish if vggve in gracefully,” she
warned him.

Meanwhile, Roddy was good-naturedly chivvying thdiance into one last
fit of generosity, reminding them of the starvingpildren and the
drought-stricken farms, making jokes about how paldr Sheikh Ashraf
was going to have to kiss Dana, and what a tertithg) that was, while all
the audience had to do was pay him to do it.

Someone drunkenly volunteered to stand in for biegkd, and was speedily
subdued by a witty rejoinder from Roddy that pdtasfyone else with that
idea.

And the money buckets were going the rounds. Ateithge of the stage
someone was counting the cash and cheques anashgdepildy advised as
to the total.

Through it all the spotlight was on them. Dana sthiand laughed at the
jokes. She no longer knew how Sheikh Ashraf wastimeg because

although she ! smiled and flicked her eyes his sfay didn't actually locus
on him. Roddy was being decent, his patter was Vlighthearted and

without innuendo, and she didn't really understahg the whole thing was

so hard to take.



Finally Roddy seemed to have milked them dry. Hstrutted the
money-gatherers to pour all the money into a hugkdt at the front of the
stage.

"Now, Dana, and Your Excellency, can | have yoathlup here on stage,
please?"

Dana bit her lip and bent her head, taking a deepth. Her blood was
pounding in her head. She really didn't understahy. It was nothing. A
quick kiss was all that was required. And yet...

She let the breath out on a sigh, lifted her haad, as one of the waiters
appeared behind her chair, prepared to stand.

A hand clamped on her arm, keeping her seateda Daoked down
stupidly, noting the strength in the square fingduat curled around her
flesh, the tawny skin against the shimmery whiteitaof her dress, the heat
that burned through it.

"Wait here,"” he ordered softly.

He got to his feet, crossed the dance floor andetayp onto the little stage.
Such was his presence, his charisma, Dana notadawe, that the rowdy
audience fell immediately silent and expectant.

"You know me," he said, in his deep, firm voiceotvknow who | am.” She
heard a gasp from a table behind her, and a murustiled through the
room. He waited, looking around at the audiencd wie unsmiling, calm
confidence of...she wasn't sure who she had ewwsr wgh that kind of
bone-deep authority.

The air seemed suddenly too heavy with expectation.

"I am Sheikh Ashraf Durran, Cup Companion to Pridrear of Central
Barakat. | am going to do what you want me to dwehno fear.”



There was a massive roar of voices and applaude ske saw, by the
Bagestani contingent. He let it soar and peak, thent off with a raised
hand.

"I am willing, even without your very generous dbaas." More cheers.
"But this—" he gestured at the bucket of moneyisifdéet with a flickering
smile "—this is not by any means enough money tavicme Miss
Morningstar to make such a sacrifice as to kis$ me.

She laughed along with everyone else. God, he dHmila preacher! He
was absolutely mesmerizing them! People begandotsind wave money
and cheques, which the hostesses hurried to co$éetikh Durran stood
with his arms folded, watching.

Roddy, she saw, was gazing at him in stunned atlonirtaHe absently
accepted a note passed to him by one of the hestegad it, then, with a
glance at Sheikh Ashraf, put the mike to his lips.

"l have a note here from Ahmed Bashir of Ahmed Babtotors on the
Edgware Road, pledging to double the amount raiSedtome on, ladies
and gentlemen, this is your chance to give doubleg ynoney!"

Sheikh Ashraf looked and nodded towards the talblerev Ahmed Bashir
was sitting, and another cheer went up. For a mhao had started out
looking as if he were carved in oak, he sure leafast, Dana reflected.

"What does he do for Prince Omar?" someone atabke teaned to ask
Dana.

It was a natural assumption, the way things hace gonight. But there was
too much noise for explanation, and she simplyednéind shook her head.

"Miss Morningstar,” said Sheikh Ashraf from theggaand Dana's head
whipped around as if she were a puppet and hedwaght her string. He put
out a hand. In the room suddenly the sound of itheoaditioning seemed
loud.

"They give all this to the starving if you will lapine, Dana. Do you agree?"



A waiter pulled out her chair. Dana got to her feé&eling half hypnotized,
and moved with swift grace towards him. Her heas$wounding, and the
smile playing on her lips now was involuntary.

"Not everyone knows, | think, that Miss Morningskerself has very close
ties with Bagestan. Her father is Colonel Golbalsajd Sheikh Ashraf.

The Bagestanis in the audience were by now defiridhey screamed and
cheered her up to the stage. Dana was totally besiugthe reaction.

"That is why—" They fell silent again, as if he ti¢heir strings, too. "That
is why Miss Morningstar agrees to this blackmaikcBuse the money is
going to a cause that is very close to all ourts€awild, almost hysterical

applause. "The hungry, desperate children—all theghy and desperate
people—of Bagestan."

She reached the dais and lifted her hand. Theophativas only a foot high,
but Sheikh Ashraf seemed to tower over her. "Yooukh take this kiss,
therefore, as a symbol of our love for Bagestad,ar determination to fill
the hungry ache of its people."”

And with that he bent over her, wrapped his arnward her, lifted her
bodily up against him, and clamped his mouth t® ath a passion and a
thirst that made the world go black.

"You aresucha sneak!" the voice carolled down the receiver.

Dana had answered the phone automatically, stifl dsleep. Now she

rolled over and blinked at the clock. Seven thetght. "Jenny, why are you
calling at this hour?" she protested. Scrapinghlagraway from her ear, she
punched a pillow into shape and slid to a halfrgtposition in the bed.

"Oh, sorry, darling, I'm in Makeup! Are you in betiforgot how early it
was," Jenny lied cheerfully.

"In a pig's eye," Dana muttered direfully.



"Is he there?" her friend hissed excitedly. "I galtually phoned thinking
you wouldn't be home, to be honest."”

"No, he is not here!" Dana told her indignantly.iv&me a break! | only
met the man last night."

"Ha. That kiss had been building up steam for é&rigan a few hours. That
kiss had History."

Dana shivered. "It didn't have steam at all," sluegsted weakly. "It was all
set decoration, entirely for the multitude.”

"Balls. Sorry, love, but you could see the heaings everybody was
absolutely entranced.”

She had certainlielt the heat. Her whole body seemed to liquefy a$ifgs
smothered hers, and then tin n to scalding steamh&d never experienced
such 1 transformation in her emotions in all hier iefore, she could barely
remember now how they had got off the stage anK teatheir seats again.
She could still Bear the cheers, but why the crinad got so excited By a
kiss, she couldn't guess. Something to do with Biggnetism, she
supposed.

"It didn't make the morning editions, of courset il be in theStandard
and theMail for sure,” Jenny informed her gleefully. "I've edldy been
called by both papers, for the background. Theydl calling you in a
minute, | bet."

On cue, the phone gave the Call Waiting beep ireBagar. "Hell," she said
mildly. "That's one of them now. What did they gski?"

"Oh, the usual—how long you've been seeing eacérothen you gave
Mickey the push."”

Dana rolled her eyes. "Oh, ouch!" This was a cooapilbn that hadn't
occurred to her. "l suppose he'll be furious."



"It was open to him to get on his horse some tige as | recall," Jenny
said pitilessly. "If it's now come to a point whehe's made to look
redundant, whose fault is that?"

Dana sighed. "l know, but what can a man do whethih&s persistence is a
virtue?"

"Why didn't you just tell him about your rugged ein the first place?"
Jenny laughed. "I'm sure that would have scaredduiany."

"Jenny, | only met him last night. There was noghio tell.”

"l believe you, darling, but millions won't. If tha the truth, it's the most
rampant case of passion at first sight since.esitddam saw Eve, |
suppose. That—"

"No, it wasn't." The Call Waiting signal was stilbeping. Most callers
would have hung up by now. Definitely either a joalist or Mickey. "He
was after something, for sure, but it wasn't meil8hAshraf was playing a
deep game, as they say."

Jenny was surprised into silence. "Really?"

"Really. It may have looked good, but he made iiy\atear to me that—"

"Look good? That kiss steamed up every pair ofsglasn the room. It
looked as if it would melt marble!"

Dana couldn't help the little buzz that went thilobgr bones, the smile that
toyed with her lips. "l didn't say the man couldads."

Jenny whooped with delight. "l knew it! | knew—"
"Jenny."
"I knew you'd been keeping something from me! Te# all about it!

Ooooh, the way he safifteen thousand poundls that determined voice, as
if daring anyone to overbid him!"



"Jenny, | came home in the limo alone. He told reeMas leaving town
today and that | should take a friend along fot gwening at the Riverfront
he paid for."

"Awwww!" Jenny cried. She was genuinely disappaintéenny was a rare
person—she had no envy. She wanted what was bdsefdriends, never
projecting her own needs onto the situation. "AwnB, | thought you had it
made! A gorgeous sheikh at your feet, who couldfasketter than that?"

"Well, it ain't gonna happen,” Dana said. "Loolgdrling, this phone is
going crazy in my ear. I'll have to take the otbalf. Can we talk later?"

"Yes, I'm due on set in a few minutes anywayc#ll you again when | get
a break."

"It worked well, then," Ashraf Durran ibn Wafiq ibdafzuddin al Jawadi
said, tossing th@imesto one side and picking up theelegraphas he
reached lazily for his coffee cup.

"It worked like a dream,"” Gazi al Hamzeh concurréde two men sat at
opposite sides of a table in a private jet flyinghhabove the English
Channel. "We covered all the bases, somethingeryepaper from the
nationals right down tdlews of the World.""

He pointed to th&elegraph'dront-page photo of Ashraf in the red jacket.
Underneath was the captio8heikh Ashraf Durran was one of the
dignitaries attending the Bagestani Drought Relafarity function in
London last night. A Cup Companion to Prince Omia€entral Barakat,
the sheikh is of mixed Bagestani and Barakati désce

Underneath was the small headline of a separatg :sSBagestan Living In

The Hopes Of Discovering The Al Jawadi Heélihe story mentioned
Bagestan's unhappy plight under the monstroustdicteresident Ghasib,
and how desperate the Bagestanis were to restemadnarchy through a
direct descendant of ex-Sultan Hafzuddin al JawHue problem was that
after taking power in a military coup in 1969, Gihasad embarked on a



program of assassination of the al Jawadis. Thieefgmily had been
forced to live in exile under false names for thdeeades, and no one could
say for certain whether any were still alive.

However, rumour was very strong within the exp#tridBagestani
communities around the world that the al Jawadiilfatmad successfully
protected themselves except for the assassinati®ultan Hafzud- din's
second son, Prince Wafiq, in the late seventies.

Most Bagestanis believed that Wafiq had left twassaow about thirty
years old, and that one of them had heen namedrCRywce by the old
sultan before his death several years ago.

This man, it was rumoured, was now poised to takegp from Ghasib. But
who was he, and when would lie show himself?

"Neat juxtapositioning,” Ashraf remarked. "Yeah,"azs said. "It's
absolutely textbook stuff. You can't say it straigp, so you run two stories
side by side, and hope your readers are smart artouget the drift. They
certainly will be here. Not a Bagestani in town whon't put two and two
together this morning.

; "The upmarket afternoon tabloids will all carrythe story of the
outrageous bidding you did for Dana Morningstar—+¢hgheir kind of
stuff—and the others will feature the kiss. Whichave to say, was a pow-
ei I'ul ad lib. For a minute there, even | thougbti [were going to come
right out and declare yourself." : Ash shook hiadé'Your campaign is too
well [thought out for me to fool with. Let's kedpein [guessing.”

"Dana Morningstar played up well. She's a sturigibgautiful woman up
close, isn't she?"

Ash's eye was caught by something in the papei|amidn't answer.
"Does she know?" Gazi pressed.

Ash shrugged, still reading. "She told me she thiitik a fairy tale, and all
the al Jawadi are dead."



"That's a bit odd, given the circumstances, i$P't i

"It's possible she really doesn't know. Or maybeAsh lifted his head and
eyed the public relations advisor thoughtfully. €&shestranged from her
father, apparently. | wonder what's behind that."

The two men looked at each other for a pregnant embmvhile the
implications sank in. "Hell!" Gazi exploded. "How it we never found that
out? She wouldn't be actually in the Ghasib canqulavshe?"

Ash laughed and shook his head. "Stop worrying,i.Glaavas pretty
obvious, when | thought of it, that she said whe said largely to irritate
me. | overheard her say something and challengedieét, and she's
obviously a woman of spirit."

"It never even occurred to me to question whetherdaughter of Colonel
Golbahn was loyal to the cause. | should havéhdukl have been the first
thing | checked."”

"Well, it doesn't matter now if she isn't. The sgaton will blow over in a
few days, won't it?"

Gazi was staring gloomily into his cup. He shoaktead. "It depends, Ash,
doesn't it?"

"On what?"

"On what she does now. If she wants to pretendrganvolved with her,
she could say damned near anything about you, #iedthat show last
night, she'll be believed."

"Forget it. She's not the type."

Gazi looked at him levelly. "Sure of that? She dowreck your chances
with the religious, Ash. And you need the mullahs.”

"She's got a grudge against her father, maybeif iddna Morningstar's
actively rooting for Ghasib | am no judge of chaea¢



"You are sure it's character you're focussed om @aot sex?" Gazi
challenged him.

"Who says a man can only focus on one thing aha?f

"When one of the things is sex, everybody. RememBed gave man a
brain and a penis, but only enough blood to runaireetime."

Ash laughed. "Dana Morningstar is not a traitor lhe cause."

"All right, | hear you." Gazi shrugged. "Let's sgbat she does next."



Five

"For God's sake!" Roxy cried, wriggling through tq@artment door as soon
as Dana cracked it open. "What is goon? I've been trying to phone you
for three days!"

Dana shook her head at her younger sister, clasgtbaked the door. "So
has everybody else in London."

"Who? Why? What do they want?"

Dana shrugged, turned and led the way to the sofaont of an open

glass-paned door. Outside was a small, sunny &ewaerlooking nearby
roofs. "Media people, mostly. They want to talknie about a) my breakup
with Mickey, and b) my hot affair with the handsosteeikh who might or

might not be one of the al Jawadi grandsons. No¢searily in that order.”
She waved Roxy into a chair as she spoke, went timtokitchen and

returned with another cup.

Tossing aside the script she had been readingastkeinto an armchair. She
poured a cup of tea, passed it over, then sipoed frer own cup and looked
at Roxy over the rim. "And what douwant?"

Roxy had the grace to look a little embarrassedak true she didn't often
visit just on the strength of sisterly love. Roxgeat money fast and
furiously, and although usually their father covketeer amazing deficits,
there were times when she had a reason not to &ppiyn.

"Well, it's not money this time," she said mulishi@r at least, it is, but this
isn't about borrowing anything."

"Good," Dana said clearly. "Because maybe you'tieeo I'm unemployed
as of last week."

"Yeah, | heard you're getting dropped from the shblat's too bad. What
happened?"



"Partly the new producer thought | should be moegejul than | was when
he told me he had plans for Reena to become a imp@tant character.
Partly just the demand for constant change."

Roxy stared at her, the second part of this spkxstion her. "Really? Oh,
wouldn't Daddy hate that! He always said that wastwvould happen if
you went into acting."

A cloud moved, and the afternoon sunlight suddeolyred into the room.
Dana, wearing snug-fit- ling shorts and a threedgusleeve top in soft
jade brushed cotton, slung her long legs up overasm of her chair and
rested her back against the other.

"l know he did. So what?"
"Do you always say no to producers, Dana?"

Dana lifted eyebrows in the suddenly haughty exgoesthat had always
made her sister just a little afraid of her. "Yleaways say no," she returned
shortly. "Are you going to tell me what the probléef”

The physical resemblance between the two sistessneaistrong. Dana's
build was long and slender, and her strong-boned Fead a nobility that

was quite unlike Roxy's prettily rounded, softlgghed body and features.
They had different mothers, and each took afteni@her rather than their
mutual father.

There was more than six years age difference bet#eetwo girls, too, so
it was perhaps natural that soft, sweet Roxy shsaldften come to strong,
proud Dana for help and advice.

"Daddy talks about you a lot," Roxy said suddergyporing her cue. "He'd
really love to see you."

Dana shrugged. "Six-thirty p.m. Monday to Thursdagd an omnibus
edition on Sundays at three."

"Aren't you ever going to relent, Dana?"



"Roxy? You don't understand, you have never undedstYou grew up

with both your parents there and loving you. | walsbed of my mother's
love for ten years and five months. You will nekapow what it means to a
five-year-old to be told her mother doesn't love tiewant her and to live
with that for ten years before learning that it \adge."

"I'm not saying what he did wasn't wrong. I'm oséying maybe—"

"I know what you're saying. You've said it beforélér face took on an
untouchable look that always made her sister nerviNow, do you want to
tell me your problem or not?"

* % %

It had been ten years since the day Dana had kbafrieer father's terrible,
unspeakable betrayal of his wife and daughter. Jesrs since a tall,
beautiful woman with a tragically lined, oddly fdiar face had come up to
her table in the little bistro near the privatdgjischool she attended.

"Dana? Are you—Dana Golbahn?"

"That's right,” Dana said with an enquiring smi&he wouldn't smile so
freely again for a very long time.

"Dana, I'm—" The woman licked her lips and to Dar@hazement tears
burst from her eyes. "I'm your mother. I've beewklng for you every day
for the past ten years."

He had kidnapped her. He had left his wife withawvord and taken his
daughter away without even a last goodbye kiss.hdé lied to his

daughter— "Mommy doesn't want you. Mommy's tired amants to be by
herself,"—but to her mother he had been even @utian that. Not a word.
Nothing. She had come back from shopping one caliur&ay afternoon to
find that her husband, her daughter, and her &fttdisappeared.

"l was frantic. Out of my mind with worry. At firdtthought you must have
had an accident in the car— well, | went on wonugabout that for years.
Even after all the evidence was in that he hadr@dnt all, had taken your



passport.. .even after the divorce papers arrived| had nightmares about
a car being found in a lake with you inside it."tBuhy?" Dana cried. All
the nights she had sobbed herself to sleep, wah&ngother, her beautiful
mother, and the stories about Nanabush and the, B&shni-bizheuthe
Lynx, and the Anishnabek people. To her it wasriyttacomprehensible.

Her mother said, "Your father fell in love with nagainst his will. He

wanted me to convert, but | wouldn't. But | agréeat our children should
be brought up in his religion. | didn't realizenht@at he would consider my
telling you Ojibwa stories and tales a violationrof promise. To your

father, to talk about Bear and Fox was to set upnpes with Allah, the

worst kind ofshirk."

And with those words a host of memories floodedkb&¥ana suddenly

remembered her father asking her what grace shedidaver her food. "I

was thanking the salmon for giving up his life fome," she had explained
gravely. He had yanked her from the table,, slagpad sent her to bed.
There were a dozen other moments like that—monvemes he had tried to
wipe all trace of her mother's influence from hfs. |

And he had almost succeeded.

Dana was sixteen when her mother finally found bad going through a
fairly normal teenage rebellion. The meeting witgr mother pitchforked
her into a complete rejection of her father andhalstood for. She refused to
spend another holiday at his home, instead goirc§ tmCanada at every
break to make up for lost time with her mother.

It was the beginning of a strong, rich relationship

After her loss, Alice Golbahn had returned to tegervation where she was
born and begun to study with the medicine man th¥og she was a healer
herself, and mother and daughter worked togethereind the rift in their
lives during long walks through the forest whileeyhgathered herbs for
Alice's medicines, long chats while they dried atated them.

Her relationship with her father suffered as thaéhwer mother blossomed.
Dana had listened to her father's explanationslgugt enough to establish



that what her mother had told her was true. Therhsid turned her back on
him and all he stood for.

Roxy sat up and set her cup on the coffee tabid'nilgoing to tell you I
need something stronger than lea," she begged.

Dana nodded and got up to pour her a drink, hex fesat padding over the
beautiful, hand-knotted Bagestani rug. The rug @rdg one of many signs
in the apartment that Dana no longer turned hek lsampletely on her
Bagestani blood, however rarely she spoke to heefahese days. "You
kept me all to yourself for ten years," she hadhfem out ruthlessly when
she was sixteen. "Now it's my mother's turn."

She poured a glass of Roxy's usual chilled Austta-Shiraz and handed it
to her before sinking down into her armchair ag@hren she waited.

Roxanna took a couple of healthy slugs and, statmgn into the glass,
muttered, "Well, you have to k now. | got into dabthe casino again."”

"Oh, Roxy!"

"I know, | know!"

"But why?"

"Because it's fun!" her sister snapped defiantbhind because they
encourage me, and because everyone else is dding it

"Everyone else is rich enough to lose. You aren't.”

Roxy's chin set mulishly. Criticism was counterprotive with her. Dana
shook her head. "How much have you lost?"



She couldn't believe her ears when she first hda@damount. The jolt
brought her legs swinging around and she sat upiBjte made Roxy repeat
it, then stared at her.

"l don't believe this! Are you crazy? No one coldde that much money in
a single night!"

Roxy began to cry. "It's bad, isn't it?"
"Bad?It's out of this world! It's utterly unbelievable!

"I know, | know! Don't shout at me, | don't knowva@ happened! They just
kept giving me more chips and | kept signing...."

"The casino must be cheating you. They faked sofmheo receipts or
something."”

Roxanna hiccupped on a sob. "No. The—the champafmee, but all the
signatures were mine. Oh, God, Dana, what am Iggtminlo? You've got to
help me!"

Dana stared at her blankly. "Help you? How? | dbatjin to have money
like that! Even if | sold this flat and the car—Ropxvhat on earth do you
imagine | can do about an amount like that? | dafubten Dad could cover
it."

The mention of their father made Roxy sob even déoutiThis will kill
Daddy! He can't find out! It will kill him!"

"Yes, | think it might,” Dana said, because whaslae point of mincing

words? It wasn't just that their father had a wkalirt. It wasn't just that
gambling was forbidden by their religion. Roxy whs darling. The

thought that she had been gambling again, aftdnislstrictures, and had
lost so dreadfully, would break him.

"But | don't see what choice you have, Roxy. Hetstg be told. What else
is there? You've got to raise the money somehowhey'll— Dad told you
before how dangerous those casino people are.ltigdo what they'd do."



Roxy sobbed more loudly.

"It will break him financially,” Dana added, halb Iherself. "It'll take
everything he has. He'll end up living in a coufiait, if they give him one,
on the state pension."

It was cruel, but she wasn't going to pretend. Ruoxg been warned. And
pretence would get them nowhere. This spelled foirtheir father, and
quite possibly for Dana as well. But she at least & career to turn to. Her
father was retirement age.

"Thereis something else | can do," Roxy muttered when plasis of crying
had passed.

