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"You're mine and no other man’'s."
-- Jafar al Hamzeh, Royal Advisor Extraordinaire

Savoring the look on his ex-lover's face, he svepiastride his regal steed,
then raced toward his desert domain. Once, he'dayed Lisbet Raine as
mother to his babies. That was before she'd inexiply walked away.
Before duty demanded he metamorphose from waniwaistrel in order to
flush out a traitor.

In revenge he offered only heartless passion tevleet betrayer returned to
his bed. But when the enemy targeted Lisbet, Jafdered if he'd been

wrong to believe love like theirs could die. Foldhask everything to ensure
she didn't....



Prologue

A pair of green eyes filled the screen and smiletialenge into the room.
His stomach tightened and he caught his breath.

"This is her now," said a voice behind him.

"I know it is," said Jafar al Hamzeh. His mouth wem with conscious
control as he gazed at her. The eyes looked straidghm, into his soul.

The irises were pale green, delicately traced wétker green and russet
and then bordered by a smooth, fine circle of deaprald. The whites were
pure and clear, the eyes themselves wide and rsfgstightly up at the
corners under straight, fair eyebrows.

He had seen those eyes close like this, and thetyillesd his whole world.

When she had lain above him, his arms around het,hee had been
consumed with a pleasure-pain that he thought wanmitdhilate him. Or the
world. He hadn't known which. Hadn't cared.

Then her eyes had been as close as this. He wasatvardeep, primitive
jealousy now that the others in the room were ggle@n so intimately. If he
had given way to it, he would have stood up andedthem bodily out of
the studio.

The camera drew back to reveal the wide, stramyiethlead, smooth cheeks,
the straight, slightly flat nose. Then further, dat generous, half-truculent
mouth trembled into a smile. Thick, pale blond la& wave above her eyes
fell back from her forehead and down in a luxuridumble over one
shoulder and arm.

He had lain tangled in that hair, had stroked @ #readed his fingers into
it. He could feel the memory of it now on his fimgyes, a sensuous silk. Its
perfume was suddenly thick in his nostrils. He etbkis eyes as the familiar
yearning swept him.

"Very unusual beauty."



"Real individuality..."

Behind him the voices murmured, but he scarcelyche@nscreen, she
spoke briefly, turned and walked away from the can8he was wearing a
short, tight skirt that outlined her hips, showkd slender legs. Her voice
was low and resonant, as always, and amusedhasl ibeen when he last
heard it. She spoke over her shoulder, a half swyiag at the corner of her
mouth, then swung her head so that her hair stichfher shoulder and
tumbled down her back.

He felt it like a touch. His skin burned.
The door opened and closed, and she was gone.

Just the way she had walked out of his life. A siralshake of the head, and
the sound of a closing door.

He ached now the way he had then, for the doop&m @gain, for her to
come back, to say she had changed her mind.

"Here's another," said a voice.

She was there again, this time in a bikini, on ache She was eating ice
cream, totally absorbed in it, while all around heen ignored reality to

watch her and dream. A man capsized a boat. Hisepgsrs waved and
shouted from the water, and the lifeguard leamttention, but it was her
that he had seen. A volleyball game collapsed igh@m as she strolled in
the sunshine, her hair blowing, her beautiful badym with female curves.

A hot dog vendor drove his cart off a pier.

She is minehe told them all.

"Fabulous,"” murmured a voice.

There were murmurs of agreement, but Jaf said mptMe watched her lick
the cone and mime a satisfaction that was almostateHe had seen that

look on her face before, too, but she had not lb@ering then. He was sure
of that.



The ice cream manufacturer's logo flashed and foomsereen above her
upturned face. "Well, | don't think we could findbatter addition to the

harem, could we?" a man said, as if he had a chagé it had not been a

foregone conclusion from the beginning. "I thinke'shbe a gift to please any
sultan. How about it, Jaf?"

He smiled and nodded. Going along with the pretetieme by me," he
said. As if it hardly mattered to him. As if theidd't know.

She had smiled at him before she went, half moglihgllenging himDo
your worst,she had said.

She would see what his worst was. A gift for thikasufirst, but she would
be his, all his, in the end.



One

She clung desperately to the slippery surface efntlahogany chest and
rode the swell as a wave lifted her. Behind hermiixet wave broke with a
tumbling hiss, and she gulped in air as it washest ber.

Ahead of her was the long white coastline. Beyonitgs of blinding green
sea.

The sun was fierce. The salt stung her eyes. Herhyaar floated around her
in the water and clung to her cheeks like rich sy The long skirt of her
dress, open down the front to free her legs, ttaiehind her in the waves,
green on green. Her legs kicked through the spaykiiater, searching for a
footing. As if the sea were a passionate, impatmrer, another wave rose
over her and grasped her in its rough caress.

At a little distance, hidden from view behind akpoutcrop, he sat astride a
white horse, watching. Jealousy burned in him dseifsaw another man
make love to her.Her kicking foot touched groundnthand she stood
upright in waist-deep water and let the wooden ttgesto be pummelled

and tumbled up the white sand beach by the surf.

As she struggled through the breakers, they rusimelddragged, the sea
trying to pull her back into its arms. She stumbtette, and staggered,
almost losing the battle, but the sea missed itsnemt, and she righted
herself.

Still he watched, motionless, as if waiting forigns

The sea's froth bubbled around her as she movagdgithg her skirt back to
reveal her legs and then rushing forward with &iagas if in sudden anxiety
to preserve her modesty. As she came unsteadilyfdié sea it danced and
hissed around her slick, glowing thighs, then hseds, then her rippling
calves, and finally her ankles, while her dressratitely hid and revealed
her flesh.



It was an erotic and evocative striptease. His bimdsnented him as he
imagined his hands, his mouth, his body stroking d& the waves did,
reducing her to the panting exhaustion that madéieasts heave.

With a sensuous sweep, she lifted one arm to dmadong, water-soaked
hair off her neck and shoulders and toss it todalvn her back. Her firm

young breasts pressed against the low necklineiotitess as she moved,
and her forearm showed soft and female under tengiabric.

His mount snorted and tossed its head, and halh&hd on its neck. "Wait
a little," he murmured. The horse obediently dille

At a point barely beyond the water's reach, inejuét graceful exhaustion,

her hands lifted high, her head fell back, and gtened her mouth with a
cry of triumph and gratitude and dropped to hersnen the sand. Then she
collapsed onto her back, her arms outstretchedsitd in sun and air and

life.

A stronger wave rolled up the beach under her lgtiag the skirt of her
dress in a bubble and then dropping it to one s&lesaling her legs again,
one knee a little bent. His body hurt with the neekiss her where the water
kissed her.

The horse reacted instantly to the permission®khees and leapt forward
into a gallop. Sand flew up under its hooves. Hiikeh and his white robe
streamed out behind and his white-clad legs blemdiédthe horse's back as
if they were one creature.

They pounded along the beach together, horse andspattering sparkling
water that caught the bright sun so that they sddmepread diamonds in
their train.

She must have felt the thunder under her backasuif too exhausted to
react, still lay without moving. Then he was almoegbn her. He pulled the
horse to a standstill as she turned her head adghesand to look up.



Her eyes found his face. Her mouth fell open in plate shock. She leapt to
a sitting position, all trace of exhaustion gonetally disoriented, she cried,
"What areyoudoing here?"

He smiled grimly, one eyebrow raised. "This is rmagd," he informed her.
"Your land?" she repeated in blank amazement.

"l told you you would come to me in the end,” h&lsa

"What the devil's going on?" demanded Masoud ali,Baldno one in
particular. "Where did that white horse come frolvhere's the black
horse? What the hell is Adnan doing?"

The assistant looked up from the shooting scrigtémugged expressively.
"I went over the scene with him, and he was orbthek horse then."

The director turned his eyes back to the coupléhenbeach. "Isn't that
Adnan out there with her? Who the hell is it? Whefgnan?"

“I'm here," said a sheepish voice as a man indhgeswvhite desert garb as
the rider came out of a nearby trailer. "It's JafaHamzeh." He shrugged
helplessly. "Sorry, Mr. al Badi, he said—"

"Jaf?" exploded the director incredulously, whirling tare again. "Is he
crazy?"

As he watched, the distant female figure strugdteter feet and started
running wildly along the beach. Her naked feet &fiall, perfect white
imprints in the wet sand as she ran.