Dana heaved a breath. "They'll let you work in drileeir brothels until you
pay it off, | suppose. That's what Dad said, iRt

"No, it's not that. They—they want two C U."
"They want what? What's a C U?"

Roxy got some strength from somewhere and liftechkad to look straight
at her sister. "They wamnd see you."

Dana went very still, staring at her sister, alifpdiace and pleading eyes.
"They want to see me?" she repeated slowly, weighgach word. A chill
of prescient horror slithered down her spine.

Roxy sniffed, nodded, dropped her eyes again.

"What do you mean, they want to see me? What dig shy?"

"'Bring Dana Morningstar to see us.™

Her stomach heaved. "Why do they think you coutdrage that?"

"They know we're sisters."



Dana's jaw set dangerously. "Who told them? You?"

Roxy sniffed and shook her head. "I don't know hbey know. They just
knew. They showed me your picture in the papersand Bring your sister
to see us immediately.""

"Or what?"

"Or they'll tell.. .oh, Dana, please go and talkltem! They'll tell Daddy!
And oh, Dana, | know it will kill him. It was bacheugh you becoming an
actress! If he knows I've been gambling again—obd!Grou don't love
him, Dana, but | do! He's my father and he's nelegre anything bad to me
and | love him and | don't want him to have anotiesart attack!"

Rage drove Dana to her feet. "Why didn't you tlohkhat when you were
disobeying him? You say | don't love him—how cam ywetend to love
him when you do a thing like this? What did yownthwas going to happen?
Did you imagine you'd win all the money back if ymst went one more
round? How many times did you think that beforettliéh finally sank in?"

Roxy started to sob again. "Dana, I'm sorry! I'nT @6

"Dad warned you what those people were like! He yau they like to get
upper class girls into prostitution that way! Whegrdt you listen?"

"I don't know, Dana!"

"If they think | am going to prostitute for thenmety can think again. And
you, too! Why didn't you tell them | wasn't an apt? Would you really be
willing to have me do a thing like that in your pé&"

Her sister's sobs increased to heartrending wails, no! I'm sure it's
nothing like that! I'm sure of it!"

"How can you be sure? How can you begin to guessrmimnds like that
work? For all you know I'll walk in the door and bleloroformed and—oh,
God, Roxy, this is just too ugly! This is unbeliblel"



"You see, Miss Morningstar, it is very simple. Ydtend, Sheikh Ashraf
Durran, is an old, long-established customer of casinos, here and
elsewhere. And—"

"I don't think it's quite as simple as you imagihbave told you, he is no
friend of mine, and that is the truth. | met hincenn my life and he kissed
me because it was part of a charity function." Dimsaed aside the tabloid
with the screaming headline and the photo of tisst. KIt was an act.”

It looked like a very passionate clinch. Her armeravby her sides, one
elbow half bent, in helpless protest or in thetfiyeat of passion, or both.
Her back was arched a little over his arms, oneld&ana bar at her waist,
the other on the bare skin of her upper back. Bb#ir faces wore an
expression of passionate abandon as her lips pantbet his.

She remembered the kiss, the heat of his hangkthef his mouth, with a
sudden, primitive immediacy that brought the bltmdéier cheeks. She had
never in her life thought she was going to faintdaese of a kiss, but all the
tension of the evening had seemed to surge baskeatooked up at him,
and his arms had been so passionately possessivadlstopped breathing
on a gasp.

He had been talking about hunger, the hunger opéwple, but her heart
heard it as his, her, their mutual hunger. Thairgfrmouth, those fierce
eyes, and when his kiss smothered her she hadifedtured by his passion.
Her mind knew it was fakery, but her body and $@d responded as if to a
central truth.

Desire had erupted through her, a black, stunnattgof electricity that
blotted out all thought, leaving her at the mertgure sensation. Lightning
had danced on her lips and skin, thunder rollegudn blood and bones.

But she wasn't telling this man that. She foughtmlthe heat in her blood
and gazed at him in cool enquiry.



The man nodded. There was an inhuman aura whicfoahd horrible, the
stench of a rotting soul.

"You are an actress, Miss Morningstar, and | mligtvayou to be the expert
on such matters as acting. But | am a man, andnygaur turn must allow
me to tell you that for the sheikh it was not ah Ble was a man distracted
by your beauty."

She couldn't quite place him or his accent. Wharbeehad originated, and
Bagestan was a possibility, he had clearly beendiin the West for many
years— but not in England. Australia or South Adrishe thought.

She shrugged, to hide the little whisper of echbenthat said it was true.
He had not been unmoved by the kiss. "Much good itriéy him, if you're
right,” she said.

The man nodded. "Let us not argue the matter. ¥ethare because your
sister foolishly gambled more than she had atabkes. If she does not pay
her bill, 1 will approach your father and demandympant. It is Of no
moment to me, but | understand that your sistezligctant for me to do this.
You, too, or you would not have come."

Dana lifted a careless eyebrow. "It won't do yoy gaod if you do—my
father hasn't got money like that.”

His gaze ran over her face with a knowing smileadAf course your father
has no friends to whom he could apply."

"Ask a friend to pay off his daughter's gamblindptfeYou don't know my
father!" Dana said. He was making an insinuatia gihe didn't get, but she
knew better than to let him see that it was so.

"Well, she preferred to go to you. Now, I'll be rikawith you, Miss
Morningstar. Large as it may seem to you and ymters her debt is pocket
change to us. We would be quite happy to writdfitamexperience—if we
had a good reason to do so."



She flicked an eyebrow at him, but did not spea#l,tze went on, "There are
other debts that aren't so small or so easy tewfft Sheikh Ashraf Durran
ran up a debt here last winter that would make ymir stand on end.
Millions of pounds. And then he ran out. He haslexn in England long
enough for us to get a bead on him since then.a@débdyguards, . so none
of our process servers has a chance in hell ahgettose.”

She was surprised, and a little disappointed, nd Buch a weakness in
Sheikh Ashraf. But then her father had always lzeearorally upright man
on the outside, too, and look what he had donet Was the worst of
puritans, she thought. They lived a lie.

He lifted a finger and pointed at her. "That's vehgou come in."

Her eyebrows went up. It was all a game of bluReally?" she said
unconcernedly.

He leaned back in his chair, bent his arm and pdi@it her again. "You
could get close to him—no, don't tell me you d&ndbw him, it may be the
truth, |1 don't know and it's immaterial. The pasityou could get to know
him. You could get under his skin."

"And then what?" Dana asked, with a coolness slsgfardrom feelingYou
could get under his skin.

"Then nothing. You just let us know where he's gdimbe one night, so we
can serve a subpoena on him." He flattened hisshditat's all. That's all
there is to it. He's in the south of France attizenent.

"We'll set you up first class, Miss Morningstardasend you out there, all
expenses paid. We'll make sure you meet up withdgamn. All you have to
do is let | he attraction blossom."



Six

It hadn't been the most pleasant way to discover inoich she still loved
her father, Dana reflected two days later, steppuigonto the balcony of
the world-famous hotel overlooking Cap d'Antibesautiful bay.

She had sat there, willing herself to say no ané tteem to do what they
could. But she knew, better than they, that theyiccdo terrible damage.
Roxanna was her father's darling; he doted on her.

He was a proud man. Dana had always known thatirdierited her

stubborn pride from her father. He would do whatewas necessary to
wipe away Roxy's debt, but living with the consetpes would break him.
To be dependent on government handouts after aflifeard work and

tragedy overcome...

All these things about her father she knew andahaedys known. What had
surprised her had been her own heart's respongec@&hdn't do it. She
couldn't let it happen to him.

Her agent had not been happy about the prospeatiga-ended holiday,
until she learned where Dana would be going. "Y¥oliound to meet
people, Dana!" she'd enthused then. "EspecialliggaEden Roc! Do some
networking!"

They had told her she would get the star treatmamd, she had. She had
travelled first class, been met by a limousine. IKdaite was utterly
luxurious, on the third floor of the legendary Edeoc Hotel, home to the
stars.

They had insisted on supplying her with a wardralaging she had to look
the part, had to be able to mix with the rich asmthdus here. And once she
had agreed in principle to their main demand, @nsed futile to waste
energy arguing over details. They were right—she am actress and she
had to be costumed for the part she was playing.



She had no intention of fulfilling the spirit ofdldemands the casino owners
had made on her. She had come here to save her.f8tnt she was not
going to try to insinuate herself into Sheikh Adlparrran's life or his bed.

She had to make it look good. The casino ownerhiateed that he would
have spies around her, and she didn't doubt tbhash& was going to try to
meet the sheikh again, all right. But what she pdahto say to him wasn't
on the casino owner's agenda.

The motor launch bucked over the swell under thestering afternoon

sky and pulled up beside the megayadtiikra, read the name on the
bow,in large, lazy script, and underneath it, thene word in the more
graceful Arabic alphabebhikra. Remembrance.

Gazi al Hamzeh leapt out onto the landing platfamd ran lightly up the
steps to the deck above. "Where is he?" he ask#tkafearest deckhand,
who pointed aft.

He found Ash, barefoot and bare chested, sitting #&dble spread with
papers and books—documents, legal submissions, t@xt a Qu'ran. He
had a yellow legal pad beside him and was makingsanoNhen Gazi
opened the door, he tossed down his pen and stbedwo men embraced
and kissed cheeks in the Eastern manner.

"How's it going?" Gazi demanded.

Ash shrugged and stretched out the kinks of hourspaperwork.
"Everything's looking good, Gazi. If we can truse tcommitments we're
getting, we've got it almost sewn up. The parliataeans we pinpointed all
look promising. As for thelema—"

He lifted strong tanned fingers to rub his eyes.

"Giving you troubles?"



"They're making a lot of demands. They have agieedrinciple to a
secular government, but now they want the congiitat code of human
rights we're drafting watered down in certain areas

"Alcohol and women's rights,” Gazi guessed, flimgmmself down into a
chair.

Ash nodded. "And a couple more, but those are thie ones." He gestured
at the table. "I've been reading through legal itigious opinions of the
past couple of centuries.”

"Well, we know you aren't going to win over the rexhe leaders," Gazi
said. "But you don't need me to tell you you've fgohave some of the
moderates on board."

Ash grimaced. "No, you don't have to tell me.dttpuestion of the minimum
necessary compromise, isn't it? But | don't liké&# far as alcohol goes, I've
tried to explain that too much of the economy aufitgeis tourism-based.

I've told them what would happen to the industrythe hotels and

restaurants were suddenly forced to go dry, but—"

He broke off and looked more closely at Gazi's faealizing this was not
what had brought him here. "What is it?"

"There's been an unpleasant development on an&ihar” said Gazi,
looking a bitl-told-you-so.

"What front?"

"The daughter of Colonel Golbahn arrived last nigbéina Morningstar.
Checked in to the Eden Roc."

Ash took it in silence, his eyes going slightlytdigt as he absorbed the
implications. After a moment he nodded. "Right,"dad.

"Too much of a coincidence, Ash," Gazi said sadly.

"She's an actress, Gazi, and this is the summggnaland of movie people.”



"There's more to it. She'll—uh—Lana Holding hachd from a press agent
in London. Fed her some story about building up iftaystar's presence in
advance of a film being released next month. Laya that came across as
eyewash. She owes the agent a favour and she lsayshsuld do it. She
wanted to know how we felt about it."

"Should do what?" said Ash.

"Treat Morningstar as an A-list celebrity, whichawfurse she isn't, not here
in film star land. And include her in tomorrow'shfiltraiser.”

Dana's heart was thumping as she slipped out dihtioeisine, stepped onto
the red carpet and glanced up. A large red-andaglsmner over the
massive bronze entry doors refte Night of the Thousand and One Books:
The Parvan War Relief Celebrity Storytelling Event.

There were a few cheers and cries of "Reena” idigngoices from the
crowds behind the barriers on either side of thpataas she mounted the
broad steps to th,e entrance, and that was manestteahad expected. Most
of the crowd here wouldn't recognize her. An ErdgEsap star didn't rank
very high in Cannes. But there was plenty of spsiord whispering as she
passed, probably because of her costume.

An official from the Parvan War Relief charity miér at the door as
eagerly as if she were a hot Hollywood property.is$vIMorningstar!
Dana!" she cried in a warm voice, and the crowdtethiand began to
wonder if they should know her after all.

"I'm Lana Holding," the woman said, taking her amnal leading her into the
brilliantly lighted hall, and Dana suddenly recazgd her. Lana Holding al
Khosravi was the charity organizer who was almasivall-known as the
celebrities she regularly persuaded to take parthém imaginative

fund-raising events. These were for the benefithef tiny kingdom of

Parvan, whose three-year war had so devastatedoinatry. She was
married to a Parvani herself, and was the dauglitdsnathan Holding, the
American computer mogul. She used her own namegsanally.



"You look terrific! Thank you so much for agreeitmtake part in this,"
Lana enthused. The slender redhead escorted har thenMength of the
crowded foyer along a cordoned-off path, explainthg event as they
walked.

"Of course no mingling with the audience beforeshew,"” Lana explained
when Dana asked. "Everyone is in the Green RoonghtrBut if you'd
mingle a bit in here afterwards, we'd be very duht& hat's , really what
they pay for."

A black-suited attendant opened a door with a ituand Lana led her into
the Green Room. All [ ;i round the room famous pedpom different
media and many countries, and in an interestingetyaof costumes, were
drinking, laughing and chatting.

Dana was wearing soft white deerskin, a long slesHet with a fringed
hem, a sleeveless top with intricate beadwork aesigurquoise and green,
and matching dangly feather-and-bead earrings. &dwerk headband
clasped her forehead and her hair streamed outh@reshoulders. On her
feet were matching beaded moccasins. It was ait oae ofher mother's
friends had made for her. She looked like an Ojipwacess.

Some of the celebrities had really taken the dictdress relevant to your
performance piece" to heart; others had only gitethe nod. One star
dressed in tight shimmery black and outrageoushéest was fairly
obviously going to be reading a story with a Wick@deen in it, and an
aging, rather alcoholic English stage actor wasingait virtue of necessity:
he'd be reading fromhe Lost Weekerat something similar, Dana guessed.

A Hollywood actor had come as Mark Twain, and aglish actor, very
predictably, was Shakespeare. A French actor stealeays wanted to
meet was, she guessed, meant to be the greatstalbauliFontaine.

Dana's heart gave an uncomfortable kick and theas 8heikh Ashraf
Durran. It was the first time she had seen himesthe night of the kiss; he
had not been at this afternoon's brief rehearsal.



He was dressed like a fairy-tale caliph in a nalelsilk coat intricately
embroidered in white, gold and red, a long gold-midered sash wrapped
around his hips, flowing Middle Eastern trouserd auarl-tip embroidered
red leather slippers. A curved scimitar hung framvaaist in an intricately
decorated scabbard, and one dark hand rested ewityigpn the jewelled
hilt. On his dark hair was a navy turban, tied with ends falling over one
shoulder.

Dana actually gasped as her eyes fell on him, aenfe shock had been
delivered deep to her system. He looked stunnirepgtically male. And
powerful,

Dana reflected, like a magician in a fairy talee Stowed her steps as Lana
Holding led her past him, and as if unconsciousigweh by her interest
Sheikh Durran turned his head.

This might be a good time to talk to him, if ontyday she had something to
tell him and arrange to meet later.

She smiled, suddenly understanding how much shdosé&sg forward to
another meeting. She had not counted that as dmer oasons for giving in
to the casino owner's demands, but perhaps, unicosig it had been.
"Hello again," she said, her voice warm.

His expression hardened as he recognized her.olvesh no vestige of
friendliness or even good humour. Dana caught reath, wondering how
she had offended him. His black gaze seemed torighhthrough her.

"Oh, that's right, you two know each other!" Lanaldiing exclaimed with a
laugh.

"Ye—" Dana began, but Sheikh Ashraf's harsh voi@rm@de her.

"We have met. Hello." He nodded briefly at Dana detiberately turned
back to his companions.



Dana bit her lip and turned away, feeling humikbtand angry. He had
treated her as if she were a starstruck fan whoaleays pestering him!
Lana chatted brightly to cover the awkwardnessladdher across the room
to where several English actors were raucouslyhengg

Dana knew most of them, one way or another, andwsisewelcomed into
the group with loud bonhomie. It was balm to hent jpuide and, childishly,
she hoped that Sheikh Durran noticed.

At eight o'clock they filed through a door onto tsimage, where a large
semicircle of sofas and armchairs around the péeindefined the central
space. Downstage centre were two large, comfortabtechairs, angled
towards each other.

Lana Holding made a speech about the progresseadrigoing landmine
clearance program in Parvan, to which the fundsedhtonight would be
devoted. Her speech was moving and short, provieg dxpertise at
fund-raising, and she quickly passed the mike cwdéhne night's MC.

".. .We asked our celebrities to come with a faitewstory or poem. They
have chosen from all the spectrum of world literatT here will be stories
you know by heart and stories you have never hasfate, short stories and
long stories, true stories and stories of wisdaairyftales and myths and
legends. We ask you please not to applaud eachidodi story, but wait
until the curtain falls at the interval and the efithe show before you show
your appreciation. Now we're going to dim the Igght"

So it began. There were no introductions. Eaclygler simply got up and
silently moved to sit in one of the chairs at cendtage as the person
preceding them vacated it, just as they had rebdarsThe soft light went
alternately up and down on the two central chalise audience was
obedient and there was no applause to slow theepditgs.

The timing was expert, the evening was beautifottyanized, and soon the
audience relaxed, trusting that they were in thedbeaof masters, and

slipped into the childlike willingness to be entrad that was essential to a
successful evening.



Some people simply read from books they had browghtthem, a poem or
a children's story or something taken from booksNorte d Arthuror The
Canterbury TalesSome recited poetry by heart. When Dana's turnecam
late in the first half of the program, she did begin by opening a book and
reading the title. Instead, as the lights cameruper, she began softly,

"Among the Anishnabek, my mother's people, stoliyiggis a very ancient
tradition. But we do not read our stories from badkach storyteller retells
a story in their own words, so that a story igtéeldifferent every time it is
told."

She paused. The silence in the hall was profouhohight, | am going to
tell you the story of Nanabush, ("oyote Woman dreRuck Egg,"” she said.

She told the story simply, in her warm, deep voiben got up and moved
back to her seat, and the next story started. Wheourtain came down at
the interval the applause was warm and prolonged.

They all filed back into the Green Room, congratantaLana Holding on a
brilliant idea brilliantly organized. There was hgbographer making the
rounds asking people to go and pose where he bhtiny Net up in one
corner.

When Dana entered the room, Sheikh Durran wasaldigsttly opposite
the doorway. He was talking to Lana Holding. Datwod irresolute. She
was torn between feeling she had to try againlkottahim, and a furious
determination never to speak to him again.

She was angry with herself, too, for the naive garnze of the plan she had
half-formed. She had planned to tell Sheikh Astiafentire truth, and ask
him to accept the subpoena.

In London, remembering the moment when he had di$s¥, she had
imagined that he might listen to her, might do wdta asked. Well, she was
miles from being able to do that, though she wouldmderstand the reasons
for his attitude to her if she thought about it &oyear.



But she couldn't just give up without making anfpdfat all. Khalid Abd al
Darogh wouldn't accept failure from her easily.

She had to try. It infuriated her. She would ratheboiled in oil than try to
speak to Sheikh Durran again. But she had to trigtdher father sink.

Dana was in a daze, and didn't realize it untilghetographer's assistant
came up and startled her with a request to posetiBhed to follow him to
the corner where the photographer was snappindgaoguick succession.

"I wonder if you'd mind—itll make a great shot—hes heard, as the
photographer guided her into position.

"What?" Dana asked, and turned to see Sheikh Dgoaring towards her,
shepherded by another of the photographer's astsista

"Oh—>but..." Dana began, in awkward refusal, noehting to be exposed
to another public rebuff, but the sheikh was smiliand saying, "Of
course."

She wondered if she was the only person who sawlihieof anger in his
otherwise bland expression. He me and stood bésidend she could feel
hisi heat against her bare arm. She couldn't resisin@agtowards his face.
He was looking at her, and the contempt in his faceed her.

"This was not my doing!" she snapped before stmildcstop herself.

He only raised his eyebrows and turned his headliebgy as the
photographer cried, "This way, please!"

He was working fast, only a couple of clicks andrvghand the assistant
was thanking them and moving i hem out of the vemyttie next subject.

Dana suddenly realized it was now or never. Sheldvoat get near him
again, his expression told her i hat. "I need th ta you,” she muttered.
"There's something—"



To her fury, he smiled, bowed his head, and simyriged away without a
word.



Seven
"Once upon a time there was a king. His name wdska

Sheikh Ashraf Durran was the last speaker of tgatnand Dana could see
why. His stage presence was completely compelkingm the moment he
had moved to centre stage, even when his chairinvaeadow and the
occupant of the other chair was reading, she cdutéep her eyes away
from him.

He had announced no title, given no introductioe.ws sitting in a wide,

easy lotus position in the chair, his scimitar irggtacross his knees, one
hand lightly clasping it. He looked like a miniagypainting of a Bagestani
storyteller, painted on two inches of ivory, whiglas one of her father's
treasures.

"Malek was not a great ruler, nor as wise as helghtwave been, but he was
a good and honourable king. He ruled his peoplélyndnd with as much
justice as was possible in a troubled world. Nos Wiz kingdom a powerful
one—there were many richer and more powerful kingee world.

"In fact, one of King Malek's chief problems waswhto maintain his

nation's independence against the competing ingeoéswo very powerful

rival kings who were constantly trying to destr@clke other. These kings
were always looking for allies. They kept bringioiper kings under their
sway, and sometimes would urge these minor kingisaim camps to fight.

This was a cloak and a way to fight each othemitéd war, for they were

so powerful that to fight open war against eacleottould have destroyed
them both.

"King Malek had, however, one source of wealth \mhicese other kings
envied and coveted. It was a mine of liquid gollde Two rival kings wanted
this gold very much. They each tried everythingnake | he king declare
his allegiance to one or the other and give thesgtiid.

"But the good king would not do so. He extende@ hland of friendship,
but he would not bend the knee of obeisance. Antheohearts of the
powerful kings grew hard against him, and each estted him of secretly



conspiring with the other. And although neither gkioould risk taking
Malek's tiny kingdom by force, for fear of what tbther would do, they
each waited for an opportunity.

"Now, King Malek took as one of his exemplars Igneat Caliph Haroun al
Rashid. Imitating him, the king used to go out ambis people in disguise,
to see for himself how the kingdom was faring amavrhis appointed

officials and others performed their duties. Sodffieers of the law and the
judges of his courts and the dispensers of histghaere always fearful lest
the person whom they treated unjustly or demandatba of might prove

to be King Malek himself.

"One day, while the king was walking in disguisaistreet of poor homes,
he saw a group of children playing. They were pigysoldiers. One of the
boys so impressed the king with his leadership l@adgrasp of military
strategy that the king called the child to him asked his name. He learned
that Baltebani was an orphan, living in povertyhahis uncle, who had no
money to educate him or give him a trade.

"And so the king adopted the boy. Not as his tieirMalek had sons of his
own, one of whom would succeed him. Instead heaedddhe boy for the
army. As the years passed he was rewarded wityotiné's dedication and
triumphs, for Baltebani lived up to every early egfation. And a deep trust
and love developed in the king towards his adopteltl, as strong as if
Baltebani were his own son.

"When the boy had grown to manhood, the king creaenew post,
appointing him leader of all his armed forces,ftrst person other than the
king himself to have this combined role, and thheshighest honour of his
profession.

"I mentioned that the king had sons. He had thoee of them, Walid, the
son of the king's favourite wife, Banu, grew upevad true, and worthy to
rule, and on his twenty-first birthday the king ldeed feasting throughout
the kingdom. He named Walid Crown Prince in frofittioe people,

declaring him his heir, and gave into his keepimgse. That rose was | he
symbol of the family, and by tradition it passetbithe guardianship and
the responsibility of each Crown Prince on the they he was appointed.



"Baltebani looked on at this ceremony, and envy b@s in his heart. He
knew that he was as capable as Crown Prince Walid,he told himself
that if he had been in truth the king's son, Malsduld have chosen him
rather than Walid to succeed him. He wondered snhaart why blood
should dictate the king's choice. For it was noglmnthe fashion in the
world for kings to pass power to their sons. Soook power by force, and
some by the will of the people, but few by virtuebtod.

"And the Commander of All the King's Forces askeddelf if he should
not gain power by one of the other methods."

The audience drew in a soft communal breath thateghdike a whisper of
wind across a lake. The beginnings of understansiiimgd in them. The
sheikh's voice was deeply compelling, and his shagy drawn (hem in so
that the entire hall was wrapped in silent, shaméchacy.

"l told you that King Malek had powerful enemiesdrstant kingdoms,
kings who pretended friendship for the sake ofitied gold, but who were
waiting lor opportunity. They saw it in Baltebaifihe king himself trusted
his commander so far that he did not notice howefadly Baltebani was
choosing the menhe appointed to leadership wittarfdrces. The man had,
from the earliest opportunity, and with the king&od will, been bringing
into the military members of his own family. Hisolthhers and cousins and
even the friends from childhood with whom he haalypt his battle games
had entered the army at his urging, and been pexirimt his orders.

"Now these men were being moved to the highestipasiin the armed
forces, a fact which the foreign kings noticed, Kirtg Malek did not. One
of the foreign kings began to meet secretly wittm@wnder Baltebani, and
to aid him with money and advice, on the understapndhat if the
commander succeeded in taking power he would geéing access to the
liquid gold his soul craved.

"And the day came when Baltebani turned on his faetar and drove him
out of the kingdom and took the throne in his st&aebry unit of the armed
forces followed the commander's orders, save one |8ader of the Palace
Guard alone was a position still appointed by thmg kBecause this man
remained loyal to his sovereign when the call caimelives of the king and



many members of his family were saved, and thegpest secretly to exile
in neighbouring kingdoms.

"Crown Prince Walid was murdered, but his infam sarvived, hidden in
the palace. The Crown Princess disguised hersafsgsving woman, and
for a week she washed the laundry of the new mldre palace, before the
leader of the Palace Guard helped her to escapgintaher baby son in a
load of laundry. He personally led her to safetg imeighbouring kingdom.

"What had happened was not approved by the pewple,wanted their
king back. King Malek appealed to his powerful fids, those distant kings,
for support in regaining his throne, and it wastheat lie understood how
deeply he had been betrayed.

"He knew he could not regain his throne when Baltébhad such a
powerful ally to support him. All he could do wasir$ a destructive war
against Baltebani—like so many kings before himwoeld he funded by
one powerful rival king, and Baltebani by the othEne country would be
destroyed. And (his he could not bring himself ¢o d

"So Baltebani was king, as he had dreamed. Butdiscience did not
allow him to sit easy on his stolen throne. PerHagsause he understood
betrayal so intimately, he feared there would bats&mpt to restore King
Malek or one of his sons to the throne, and scehé &ssassins out into the
world to seek out and kill King Malek's family.

"One of Malek's surviving sons was brutally slainai distant country, and
then King Malek understood his protege at last, aéat an evil heart beat
in the one he had promoted to such power. He ututetdhat Baltebani
would never feel secure until all members of theatdamily were dead.

"Then Malek ordered the family into hiding. They shiive apart, and take
different names to prevent (he assassins findiagith

"But there was always someone to recognize a priAfter eight years,
Malek's last surviving son was slain, almost bregkhe old king's heart.”



When the realization flowered fully in her, Danavstbat it had been

growing for some time, the understanding that toeysthe sheikh was
telling was true. It was the recent history of Bstga, told in fairy-tale

style. But she was still under the spell of hiscegiand she didn't take in
what that meant.

"By this time, the people in the kingdom were deafdy unhappy.

Baltebani had quickly grown into a monster. It weag only the royal

family against whom he sent his assassins, butyeed#izen who

expressed disagreement with his policies and methidibse who spoke
or wrote against his evil practices were throwro iprison, tortured,
murdered, their families made destitute.

"Meanwhile, Amir, the son of Crown Prince Walidydd and grew to
manhood under a false name in a neighbouring cpuAtrd when he
reached the age of twenty-one, Amir in his turn nasied Crown Prince
and given the rose by the ageing Malek, who nensdrHis belief that the
faithless Baltebani would one day be overthrowtheywill of the people,
and the throne of his ancestors restored to thédyam

"Then a separate tragedy befell Malek. The courtiywhich Amir and his
mother had fled, and whose king, knowing their sehistory, had treated
them well, was attacked and invaded by an enenow@Prince Amir went
to battle, and was killed.

"The rose was lost from the day Amir died. No omew where he had
kept it.

"This blow was the last. As they brought the botlizie favourite grandson
across the threshold, the old king was struck damehhad to be carried to
his bed. I le remained there for the remainden®ftlays, which were short,
never regaining his health.

"Malek had three other grandsons, and as he layisndeathbed, he
summoned them. With his last energy, | lie old kthgrged these men with
the duty of continuing the struggle to regain timei@nt throne of | heir

forefathers, to unseat the hated and vicious Baittednd free their people
from terrible oppression.



"Malek named one of these three grandsons Crowrc@&rand though he

could not give him the rose, he charged him to fiinidoossible, and keep it

to show to the people as a sign of legitimacy andhy he ascended the
throne.

"The princes vowed, to the king and to each otioetlp as their grandfather
wished. They would work together to restore thenkerof their forefathers.

They knew that the rose was a powerful symbol afytend hope for the

people of the little kingdom. And so the first talley set themselves
was—to find the rose.

"When they had the rose, they would declare theraseb the world, and
with the people's help, drive | he monster Baltelfram power.

"Of course Baltebani discovered their aspiratidrs. learned that they
were seeking the lost rose, and he was determinkatt the rose himself,
and show it to the people as false evidence thawdme the old king's
chosen one."Another man, too, was seeking the rfmsehis own
purposes. And he was closest to it.

"But fate was on the side of the princes. The wa® hidden among other
roses, and the agent of this third man was guide¢det wrong flower. He
plucked!it and fled, with the agents of Baltebani in putrsaind so the
princes were left to pick the true rose in peace."

The auditorium was still mostly silent, but excitemh was building in
wild waves that flooded every heart and must soapteDana could feel
it beating against her like a sea. Her own heast thamping so hard she
could hardly breathe.

God, was it him? Was he the one? A murmur brokeaadtwas instantly
shushed, because the sheikh was | still speaking.

"And so the princes have the rose, the ancient gigtingship of their
family. Although they have been forced to live ther countries since the
moment of their births, their love of their own ioatis powerful in their
hearts. They suffer with the sufferings of themmplfather's people.



"And with the help of the people, they are goinguttseat the monster
Baltebani and take back the throne of power, astbre peace and good
government and above dlisticeto the kingdom at last."



Eight
"Dana, you have tdo something!"

Dana sighed her exasperation into the phone. "Radlyyou please listen
to me? Things have changed. | le's not just Shésdhraf Durran, Cup
Companion to Prince Omar, which was bad enouglegmbwith! He's one
of the grandsons of ex-Sultan Hafzuddin, for alkriow the Crown
Prince-designate himself, and he as good as sajyttehinvolved right now
in a campaign to unseat Ghasib!"

"I know, | know! It was all on the news." Roxy wasmentarily diverted
from her own concerns. "They said the audiencedios that true?"

Dana smiled reflectively. Never had she seen ameaad erupt with such
excitement. She supposed she never would again.wds a
once-in-a-lifetime thing. They exploded to theietfavhen the lights went
down, cheering, howling, waving their arms. The hva excitement that
poured over the actors as they stood at the frbtiieostage taking their
bows was as intoxicating as wine. She had never $eéhrilled and moved
to be a part of something.

"l guess you could call it a riot, yeah."

"Oh! Was it scary? Were you frightened?"

"No. It was the most thrilling moment of my carelét.never stand in front
of another audience—well, I've had the ultimate rantnNothing could
ever match it."

"You always were the lucky one,” Roxy said.

Envy was loud in her sister's tone, and Dana hadys hated that.

"Look, what do you expect me to do now? They'lldnguards all over him.
| won't get within a mile of him."



"Dana you can't take these people's money anddihanthing in return! It's
not right, and—"

This was going a bit far, even for her sister. Daather teeth. "Do not
preach morals to me, Roxy. When it comes to takmogey you have no
right to, you have already won first prize, remen?b€hat's why we're in
this mess right now."

"Sorry!" Roxy said mulishly.

"l was willing to try, Roxy, but you have to seatlhis changes everything.
Every journalist in the world will be trying to get interview with him. Not
to speak of all the expat Bagestanis desperageltmk at the man who may
be their new sultan."”

She suddenly remembered the way he had kissed hendon, and what
he had said thery.ou know who | am. / am going to do what you waato
do. The hungry, desperate people of Bagesthio.wonder all the expats
had been foaming at the mouth that night. Halfheint must have got it
then. She couldn't believe she had been so sloselfiefBut you're so
smart. You'll find a way."

"Roxy, has it occurred to you that | might get shytis security guards?"
"That's ridiculous!"

"Is it? There are Ghasib's assassins to thinknaf | @am sure Sheikh Durran
is thinking of them. They killed his father and tafhis uncles, don't forget.
He must be very twitchy right now. Come on! Evdmbke madmen at the
casino can't expect me to carry on after this."

But Roxy just didn't hear information that inteddrwith her wishes.

"But theydo! They called me to ask how you were doing righgraitt was
all on the news. They say they're going to tell @adhe day after
tomorrow. We've only got forty-eight hours, Danau¥e got to think of
something!"



"Things are hotting up," Gazi said casually, flmgihimself down onto his
chair again. "That was Lana on the phone."

Ash, Harry and Najib looked at him. They were oarodhikra, sitting on
an aft deck in the bright Mediterranean sunshirkeardund them was blue
sea. No one had so far discovered fhikra belonged to him, though no
doubt some enterprising journalist would find cabis enough."Apparently
she's had a visit from a concerned Dana MorningStae has a message for
you and has to deliver it to you personally.”

Harry looked from Gazi to Ash and laughed. "I'jiet she does! And the
message iglere's some strychnine, love Ghadikll her no thanks."

But Ash shook his head. "No," he said. "I shouldenspoken to her before.
We need to know what she wants. If she is from @tesd | send her away
he may put in someone less obvious. If she's ot {Ghasib, we need to
know that, too."

Najib pulled his ear. "Could be risky, Ash. We ddmow how he might be
planning to use her."

"Warn her she'll be searched. Unless she swallotsnab we'll be safe
enough. But to be on the safe side, Naj and Hattebnot be aboard. Nor
you either, Gazi. I'll see her alone."

The helicopter touched down expertly on the yacimfser deck, just behind
a beautiful blue swimming pool, and waited only ©iana had clambered
out and run clear before lifting off again. Sheostdor a moment gazing
skyward at it, but when it moved into the sun shapded her eyes and
turned away.

Almost into Sheikh Ashraf Durran's arms.

"Good afternoon."



Dana's breath caught on a gasp of surprise anggtzehand to her chest in
an unconscious bid to quiet her heart.

She was wearing white again—Iloose tie-waist cottonsers and a man's
shirt open over a tank top. Her slip-on espadritiese white canvas. She
had a drawstring bag slung over one shoulder, amtewgunglasses held
back her hair. The only colour i n her outfit wasexklace of flat square
wooden beads painted in bright colours againsivéren skin of her throat,
and matching square red earrings. Her lips wersdh®e rich red.

She looked rich, expensive and successful, he titoagd very, very sexy.

"Good afternoon,"” she replied, a beat behind tismehe returned his gaze.
He was looking very cool and masculine in a whigdtan with rolled
sleeves and open at the neck. Her mouth stretettecaismile, which he
sombrely did not return.

"This way," said Ashraf and turned to shepherddwmyn to a lower deck.
At his bidding, she went down the stairs, throulgé fuxurious yacht till
they came to a stretch of open deck half shadedd avitawning, where a
manservant was waiting. Dana chose a seat in goesind looked out over
the glittering blue Mediterranean. In the distarateser to shore, she could
see other yachts, but save for one small launcake thas nothing nearer than
a few miles. They were heading out to sea. Aheatthexh the water was
empty.

A soft breeze blew. If paradise could be partly marade, this was
paradise.

"What will you have to drink?" Sheikh Ashraf askaalitely. Suddenly she
remembered the humiliation of their last meeting] &er heart hardened.
More to spark a reaction than because she realhedat, she asked for
white wine and sparkling mineral water. The senmwed and withdrew.

"You carry alcohol aboard?" she couldn't resistragkhe sheikh.



He raised his eyebrows at her as he took the ehan angle to hers. The
day was hot, but Dana loved the sun. The breezengooff the water was
delicious, and in the shade she was perfectly caatjte.

"Why not?" he asked.
She shrugged. "But you don't drink yourself, do3/bu
"l don't. Nor do | impose my views on my guests."

The servant returned with a tray and set it dowrthentable beside them.
Sheikh Ashraf signalled him and he bowed and disapga again. The
sheikh picked up her spritzer and handed it to D&t took it with a
murmur of thanks.

"Why don't you drink? Is it for religious reasons?"

"Alcohol dehydrates the brain. In hot countriesefect is intensified,” he
said, and Dana set the wineglass down beside liewandered if she
wouldn't be smarter keeping her wits about heryodalon't drink because
| don't feel the need for alcohol.”

She discovered that she was fascinated by himréily wanted to know
what made him tick.

"Did you ever drink?" she pressed.

He sighed as if he found her questions tiresomecbuldn't be bothered
refusing to answer. "Yes, at two periods in my litrank. The first was in
my rebellious university days when, in common witiany of my
contemporaries, | believed in breaking every riilee second was during
the war when intervals of oblivion were necessamnaintain sanity."

The breath hissed between her teeth. The Parvaljukk&/ar had been
notorious for the atrocities committed by the Kl§jiagainst Parvan women
and children.

"I'm sorry," she murmured.



Sheikh Ashraf poured himself a glass of mineralewat

"Tell me why you are here, Miss Morningstar." H@oe was firm; he was a
man used to command. Dana heaved a breath ana wiplof her drink.

"It's complicated. | don't really know where to bey

He drank and sat holding his glass a moment betweeiknees, gazing
down at it. Then he set it on the table and loakdter again. He didn't offer
her any advice on where to start, she noticed. Meople would have said
begin at the beginningr something like that. He merely looked patient.

She found herself alternately excited by his preseand irritated by his
attitude. Trying to quell both responses, Dana @dkep breath and sighed
it out.

"My sister,” she began. Then paused and lickedlipsr She didn't like
having to expose Roxanna like this, but where wasstory without that?
He had to know. She looked up to find his dark garber, an expression in
his eyes she couldn't read. Her heart thumped.

How she wished she could have met him under beitteumstances. She
cursed herself for that stupid explosion at therich#®all in London—no
wonder he didn't like her! All she had said abobtiMools people were to
believe the al Jawadi would restore their throbeua how they were being
taken in...! Bad enough in any case, but said tham who was almost
certainly one of the al Jawadi heirs... She wordlérée had thought she
knew who he was when she spoke.

What a fool she was. What a man he was, but shi&wewer get any closer
to him than she was right now.

"My sister gambled away a fortune she didn't hawelaondon casino,” she
blurted out all at once. "The owner is now thremigrio go to—to my
father, and demand the money. It's so much monepfalther could maybe
pay it if—" she heaved a breath and gazed downhatalrink "—if he sold
absolutely everything he's got. But it's worse thi@at. Roxy— Roxanna
had promised him she wouldn't do it again. He bidiler out last time, and



he absolutely hated knowing that she had gambtsdunislamic and all
that."

"How much is her debt?"

She told him, and he nodded, accepting it withoblirk. "Fine," he said.
His hand went out to an intercom beside his cl#grspoke into it in rapid
Arabic that she didn't catch. It was a long tinecei she had spoken her
father's language, and she suddenly regret- laddet get rusty.

"They called her in to talk to them—" Dana returteder recital "—and
my sister—"

She broke off as the manservant appeared with 8 seaand set it down
on the table in front of Sheikh Ashraf. On the tr@gre a pen and what
looked like a chequebook. He picked up the founpaim and unscrewed the
lid.

"You need explain no further, Miss Morningstar,"dsd. "I will take care
of it."

And under her astonished gaze, he filled out thegeh for the amount she
had named. Dana stared at him in astonishment.

"What are you doing?" she choked.

"Shall I make it out to you, so that you can susevyour sister's
repayment?"

She felt as though she had stepped into anotherdiion.
"What—what do you mean? Why are you...why should yay for...?"
She ran out of steam and sat staring at him openthad.

Sheikh Ashraf looked at her. He ripped out the cleeand offered it to her.
"Is not this why you came to me?"



"No! Why would I? Why would | even dream that yoowld pay—what do
you...do you think | have some hold over you or stiimg?" she babbled,
horrified. "This isn't blackmail! I don't know arhihg about you!"

At this he tucked the cheque under the chequelsoo&wed the cap back on
his pen, and leaned back in his chair, watching '"&yu can think of no
reason why | would be willing to pay your sistetsbt and relieve your
father of such grief?"

Dana was quite certain that he thought the debthga®wn. But that was
beside the point. "None whatsoever," she said.

He took that with a thoughtful nod. "Then why hagee come to me?"
"l was blackmailed into it," she said baldly.

Sheikh Ashraf didn't move, but she felt that hislehbeing was electrified
by her words. "You were blackmailed,” he repeatstlys

"The casino owner called my sister in to talk. Hewed her a—" Dana
dropped her head and spoke to her drink "—a nevespeith a photo of you
and me at that charity thing. He.. .had jumpedaictusions, and he told
Roxy to bring me to see him. | had no choice, | ttago."

"Yes, | see." His voice was so quiet and calm,smerealized suddenly that
he would be the one you ran to in a crisis. Evengt

"They wouldn't believe there was nothing betweenTiey said, even if
that was true, that | could— could start sometliimgvanted. They told me
that you..."

"That I—?" he prompted, when she faded out.

"That you owe them a huge amount of money, tengimere than Roxy
lost, and that you keep dodging when they try teesgou with a subpoena.
They wanted me to come down here and get to knaygmd then trick you
into being someplace where they could come ancesgyu with whatever
paper it is."



He laughed briefly. "Where were you to take meeieive these papers?"

"They didn't say anything about that. | got the aid¢hat once
I'd—established contact with you, they would let knew."

"What is the name of the casino?"

"Park Place," Dana told him, wondering how manyrezshe owed money
to.

"And what was in your mind when you did their bicig?"

"l had to pretend to agree. They threatened tagoyt father and insist on
being paid and.. .but | thought, if | could judt {@u about it, maybe you
could pay them what you owe them, or.. .or at laasépt the subpoena....'

He was shaking his head long before she finishedlhar heart sank.
"Miss Morningstar—Dana. | do not owe these men ngohdo not gamble,
at the Park Place casino or at any other. Thisanstery told you by men
who have very different motives than the ones fhi@yended to reveal to
you."

He spoke with complete conviction, and she belielviga. She stared at
him, licking dry lips. A whisper of danger seemedbver in the air. "What
motives?"

"Tell me the names of the men who spoke to you."

"Khalid Abd al Darogh and Fuad al Kadthib."A shadowssed his face, but
he only nodded.

"What do they want?" she repeated, her voice cnogkith dread.

He hesitated, then shook his head slightly, andkek® by the look on his
face that he would not tell her anything more.

"The question is, what is now to be done?"



He reached for the mobile phone lying beside theraom, picked it up and
punched a couple of buttons. Then he stood up anekdnout into the sun
towards the stern. He lifted a hand as if in gregti

"Harry," she heard him say, but then he bent h&llend she could make
out nothing more. As she watched him, she becanaeeathat the yacht's
engines had died, and the launch that had bedingrat a distance was now
approaching them at speed. So they had been undeiliance all the time.

When Sheikh Ashraf closed the phone Dana got wgtaiad at the railing
and watch two crew members drop the landing ladider.other boat pulled
alongside below and two men got out, moved quicklythe ladder and
came aboard. They ran lightly to the aft deck.

"Ash!" one of them cried, with a certain degreegaddfef, giving his back a
thump. He was as handsome as it got, and Danadsmileluntarily. But
she knew which face she preferred.

"This is Dana Morningstar," Sheikh Ashraf said. fiyaand Naj, Dana."”
She had the funny feeling that she had met Najrbefaut he didn't make
any comment, and so she didn't mention it. Butféi® certainly looked
familiar.

So did hers, apparently. "Hey, I've seen yoBack Lane!"Harry told her
with a grin. "It's a great show. That Reena, sbe&smeanwoman!”

Dana smiled. "Well, she gets her comeuppance iroathmor so, so stay
tuned.”

"She does? What happens?"
"I'm contractually bound not to tell you."

He lifted his hands to the bounding main. "Hey,reveh the middle of
nowhere!"



She laughed and shook her head. "Sorry. We wetieylarly warned about
directional mikes being aimed at yachts in the rieicd nowhere."

"Dana has other interesting things to tell you d@pbowever," Ashraf said,
and they all sat down. Dana repeated her stori&ory and Naj.