"Allah, he's panicked her! She'll break her ankle!" tmeaior cried.
A buzz ran through the set at the sound of the name the crew was

suddenly alert. Wardrobe people and makeup adrsdsgofers appeared at
the doors of different trailers as if someone haded a magic wand. Jafar



al Hamzeh, Cup Companion to Prince Karim, was mdy oich and as
handsome as the devil, he was also, at the mortientabloids' favourite

playboy.

Things got interesting when Jafar al Hamzeh wasratolf he had taken an
interest in the film's star... this could be quiteadventurous shoot.

Down on the beach, the rider remained still, seatgligently on the horse,
one fist against his hip, the other casually gngghe reins, in a posture so
purely, physically arrogant it was like watchingawk or a big cat. Letting
his prey run a little, his attitude said, for tlake of better sport.

The director stood as if tied, staring, while thny tgreen-clad figure raced
wildly down the beach. He lifted his bullhorn arbated, but they were too
far away. His voice would be feeble against thé. sur

He turned and glanced around him for inspiratioatc@ing sight of the
actor in the white desert robes, he gestured inigeha "Adnan, get on
your horse and—"

"Oh, my God!" someone gasped, and Masoud al Badietlagain.

The rider had spurred his horse to action at Td®. white beast responded
eagerly, leaping forward to the chase, and withimmants was close behind
the running woman. He did not slacken speed.Theztdir cursed helplessly
into the bullhorn.

"Jaf! God damn itJaf!"

Those watching gave a collective gasp as, in thiace, the horseman now
dropped the reins against the horse's neck. Likiekarider in the circus, he
leaned sideways out of the saddle, clinging withkmees, while the horse,
galloping perilously close to the fleeing woman,ved abreast of her.

"Is he trying to run her down?" Masoud demandetbtisly.

She screamed something, turning to flail her artrtsra, but to no avail.
The horseman's hands caught her firmly aroundlimengist and he lifted



her effortlessly as he straightened in the sa@®liddenly she was sitting in
front of him on the horse, being held tight in onthless arm. With the other
he captured the reins again and urged the horgafdr

"Put me down!" Lisbet shouted wildly. "Are you tng to kill me? What the
hell do you think you're doing?"

"But you dared me, Lisbet," he murmured, his falogha with a devilish
smile. "When a woman dares a man of spirit it isaose she wishes to
provoke him to action. But she must beware. Thmachay not be exactly
what she wished."

Lisbet gasped in outrage. "Do you imagine | waryaa to—! How did you
get here, anyway? How did you know where we were?"

He smiled down into her face, showing all his teeth

"Do you take me for a weakling, who waits for cimtstance to assist him?
You are not so foolish!"

Her heart was beating uncomfortably fast. At thiscked hard. "What do
you mean?"

Jaf laughed and encouraged the horse, forcingoheling to his chest for
balance. The white horse galloped effortlessly gltre perfect, smooth
sand with his double load. Water diamonds splagpedound them and fell
back into the glittering sea.

"What do you mean, you didn't wait for circumste®icehe repeated, more
loudly.

"You will learn what | mean," he said.



Once they were lovers, but that was long ago. Nb,ima previous life,
though such is always possible. They had met almgstar ago, when her
friend and his brother were struggling through suep and
misunderstanding towards love.

There had been no suspicion or misunderstandindgfioand Lisbet. Not at
the beginning. For them to look had been to love-atdeast, to desire. And
from desire there had been nothing to bar the rapmdress to completion.

Of a sort. But soon he came to feel that sexualpdetion was not all that he
wanted. He had wanted, in the words of that stiicegng song, to get inside
her head.

She had not wanted him there. He would hold hed ltween his two
powerful hands in the moment when passion was abaditag them away
from shore and into those unfathomable depths—hddaaup her head, as
if it were one of the precious, paper-thin jadescmphis late father's treasury
of antique art, and gaze into her eyes, watching fagn that what swept his
heart also touched her. But she would only laughtam her head away or,
if his hands were too insistent, close her eydbapleasure his body made
for her coursed through her.

When he became demanding, she had warned him.t"@eam about me,
Jaf. Don't look at me and see the mother of yobidsa That's not who |
am."

It drove him wild. Of course when he looked at hersaw the mother of his
sons and daughters. He saw the grandmother ofdaisichildren.

"Come with me to Barakat when | go," he pleadeds@mn he would have
to return. "A visit. See whether you could liverégnéNe would live there for
part of the year only. It's a beautiful countryslhét.”