The yacht rode gently on the swell as she spolkestin sparked from the
creamy paint and the blue water, and the cooliegz® stirred her hair. The
three men sat listening intently, and Dana hadtigglen feeling of being in
a dream. She couldn't quite understand how shedizere.

When she had finished her recital of the factsarsivered a few questions,
they all sat in silence, considering.

It was Harry who spoke first. "Well, it would besygenough to pay the debt
and let Dana go back home."

Dana longed to ask why that solution had occuméddrh, but it didn't seem
the moment. Ash merely gestured to the tray that stél resting on the
table, with the cheque tucked under one corner.

"Yes."

"But there's a more serious problem here. Theyabiybwon't stop trying
to, ah...serve a subpoena on you just because¢hegt Dana."

The tone of his voice put the phrase "serve a saitggoin quotes, and Dana
mulled that over. The three men seemed to know gongeabout Abd al
Darogh and al Kadthib that she didn't, somethingmaous it didn't have to
be mentioned.

"Might be a good idea," Harry went on, "to let thehink this plan is
working. They may not bother trying to come up vatiother."

Naj nodded. "It's the obvious solution.”

Then they all three turned and looked at her.



"Dana's exactly where she would be if she had dxaetly what she was
told, and been successful,” Harry mused, and shiel see that he was only
voicing the thought that was in all their heads.

A nervous chill ran over her skin, ridiculous ontsi a day.
"What does that mean?" she asked.

"If the men who are blackmailing you believe thauye successfully
seduced Ash, there are—" Naj began.

Dana jumped. "And how would | convince them of #iadhe demanded
nervously.

Naj lifted a hand. "There's no problem there, lmitslleave that for a
moment. There are two possible benefits,” he caetin turning to the

others. "First, we draw their fire. We discover witas they're really alter.

Second, they won't be looking for another way ahdavhat Dana'’s already
doing, so we'll have one less thing to worry abbout.

Harry and Ashraf agreed. She looked back and fbefween them. "I
thought you knew what they were really after.”

"We have some informed guesses,"” Ashraf said. gliesses boil down to
variations on a couple of possibilities. One is—"

"Yes?" she prompted. She was feeling increasingbpmfortable, without
knowing why.

"That they are hoping to create some sort of sdaridsiou establish a
connection with me, it could be exploited in a dozi#ferent ways. | am
sure you can see that.”

"Through my confessions in the tabloid press, Ipage,” Dana offered
dryly.



"Possibly. There are also the law courts. You magituse me of assault or
rape, for example. That would certainly engage energies at what is a
critical time."

"You're assuming they have reason to believe I'dlgng with something
like that."

"They may consider that they have enough leveraggoo to force your
cooperation,” he pointed out gently.

Dana had to accept the truth of this. She wasiauner own heart that she
would never have agreed to take part in blackeamgpne's character with
a false accusation or expose, but the men she &altl withcouldn't be
expected to know that she would balk at such ayththey had forced her to
do their bidding once, why not twice?

"What's the other possibility?" she asked.

The three men shifted and exchanged glances, aaith ape felt that
whisper of dread touch her.

It was Ash who spoke. "They may want to kill me.uragole may have
been—to set me up for assassination."



Nine

"No!" she cried, as the whisper of dread becardark, heavy cloud and
settled over her, reaching sickening, cold tendnts the marrow of her
bones. She had never felt such horror. It wak@tthhe movies at all. It was
dreadful. She had sat with those men, talked tmihand they had been
forcing her to unknowingly conspire in—

"No! Assass—murder?""It is one very strong possibility.” She saw it alé
if it were playing out before her eyes. She wouldéhtold them that the
sheikh was going to be at a certain place, at taioetime.. .it was not a
subpoena, but death that they would have delivered.

"Oh, God!" Dana cried, her hands at her mouthelges black and staring at
Sheikh Ashraf. Chills were coursing up and downlyeak, her arms, from

her toes to her scalp. "What if | hadn't told ydRat if I'd just.. .done what

they said?"Alhamdolillah, you did not choose that path."

"Who are those men?" she demanded, half seeingntheer as she spoke.
"Who are they?"

Again, that exchange of glances among the thresast Naj who spoke.
"They are men who have a very good reason to wakeép Ghasib in
power in Bagestan."

Dana shuddered. She felt dirty, covered in filllo"you mean I've been
working for agents of Ghasib? For—for Ghasib hirf¥sel

"Khalid Abd al Darogh and Fuad al Kadthib own stfitye percent of all the
casinos in Bagestan,"” Harry said. "They naturalgnivto keep him in
power, but whether they are actively conspiringhwhim or not—" He
shrugged. "We don't know."

"But | don't understand,” Dana said, turning to ishé\shraf. "My sister
went to that casino before | ever met you at therighthing. Why would
they—"



"Some of it was probably a lucky chance for theAsh said. "The Park
Place casino is known for trapping young womenaafchfamily into heavy
gambling losses. Then they offer to let them paydébt through high-class
prostitution. They fly them to wealthy clients iragestan and elsewhere.
Either your sister fell by chance into that trappoe of the women already
trapped was instructed to entice her into it."

She stared at him. "Instructed to entice Roxy inipaar? Why?"

"They might have felt that to have Colonel Golhahtughter in such a
position would be useful to them."

Dana didn't see that. She shook her head uncomputietgty. "And then |
met you by chance and they changed tactics to"suit?

He lifted his well-shaped hands as if it were selfident.

She had the feeling that the pieces didn't quit®&tit there was too much to
take in for her to assess it all. She suddenlyzedlthat she had been sitting
forward in her seat, tense and anxious, for a tong. She leaned back in
her chair, letting herself feel the heat and theebe, her fabulous
surroundings. The sun was low in the western shg,iwould be setting
soon.

It was so beautiful. After a moment she took a deelaxed breath and
picked up her drink, which the servant had refrdsiighout her noticing.

She looked from one to the other of the men as $ipeke. In the strong,
slanting light of the sun now coming in under tinnang, a subtle physical
resemblance between them became visible.

Harry looked at his watch. "I've got to get backvta Fouzebefore dark.”

"Right,” Naj said, getting to his feet. He liftechand. "Nice meeting you,
Dana."

Dana set her drink down and stood up to say goodky¢he two men left
she moved over to the railing and watched themayend Sheikh Ashraf



went with them to the main deck, then watched ag thoved down to the
landing platform.

When the launch had left, cutting a wide arc awaynfthe yacht, and the
deckhand was drawing the ladder up against thedditlee yacht, Sheikh
Ashraf started back up the stairs to where shewaasng at the top. He
looked up as he came, and their eyes met, and Dlagart contracted with
sudden feeling. Want to be the one who waits for yshge thought.

As he stepped up the last step and came towardbisi@resence was
overpowering. There was a kind of electricity sumding him; she could
feel it envelop her.

She tried to smile it away, but couldn't. "I suppg®u'd better call the
helicopter now."

Sheikh Ashraf frowned in surprise, putting a hamtl to her elbow, then
withdrawing it. "Helicopter?"

Her pulse kicked. "I should get back to the Ederc.Rdnless there's
something else to discuss?"

His face was suddenly without expression. "Theneohing to discuss if
you have already made your decision."

"What decision?" she said stupidly.
"Have you decided not to stay?" the sheikh pressid,some impatience.

Her heart seemed to leap into her mouth. She haet fedt so stupid. "Stay
where?"

"But what is solved if you leave now?" he demanuheplatiently, as if he
had expected her to understand something. "Whdreyaui go? Back to
London? What will you tell the men who sent you?"

He was right. She had been so geared up to theofasieeting him and
telling him her story that she hadn't thought belytnShe had hoped that



talking to him would solve Roxy's problems. But mog was
solved—unless she took that cheque he had offened\nd she couldn't do
that. She was back at square one.

"I don't know." She licked her lips. "Uh—I'll have think. | didn't actually
think about it—I couldn't plan when | had no idelawyou would say."

She felt at a huge disadvantage with him. He wageplolly masculine and

attractive, and being near him didn't do her reggphrain any favours. He
was looking at her with a dark look that she fodeéply sexy, though she
was certain he didn't mean it that way.

"You still haven't heard what | am going to say."

"Haven't 1?" She blinked. She turned her head mfugion and her eyes
happened to fall on the cheque he had written,lyitlg tucked under his
chequebook on the tray.

"l see," the sheikh said in a changed voice. "és;ourse. In that case,
there is nothing more to say."

He bent down, picked up the cheque, and straigtéménand it to her.
"Thank you for coming to warn me. | will call fdné helicopter. Can | offer
you another drink while you are waiting?"

Fury overcame her. How dare he make such an assumgiiout her? She
snatched the cheque from him and tore it threestimeguick succession
and, staring into his face, tossed the eight litligged bits of paper down.
They were instantly snatched by the breeze antksedtacross the pristine
teak deck."There is no need to speak to me in tthra¢ of voice,"” she

snapped furiously. "I have no intention of takingmay from you, Sheikh

Ashraf, now or ever! But | really don't see whateethere is to talk about!
What do you want from me?"

He laughed, and again she was struck by how laughi@nged him. A
treacherous little thought flickered across herdniyou have too many
cares. If | were your lover you would laugh moghe shook her head
impatiently.



"Of course there is something to talk about," Hd teer, his white teeth
flashing against his warm skin. "Did you not undiensl the point Harry was
making when he said you were in the very position would have been in
had you obeyed al Kadthib?"

"No." She had been too busy looking at them, peshamd hadn't
concentrated on what they were saying.

"l have ordered dinner. Will you stay to dinnertwihe, Dana, and hear
what | ask of you?"

Her heart pounding with a mixture of fear and aptition, she agreed.

She was shown into a stateroom by Sheikh Ashrab, egened the door on
a closet that was hung with women's clothes.

"These belong to my brother's fiancee," he saile"fS much shorter than
you, but she would be happy for you to make usehaftever you can. Most
of these things are new."

"Where is she now?" Dana asked.

"On board theMa Fouzewith Harry. It is a sailing yacht, so doesn't have
much closet space. In any case, Mariel says shentioeed such clothes
when they are sailing.”

She was too aware of his presence in the bedraman¢dnscious of the
large bed. She was glad when he showed her quacélynd and left.

In the bath the taps and fittings were gold, and&eouldn't help laughing.
She took a cooling shower, but ignored the closetficlothes to dress
again in her own. She wasn't sure what was goirgptsuggested tonight,
but she didn't want to look as though she thoulgatveas moving in.

When she emerged, night had fallen. Music was ptagoftly, a Middle
Eastern instrumental number. A servant led hehéodeck where dinner



would be served, at a small, square table laid watindles underneath the
stars. It was a heavenly night, and they wererfaugh away from the shore
now for the stars to play in all their glory. Thevasn't another boat in sight.

Sheikh Ashraf stood looking out over the black, mapangled water. He
turned as she stepped out into the semi-darknessiad changed into a
short- sleeved shirt and cotton pants. He couldrvibeséh Western and
Eastern clothes with equal ease, she saw, andhhthag he would make an
excellent sultan. Fully at home in both East andtMde would understand
where both sides were coming from.

"Wine?" Ashraf asked her. "Or a cocktail?"

"Wine," she agreed. "And some ice in it, pleaseg'Manservant handed her
the glass and then slipped away, leaving them almgether with the night
and the stars. There was silence and then anotel ¢f music started, a
wailing, haunting woman's voice.

Dana sipped her wine and realized that it was a&epensive one, and that
watering it down with ice was probably a terribtsult to it. But she wanted
a clear head tonight. The air was heavy with unepakeaning.

"Was Prince Wafiq your father?" she asked, wheg Hasl stood in silence
for a few minutes gazing into the darkness. Sheetlirand leaned back
against the railing, her glass resting on it atdiée, her eloows back.

"He was."

"Yours and Harry's."

He inclined his head.

"Does Ghasib know that you were the one named as gmandfather's
heir?"

It was obvious to her now that Sheikh Ashraf waes dne named by his
grandfather as Crown Prince- designate of Bages$&e. should have
realized it the moment she noticed the family rddance between the three



men this afternoon, but it was only later, when ralsaid Harry was his
brother, that the penny had finally dropped. Amarnbs Bagestani expat
community, Prince Wafig was widely rumoured to haae two sons. And
Dana had finally clicked on why Naj looked familiahis recent romantic
reunion with his wife and son had been all ovenision and the papers. He
had been revealed as Najib al Makhtoum, Hafzuddiaaadi's grandson.

So she had been talking to the three grandsonse thald be no doubt that
Ashraf was the leader among them. His authorityh loo himself and with
the other two, was unmistakable. They had condigtdeferred to him.

"We don't know for a certainty what Ghasib knowsguoesses, about us.
But since the storytelling, we have to assumehbdias come to the correct
conclusion.”

"That would be why they put the screws on Roxyrtagt morning,” Dana
guessed, and he nodded.

A servant arrived with a tray, and they sat dowrhat table. They were
served with a beautifully presented starter of tehyvegetables, and at a
sign from the sheikh were left alone to enjoy it.

"This is delicious!" Dana said, for once in heelffnding silence unnerving.
"Is your chef Bagestani?"

"By birth, but he was raised in Paris and trairtezt¢,” Sheikh Ashraf said.
They talked about food, and then about Bagestatureuand what had

happened to it over the past three decades. Theprogaessed, and each
course seemed more spectacular than the last.

But Dana couldn't quite relax. The subject they md speak of hovered
over the conversation. What did he want of her,whdt would it entail?

"Do you like the sea? Are you a good sailor?" kedder at last, when little
cups of Turkish coffee had been served, and a pfdige-sized morsels of
fresh fruit in the centre of the table was all tteahained of the meal.

"I haven't done all that much sailing. | like bqatss. Why?"



"I wondered if you would enjoy a holiday at sea."
"Is that what you want me to do? Stay aboard?"

The breeze was warm but gusting strongly now, hadandle flames were
caught by it, even inside the protective globesh fwked at her in the
flickering darkness and wished she were less ehu®r that he could
send her away till it was over rather than do wieahad to—ask her to stay
in close proximity.

"We may gain something, as Harry said, if Fuad aditkib and his partner
believe you to be successfully obeying orders,tdie her. "If they have
assassination in mind, they may see you as a pesséans. If it is disgrace
that they plan, again, they can't hope to sendchotheer woman when you
are with me."

"Starting when?"

"Effectively, now. Tonight it will be best, | thinkf you return to the Eden
Roc. In the morning you can check out. For youinopy disappear and
have strangers collect your luggage will attraotrtmuch attention.”

"And then what?"

"We do not know where Ghasib's spies are, or howhrhe knows. It
would not be good enough for you merely to say sioel with me. You
would have to be actually with me here."

"You mean, to convince them that I'm in positiord azan be activated
whenever they choose," Dana said flatly.

He bent his head.

Dana was furious suddenly. "And what do | say witnety give me a vial of
poison to feed you, or ask me to take you to suchsaich a place so they
can use you for target practice? What if they tme&? What if they've
already tricked me? What if there's a bomb in micase or a.. .an inhalant
poison in my perfume or something?"



He looked at herNot poison, but intoxicatiohe thoughtAnd just as
dangerous to my concentration.

"These are mostly unfounded fears," he told hetlgen

"And they can be counteracted by a thorough examimaf your luggage
before you bring it aboard. What arrangement did p@ake with these men
for contacting them?"

"None. I'm supposed to keep in touch with Roxyavdino idea how often
she talks to them. Too often, probably."

"Suppose you phone your sister tonight and telttmetrl have invited you to
stay with me at a secret location. Do not menti@thikra, or let her know
that you are at sea at all. Say that the phonebeithonitored where you are
going and you will not call her again for a weeknmore, but that after that
time | have promised to take you to Paris and Lorido

"On a shopping trip," she suggested, one cornBeomouth tilting.

Ashraf laughed, getting the joke at once. "On@pgping trip," he agreed.
"Tell her that your rich Arab lover has promisedierk your beauty in the
precious jewels it deserves."

His voice roughened at the end, as if he had stae joking and then lost
his grip. Their eyes met for a moment over the @fidmes, and her pulse
raced as if his gaze were a physical touch.

"Roxy will love that,"” she said, for something &ys

"And you, Dana—what do you love?" he asked. Thedw@eemed to come
from him unwillingly, and her heart responded weilien more wild
thudding. Before she could answer, his lips tigateand he dragged his
eyes away from her. "l apologize," he said.

"What?"



"l want you to feel secure with me, Dana. If youesgto these plans, do not
be afraid that | will be unable to keep to my pHrthe bargain.”

"Which is—what?" Dana said, her heart choking her.
"You are a beautiful, deeply attractive woman.Ha hature of things we
must be often alone together while you are herd. IBwill not take

advantage of this situation, or your cooperation."

Dana pressed her lips together, wondering how swanthis. At last she
asked, "Are you married?"

His eyes narrowed at her. After a moment he saiglg| "I am not married.
No."

"Engaged? Involved?"

Ash saw the direction of her thoughts. He shookHhaad protestingly,
closing his eyes. Took a deep breath.

"Dana..." he began.

"Who told you that | wanted to be protected fronuy6she asked softly.
"Or haven't you noticed that you are also handsanaedeeply attractive?"

"Dana," he said, in a different voice, shoved Haicback and stood. He
looked at her with eyes that were as black andeap ds the sky behind his
head.



Ten

He drew her to her feet and wrapped his arms siycan@und her back. She
lifted her own arms around his neck, and they stihede for a moment,
with the music playing softly around them, gazintpieach other's face. A
thousand wordless messages seemed to pass beheeen t

Her blood took heat from his body, so that she ta®ing up from the
inside. The touch of his mouth was electric on s, brushing softly,
softly over the fullness till she was crazy for fiven pressure of hunger.
She understood that she had been waiting for trasyenoment since that
first kiss.

His hunger at last grew too much for him, and resged one hand into her
hair, cupping her head and turning her chin hegiyesp before his mouth
came down with a loss of control that thrilled teeher bones.

His arms tightened almost painfully, drawing heaiagt his body. Blood
thundered in her ears and brain, drowning out dfersusic, making her
dizzy. She opened her mouth to his, hungrier tenhad ever been for a
man, and her hands pressed his neck and tangleid imair. Of its own
volition her body arched into his, responsive t@ tpressure of his
demanding hands, making demands of its own.

His hands were inside her shirt, slipping undeiméatr tank top, his skin
rough and warm against her bare skin. She tremdet melted at the
incredible intimacy of the touch.

He drew his mouth away and they gazed into the caagiight in each
other's dark eyes. She was melt- ingly, wildly hynigr him. He bent to
press his lips against her throat and she closedyes and felt herself
half-fainting. Her blood thundered in her ears, ahd saw light behind her
eyelids, and suddenly Ashraf's hands gripped hpeupgrms and she was
being held away from his warmth.

"You drive me to the edge,” he muttered.



The clamour in her blood abated, but the swoopwgder was still in her
ears. Dana understood suddenly, and with a ligkpdooked up.

The helicopter, its bright searchlight beaming dpwas slowly lowering
onto the deck above their heads. She stared atdnuprehendingly for a
moment, and then said huskily, "Is that for me?"

Ashraf drew back out of her arms, set her away fnom "To take you back
to the hotel,” he said. "There is someone to acemmyou. Sharif Azad al
Dauleh. He will examine your luggage, and assistwberever necessary.
Tomorrow he will bring you back again."

She brushed the back of one hand over her kisdleswips. "All right,"” she
said. He had better control than she did—she dilimk she would have
been able to pull back from the brink like that &my money.

"l guess you don't get to be considered sultan maatgithout a larger than
usual dose of self-discipline," she muttered.

"Not as much as | need,"” he said roughly.

She supposed he had chewed her lipstick all ovefdoe. She turned to
reach for her handbag, on a lounge chair. The dygtec was just touching
down on the upper deck, and she knew she shoulg ligere already. The
pilot had explained to her on the way in how trickich a landing was.

"Good night," she said tonelessly, tossing the dag her shoulder as she
crossed to the stairs.

He said nothing as he followed her up to the togkdele bent double and
ran towards the chopper, and she followed suit.

"Till tomorrow," he said, when she had clambered ihe empty seat and
strapped herself in, and that was all they had foneHe bent and ran back
the way he had come, and the helicopter lifted Affimoment later the

brightly lighted yacht was only a shape in the sunding sea of blackness.



"Oh, you are so lucky!" Roxy's voice came envioukbyn the wire.

"I've got a sister with a very short memory, if yoall that luck,” Dana
responded. Roxy seemed to have wiped recent efremisher mind. She
was reacting a little as though Dana had stolenesexcitement that was
rightfully hers.

"Don't tell me you're not enjoying yourself. | wdualt believe you!" she
accused.

"Snap!"
"What does that mean?" Roxy demanded petulantly.

"You enjoy pulling strings and manipulating peopl®ana told her,
suddenly seeing the truth of this herself cleady the first time. "You
especially have always enjoyed watching me busassyto pull things out
of the fire that you have deliberately tossed indAou're enjoying it now."

"l am not. | don't know how you can say that, Dana!"
"l can say it because it's true."”
"It is not!"

"Then listen up, and stop oohing and aahing asuftpink that if it weren't
for me you'd be here playing footsie with a shej&hrself. If it weren't for
me, you'd be explaining to Dad why you felt theiltrof a few hours'
gambling was worth everything he's worked for fa &nd then some."

Roxy subsided into sullen silence. But for once wlasn't sure why, Dana
wasn't impressed. Maybe it was the contrast: shiedemsed a ruthless
self-honesty in Ashraf Durran, and it was a degplsactive trait. She was
sure he was a man who never tried to blind hinesetb his own motives.

The problem with people who played games with thewes was that, if
you loved them, you ended up playing the gamesYoa.sold out the truth
to soothe them.



And maybe that was what had enabled Roxy to gandhe irresponsible
path she had apparently chosen in life. Dana ha@my fixed things for
her, but had always reassured her that what shedbad wasn't very
important in the scheme of things.

Who did she have to blame if it had now come ts-tHRoxy, believing she
had forced her sister into prostitution, was noet@nding to envy her.

"Tell them | am going away with Sheikh Durran," agaid concisely. "He
hasn't said where, only that we'll be there a weredo. And then he'll bring
me back to London and Paris. | won't call you agidiwe arrive in London,
because we'll be somewhere | can't use the phone."

She didn't say anything about having told the dhélle truth. Roxy just
couldn't be trusted to carry it off if she knew.tBana would have loved to
be able to ask her sister if she knew of any reagloyn Sheikh Durran
should have offered to pay off the full amount Rawed, no questions
asked.

Sharif Azad al Dauleh checked every inch of hegage and pronounced it
clean, and by eleven the next morning was escoln@ndpack to th®hikra
by helicopter. It was a longer ride than last ngytgo the yacht must have
been sailing through the night.