She had smiled in that way that infuriated him— e&gmand untouchable.
"I'm sure it is. Anna loves it there." Anna was fregnd, who had married
his brother—once love had conquered, as it musaybé I'd love the
country, too. But that's not the point, is it? Wt about Barakat versus



England. It's about marriage versus freedom. Adid Wvarn you, Jaf. Right
at the start.”

"Freedom!" he had exclaimed impatiently. How coslte be so blind?
"What freedom? The freedom to grow old alone? Tavitleout children to
comfort you?"

A look he did not understand had crossed over & then, and her eyes
became shuttered. "Exactly,” she said cheerfulgyr, voice belying the
expression on her face. "The freedom to grow ade| without children to
comfort me. We're mismatched, Jaf. If you would jase that simple—"

His hand urgently clasped her neck to stop the svordher throat. "We are
not mismatched,” he growled. "We are the perfedingahat others only
dream of."

She had the grace to blush. "l didn't mean sex."

He stared at her, shaking his head, until her gkz&'hen he said gently, to
the top of her bent head. "Sex is only one of tlaysvin which we are
matched, Lisbet. Do you think | do not know how tuggle to hide from
me? Do you understand that what | am saying mdaatssuch hiding is
unnecessary?"

She had looked at him then, smiling defiantly. "Yeumagining things,
Jaf."

But he knew that he was not.



Two

Lisbet kicked her heels futilely at the horse's pdul, rhythmically flexing
shoulders. She was sitting side-saddle in frontadf one hip tilted against
the low pommel. In spite of his imprisoning armieilt precarious, and she
was forced to cling to him for stability.

"Where do you think you're taking me?" she cried.

"My home is a few miles away," Jaf told her.

Lisbet gasped. "Your home! Are you crazy? Take axklo t—"

His dark eyes met hers with hard anger. "Do noakge me in this tone,
Lisbet."

She quailed, then forced her courage up. "I'm enrthddle of shooting a
film, Jaf!" she cried. "You've already wrecked arse we were hoping to get
in the can in one take! Take me back to the set!"

"When | am through with you," Jaf agreed, his vagrating against her
already electrified nerve ends.

Her blood surged up under her skin at the pressiunés unforgiving hold
against her waist. Her body told her it had beemy|doo long. But she
wasn't going to admit her weakness to him.

"When you're—howdare you? What are you planning, Jaf? Rape? Let me
go!"

He laughed. "Do you pretend that rape would beiplesbetween us? How
long has it been, Lisbet? Have you counted thefays

"No, | have not!"
"The weeks?"

"Stop this horse!"



She reached for the reins, one hand still of négedsging to his chest, but
he simply knocked her hand aside.

"The months?" he prodded. "I want to know, Lisbet."

"It's over six months!" she snapped. "And | was caxin—"

"How much over six months?" he demanded relenttessl|

"l have no idea!"

"How much?"

"It's seven months and three weeks, damn you!"

"And how many days?"

"How the hell am | supposed to know?"

"You know."

"l do not know!"

"Then | will tell you. Four days. It is seven mosthhree weeks and four
days since you told me to do my worst, Lisbet. Badnstinct warn you that

it might be dangerous to come to my country so 3bon

"You call nearly eight monthsoon?"she gibed. "I thought you'd have
forgotten my name by now."

"You were disappointed that | did not come aften3/bhe inquired softly.
"Ah, Lisbet, if | had known..."

She stiffened, feeling the silky edges of the trafhad laid for her.
"No, | was not! After all your ranting, | was rehed."

"Liar!"



"Don't speak to me in that tone of voice, Jaf!" shapped furiously.

He laughed. "Ah, my fire spitter! | had almost fotgn the delights of
tangling with you. But we will have the pleasurdedrning them all again.”

"Spitfire," she said coldly. "If you're going tosunlt me, at least get your
English right."

"Spitfire?" he repeated. "Isn't the Spitfire ancgane?"

"A fighter plane,” she told him sweetly. "And as fbe delights of warfare
with me, the little Spitfire defeated the Luftwaffeo don't get your hopes

up."
He raised surprised eyebrows. "You call this war?"
"What would you call it?"

He shook his head, and she felt the muscles airhisbunch as he drew on
the horse's reins. The horse slowed.