Dana had phoned no one except Roxy. Mostly shecoadgortable with
this, but from time to time she was struck by dow@tt instinct told her
Sheikh Ashraf Durran was a man to be trusted. Lagimed her that she
might be mistaken. What if she sailed off with hamd never returned?
Would Roxy be believed if she told her story?

In the end she had gone to the hotel's cyber bakd]y noted the facts and
sent the document to her own e-mail address. Nelseehad her password,
but she supposed that if she went missing the galiould get it soon
enough. And that would have to do.



The sheikh was not there to meet her when sheedrron board. A
stewardess showed Dana to a different stateroom tthe one she had
borrowed last night. It was a suite consisting iting room, bath and
bedroom with two huge empty closets, and a smadlystvith a computer
and several shelves of books.

Most of the books were worn with use, but one shvelf filled with what
looked like new purchases. Dana scanned the déitldsaw that they were a
mix of recently published literary and popular bspénd some classics. A
biography of Byron sat side by side with half a@opaperback romances
and the latest John Grisham. There was a histoBagéstan.

A smile pulled the corners of her mouth as shecedta beautiful Moroccan
leather-bound four- volume sefThe Complete Works of William
Shakespeare. Comedies. Histories. Tragedies. PasthSonnets.

So he had not just saiGet her a few books to keep her from boredden.
had thought about one, at least.

"Where is Sheikh Ashraf?" she asked the stewardedsienchwoman
named Adile who told Dana that she had come abeslgt this morning.

"He is in a meeting in the boardroom, madame,"repéed.
"A meeting?"

"With some men who flew in an hour ago," Adile expkd. "His
Excellency asks that you excuse him. They will thkech together in the
large dining room. And when would you like your owmch to be served,
madame?"

So she wasn't going to be asked to act as hisdspfana understood with a
little pang of disappointment. Then she told hérskeé was being a fool.
Why should she be?

A few minutes later, wearing a tankini swimsuit anda matching
knee-length green shirt, her hair tied back wihoiivn knot, Dana went out
to the aft deck for a bottle of water. She founé ohthe deckhands there,



snipping the wires off the thick stack of newspapbat had been dropped
off by the helicopter pilot. There were two copseverything, and the

deckhand was dividing them into two piles. Wheréaé finished, he pulled

the old papers out of the newspaper rack and slippe new stack in. He

tossed the old papers down behind the serving b#ord disappearing

inside with the second stack of new ones.

Dana paused to glance through the headlines. Theneseveral of today's
English broadsheets, as well as yesterday aftelstavioids, papers from
France,

Germany, Italy and elsewhere in Europe, and onevorof yesterday's
papers from North America.

Al Jawadi Flings Down The Gauntletyied one splash headline on a
Canadian paper. Dana suddenly realized that shemieskd yesterday's
reporting of the Night of the Thousand and One Boekd went and
retrieved the papers from behind the bar. "Madame?"

It was the drinks waiter, who appeared a littldledf, not having realized
she was out here.

Message To Ghasib—Get Oatie of the tabloids screamed. Dana glanced
up at the waiter with a preoccupied smile. "MayVé a bottle of mineral
water to take up to the pool with me?" she asked.

He frowned at her. "You go to pool? Swimmink?" Hada motions for the
sake of clarity.

"Yeah," Dana said lightly. She had picked up ameofrom a bowl behind
the bar and was absently munching it.

Are You Our Sultan?

"You go up, we brink," the man told her sternly. pteénted to the intercom
on the bar. "You say what."



"Well, I'm here now," Dana began, then gave up.Hfglish wasn't good
enough for an explanation—she would just confuse PAll right, mineral
water and lime, then, please.”

She had to wait while he laboriously showed her twttles, and she

pointed to the sparkling variety. Then, tuckingesay papers, new and old,
under her arm, Dana made her way up to the swimpwiogand sank into

a comfortable lounger under a striped umbrella.

It was heaven. The sea stretched for miles arcaubeautiful, empty blue.
She was followed a few minutes later by Adile, bepa tray with a bottle
of water in an ice bucket, a tub of ice, a glasglate of sliced lime, and
several bowls of tidbits. She arranged everythiegtly on the little table
beside Dana's lounger.

"Anything else, madame?" she asked, straightening.

Dana smiled at her. "Thanks, that's fine. Adileywdid you bring this up,
instead of Abdulahad?"

"Because | am your personal maid, madame. | hage imstructed by His
Excellency to look after you personally in everyitpias far as possible.”

She sounded as though death would have to intehwefioee she defaulted
on her sworn duty, and Dana, hearing the hero woiséhind the tone,
thought that with charisma like this Ashraf coutgidssibly fail.

"l see. Well, thank you," she said, a bit helphgssl

Adile nodded and left her to the perusal of thegpap

Where Is Our Sultan?

Several papers had photographs of the demonstsatadang place in
Medinat al Bostan, the capital of Bagestan. Aceaydd the story, it was

illegal in Bagestan to congregate for the purpadgsolitical discussion,
and Ghasib routinely punished any infraction wiktreme measures. It



was also illegal for crowds to gather in front ofidsib's grotesque New
Palace.

So the demonstrations were taking place in thésaoitgntral square in front
of the elegant Old Palace— which had once beenhtree of the al
Jawadis—and they had been completely silent.

Dana gasped when she read that. Thousands of pstapiding silently
together for hours—what a will they must have! Thegerved Ashraf as a
sultan. No lesser man would do.

She swam and read, and ate a late lunch whereafjeand wondered how
long he would be stuck in his meeting, and whewbeld be free to come
to her. She dozed and dreamed of him, and awokesaddnore journalists'
informed guesses as to whether Sheikh Ashraf Dwwras himself the
sultan-in-waiting, or merely his messenger.

It is widely believed that, when the sultan- desitgnannounces
himself publicly, he will produce the al Jawadi Resthe
fabulous sixty-three-carat pink diamond ring thas been passed
from the reigning sultan to his designated succedso
generations.

The jewel is a potent symbol for most Bag- estasusn though it
has not been seen by anyone outside the familye Sitrance
Nazim was named Crown Prince thirty-three years @be belief
has been given great impetus by Sheikh Ashraf Diarelear
mention of the Rose during his remarkable perfoceaat the
Cannes charity function.

She dozed again and woke to the noise of the Ipéce landing. She
watched as several men in crumpled summer suitsbeleed aboard and it
took off again, leaving the sheikh standing onlémeling pad. The chopper
dropped quickly astern as it climbed. Ashraf turresv her on the lounger
and came towards her.

Her thighs melted with anticipation, and her bleathe suddenly alive. She
felt both electrically alive and lazily sensuoudtet same time.



"Good afternoon," he said, as Dana swung her legg off the lounger and
sat up, pulling on her shirt.

"Isn't it, though?" she agreed with a smile. "Cagyour you something to
drink?" She had long ago asked Adile to bring aosdcglass up. She
scooped some half-melted ice cubes into it and dhevdripping bottle of
water out of the ice bucket.

"Thank you," he said after a beat, and sank dowmarchair opposite her.
He was wearing Western clothes today—casual, Ifitiseg trousers in
navy cotton with a neat braided belt, a white podak shirt, and bare feet in
deck shoes. His skin looked clean and healthyhhis glowed. His chin
was dark with beard shadow, which only made hinesex

She passed him the glass, offered him the bowlligexy watched in
satisfaction as he took a long drink and poppeauple of the green globes
into his mouth.

"How did your meeting go?"

He lifted his shoulders, getting the kinks out.

"Long-winded, but about as productive as couldXjeeted.”

"Who were they?"

"Representatives of a multinational which has aaldished presence in
Bagestan. They naturally want to be reassuredtegtare not going to be
the losers if Ghasib goes."

"What does that mean?"

"They won't want to see me on the throne if it nse#meir profits are
reduced.”

"And you have to reassure them?"



One eyebrow went up, and he drank again. "Yesnan®n the one hand
they have a very sweet deal with Ghasib—he givesntlpretty wide
latitude in return for their support. On the othand, they have lately been
getting flak back home because of their collusiothis regime, and it's
becoming harder and harder for them to pretend énexy't involved in the
atrocities against protesters and the wanton emviemtal pollution.

"They can only threaten me at the moment, becggeknow that if it were
proven that they were actively conspiring to kedpa&b in power their
share price would drop. And they can't be sure thdbn't have the
evidence."

She was sickened. "l can't believe you have to edsdwith people like
that!"

He gestured at a newspaper folded open on the mfi@ademonstration.
"The more the people of Bagestan go out on thetstréhe less I'll have to
compromise—with everyone. But | have no genie imdtl®d. Nothing
happens in a vacuum, not even the sultan ridiranihis white horse."

She saw suddenly how tired he was, how sick ofinigalith people who
thought of nothing but their profits. "Are you fated for the day?" she
asked.

He shook his head. "I have briefing papers to neaadvance of another
meeting tomorrow." He looked at his watch. "And tiedicopter will bring
back our public relations advisor."

"Have a swim first," she urged him. "It's so hotldahe pool's lovely and
cool."

"I have been in an air-conditioned room," he paindet humorously.
"Take a break," she pleaded.

And suddenly the air between them was singing wiganing. Sensation
rushed over her skin, so that she shivered in d¢la. h



Ashraf watched her without speaking for a pregmaaient; dropped his
eyes to his glass, lifted it and finished the watet.

"Baleh," he said. He slipped out of his shoes where hgs#dgd his polo
shirt out of his pants and over his head. She vealtthe tanned skin emerge,
firm with muscle, and almost fainted with the rushdesire that assailed
her. His forearms and his chest were dark with. hair

He stood up, his hands going to his belt, and fier@azy moment, thinking
he was going to strip and swim naked, she feltheart stop. But he was
wearing a neat pair of swim trunks. He stepped twéne edge of the pool
and dived neatly in.

Dana slipped out of her own shirt. She was weaaidgrk green tankini top
with a thong. The outfit suited her long, neatlystled body, the small,
firm breasts, her skin all a pale mocha shade kiiked off green sandals
and followed Ashraf into the pool.

It wasn't a large pool, ten metres long at modtsnmething you could get a
real workout in. But it was cooling and relaxingdabest of all, filled with
sea water, so she didn't have to worry about aiéaon her hair.

Dhikras colours were dark green and navy. There were statctowels in
these colours on a cart beside the freshwater statveme side of the pool.
When he had done a dozen quick lengths, Ashraégulimself out and
rinsed down in the shower before grabbing a towel.

He turned to see Dana coming towards him, wateddman her long,
slender body, her breasts tight under her top,thoeg clinging to her
mound, outlining the thickly curling hair. She hgldn, straight shoulders,
smoothly curved arms, a dancer's muscled legsaarnep. She passed
him, stroking the salt water from her eyelashes] stepped under the
shower. He felt a wave of psychic heat as she pasit

The sun was hot. The air was perfumed—either byltiveering plants on

the deck below, or by her passing, he did not kmtweh. In the shower she
was turning her face up to the spray exactly ashshifted her mouth for
his kiss last night.



Ashraf turned, slung the towel around his neclkodsrto the other end of the
deck and went down the stairs.



Eleven

She didn't see him again until dinner, when heoduced her to Gazi al
Hamzeh, his public relations advisor. They ate enkdagain, under the
stars. Ashraf was very silent, and Gazi did mosheftalking, explaining to
Dana how a public relations campaign was managed.

"So basically you're saying you could make anybathall famous for
nothing at all," she laughed.

For dinner she had dressed in a rose red raw msdhat was slim and
sleeveless, with a high Japanese collar. It felbwehe knee, slit for a
couple of inches on each side seam. Her hair vigiger! casually up on top
of her head with diamante clips.

"Not literally anybody, but close enough," he séilzen twenty years ago it
wouldn't have been all that difficult, but today®@azi waved a hand.

She was interested, but her interest was giversfoglher determination to
suppress her responseto Ashraf's presence. Aretheesl determined to all
but ignore her.

"Would you like the treatment?" Gazi asked.

She grinned. "You're offering to make me a celgBtit

"In England, of course, you already are. It woutddm easy thing to spread
the word and make you more of a name internatigniéltould boost your
career."

Still smiling, she shook her head.

"Why not? Consider it our thank-you for coming teh#af with the truth.”
"l don't particularly like addictive substancestiessaid. Gazi raised his

eyebrows, and she gestured at her glass of wirlee ‘dlcohol, a little fame
goes a long way. It's one thing if it comes as-®imduct of something I've



achieved. It would be another thing completelytifvere the result of
nothing more than media manipulation.”

Gazi laughed as if she had won a point. He hadteactve birthmark patch
all around one eye. He looked like a pirate, ar@lthlought that, in some
ways, he was one.

"You and my wife would get along,” he said. "Yolile her."

She saw Ashraf watching her with dark eyes, buekpgession in them was
unreadable.

The helicopter came to take Gazi away, and as u8shataf went up to the
landing pad to see him off. He returned to wheradaas sitting, his steps
slow, and she heard reluctance in the tread. Hart leontracted with

sadness, because what could it mean except tad het, after all, find her

as attractive as she found him?

Part of her cried that he did. He must. How wa$é could feel so much, so
quickly, if he did not feel an answering passian®dsn't possible!

She had moved from the dining table to a loungedl,vaas sitting with her
feet up looking out over the stern, watching thigecbpter's lights disappear,
watching starlight flicker and break @hikra's wake.

She felt him pause behind her, but did not turniead.Don't let him go,
she begged.et him stay with me.

He moved silently past her to stand at the raik. &omoment he stood
looking out over the black sea. The moon hadrénti3here was no visible
horizon line, just a depth of star-speckled darknes

He turned, and she felt his movement brush heughde was at a distance
of five feet. "Dana," he said.

She closed her eyes, for the tone in his voicensashe one she wanted to
hear. It was the voice of a man who was going ltchex why he couldn't
love her.



She sighed and opened her eyes again. There vii#le avine left in her
glass, and she drained it and leaned over to setripty glass on a table.
Resting her elbows on the arms of the chair, sledoher hands over her
abdomen.

"All right," she said.

"Dana, you know what work | have ahead of me. I'tdbimk | have to argue
with you over its importance, as we did in Londbecause | know now you
didn't really believe what you said that nighthink you accept that what
we plan is vital to the lives and happiness of mawoye than ourselves.”
The last thing she had expected him to broach tbrvgs politics. A kind of
disappointed fury shook her. Did he really not ustend what she was
feeling?

"And why is it important that | accept that?"

His eyes searched hers in the dark. "Dana, youadedail me. And if me,
then the whole project.”

She gasped. For a moment, neither spoke. Her sarpung in the silence
between them.

"l have never been so drawn to a woman, Dana. Neam so disturbed by
a woman's presence."

Her heart protested with three heavy jolts. "Aslirslie whispered.
"Let me finish. | know, or perhaps | desire it saah it feels like certainty,
that you, too, are drawn to me. | think you beliexepect—that we should

become lovers tonight."

His voice was like butterfly wings over her skiausing shiver after shiver
of sensation.

"My heart craves such a simple solution. My bodg<fer it."



"Then what—" she began, but broke off. Her voice d@wned in her own
ears by the clamorous song of her blood.

"Dana, | can't do it. | am engaged in the most irtgrd endeavour of my
life—the most important endeavour in three genenatiof my family's
history.

| have to remain focussed. | have to maintain arddead. The smallest slip
could bring disaster on us all. Do you understand?"

Since he had knocked her brain reeling with his fivords, understanding
wasn't exactly what she would call her state ofdran the moment. She
swallowed.

"Urn..." she tried. She licked her lips and triggia. "Uh—"

"I am out of my depth with you. If | allow mysel§ make love to you now |
know that | will drown. You are not a woman whos&lla man leaves and
forgets. You are—"

His throat closed and his voice grated to a halt.
"What am I?" she whispered.

"You said half an hour ago to Gazi that fame wasdulictive substance. |
look at you and | know that you are that to me, &afou have the potential
to absorb my every waking thought. If | spent te&trmonth nowhere else
but in your bed it would be only | he beginningnlew it the first moment |

set eyes on you. | knew nothing about you, exdegitithad met my destiny.
A moment too soon."

She sobbed with reaction and relief and got toféet. "Oh, Ashraf!" she
whispered, reaching for him.

He could not resist her when her cheeks were wét vaars. Ashraf
wrapped his arms savagely around her and took bathmwith a wildness
that made them drunk. She entwined her hands ihaiisand pressed him
closer, as hunger for his closeness swamped her.



But when her body arched against him with deemdilag yearning, he
lifted his lips and, looking into her eyes, shodk iread. Then he kissed her
eyes with a gentleness that made more tears flow.

"I cannot do it without your cooperation," he mumexd "If you push me,
now or in the days to come, | will crack, Dana."

"Well, then—"

"But | will regret it. Even as we make love my heaill whisper that | steal

my own pleasure at the expense of the happinessaaf. | do not want

guilt to lie between us in the bed, Dana. | ask tgoaccept my decision. We
will not have to wait long."

Faced with that, what argument could she muste® tBbught he was
wrong, she was convinced he was only making thivgsler on himself.
How she would love to wrap her arms around hima@myince him she was
right! But the choice had to be his. He was onlggasting a delay in their
pleasures, after all. And she had to accept th&nhke himself better than
she did.

She lifted her hand to his cheek and smiled. "Detpygratification is
supposed to be a sign of maturity, and now | kndw,ivshe said ruefully.

She felt the tension go out of him, and realizeat e had feared her
opposition. He caught her hand in his and kisseg#im, then straightened
and set her away from him.

"I will do my best to make it up to you," he sawdith a lazy, promising
smile that took her already overheated blood upghenaouple of degrees.
They walked back to the table.

"l am going to have coffee while | work,” Ash safiVill you have some
with me?"

She wished she could help him. "Is there anythingn do? Who's on the
agenda for tomorrow?"



"There is nothing you can do, except to sit withwitnéle | work. Tomorrow
we have a meeting with the oil company executives."

"Oh! Are they on your side?"

He looked at her. "They are on the side of theofits, in Bagestan as
anywhere, Dana. What do they care about natioriaigs@ They financed
Ghasib's coup against my grandfather thirty yeage &ecause my
grandfather stood up to them, refusing to let theke all the profits out of
the country. They only look lo me because they ktloat Ghasib's power
base is eroding and they are more afraid of tlaenigl militants than of me."

"Do you need them to succeed?"

He lifted both hands in an eloquent shrug. "Whowsevhat we need or
don't need? We are trying to hold off from all fimmmmitments, especially
with these villains. But | do not dare to show nand too soon. If the oll
companies actively moved against us—"

Abdulahad arrived with more Turkish coffee. Ashirditked on a reading
light, lifted a briefcase onto a small side taldpened it, chose a thick
document,iind sank into one of the loungers. Dana went to dudte,
collected the Bagestan history book from the stinelfe, and came back on
deck.

Conguest to Coup: The History of Bagestan fr@yrus the Great to
President GhasilDana settled on a lounger beside Ashraf's andedsibhe
cover. It looked very densely written. She glanoedr at him, and sensing
her eyes on him, he looked up.

"You are sure that this is the way you want it?¢ sisked, with a rueful
grimace.

He only gave her a look that melted her bones, lshi®head a little, and
turned back to business.



For the next two days she hardly saw him. Therewérers staying on the
yacht now, his brother and cousin among them, #hdwgh she dined with
them in the evenings, there was no small talk.a$ all business.

She spent the hot, lazy days reading by the podéwie helicopter came

and went and the meetings went on and on. The rapesg, particularly the

English and Italian tabloids, were getting daily rm@xcited "“bout the

subject of Bagestan's "Sultan-in-Hid- ing." Thegapated, they agonized,
they recapped history, all in a bid to blind thader to the fact that they had
no firm evidence as to who the sultan was, ancanatlea in hell where to

find him.

One paper ran a murky photo of a palatial, if untdiable, building, and

suggested that the sultan-in-waiting was holding Meetings there.
Another hinted that he was actually within the lessdof Bagestan, very
dangerously, waiting to lead an uprising.

Ghasib, meanwhile, was reported to have gone tangkrmside the hideous
New Palace compound. Dana wondered where he neally Meanwhile,
one thing was certain—the silent protests were grgwarger by the hour,
were extending into all-night vigils, and neithiee tarmy nor the police were
moving to break them up.

On the second night, as on the previous one, Astyrbther, Haroun, their
cousin Najib, Gazi al Hamzeh, Prince Omar and @leoaf assistants sat
discussing the day just past, and the one to come.

"It's my feeling we can get away with a very lighdd on the alcohol
guestion,"” Ashraf said, and the others agreed. 8A bn actual alcohol
production within the country | think would do iy addition to what's
already in place. What do we have in productiothencountry? How many
jobs would a ban affect?"”

Someone pulled out a sheet of statistics and thsgussed how the
businesses affected could be protected.

"But it looks like we're going to run aground o tiejabquestion.”



Dana, who by this time had left the table and waa tbunger, reading, with
her back to them, pricked up her edfigejab meant veil. It meant women
covering their hair according to Islamic rules.

"l don't think they're going to give way on that."

"Well, let's give it another try. It would be a yannpopular move. Whao's
closest to compromise there?"

They were speaking in English half the time ande&aani Arabic the other
half, and Dana found it very difficult to follow ¢hthread. If they had
settledinto Arabic she might have got her bearibgs the constant switch
confused her ear.

"They have to see how difficult a curfew is to peli..."
When the discussion was over at last and they veéreshing their coffees
and slipping into ordinary conversation, Dana goaod slowly approached

the table. They all looked up as she sank intorheant seat.

"Who's coming tomorrow?" She reached for the coffeé and poured
herself another cup.

"The ulemaare due for another round of argument,” Ash taddryly.
Theulemawere the religious leaders in Bagestan.

"Do you have their support?" she asked.

He rubbed the back of his neck. "The extreme leadéicourse will not
back me, they're behind the Islamic movement. Thderates coming in
the morning have—like the multinationals—got to gwent of demanding
concessions from us."

Although he had turned the Central Mosque into aeum, Ghasib had not

completely suppressed religion in Bagestan, DaeavkBut there was total
separation of mosque and state. No religious ptegap enshrined in the



law of the nation. What Ashraf was telling her waat the mullahs were
hoping to force him to change that.

"And are you going to give in?"
"On as few points as possible.”

"Are you going to give in on the questionhejab?"she pressed, stirring her
coffee.

"Not unless we absolutely have to," Ash said.

"What does that mean—absolutely have to? You'rkinglabout the
freedom of half your subjects. Why would ybaveto compromise their
rights?"

They were all watching her now.

Gazi said, "I understand your concerns, Dana, sitr#& has got to get
some religious leaders behind him. However moddiatg are, the vast
majority of the citizens are Muslim, and if the tahls start preaching
against Ashraf now.. .it could be critical.”

"So after thirty years of a dictator, the men ofjBstan will be free, but the
women will just switch to a different kind of opgeon,” she said levelly.

"We are working on it," Ash said. "Of course we dovant—"

She interrupted him without apology. "It was youwargdfather who created
the separation of mosque and state," she remindgdlaving just learned
this fact from the history book she had been readiiNot Ghasib.

Hafzuddin made all the women in his government dbarthe veil. He let
women run for parliament. He started with thosenres almost fifty years
ago."

"Times change, Dana.”



"Do they? | don't think so," she snapped. "Not witetomes to women.
People always complain that religion oppresses wornet it's not really
religion, is S, it? It's men! Men will pick up ahgndy tool and use it to beat
women down! Religion is just a convenient tool&dhh not using religion or
any other tool to beat women down," Ash said stiffl

"Women hold up half the sky'—who said that?"
"I don't know," Ash said stiffly.
"Chairman Mao," Harry supplied.

"Right! About fifty years ago. And who said thiseer'women are the
twin-halves of men'?"

They all knew. "Dana..."

"The Prophet Mohammad," she told them anyway. "teaur hundred years
ago. Is anybody listening yet?"

"Dana, in a situation like this we can't act exattle way we want to, or
even the way we should. It's just a—"

"If you don't act the way you should, Ashraf, howe gou different from
Ghasib? If you're prepared to sell out women ireotd gain power, what
does that say about you? Who are you liberating f@hasib's yoke?
Women as well as men are counting on you, as luaeyou know.

"Look at the photographs in the papers—at leagtdidhe people who are
staging the demonstrations that you're countingpdaming you to power are
women. You're going to imprison those women furtheorder to free the
men. What kind of sultan will you make if that'® tkind of 'freedom’ you
bring?"

They all sat silent and uncomfortable, looking at br into their coffee
cups. "Dana, nothing's perfect in this world. Ihadd my best, but—" He left
it hanging.



Dana shook her head in disgust, shoved her cup &dmayher, stood, and
left them.

She was so angry she thought she would explodea®ived back in her
stateroom and slammed the door in a bid to releas&eelings, but it didn't
have much effect.

She was angriest because she loved him and admiredand this proved
him to have clay feet up to the hips. She couldelieve he had said what
she'd heard him say. The same tired old argumbatshad been used for
decades.

She had been right the first time she'd set eydsronAshraf al Jawadi was
a man just like her father.



Twelve

She made no attempt to join them for breakfasherdining room next
morning, instead waiting until she heard the hglieo arrive with the
mullahs and then going to the aft deck for a sglitaeakfast.

She rubbed her head where a headache was jushgsettlbehind her
temples. She hadn't slept well last night; she avaking too much coffee
too late at night, she told herself. And cryingdadirto sleep didn't help.

After breakfast, as was becoming her habit, Dan& tofew of the newly
arrived papers and a book and went up to the pool.

But she couldn't settle. The bloom had gone offsiigation. She had not
minded the enforced idleness over the past codplays because she felt
she was at least contributing to good. What didhstwe to console her now?
Ashraf was down there selling out the women of B#meto men whose
whole sense of self-importance seemed to deriva tadling others how to
behave, how to live their religion.

The day was long and tedious. She swam a little, visthout much

satisfaction. A few strokes and she was at therathd of the pool. And
then the Med got choppy, and the water startegsigparound in the pool
as the yacht negotiated the waves.

As the sea got rougher, Dana wondered how they wemgaging in the
boardroom. Ashraf and the others on his team wqvereenced sailors, but
she doubted if the mullahs were. As if in respdodeer thoughts, Dana felt
the engines slow and went to the railing to lookfouvard.

They were approaching a small island, with a b&aukialf-moon bay.
Several other boats were also seeking refuge thackshe soon saw why.
Once inside the arms of the half-moon, the watealy iranquil again.

She had no idea where they were or what counteyisland belonged to.
She watched as the anchor went down, and then Wesesilence as the
engines were shut off.



This was her first chance to swim in the Med itsaifd, her shirt billowing
behind her, Dana went quickly down the staircaseagk one of the
deckhands to lower the ladder. Pausing only to satavel, she went down
to the landing platform, stripped off her beachtslaind dived in.

The water was fabulous—clear, clean, a rich bluee. The island had
sandstone cliffs, and one or two tiny islands afdstone punctured the
water of thebay closer in to shore. She struckaubne of them, her body
grateful for the freedom after her days of confieain

She landed on the first rock. Sandstone had bemedtad from it at some
time in the past, and it still retained the shajbe building blocks that had
been removed from it. She swam on to the next laex saw snorkellers a
short distance away, trawling back and forth ovesrined area, and swam
to take a look. But instead of the coral bed shedxpected, what met her
eyes was an underwater ruin—a sunken city.

Dana headed back to the yacht, where she was sdppiih a snorkel and
flippers, and spent the next hour contentedly swimgrover the remains of
the underwater rooms of the long-dead city. Latéha day she saw the
helicopter arrive to take the mullahs off, and bhaded back to the yacht.
She wondered if the mullahs had got their way. ®Wbadered if Ashraf
would tell her.

She was sitting at the dressing table wearing bahbeach shirt, brushing
the day's tangles from her hair, when she heamtansl helicopter arrive
and depart. Ashraf's team must be leaving for ightntoo. A moment
later, just as the yacht's engines were startinghgve was a knock on her
door. Not Adile's gentle tap, but the strong, friap of impatient knuckles.

She turned in her chair, brush in hand, and gaz#eealoor for a moment,
with a slight sense of foreboding. "Come in," shect

Ashraf opened the door and stepped inside, lookery Bagestani in a
kaftan andkeffiyeh.No doubt he had put them on to make the mulla¢isate
home.



She couldn't help the smile that came to her lipemwshe saw him, angry
though she might be. She got to her feet and stefgveards him as he
entered and closed the door.

Then his eyes moved to meet hers, but his gazenataa friendly one. It
was black with anger and disapproval. Dana stoppkdre she was,
halfway across the room from him, feeling she hiad stone wall.

"Ashraf!l"

He crossed his arms and stood looking at her. "\Widagou hope to gain by
today's display, Dana?"

She blinked uncomprehendingly. "What?"

"Did you just want to make us all acutely uncondbie, or were you
hoping to sabotage today's talks completely?"

"What onearthare you talking about?"

He pointed at her body. "I am talking about yourriag around the yacht all
but naked in full view of the boardroom windows.urknew who we were
in discussion with today, so don't tell me it was a&ccident. It was
deliberate, and | would like to know what you hope@chieve!"

"All but naked?" Dana's fury, never slow to ignitesupted with an
engulfing swoosh. "Who do you think you're talkiiog@" she cried. "Don't
you speak to me in that tone of voice! You're nidtas yet, and even if you
were | wouldn't accept that from you!"

"l think I'm talking to someone who puts her owrninign above everyone
else's, whatever is at stake!" he said, in a loavgly voice. "Whether you

want to accept it from me or not, I'm here to yell that today's display was
an outrage. You know perfectly well the mullahs deeply religious men

who—"

"Who what?" she demanded. "Who what, Ash? Who t@oktat a woman's
legs without their passions becoming ignited bysilgat? What kind of crap



is that? They can see naked womerboiboards! What do they do about
that?"

"Billboards are one thing. On my yacht is somethaétgp. Is it asking too
much of you to dress more appropriately when sueh are my guests?”

She stared at him, her pulse beating in her thhesttemples. "l am not in a
mosque, Ash, or even the middle of a city,” shd kaielly. "I am on a boat
in the Mediterranean, and | was swimming. My disgstirelyappropriate
to that. A lot of women would have been toplestidh't realize that | could
be seen from the boardroom. | don't even know wter&oardroom is. But
if I had known, it wouldn't have occurred to mebtdton my shirt to spare
the blushes of men who, after all, are supposdtht® had some training
and experience in self-control. If it bothered thtensee me, why didn't you
offer them blindfolds?"

"What?" he exploded, outraged.

"If they didn't like seeing my body, why is thaty problem? It'stheir
problem!" she expounded, stabbing the air withraffoger. "So let them
deal with it. The one solution men always come ugh when there's a
guestion of men not being able to control theirspass is thatwomen
should be forced to correct this weakna&mmenshould hide. Why don't
they ever think that if a man is so weak he canitrol himself, heought to
be forced to wear a blindfold?""

“You're being—"

"Or isn't it a question of men's unbridled passianall? Is it maybe just an
excuse for exerting control over women? Well, | @oh going to give in to
that, for your sake or anyone else's. | was bofrea citizen of a free
country. Don't ever think you're going to take tahaty from me without a
battle."

"l am not trying to take away your freedom! But—"

"You are! Not only my freedom of the person, but my freedafmeligion!
'‘La ikraa fi uddin," she quoted suddenly from the Qu'ran, and then with



pointed deliberation, measuring her words, traedlat. "There is no
compulsion in religion.' Did you quote that to yomullahs, when they
complained about your girlfriend’s bathing suit?"

"No, | did not," he said flatly. "And they did nob—"

"You did not. Let me guess. You sat there beingamalssed—embarrassed
because there you were, a man wanting to rule atgguand you couldn't
even keep your own woman in line. Is that about it?

"No, that is not about it!"

"Well, good! Because leaving aside the fact trhhotyour woman, why
should you be keeping your woman in line, AshraffyMdo men—"

But as if her words had unleashed some rage thattidoeen keeping in
uneasy check, with two steps he was standing bdiere His hands
wrapped her upper arms.

"Not my woman? You are my woman!" he growled at hed with no more
warning than a gasp, she was in his arms, beingydlgi held, and fiercely
kissed.

Her blood roared up in answer, fast, hot and filketh thunder. Her mouth
opened to receive the hungry thrust of his tonpee body pressed against
the sudden hard searching of his.

One hand released her arm to encircle her nakest wadler her open shirt,
his hand hot against her spine. The other slidougup her neck. She was
melting with the passion of wanting him. The suduss of his cracking

overwhelmed her.

His kiss was almost cruel with passionate hungerlifted his mouth only
to cast a burning look into her eyes and then sendtar lips again.

Dana almost wept with the relief of holding him aodching him after an
age of yearning. Waves of delight so strong it aiasost pain swept her.
When he lifted his mouth at last, she pressed ipsrdgainst his strong,



brown throat and planted little kisses from hisndai the neck of his kaftan.
She felt him kiss her ear, her temple, felt higérs thread her damp hair.

He was murmuring her name as if the sound intogetatm. The passion in
his arms, his body, his voice made her weak witsirde With trembling
fingers he drew the shirt away from her shouldéosyn her arms, let it fall

to the floor. He pulled off hikeffiyehand she heard the shoosh of its landing
by her feet.

For a moment his hands were tight on her waist taed he turned and led
her to the bed. She sank down onto it as Ashradlihis kaftan over his
head and tossed it aside. He was naked underraatlshe watched his
magnificent body for a moment of delight beforerbached for the light
switch. His hand moved and darkness descendeddtbam.

The lamp on the dressing table cast a small dauitdie of soft light, itself
and its reflection in the mirror. Then Ashraf cabsween her eyes and the

glow, and pushed her down on the bed. And therethers nothing but
shadow and delight.

Hours later she lay in the circle of his arms, puwith contentment, his
hand gently stroking her skin. What a lover he wakle had never
experienced anything so thorough as the pleasunadhgiven her.

"Do you feel guilty?" she asked.

There was a smile on his lips which she had loriggult there. "Guilty?
No. | feel reluctant to leave you, as | soon wivb to."

"More meetings tomorrow?"
He nodded. "I must prepare.”

Suddenly the world came rushing back. "Is it thdlams again?"



He moved his lips. "No. We'll meet for further tallvhen I get back to
London.”

"Are you going to cut a deal with them?"

His hand stroked her back. "Dana, the future ofeBtan depends upon my
coming to some agreement with them."

She sat up, all the lazy honey he had set adritten system with his
lovemaking drying up with a suddenness that shoblezd

"Bull," she said. She turned to look down at himtle shadows'Bull,
Ashraf! That is just not true. If you let those melp you to the throne,
you've won the battle but lost the war. If theygegtip on you now, you will
never be free of them.” She reached for the lighhk bed and flicked it on.
She knelt on their love-tossed bed and bent ovar hi

"Look at the papers. The people of Bagestan anelstg in the streets, more
of them every day, tens of thousands of them by.n8uently, just
watching. Waiting. What more do you need? How mafcan invitation do
they have to give you? What do they have to dadogthat they're behind
you, and no mullah, xio matter how popular, or hraisid, will sway them?"

"Of course they—"

But the passion of truth was urgent in her. "Yown'tl;meed the oll
companies, either, Ash. You don't need to sellyout reign to anyone. The
people are your strength, and they won't be agkingoncessions. All they
want is to be free to live their lives as they jadight. And if that's not your
first priority, what's the point of the whole exse?"

"There is more to a coup than riding through theets on a white horse," he
told her, in bitter imitation of her own words. "there is no stability
afterwards, if the economy descends into chaosrevaee we? | have to
achieve stability before anything else can be aehielf theulemaand the
oil companies and other nations of the world are behind me, tossing
Ghasib out is no more than a gesture. That is wiphay these games with



the Western press. To make the world aware of thmat®on, so that
informed public opinion is on our side.

"The people want freedom, you say. But they alsmtwa functioning
economy. Look at Russia. Do you think the peopéerappier there today
than they were under Communism? The rouble drogsyeday. The
economy is in the hands of gangsters. The peopmyer the stability of
former times! And why? Because the country was tefdrift after the
overthrow. Because the West did not come to Rgssi@ during the
transition period. | do not want this to happeBagestan. Bad as Ghasib is,
he nevertheless represents a certain stabilignhaot sacrifice that stability
in the name of liberty."”

"All right, you have to have them on your side! Hloat's afterwards," she
said. "What is the point of dealing with these deepany of them—when
you have no real authority yet and they know it @irse they'll push you
for the hardest possible deal when ! you're weak.

"You can get the authority of the people behind fyp®t. You don't need the
oil companies and thdemaand the multinationals to do it. You're looking
It it backwards. What you need is the people ketfynu—to help you deal
with the oil companies andthe multinationals arertiullahs. Not the other
way around.”

He lay thoughtfully watching her. "This is fine am ideal. But there are
practicalities to consider, Dana."

She sighed and shook her head, then got up and Istking down at him.
"How much are you going to give way on women'stsgh

He watched how anguish shadowed her eyes even eadathplight
shadowed her beautiful body, and wished he didhae¢ to answer. "I have
told you. As little as possible."

She shook her head, turned away, and went to tthedoan. When she
came back he was gone.



Their dinnera deuxwas strained. She seemed to have waited forevavi®
him to herself again, and now she was too hurtnjoyeit. She thought
bitterly that he was right—they should not have eném/e while he was
involved so deeply with this. But even as she tibuiy her body melted
with gratitude for his lovemaking and the needrfare.

The food, as always, was delicious. They triedath &bout other things as
they ate—about her television experiences, aboak&peare, even about
the Night of the Thousand and One Books. But tleme always a tiny
frown of preoccupation in his eyes, and of unhaggsnn hers.

"You don't think William Shakespeare wrote the glay Shakespeare?" he
repeated in surprise.

"l think the nam@éWilliam Shakespeanwas a pseudonym,” she said. "And |
think the man William Shakspere of Stratford on Aweas hired to front
for someone who couldn't admit he was the playvirigh

"Who would that someone be?"

But though it was a favourite hobbyhorse of hdre,uldn't get excited by
the subject tonight.

"Are you—devoted to your acting career?" Ashrafeasker a moment
later.

She shrugged. "l don't even know. Sometimes | thowky went into acting

because it was the thing my father would hate niegen when | was a
young teenager people were always saying | shaihbactor or a model,
but my father always said categorically that it wamething | would never
do, and I didn't mind much. Then when | was sixtegrell, that was when
| suddenly saw how desperately in love with theattee | was. And |

auditioned for RADA and got in. And that was that."

He looked as though he could understand more themvas saying. "Why
sixteen? This is the second time you have mentighatl age. What
happened at sixteen, Dana, to turn your life updmien?"



She took a tiny bite of food and chewed it. Them shid quietly, "l learned

that my father had stolen me from my mother and kispapart for ten

years. All the while she tore the world apart lowkifor me, and | cried

myself to sleep at nights wishing she had lovecenmigh to stay with us.
He told me she didn't. He didn't tell her anytha@ll. He just disappeared
with me one day. For weeks she thought we musebdid some accident.
Then she discovered he had taken out a passportefdr

Ashraf gazed at her throughout the recital, deejsyurbed. "That's a
tragic, desperate story," he said. "What grief nisste been caused you
both."

She felt the ready tears spring to her eyes, nasi#yebecause her emotions
were so near the surface tonight.

"Yes," she said, her voice tight. "But he was hagoythat made it all right.
He got married again, and had another daughterMaslim woman who

didn't put her daughter's soul in danger with tale€oyote and Bear and
Gitchi Manitou. He was protecting me, of coursé&g pointed out with dry
sarcasm. "He wasn't thinking selfishly at all. Hellio save me from my
mother and her paganism."

He seemed to have no reply for this. They sat éathailence for a while.

"And how, did you find your mother? Did your fathtell you at last?" he
asked.

"Oh, no! I don't think he would ever have done tiMy mother tracked me
down. She'd spent most of the ten years trying &b igformation in
Bagestan and Barakat, because my father hadfidfeatrail. | don't know
what clue suddenly made her start to look in Ergjlashe paused. "I
swore not to speak to my father for ten yearshabhe could taste a little
of her experience."

Ashraf looked shocked. "And you—you kept your oath?

She nodded. "But not for the full ten years. | madoarding school, and
then drama school, and | spent all my holidays \withmother for five or



six years and hardly saw him. After that | relaxelit. | never visited him,
but if he came to see me | didn't throw him oubhei. Sometimes he came to
the theatre when | was in a show. He must havelliagg."

Ashraf said, "Your father had suffered much. Ihesurprise if grief and
stress made him a little mad. Have you not beee tbtake the past into
account and forgive him? Even now?"

"What past? Bagestan suffered a coup, and in commitmmany other
Bagestanis, he fled and started his life againanada."”

"But your father had a wife, a son and daughteBagestan. They were
killed by Ghasib's murder squad. You do not constties grounds for
special grief?"

Dana set down her fork and stared at him. "What® Y@t you this?"
"You do not know it?"

"I've never heard a word of it!"

He twisted his head. "It is true, nonetheless."

"How can it be? And how do you happen to know?"

"All my family knows the history of Colonel Loghdkah. It was taught to
us in our cradles, so | hat we should never faitgeservice he performed or
the debt we owe."

"My father's name is Golbahn," she pointed outhwaitcurious look.

"That is the name he took when he escaped to ttst. eParvani, it means,
Protector of the Rosére you really aware of none of this?"

She was staring at him in a mixture of astonishraadthorror. "No one has
ever said a word to me about..." Dana faded offvague memories
surfaced. The Bagestanis who were always in andfdbeir flat, smiling at



her with damp eyes, and saying things lik(gu have a very brave,
wonderful father.

She remembered something else, too.

"Is thiswhy you tried to give me a cheque that day?"

He lifted his hands in acknowledgement.

"What service did he perform for your family?" stemanded.

Ashraf looked curiously at her. "But you are hadfg@stani. Does the name
Colonel Loghatullah mean nothing to you?"

She shook her head emphatically. "The only Coldmgjhatullah | ever
heard of all my life long is the courageous Coldmajhatullah who led the
Palace Guard resistance and saved the lives obylaé.. oh, myGod!" She
dropped her fork and clapped her hands over hethmou

"Are you—Ashraf, are you telling me that...that father...?"

Ashraf smiled gently. "Is the great hero of the &stgni coup. Yes. The man
who carried the Crown Princess and her son to\safeParvan, and for
payment saw his own wife and children murdered. mae without whom
my entire family would have been slaughtered orfitiseday of the coup.

"l would not be sitting here with you today, wetraat for your father, Dana.
| would never have been born were it not for hisagrcourage, and his
sacrifice.”



Thirteen

The candles on the table seemed to darken. Dateal tesr head in her hand
as nausea gripped her. Hot tears sprang to heragykspilled down her
cheeks.

"My father—Allah, is it possible? Why didn't itell me?"

"Perhaps he felt that you were too young to keegsttret. He, too, was in
danger from Ghasib's hit squads. And when you witer..."

When she was older he had had no opportunity. Giffec and wiped her
eyes with her fingers, staring at him. "You've jesplained so much in my
life!" she told him. "Oh, God, his utter obsesswith the restoration—he
made me obsessed, too. | told you | used to weiters to the Crown
Prince! And then— oh!" She sighed. She squeezedyes shut, wiped
tears from her cheeks again. "All those peopleagbrxcoming and talking
about the good old days...oh, it all makes sense!"

She sat back in her chair, propping her chin inhaerd, as the tears burned
their way down her cheeks. She looked at Ashrafnagélis wife and
children were killed?"

"It was Ghasib's revenge. When your father leddess Hana and the infant
Prince Kamil to safety in Parvan, word followed rofrwhat had happened.
He never went back."

Of course she had heard the story, in the pastth@atit had been the story
of a distant hero, not her own father's life.

It was long before she could feel she had absatbadd she knew that it
would be a lot longer than tonight before all tparcussions had settled in
her psyche. They finished dinner, still talkingter, and took their coffee
cups to the loungers.

At length, he said, "Dana, do you understand ke ltietter my anger this
afternoon? The mullahs were informed that the deargbf Colonel



Loghatullah would be on the yacht. | was hopingtomduce you to them. |
had told them..."

He broke off, as if thinking better of what he Habn going to say.
She turned curiously. "What?"

There was a silence as he considered his coursetioh. Then he said
quietly, "I told them that | hoped to marry you.eipr—they drew from this
the inference that we were already engaged. | tdidafrect that
misapprehension.”

She stared at him, her heart beating hard. "Makfigat—why did you tell
them that?"

"Because it is true. | want to marry you, Dana.”

She opened her mouth for air. Her heart was futluxsting; there was too
much feeling for her to hold it all. "But you'rédsh!" she exploded
disbelievingly. "You're going to be the Sultan aidg&stan!"

"Yes. It will be a great endeavour," he said simpind | ask you to be my
partner in this endeavour, Dana."

Her heart was melting with love and need. She shdled pressed her lips
together, then bit her lower lip and looked at st@r's, trying not to cry
again. "Ash—" she began, knowing suddenly thatetheas nothing she
wanted more than to be his wife. But—

"Ash, that would mean living in Bagestan."