Ahead of them a high ridge of rock erupting frora f#and stretched into the
sea, barring their path—one of the isolated fingdrhe distant mountain

range that brooded over the scene, as if, in gsperately hot, inhospitable
climate, even the mountains yearned and reachdtidaea.

He drew the horse to a walk, and they enteredhiibdav of the ridge with
relief. Lisbet put both her hands above his onréires and now he allowed
her to pull the horse to a standstill.

"One way or another, I'm going back to the set¢'ahnounced.

His jaw clenched with the possessive ferocity tiat made her run the first
time. "Not one hour to spare for your ex-lover?"

"While I'm working? I'm a professional, Jaf," steds "Don't expect me to
fall in with your amateur, playboy attitude to life



His eyes glinted with an indecipherable expressidh," he said. "So you
didn't forget me entirely."”

"It was a little difficult to forget you entirely!She snapped. "You're in the
tabloids every week."

"One of the benefits of fame | hadn't foreseen,bbserved blandly.

Now he believed she had been following his careethe papers, she
realized with irritation. It would have been better pretend she knew
nothing of his new status as the tabloids' faveurad boy.

But she couldn't stop herself complaining, "Thatseady lifestyle you've
got yourself. | was particularly entranced by tloédeplated limousine."He
shrugged disparagingly. "Par for the course indfpests."

"Nice for some. But | have a job to do."

Her hands on the reins, she guided the horse irit8Oadegree turn. Jaf
allowed it, but when she tried to spur the horsentove, it froze into
immobility.

She was startled to see how far they had comeh&thexpected to see, in
the distance, the cluster of trailers, equipmenibrellas and people that
marked the filming location, but the sand was emptyey were alone. A
thrill of fear shivered through her. In this bardandscape and merciless,
unforgiving climate, she was at his mercy.

Just what she had always feared.

"Damn it!" Lisbet exclaimed, urging the reins, anddging the horse's
foreleg with her bare heels. The horse might as asle been carved of
wood. "Move damn it!" she cried. And then, "Whavé&a/ou done to this
horse?"

He laughed, showing white teeth. His eyes sparkleda way she
remembered they had even in London's damp. Héheiharsh sunshine the
look dazzled her.



"Firouz and | have been together for six years,sdid. "If you understood
me as well as he does..."

Lisbet gritted her teeth. "It would be betteryibu understoodme!" she
snapped. "Now, are you going to get this horseduoerand take me back to
the set, or am | going to get down and walk?"

It was a long way in such heat, and if she didgeitlost, she would get
sunburn, if not actual sunstroke. She could feelpickle of drying salt on
her skin and knew that the sea had washed off sdnrmat all, of her
protection.

"You can't walk in the sun," he told her, lookingwh at her bare legs, the
rise of her breasts in the revealing neckline efdbstume. It was a look she
remembered all too well. Her skin tingled under dnging salt. "You are

nearly naked. My house is cool inside. It is amtegs, a date plantation.”,

"Take me back," she said stonily, kicking futilelyythe immovable horse.
Her eyes scoured the horizon for some sign thaesamwas coming to her
rescue. "They must have called the police by ndveylmust think you're a
kidnapper."

"But that is what | am," Jaf pointed out.

"What have you done to Adnan?" she almost shrieked.

"Your imagination is very vivid, but perhaps thati professional necessity
for an actress," he said. Lisbet ground her tegile. had never had an easy
time controlling her temper around him. "I have eamthing to Adnan
Amani except ease his financial worries for the edmate future.”

"You bribedhim to let you take his place?" she cried, outtlage

"Would you prefer that | had knocked him on thechead tied him up?
Violence should always be a last resort," he chided

"Of course | wouldn't prefer—" Lisbet began heagethen realized that he
was succeeding in putting her in the wrong. Shedda breath.



"Take me back to the set."

"On one condition."

"To hell with your condition!"

"You must have dinner with me this evening."

"Dinner! If that was all you wanted, why didn't ymome to Gazi and
Anna's? You must know I've been staying there!"

Coming to the Barakat Emirates to shoot the moweeek ago, she had
naturally stayed with Anna and Gazi. It would héeen natural for Jaf to
visit them, but he made no move to try and see'Née usually see him
once or twice a week," Anna had said apologeticdlie must be very
busy."

Lisbet had been half relieved, half anxious. Ifréhevas going to be a
meeting, she wanted to get it over with. If nog'dthave liked to be certain
of that.