"Would it be so terrible a fate?" he asked, wittugpressed anguish in his
tone, as if he feared what her answer would be.

She stood up, went and leaned over the railingdk into the darkness and
the stars. Her world was completely unrecogniz&iole what it had been

two weeks ago. Everything was changed. She groped fudder in the

stormy sea of her life.



He let her stand there for several minutes, thérugdo stand beside her.
She looked out at the sea. It looked so tranquilthien, so did this moment.
And under the surface all kinds of things wereisty and in turmoil.

"Ash, you're going to meet with the mullahs in & f#gays in order to barter
with women's rights. You're asking me to be a wifa hejab,"she said.

llDana_ll

"A second-class citizen, whose rights are to btathd by the whim of a lot
of old men using God for their own ends."

"It may not come to that," he said urgently. "I may

"You may be able to convince them to go easy on &t She shook her
head. "Ash, don't you see that you've already givedust the idea that you
may convince them—you've given them the power. Whattrizave you
got—no, but I've said it all.”

She heaved a deep, trembling sigh. "No, Ash. Ngoif want a lover for
those times when the Sultan of Bagestan visitd\flest, I'm your woman.
But don't ask me to go and be the sultana of atcpuvhere my sex has
been sold down the river. | won't do it."

He was turning her to him, drawing her into hischaith ruthless passion.
"What are you saying? | want a wife, not a loveewham in the West!" he
cried angrily. "Why do you taunt me like this? blked on you and loved
you, don't you understand? You are the only womanilll ever want!
Please. Whatever arrangement we come to withukla,it will not be
onerous, Dana. It will sit lightly on most womerprbmise. | will not agree
to anything very restrictive."

She looked at him. "I was born free,” she said §rmp
"You could use your talents and experience in Baged here is much to be

done revitalizing the old culture, the arts—you ldoumake a great
contribution, Dana."”



She was shaken, but she knew she was right. Shénttdive like that. It

would drive her crazy. "If your bid fails, Ashrdl] marry you like a shot.
As long as you agree to live in the West. | coulday no. But until and
unless women in Bagestan have the same civil, Isaetheconomic rights
as men—I won't cross the border. Think what yoadieng, Ash, and then
ask yourself if it's love to ask that sacrificenoé."

"Hi, Roxy."
"Dana? Are you back in London?"
"Yes. I'm still—"

"Oh, they told me he was coming back today, antyba'd be with him!"
Roxy exclaimed.

"Did they? Who?"
"Khalid Abd al Darogh. He said he wants to see gpsoon as possible."”

"Does he," Dana said flatly. "I wonder why he ttartke.can dictate to me
like that?"

"Dana, you have to go! Please—I'm scared. He's—+ tlase he said
something about Daddy. | didn't understand itjbetunded like some kind
of threat to hurt him."

"And you want me to go and face him, huh? What gets Roxy, is the
surprise in your voice, as if you had no idea peaululd be so nasty. But
Dad told you all about these men last time youmjottrouble, didn't he? So
I'm wondering why you are so amazed to come umagainow."

She was being hard, but her softness in the gestauld see now, had done
her sister no favours. If Roxy had the feeling thhere were no
consequences to her actions, who had assisted che&orhe to that
conclusion?



"You don't always believe everything Daddy saysbkiRexploded.

"Right. So the position is, they're threateningltosome physical violence
against Dad, so you want me to go and see themaithStDana said dryly.

"No!—well, yes, but.. .look, Dana, I've been thimgi Don't you think it
would be easier to just ask Sheikh Ashraf for tlumey to pay them off? |
mean, if he's really a sultan, he must be loaded.”

"And why would he give me such a huge amount of ey@h Dana had to
scotch this, because Ashraf and his team wantdehta what the casino
owners planned.

"Well, you...I mean, after all—"

"I'm sorry, I'm not in a position to ask the shei@tpay my sister's gambling
debts."

"No, but | thought—couldn't you pretend they weoaiyown?"

She drew a long, deep breath. "No," Dana saidyflaiot to them, and not
to you."

"You see,"” Roxy said sulkily, "when | do try to peot you, you won't
listen."

Dana laughed with real amusement. "That's how geutsis it? Well, I'm
sorry to reject your deep ‘consideration for mytoared good health, Roxy.
However, | will meet with them and find out whatthwant. So suppose
you arrange that?"

* % %

Ashraf was sitting in the main room of their hatelte with Naj, Harry and
several advisors—two of whom, she noted with sagprwere women.
They all looked up as she entered, but it was Asre she returned. He put
out his hand and she came around to the empty clxgirto him.



"Any trouble?" he asked.

"No, they didn't threaten me or anything, or evek @ search me." Which
was just as well, because she had been miked tine toodyguards Ashraf
had had tailing her.

Everyone was silent, waiting. She heaved a br&atirey want me to insist
on taking that prize dinner at the Riverfront you £15,000 for. I'm
supposed to book a table in the conservatory. Snensogoing to walk up
and say your name, and then hand you a subpoestzould just play
ignorant.”

Everyone exchanged glances. There was no need peatrethe
obvious—that it was going to be an assassinati@mgt, not a newspaper
expose, not an accusation of brutality.

"When?" Ash asked.

"Five days from now," she said.

A helicopter took them to a beautiful estate on tleast of Cornwall
belonging to Sir John Cross, the former ambasdad@agestan and Parvan,
who had sat beside her at the Drought Relief fumsker.

There the meetings began again.

Sometimes, when they were alone, they fought.

He wanted her to say she would marry him, to thist to deal with the
ulemas demands in a reasonable way. She tried to makeuhderstand
why she could not.

"What gooddoes it do them, anyway, to force women to obegligious
diktat, even if it was prescribed in the Qu'ran®® demanded once.

"What do you mean?"



"It's not going to improveny soul, or my relationship with God, if | only
obey the rules because I'm forced to! And it'sguang to do their souls any
good, because nowhere does it say you get a relmafdrcing someone
else to be good! So what's the point, from a religiperspective?"

"You are asking me to get inside the mind of agrelis leader. | do not
know the answer to this."

"There's no law anywhere forcing people to fastrdpRamadan, is there?"
Dana went on wildly. "Why not?"

llI donlt_ll

"You know why not! Because religion is meant taabeatter of conscience!
But somehow, that fact gets lost when it comes tuestion of women's
duties!"

"Why do you put these arguments to me, when yowkihat | agree with
you? | am faced with a political problem—how todakver with the least
possible disruption in the country. To do thisal/a explained to you—"

"You have to compromise! Well, that's your choicad®, then, Ashraf! And
that's fine. But don't expeche to agree to the selling of my rights and
freedom just because you choose to do it. You aildng a choice for your
life that includes being Sultan of Bagestan, bul#des having me as your
wife. That's it."

Always they parted with bitterness.

He would not make love to her. When she tried totls® her hurt in his
arms, he held her, but would not give in to hesspasate longing.

"l want a wife, not a lover," he told her agairf.I"have to live without you,
Dana, what good will it do me to have fed my nelgbo with lovemaking?
You are already in my blood. Do you think | am tastured by the desire to
leave the country to its fate? To say to my braqtlegrit be you who rules?
To have you and damn the world?



"I cannot do it. My duty has been marked out for simee the moment of
my cousin Kamil's death. But even before that,dwithat my life would be
circumscribed by the family's duty to Bagestan. Yance a choice on me
that gives me unending torment. Well, | must livighvthat. But | will not
voluntarily increase my pain by learning all theysaf your body and my
own pleasure, knowing all the while that it is tmbe mine."

She was weeping when he finished.

Dana wandered the estate during the hot August, diysg to see some
way out of her dilemma. She loved him, she wantecharry him. But he
was destined to be the Sultan of Bagestan. He cmildive that up for her
sake, but nor could she make the sacrifice ofights, however desperately
her love tore at her heart and pleaded with hemihaacrifice was too great
when such love as this was at stake.

They had separate bedrooms. She was always awaeheltame upstairs
at night, after a late meeting, and she alwaysadatd hoped for the sound
of his footsteps to pause outside her door. Buidwer came to her. And she
would not go to him.

"Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. Thank yoedming today," said
Ashraf Durran ibn Wafiq ibn Hafzuddin al Jawadi.

The lawn was crammed with reporters. A helicopgensed to have arrived
every five minutes for the past two hours to diggomore. In front of the
house the cars were lined up for a mile down biakssof the pretty, narrow
lane.

Bleachers of a sort had been arranged on the [anowiding three levels, so
that those at the back would not have their viesckdd. Dana hadn't seen
SO many television cameras in one place excepbwians.

Ashraf, with Harry, Najib and Gazi al Hamzeh arotind, was standing on
the terrace in front of a microphone stand. Thezeavgo many microphones
it looked like a bunch of giant grapes.



"I think—" Ashraf smiled a little ruefully at therawd out on the lawn
"—that some of you may have guessed what | amtbesay."

A murmur of appreciation rippled through his auden

"So let me say it." He lifted his right hand. "Tlisng is the al Jawadi Rose.
It has been passed from the reigning monarch tonbminated heir in
Bagestan for many, many generations. Even in mylyamo one knows
who was the first monarch to wear the Rose."

The clicking and whirring of cameras was almost fel@ag as
photographers angled to get a shot of Prince Astitafhis hand lifted, and
do justice to the magnificent pink diamond thawgtd on his forefinger.

"My grandfather was Sultan Hafzuddin al Jawadi.sTimg tells you that |
am my grandfather's nominated heir for the thronBagestan. And | call
on President Ghasib to heed the will of the peaplech is being expressed
daily in the streets of Medinat al Bostan and tgtmut Bagestan. | call
upon President Ghasib to resign his ill-gotten @land leave the country
for wherever he may find a safe haven. | ask hidhotthis immediately and
peacefully. And | expect to take back the thronengffamily within the
next few days."

It was no more than they had come for, but Ashi@diarisma added an
unexpected element to the equation. There waseeeiit in the air, and not
just because they knew they had a story that wasydo give them front
page copy for days, if not weeks.

"I know that there are representatives here freemtledia in Bagestan. | ask
them to take this message back to the people oé€ag,” Ash continued.

He turned his head and looked straight into twoerasiwhich had been put
in a privileged position just to one side, and lmetia speak in Bagestani
Arabic.

With all her listening practice lately, Dana coyldst about follow his
speech. ".. .l know that you have suffered mucteuttte cruel hand that has
had you in its grip for the past thirty years andrea The sight of your



sufferings was a grief to my honoured grandfathret @ my father after
him, and it continues a grief to me.

"But if you wish it, your suffering is at an endlybu desire it, | will restore
the throne of the al Jawadi, who have ruled yogaod times and bad, but
always with your happiness at heart...."

"His Excellency will take a few questions if youshi" Gazi stepped to the
mike when Ashraf had finished; Gazi was the stageager of the press
conference.

A hundred hands snapped into the air. Gazi poifitstito a reporter from
Bagestan. The question was asked and answereaioicAr

Gazi's management of the conference was virtuldlyléss. There were
reporters from all around the world in attendaracel he was managing to
take one question from each of two dozen differextions. And although
the majority of the questions were put in Engli8ishraf also answered
with fair fluency those that were asked in Frenold &arvani, and even
managed a brief response in Japanese, which exeaaplauded.

He answered with an intelligence and a grasp ofdaaifairs that clearly
impressed everyone, jaded as they might be. Hsopality and charisma
came over amazingly, Dana saw. They might have egpexting someone
very different, but they quickly grasped the fdattAshraf was no fool.

"What is the import of the title His Excellency®@mseone called at the end.
"Is that the traditional address for the sultan?"

"It is the address used to the Cup CompanionseBidrakat Emirates, a
position His Excellency still holds. He will noteuthe titles reserved for the
Sultan of Bagestan until he is actually on thelerd

That was the last question. Ashraf bowed and tubaet inside, while the
assembled burst into applause.

"Stage One complete,” said Gazi.



Fourteen

"I'm going to outline the overall arrangements rfoweveryone," Naj said.
"Each of you has had a particular briefing already.

The room, the sitting room of a huge suite at tipeaf one of London's most
famous and expensive hotels, was filled with meshvaamen, all listening
attentively.

"As most of you know, we'll have a very strong prese in the Riverfront
Restaurant tonight. Some of you are going to bbedyss some patrons. Just
under half the tables are full, including our agesmd the ordinary patrons
of the place.

"You've all been given individual schedules that yeu when to arrive.
Ash's booking is for nine o'clock, and most of yaill be in position by that
time....

"Ash will sit in the conservatory. Three of you ssed in similar clothes will
also be seated there. Amina's standing in for Dastet keep her
headscarf over her face as far as she can."”

Dana had argued and argued for the right to goeaseli. Some inner
conviction told her she should be there. But Astaadl the others had
rejected the idea completely. She was to stayisafee hotel till it was all
over. She had barely managed to convince Ash teletome up to London
to help with her stand-in's disguise.

"They warned me I'd have to wear platforms to getextra height,” Amina
complained to her a short time later, in the dressbom that led off Dana's
bedroom. Dana was helping the agent to dress i sfrher own clothes.
Amina had stripped to her underwear and was wal&nogind in a pair of
platform heels, getting used to them. "They daedlly let you connect to
the ground, do they?"

Dana only shook her head. "I've never worn platifm



Amina looked at her and laughed. "Well, at fiveevan | guess you
wouldn't. Where's that vest?"

Dana lifted the bulletproof vest and held it up fier. It was heavy, but not
as bulky as she'd imagined. Amina slipped her amspulled the flap
between her legs and up over her abdomen, presbd fasteners.

Dana next held up a pair ghalwarin a black silk- linen mix, then the
embroidered black tunic. It was an outfit she hdmbsen to Najib's
instructions—the pants were drawstring, and Kaeneeswas full, to
disguise the thickness of the protective vest. diitét was completed with
a black-and-silver scarf which she helped the agensecurely in her long,
dark hair—the only thing in which she really resésmbDana—and draped
it around her lower face.

"Right!" said Amina, consulting her watch. "ZerounoWish me luck."

"Good luck," Dana said with a smile, moving backsgout of the dressing
room. She drew the door closed behind her, ancetutne key to lock it.
"Sorry," she called through the panels, as Amineegecry of surprise. "But
you understand, | have to be there."

She had purchased a brand of perfume she had nerarbefore, and
moving quickly now she sprayed it liberally on heir and skin. Then from
the bed she picked up the peach scarf that matatrenlwn silky outfit, and
sprayed that before wrapping it carefully aroundfaee and head.

As she left the room she could hear Amina stapgaand the door, but the
hotel was one of the old, solidly built kind, andhem she closed the
bedroom door the sound died.

One of the bodyguards was waiting for her in thé ha

"Come," he said. "We are two minutes behind timee dthers have gone
down."



This was a piece of luck! Dana relaxed and knevdsaoly that it was going
to work. She had been most worried about Ash reazogn her in the
elevator.

Three limousines were waiting in the hotel driveshAwearing a flowing
white djellaba and luxurioukeffiyehwith gold ropes, was standing at one
side talking to Harry. Dana went past without legkiowards him, hiding
her hands under her scarf as she held it overaoer f

Suddenly she was almost laughing. Only a few dggsshe had told him
she would never put dmejabfor his sake, and here she was, as terrified of
showing her face as the most downtrodden of women!

The door of the second limo was opened for herzarh slipped inside and
drew back into the corner. The bodyguard follownaat] sat facing her on
the pull-down seat. A moment later Ash and anoltioetyguard got in and
the first limousine moved out into the street. Thawn followed, and

behind them came the third.

They sat mostly silent in the darkness, each ahttienking about the task
ahead. Dana said nothing at all, just kept asrfanfAsh as she could.
Fortunately the limousine had a pull-down arm betwtheir seats.

Her heart was pumping hard, but didn't really starthunder until they
pulled up at the Riverfront Restaurant. There, wrag her scarf very
securely around her face, as Amina would have dbaea followed the
bodyguard out of the car.

The bodyguard led the way down the gangplank inéoréstaurant, Dana
following, then Ashraf, then the second bodygu#irdeemed little enough
protection, but she reminded herself that the veatd itself was filled with
agents, and probably so was the street.

"Good evening, Miss Morningstar, good evening, YBucellency. What a
great pleasure.” The maitre d' smiled a welcomdstwaf stopped just
behind her. She felt Ash's firm grip on her uppen.a



"What the hell do you think you're doing?" he hasseher ear. She turned
and smiled at him, and saw by the shock on his flaaehe could hardly
believe his eyes.

She turned to follow after the maitre d', and Aal o let her go. He could
not create a scene for fear of triggering someti@am the agents.

"It's Reena!" she heard the whispers as she moastvarious tables, and
she felt the strangeness of being in that old wedddenly, when all her
concentration was in the new one.

The front deck of the old ship had been enclosetl wilarge bubble of
glass, giving a beautiful view of the Thames. Thassive Ferris wheel
called the London Eye dominated the skyline oncotier side of the river.

"What the devil are you doing here?" he demandethinndervoice when
they were seated at a table alone, the two bodgguastentatiously placed
at a table nearby. That was to convince anyonehwvajt¢hat these two were
all there were.

"You know this would all be jeopardized without m&ana returned,
unapologetically, talking into her menu. "Why diowtry to prevent me?"

"Order a meal, and then get up and go to the ladiesn and stay there," he
ordered her furiously.

"Don't let the headscarf fool you," Dana said siyeétt hasn't changed

anything. I'm still a free woman. And | make my ouwhmices."The drinks

waiter arrived with a bottle of the best champagnthe house. It was all

part of the prize for which Ashraf had paid fiftetiousand pounds. Ash let
him pop the cork and pour the champagne, watchékeasttentive waiter

set the bottle in an ice bucket beside the talllenThe quietly ordered water
in addition.

Dana had no intention of drinking alcohol tonightit she picked up her
glass nevertheless. "Pick it up and toast me,"ssie "Otherwise we are
going to look all wrong."



Furious as he was, he knew she was right. He picgédds glass and saluted
her, then replaced it on the table without making pretence of drinking.
Dana smiled and pretended to sip, but she didsté @ drop. Tonight was
the night for a completely clear head.

Another waiter was coming towards them, with a $tnay and two glasses
on it. Dana blinked and felt a buzz of alarm. Theas some anomaly which
her subconscious mind had picked up, but she ctigdnhconsciously. She
stared at him.

"Ash," she said warningly, and then it clicked—rthe/as no bottle of water
on the tray.. .and she had seen the man befoFeidd al Kadthib's office at
the casino, the second time she had met him.

Ash reacted instantly to the change in her tondiftéel his arm and looked
at his watch in the prearranged signal of trouble.

The waiter came towards the table, a tray claspedé hand, balanced over
the other. And for Dana the world suddenly went slbw motion. She saw

the man lift the tray slightly, saw the dull gliot metal under it. Watched

her own hand go out to the ice bucket and wraméuok of the champagne
bottle.

Ash, meanwhile, put both hands on the edge ofable tand shoved.

The champagne bottle, spilling its foamy contents iwide arc, smashed
down on the metal tray with a whang to wake theldyqust as the table
smacked into the man's groin. He made a strangieaids

For Dana time returned to normal.

Someone shouted. The gun exploded three times iok quiccession, a
nasty littlepfutt! pfutt! pfutt!as the assassin staggered back. The first hit the
table, the second hit Ash, the third hit the glalsthe conservatory behind
his head.



"Ash!" Dana screamed. His chair went over backwardgutig blow, and
as he went down on the floor she flung herself a@iuter own chair and
across his head and body in instinctive protectidsh! Ash!"

Over her head there was uproar as agents eruptedilf the tables in the
room and converged on the man with the gun. Menvemrden screamed
and shouted, some falling to the floor, othersdroin their seats, still others
running this way or that.

Then suddenly there was stillness.

"Ash!" Dana sobbed again, scrabbling to her knedsdk down at him. He
was lying with his face contorted, his hand clutchhis ribs. "Oh, God,
Ash, are you hit?"

He opened his eyes and grinned at her. "Yes, Itth e said."Allah, a
bullet packs a wallop, even when you're wearingylsrdhour!"

The first rays of the summer morning were comin@ugr the green hills as
the helicopter rose away from the lawn and the @eaicthe Cornish
countryside enveloped them. The butler let thero the otherwise still
sleeping house and, Ash's arm around Dana's \itaéstwent upstairs.

Her bedroom door was reached first, but Ash sinighored it, drawing
Dana past it and along to his own room. Her haakiekl with reaction, and
she looked a smile up at him. The expression skérshis eyes melted her.

It was a beautiful room, with wide windows openattie green lawn and
the forest, and a large antique four-poster bee. dak floor glowed with
the polish of centuries under Bagestani and Parmays spread as if at
random.

They walked over to one of the windows beside e dnd stood looking
out for a moment. A deer stood in the protectiotheftrees at the edge of
the lawn, flicking her ears, watching. They waiiaedsilence, letting the



peace sink into their bones, as the beautiful areatt last stepped out onto
the lush grass and, with another flick of her debcears, bent to eat.

He turned to her and lifted one strong hand tacheek and temple, looking
into her face, and thinking how like the deer sleswelegant, graceful,
beautiful, but quick and strong. The eyes she veat¢tim with were like the
deer's, too. Wide, dark, and slanting.

and full of a mystery that had captured him withttfirst, challenging
glance.

She laid her hands flat against his chest andltiiex head for his kiss, and
he realized that he could never have resisted Hisr.mouth took the
offering with a hunger and a passion that made theth moan. Then he
held her head in his hands and kissed her cheekangand down the long
graceful line of her neck.

After endless, tenderly passionate kisses, he éeddhthe bed and slowly
slipped the pale silk of her clothes from her badyshe was standing in
only a tiny pair of briefs. He caressed the long lof her naked back while
she busied herself unbuttoning his shirt.

She gasped when she pulled it open, for the plawerevthe bullet had
slammed into him was now marked with a huge, bladkse. Just under his
heart.

She bent and kissed it with feather kisses, mumguner concern.

Ashraf laughed and drew her face back up to hikats not the worst
wound | have had in my life," he told her. "Not &yy means."

She bit her lip. "Really?"
"I was hit with a fatal shot the first time you lem at me. And | was

wearing no protective armour then. It went straightmy heart." She
gasped. "It is still there, in my heart. You wi# hlways there."



Dana smilingly shook her head. "The first timedked at you," she accused
him, "you were looking daggers at me! I've nevemsguch disapproval.”

He touched her cheek. "l was angry with you thesu ¥ame into the room,
and it was as if you brought beauty and nobilityhwiou. There was a glow
around you. | know you are a famous actress, Inaidl never seen you. |
didn't know anything about you, except that | wastshed to win you and
you were destined to be mine.