He laughed. "Did you miss me?"

"I never expected you to come. Why would you wansée me? Why do
you now?"

"What | have to say to you is not for public congtion,” he said.

Her heart pounded. She was afraid of him in theelgt mood. She
remembered how hard it had been to shut him ol¢ofife. It had taken all
her determination. "I'm not interested,” she stotiy.

"You do not agree to come?"

"We finished months ago, Jaf. It's over and itsgdo stay that way."

He seemed to make no move, and yet the horse &ftéglicate foreleg and
stepped around in place, till it was facing thekgoidge and the sea again.



"My house is beyond this point," he said. The honseed into the sea. "ltis
well protected. Once we are there, no one will heyou except with my
permission."

"Let me down!" she cried.

She struggled, but he held her tight, and the haoreeed faster. She could
not risk jumping, especially when she couldn't beef the surface under
the water. If her foot landed on a rock, if shé delthe horse kicked her...

"Now, or tonight, Lisbet? One way or another, yall see me." The horse
was moving into deeper water, on a heading arobnedhrusting finger of
rock.

She could feel determination in him. Her feet warey brushing the surface
of the water. Her body skittered with nervous apaton.

After the months of silence, she had begun to beliteat he had forgotten
her, forgotten all his protestations of love. Dgrthe past week of waiting
every night on tenterhooks for him to turn up atngir, she had been
convinced. And now, suddenly, here he was, angrgrgiving, punitive.

She felt disoriented. She suddenly felt she dikimiw him. He was in his
own country, on his own territory, taking her simew not where. She was a
foreigner, and he was influential here."All righthe exploded, furious at
her own capitulation.

The horse stopped instantly. Jaf frowned into hgrse"You will have
dinner with me tonight?"

"Yes, I'll have dinner with you, damn you! But raityour house. I'll go with
you to a restaurant, and that's final. So if youemexpecting more than
dinner, forget it! A face over a meal is all yog#t."

His head inclined with regal acceptance, makingéerlike a rude peasant
in the presence of the lord of the manor. "Butaidrse," Jaf said, as if she
had made an indelicate remark. "What else?"



Firouz turned in place and began to pace backfahieovater, as precise as
a circus horse.

"Just as long as you realize there'll be no sexd&ssert,” Lisbet said
defiantly.

"Do yourealize it?" Jaf said.

They met two dune buggies halfway. Jaf laughed iged in. "Your
rescuers are only a little late," he said.

"Lisbet, are you all right?" the director demandeiting out of one of the
vehicles in half-crazed concern. "Is everythingydka

They had galloped in silence, Jaf's chest agaarsback, the horse moving
powerfully under her thighs, in a twin remindemoésculine might. Lisbet
was filled with such a churning of conflicting andried emotions she
couldn't find words.

One of the grips was there to help her down, betddrk, stocky director
pushed him aside and solicitously reached up fohimaself. She slipped
out of Jaf's strong hold and down onto the sand, anly when his
protection was gone felt the loss.

Jaf's face was stone as he watched the movemeantraralress of her skirt
up around her hips, revealing the full length of kegs and the lacy
underwear.

Masoud, glancing up at Jaf, let her go a moment doizkly. Lisbet
staggered a little and then straightened.

"No, everything is not all right," she informed ttieector in quiet fury. "Do
you know this man? | won't work while he's on tkg"sshe said, storming
off towards the dune buggy.



She was hoping for an argument, because Jaf wesnces lose. But she
might have known better. She had taken no morettharsteps when there
came the sound of hooves. Involuntarily, Lisbenéat. Jafar al Hamzeh, his
robes flying, magnificent on the white horse, widehg back the way they
had come.

Minutes later, Lisbet slammed into the welcomerétc air conditioning of
her trailer. Tina, her dresser, wide-eyed with whkgm curiosity, fluttered in
anxious concern while she struggled with the bugttmm her costume.

"You've been in the sun too long! Is your nose kdfhltold Masoud, less
than half an hour and then we need to reapplyuheékock!"

Lisbet was suddenly exhausted. Her meeting with sésmed to have
drained her of energy. "Save it,

Tina. | want a shower,” she said, stripping off il costume.

Then she was under the cooling spray. Cast and ltaevall been asked to
use the fresh water sparingly, since it had torbeked onto the site, but
Lisbet forgot that as she held her face to the strebm.

If only other things could be so easily forgotten.

She had met Jafar al Hamzeh when he came to aslefdrelp. Her best
friend, Anna Lamb, was in trouble and needed hatuhdlly, she had agreed
to go with him.

There was an immediate spark between them. He madsecret of his

attraction to her. That evening, having given Aithe help she needed,
Lisbet had had to leave for work—shooting an egtestene for an episode
of a television series, on Hampstead Heath. Jaflhaen her to the location
and then stayed to keep her company—all night.

She would never forget the electricity of that niditting in the deeper dark
behind the floodlights, bundled up against thelchkile and Jaf gazed into



each other's eyes, talking about nothing and eyt while she waited to
be called. Each time she went on set to do a &hlefeared he would have
gone when she got back, but he was always thergngva

There was a connection between them like a tangirsy wire, and over the
course of that long night, the electric chargesiminger and stronger till Jaf
was more blinding than the floodlights.

He had taken her home in the limousine, and sheirhatkd him in for
coffee. As they entered the darkened apartmentissedk her, suddenly,
hungrily, as if he had let go a self-restraint ahtled steel. It was their first
kiss, and it exploded on their lips with fiery sweess. The thought of it,
even now, could make chills run over her skin.

She would never forget that first time, making lovith Jaf as the sun came
up over the damp roofs of London. Not if she livede a hundred. »

Afterwards, she had worried that, coming from stbedent a culture, he
would think her cheap, despise her for such easmmduest. He left her
with a passionate kiss in the morning, saying heltvoall her soon, and her
fear whispered that for him it had been no mora thane-night stand.

The limousine was waiting for her at the curb wiée left the television
studio that evening. Her heart leapt so hard shggstred. It took her—or
perhaps, she had told herself, giggling, in thi,lleather-lined splendour of
the Rolls,sweptwas the more appropriate word—to the DorchesteelHo

No one at the Dorchester even raised an eyebriweragrubby sweatpants,
the frayed sweater, the ragged bomber jacket, ey gust-scrubbed face,
the hair caught up with a couple of jumbo clipg #xtra-long scarf taking
three turns around her neck.

"You might have given a girl some warning!" she tpsbed, when Jaf
opened the door on the penthouse suite. He wadistam an entrance hall
bigger tharf her whole flat.

His smile made her drunker than champagne. "WhaildhHL have warned
you about?"



He put out a hand and drew her inside, and beferesuld begin to answer
his mouth closed on hers, hungry and demanding.

Later, they lay lazily entwined in each other, while stroked her back, her
hip, her thigh. Above them, a huge skylight showesn the stars. His hold
was light, and yet he seemed to protect and enblersé&he had never felt so
safe.

They looked up at the stars, and he complainedoat pale they were,
compared to the sky in Barakat.

"Once, when | was very young," Jaf murmured, "l wath my grandfather
as he examined a collection of diamonds. | can s&k those stones
dropping onto the black velvet cushion my granddatiid set down. They
sparkled with black fire. They dazzled my eyes."

"Mmmm," she said, as his hand painted little spegkif electricity along her
spine.

"My mother said afterwards, though | don't rementbet part of it, that |
absolutely insisted on touching them. All | rememisethat | was lifted up
and put my hands out, and my grandfather droppeathaids onto my
palms. It was a moment that thrilled me beyond dietson."

Lisbet smiled, picturing him as a little boy, treimg with delight. "I
wonder why it had such impact.”

"Because | thought | was touching the stars, LiSlhet said softly. "That is
what the stars are like in my country. They arevdiads. | really believed
that my grandfather had brought down stars andeeepof sky. It was a
moment of almost mystical ecstasy."

Lisbet smiled, touched and charmed by the image.t&imed her head and
looked up at the night sky. "Yes, | see.”

Jaf's arms tightened around her. He gazed dowrhertaipturned face and
saw starlight in her eyes. For a moment there was gilence.



"I have never had such a feeling again until ndve,whispered, lifting one
hand to her cheek. "Till now | never touched ttegstagain.”



Three

"He's here," Lisbet's dresser said breathlessppitg and entering the
trailer that was Lisbet's living quarters for theation of the location shoot.
Tina was trying to disguise her excitement, bull sr tone of voice
irritated Lisbet.

"You sound like a pensioner meeting the Queen,'nshitered.

"