"And then—you turned, and your dress became traaspaAt first |
thought you could not know, but | soon saw by yiage that you did. | was
so angry with you!" He smiled and drew the warnitihie hands down her
back, around and up her abdomen and stomach umtilamds rested just
under the swell of her breasts. "I thought, shaiise, how does she show
the world what is mine?"

Dana's heart melted, even as she shook her headA%braf!"

"That was when you looked at me. And your look salidlo not accept
your judgement of what | do!"

A little burst of laughter escaped her becaus@eftuth of it.

"And then | knew that | would make you mine, buttthe road to your love
would not be an easy one for me. And | was right."

They lay on the bed then, naked and entrancedeaith other's body. His
hands were perfect on her skin. There had never adeuch that thrilled
her so. He made her melt and freeze and melt agthishe could do no
more than whimper his name.

Then he rose up over her, slipped his legs betvineerhelplessly spread
thighs, and pushed into the connection they botded. They cried out
together, and smiled, already tasting the joy taeoand knew that this was
what their souls had yearned for.



"Dana, | love you," he said later, as they layacleother's arms in the wide
bed. "Tell me you love me."

"l love you, Ash, oh, I love you!" she cried. "Bpiease don't ask—"

He put his fingers to her lips and stilled her asigu’Shh!" he commanded.
"Have no more fears. | understand you, Dana. Inditisee it so clearly
before. You are a woman as brave as Nusaybah. And—"

"Nusaybah?"

"She was a warrior. Before the Battle of Uhud skked the Prophet's
permission to bear arms as a warrior. He gave hwdr germission. And
when the day went against him, and the enemy bifakeigh, Nusaybah
was among those who circled him, and stood betwkenProphet and
death. His life was saved."

Dana propped herself up on one arm and looked datwhim with a
surprised smile. "I've never heard that before!"

"It is recorded in certain biographies. | do nobknwhy it is not more
known. It is a clear lesson.”

Dana sighed, and happiness seemed to flow throeighlk it?"

"The Prophet allowed Nusaybah to follow the ditaiEher own heatrt. If he
had not done so, who can say whether he would fiavéved the disaster of
Uhud? Why should ordinary men do otherwise? Aresavenuch wiser than
the Prophet that we can instruct women in theigi@h?"

She was silent, but her heart was full to bursting.

"You saved my life last night, Dana."

"Mash'Allah," she murmuredt was God's willAnd that was no more than
the truth. She had not acted entirely from her&He had been inspired.



"I was a fool to gainsay your determination to gdite restaurant with me.
But | am not a Prophet, and wisdom comes slowmeén. | am grateful that
you refused to substitute my judgement for your oeumd | hope | will
never again ask such a thing of you. And | seeytbiatare right in what you
said. | cannot allow myself to rule over a natiohene any woman's
conscience is dictated by the law.

"On those terms, Dana, | ask you to marry me. Tanyewife and my
sultana. To be the mother of my children, and teego my people beside
me."

She was weeping too hard to answer.

"Assalaamu aleikum Ashraf said, as the bearded, turbaned men clamhbere
out of the helicopter, their robes flapping in Wied that the slowly beating
rotors stirred up.

"Waleikum assalaam."

They exchanged formal greetings and bows, and dhehlem across the
green lawn towards the sprawling manor house.

He stopped a few yards short of the door, andcsteet out one arm to the
left. Obediently they turned their eyes in the clile he pointed. There was
nothing to see but the shrubbery surrounding than.laBut before they
could ask, he turned and led them inside the handealong a wide hall.

Again, Prince Ashraf stopped and pointed, this tioveards the end of the
hall. Again their eyes followed the direction okHinger. An antique oak
dresser with a small inlaid mirror and a pottechpl&bove it, something
framed. Nothing of note, and the men wondered awctianged mystified
glances.

Inside the formal dining room, equipped now as artdmom, they quickly
dispersed to the chairs allotted to them. Princarafs team, men and
women, were interspersed among the mullahs, rétiaer on the opposite



side of the table, as a way of reducing confroatathshraf went to the head
of the table, where he remained on his feet.

When they were all settled and looking his waypbiated again, at a corner
of the ceiling. Murmuring with confusion now, theemnevertheless could
not resist looking in the direction indicated by klenched fist, his strong
finger. There was nothing there.

When they looked back at him in bewilderment, he walding a Qu'ran in

his hand. "What is it you wish us to look at, Pensshraf?" one of the

religious men asked.

"At my hand, of course,” he said. He held it up.

"Your hand!"

"But you were pointing at something!""What?" he edk

Now there were murmurs of disquiet and confusioviod' have been
pointing as if to show us something."

Ashraf stared. "Do you mean that if | hold up myd¢hand point, you look
not at my hand but in the direction to which | aoinping my finger?"

"But of course!" a bearded one cried, impatienhi8Tis true everywhere. A
man points at what he wishes to draw one's attetd

Prince Ashraf looked around them in bewildermeb You all agree with
this idea?"

They were confused, disturbed, even angry. "Cdytdithey muttered.
"What else?"

"Each of you says the same thing?"

"Of course! Everyone knows it!"



Prince Ashraf smiled and lifted up the book integd. "Wise sirs," he said
softly, "this Holy Qu'ran is the pointing finger Aflah. You all agree on the
meaning of a pointing finger. Yet your focus isiegty fixed upon the book,
and not on the direction in which it points."

They sat in astonished, bewildered silence, lookingrince Ashraf, and at
one another.

"If Allah allows men to act in a certain way, n&dause that way is right,
but because He knows too well that mankind is wésakt right for the
faithful to carry on acting in that way, once thegve discovered, through
their own God-given wits, that it is wrong?"

They were speechless.

"If Mohammad, peace and blessings upon him, telithat the greater jihad
is not the battle against the infidel, but thelbdti subdue the self, is it right
for the faithful to neglect any aspect of the sdlich needs to be subdued?

"Today | give you notice that as Sultan of Bagedtaill ask you to turn
your gaze in the direction to which the Holy Qu'fawints us. There are
many hints within it that Allah expected us to ghfurther along the road
that He had pointed out to us, rather than remgiekactly where He found
us in the days of the Prophet.

"l say to you that it is no longer appropriate fieen to consider the latitude
Allah allowed to the ignorant and unruly men oflieatimes as our guide. |
will ask you for a new interpretation of Islamiedaln particular, as that law
pertains to man's treatment of woman, to marriagd,to women's rights.
But also in many other areas.

"l will ask you to consider the fact that the omigtructions as to dress in the
Holy Qu'ran are those given to the wives of thepRet, and that until all
men behave with the perfection of the Prophes,inappropriate to force all
women to emulate the perfection of the Prophet&svi

"These and many other considerations will be oratifenda.



"l say to you that the Door djtihad must be opened again, and a fresh
understanding of God's word discovered, which @agpriate for our own
times."

He paused and looked into their amazed, chagrowgthus faces. "l tell you
now so that you may be prepared for such discussionthe day when,
insha'Allah!l become sultan in Bagestan."



Fifteen

"Massive demonstrations have been taking placegtdnin Medinat al

Bostan, the capital of Bagestan. President Ghasibported to have fled.
And Crown Prince Ashraf al Jawadi is said to bénisnway to the country,
where he expects to take command. With that stowy @ore, here's
Michael Druid."

"Good evening. Hundreds of thousands of peoplevassing around the
walls of the New Palace in Medinat al Bostan tohigls reports of the
attempted assassination of Crown Prince Ashradwadi, which took place
in London last night, reached the streets of Bagesarly today. We have
no pictures yet, but John Sarwah is there, anddrethe line live from
Bostan's Freedom Square. Hello, John."

"Hello, Michael. Well, there has never been anygHike this, Michael, this
is one of the most exciting moments of history lw#nessed. I'm in
Freedom Square at the moment, opposite the masafahecompound.
The people are massed in absolutely unbelievabigbats all around the
perimeter wall of the New Palace, filling not orthe square, which is a
massive space, but also all the streets leadirtgdo all sides.

"Is it a silent vigil, John?"

"They're no longer silent. You can probably heanthin the background.
They're screaming, they're chanting, theyre demgndGhasib's

resignation. And they're also singing the undergdosongAina al Warda?

'Where is the Rose?' That's been the song of th€&haasibists, or rather the
pro-Jawadi-ists, for a couple of decades now, loutdy better believe it
hasn't been sung in public in Bagestan before."”

"What sort of police presence is there?"
"None at all. That's one of the most remarkablagkiabout it. There has
been no police or military presence whatsoever, sinde Ghasib has

always had such close ties with the military, tlaat alone tells the story."

"What's the mood of the crowd, John?"



"I would say angry and determined. They're battgthe gates with logs
and driving at them with a bus, and it's only ateratf minutes before those
impregnable gates go down. But there's no mob hgste

"We've heard here that President Ghasib may naeloexen be in the New
Palace. What do you know about that?"

"Yes, that's the rumour circulating here, too. Heyrhave already fled the
country. People are also saying that Ashraf al dawwell, there go the
gates, John, can you hear the cheer going up aroefddrhey are smashing
through the gates, and the crowd is streaming timocompound. And
there's not a sign of a guard, no shot has beed ifir defence. There won't
be much left of the noble New Palace by morning.

"l think that whatever happens now, John, we cantkat this moment
marked the end of President Ghasib's power in Baggs

"Well, Marta, it's a great day for Bagestan.”

"Yes, Barry, thrilling times lately for the peopté Bagestan, and just to
recap—it's only six weeks since they stormed th& Ralace to bring down
the dictator Ghasib, and welcomed their new sutarrival, but that six
weeks has brought tremendous change already, dag psoduces maybe
the most exciting change of all.

"Will any of us ever forget the sight of the massorowds who welcomed

Sultan Ashraf al Jawadi as he rode horsebackhrough the streets of
Medi- nat al Bostan to the Old Palace? The same&dsavho stood in silent

vigil for so many days in protest against Ghasib-ewtould have thought

they would be cheering so loudly, and dancing s gtreets, in so short a
time? Here's some library film of those wild howtsen a sultan came home
again."

"We loof heem! We loof our sultaan!" a dark, heaeyman screamed into a
microphone, waving a banner, his eyes streamingtedrs. He grabbed the
Western reporter who stood beside him smiling bexailys and exuberantly



kissed him. The camera drew back to show a lonmpdfalancing men and
women, their arms twined around each other's skeasild¢ticking their legs
to the music of the sonfjina al Warda?

"Djes! Djes!" a woman cried. "He brink us freedoamd good happiness,
and we wont heem very much, for lonk time! And rfesvcome!"

An aerial shot showed two thick ribbons of crowding either side of a

boulevard that stretched for miles through the, @ty then cut to the sight
of handsome Sultan Ashraf al Jawadi, on a spintbie horse, riding

slowly among the delirious crowds, accompanied lojpzen men also on
horseback. He lifted his right hand at intervatsshow them the al Jawadi
Rose on his finger. The cheers were deafening.

"It did the heart good, didn't it, Marta?" said Bawas the camera returned to
the studio.

"Yes, oh, it did," said Marta, wiping a corner adrteye. "It strll makes me
cry, even though | suppose that white horse wag af lweliberate stage
management. | guess I'm a sucker for that herd"stuf

"You and millions of excited Bagestanis, Marta. Amdo knows? Maybe
it's really true."

"Let's hope so. Well, Barry, and then just thre¢gsdago we had the
wonderful spectacle of the wedding of Sultan ala@ivto his fiancee, the
actress Dana Morningstar, who saved his life dutimgf assassination
attempt in London. And that's a day to remembaer,'to

The library film showed Dana and Ashraf standingleama magnificent
arched doorway covered in painted green tile. "thade's another source of
happiness for the majority of Bagestanis," a reppoxtas saying softly. "The
wedding of their new sultan and sultana is theé iesemony to take place in
the newly | restored Central Mosque. For almostytlyiears, it has been a
museum, and an army of craftspeople and artisasden working day and
night for weeks to restore it to its original us@ed here they come."



The film showed Ashraf and Dana stepping out ihtlright sunlight and
waving at the cheering crowds. Dana was wearinggalfiful, flowing, pure
white shalwar kameeswith white flowers in her long dark hair. Ashraf
wore a turquoise silk high-necked jacket.

"The bride deliberately chose not to wear any lohdeil, as a signal that
there will be no dress laws in the new Bagestanalsymbol of the equal
freedom and rights that women will share with memagestan under the
new government. Sultan Ashraf is known to have é&skdéigious leaders
throughout the country to work together on a net@rpretation of Qu'ranic
law for the modern world...."

The film gave way to the studio talking heads again

"And now, Marta, after three days of wedding cedibns, the Bagestanis
are taking to the streets again to celebrate thmdbcoronation of their

sultan and sultana. This is the first joint ruleaofiusband and wife in the
history of Bagestan," said Barry.

"Yes, it's a resoundingly historic moment to addatiothe other historic

moments in Bagestan. | amsure this year will ndrnark year in the Bag-
estani calendar for decades to come. And Andrattise ceremony which
is just about to take place in the Throne Roonhef®Id Palace.. .Andrea,
are you there?"

"Yes, Marta, we're just outside the Throne Roontingifor the ceremony

to begin. Through the doors behind me is the rodrare for centuries the
Sultans of Bagestan held court for ordinary cit&zesnd that is where the
ceremony will take place. Inside, for the first éinm history, are two

thrones. The new monarchs will be crowned by theilNaal Zaman, the

former Grand Wazir of Sultan Ashraf's grandfatiadro is now eighty-eight

years old.

"We've still got quite a long wait, so let me reohihe viewers that after the
ceremony Bagestan is going to be indulging in omssive, country-wide
party that will last another three days. And whigs aver Bagestanis will
have been celebrating for a week in all. A veryditranal period of
celebration in Bagestan.



"Through the doors in the other direction are saMeterconnecting rooms,
through all of which the royal procession will passthe way to the Throne
Room. And each of those rooms is filling up witle thedding guests, who
are now arriving in large numbers. There will beresentatives of
governments and monarchies from around the world idve come to
witness this historic occasion, including all thenpes of the Barakat
Emirates and their wives.

"Every city and town in the country has sent orgresentative, chosen by
lot. Also invited to share the celebration, we tokel, are all those who
assisted the al Jawadi family in their campaigreggain the throne. Among
the guests on his own merits is the new sultaatief. General Loghatullah
is a hero in his own right. He is credited withgte&handedly saving the
royal family from extinction back in 1969."

"It must run in the blood, Andrea."

"Yes, the new sultana is going to find herself vieopular with her people,
from all that I've heard in the streets. That pgoaph of her on the floor of
the restaurant, protecting a wounded Ashraf al dgwas been blazoned all
over the front pages here...."

It was another half hour before the trumpets anoedo those who waited
that the pageant was about to begin, and sileflic& fiere was a long pause,
with absolute quiet. Then a voice called out soimegtimdecipherable, and
there was a loud rapping, and two pages stepped their posts to open
two massive, arched double doors.

Two more opened the next doors, and two more tke oatil there was a
passage, carpeted in red, leading through a damens of the palace from
an antechamber all the way to the Throne Room. Bathe rooms was
lined with rows of seats and crowded with spectator

The trumpets sounded again. Then an old man inewlobes stepped
through the door of the antechamber and set outgalbe passage. He
carried a richly jewelled and decorated Qu'ran operhnis two outspread



hands. Behind him came a dozen men and a dozen womibulous
costumes of bright silks and jewels. They walkedwn rows, and first in
line were Najib al Makhtoum and Haroun al Jawadalirying two circlets of
gold on purple velvet cushions.

The magnificent procession moved slowly along dtkeaarpet that ran from
room to room, towards the Throne Room and the dadsés within.

Behind them, side by side, walking slowly undereeght of their cloaks,
came Sultana Dana Morningstar Loghatullah and 8li&hraf Durran ibn
Wafiq ibn Hafzuddin al Jawadi.

The sultana wore a lustrous heavy cloth-of-goldk)duxuriously ruched
and latticed with thousands of pearls and caught ber shoulders with a
double rope of gleaming pearls. Her hair was wawém a heavy chignon
threaded with pearls and diamonds, and massivé gregrs hung from her
ears. Her simply cut shimmering dress was alsdadbigold, as were the
slippers that peeped out from under its hem. Behigdstretched a train
several yards long.

Beside her, the dark-haired handsome sultan alse wauit of cloth of
gold, with high-necked jacket. Strings of luscigesrls were looped across
his chest from shoulder to waist, held in placeabgiant emerald on his
breast. His cloth-of-gold cloak was purfled withage and diamonds, and
his train matched the length of hers.

And on his hand, the diamond ring called the alathWwose glittered and
glowed with a magic few could believe.

Four pages dressed in white and gold walked oreregflde of the long
trains.

As they passed from room to room among the silestipding guests, the
sun falling through the tall windows caught thedged that the royal couple
glowed in the centre of a shimmering halo, givingwach of unreality to the
scene.



For those watching, it was a once-in-a-lifetimeengnce. For many, it was
their first taste of such splendour, and they wdnddorever changed by the
moment.

In one room, a woman reached for the hand of ayaate white-haired old
man, and clutched it for as long as the golderowmisasted. When the royal
procession had moved through the doors into the obhamber, she
continued in silence for a long, breathless monsating up at the monitor
which showed its further progress. Then she siglueded her head a little
and whispered in French, "Oh, Monsieur Saint- sll&ho would have
imagined it? Can you believe that this is not adre Did you see the ring?
Is it not magnificent? And to think that we contribd, even so little, to this
wonderful occasion."

The old man whispered back, "Marthe, we are in dag becoming the

worst bores in the region. We will tell the stontilwe have one foot in the
grave, and even on our deathbeds we will ¥y know, | was once of
material assistance to the Sultan of Bagestan'shierp when he was on a
most important mission to find the ring they callled al Jawadi Rose.

Did | ever tell you about the coronation...?"WHhba procession reached
the Throne Room, the aged Grand Wazir climbed thineow steps to the
first level of the dais and turned to face the Igagsage. One step above
was the platform where the thrones sat.

Twelve women and ten men filed along the sidesi@fdais on the first two
steps, but Haroun al Jawadi and Najib al Makhtocanrying the crowns,
climbed up and stood one on each side of the Giaauir.

Then, with the trumpets sounding triumphantly, tbgal couple stepped
through the entrance to the Throne Room and mol@agahe carpet
towards the dais, and then up the first three siEpare they knelt.

"Bismullah arrahman arrahim,intoned the old wazir.

In the streets, too, there was silence, as petmbel svatching the ceremony
on the large public television screens that wetesef the old, hated



regime. Cars slowed and pulled over, their drivgopping to listen as the
magic of the day translated even over the radicesav

In the Throne Room, after more than thirty yeahng ¢rown was at last
placed on the head of an al Jawadi again, anthédiirst time in history, on
his wife's head. Then the newly crowned sultan anliana rose, and
moving up the last step together, turned and saherthrones. The band
played the old national anthem, and all the assesnshng so loudly the
domed roof seemed to lift.

When the anthem was finished, the palace eruptéddoheering.

Then there was the procession of various officialsho marched to the
throne to bend their knee in a sign of allegiance.

And then, as the sultan and sultana still sat bygleide, smiling at the
assembled and at each other, and the guests sahkitcseats, an old
woman, who was among the representatives of atlities and towns of the
country, remained standing, and walked forwarcheothrone. She held up
one hand, and one of the sultan's newly appointgad @mpanions leapt
forward, but the sultan's hand on his shoulderséetehim.

"Ya Sultan!"cried the old woman in a country patois. "l comeaou from
the troubled citizens of Skandar!" And then everyeaw that what she held
up was a roll of paper. "l bring a petition to thétan! Please help us in our
troubles!" And she bent and placed the little danla step of the dais.

She had not returned to her seat before a mamfetidner. He, too, held up
a paper and begged for it to be read. And thesyals were turned to the red
carpet, for along it were coming others, and stlilers, until a steady stream
of those who had suffered under (ihasib's yoke céwoneard to offer
petitions in the Throne Room, exactly as their be@s had done in | i mes
past.

The room was silent with astonished awe.

Many of the petitioners laid their petitions spexfly before the Sultana,
begging her intercession. And at the end of an,ithere was a mound of



papers, | some torn and dirty and almost illiterateme neat and
scrupulously written, some in envelopes, some dobeme flat, some tied
with bits of ribbon, before each of the thrones.

The sultan and the sultana sat and waited untilyewe who wished to
leave a petition had been able to do so. Then, sigm@al, the newly
appointed Cup Companions of each of them steppehfd and gathered
up every petition.

Only then did the sultan and sultana, their goldeswns around their
temples, rise from their seats and step down fieendais and walk back
along the red carpet, leading the guests to thet ganqueting hall where a
feast awaited them.

Late that night, when the feasting and celebratvene over for the day,
Ashraf and Dana were alone again. Dana, her hasadpout around her
shoulders, and wearing a tiny slip of silk, layass the wide bed on her
stomach, a neat leather box beside her, reading &rpaper.

Ash stood at a window, looking out over the courdyahere his father had
played as a child, and his father before him, ion&ny generations. The
great tree that his father had told him about whievas a child, against all
expectations, was still there.

It's done, Grandfathehe whispered to the old maddow | must hope to be
granted the wisdom to do il well.

"l don't believe it!" Dana muttered, frowning atetpaper she was reading.
"What does this word meanmanba?"

"It means a well."

"l thought so! It's appalling! One of Ghasib's ftinnaries was insulted by
some member of this community, and in revenge hagsitered some
animals and threw the carcasses in theilt. To deliberately poison it! And
they haven't been able to clear it, and for twoyézey've had to walk miles



to the next village to get the water there, angh,Avhat would it take? A
crane?"

"We'll have to send an engineer to assess thdisita

Shaking her head, Dana set the petition back ildxe and got to her feet.
She approached the window and stood beside himll mbon was riding
high in a cloudless sky. Below, the courtyard wadarkness.

"What are you looking at?" she murmured, as hisdrsiole over her.

"Do you see that tree out there?"

"That big one?"

He nodded. "My father used to get up inside thes to hide from his tutors.
And none of them ever discovered his hiding place."”

She caught her lip between her teeth and smiledd'l&s still there!"

"It's still there."”

"You never got a chance to do that,” she saidysoftl

"No."

"Maybe your sons will."He turned to face her, himntls lifting to her
shoulders. She looked fearlessly into his eyeslyréar their shared future.
And he knew that she was the wife every man drezmsa partner for the
good times and the bad. Who would face both treauated successes with
the same confident strength.

"Yes," he said,ihsha'Allah,our sons will. And our daughters, too."

And he drew his wife into his arms and set his aurt hers.



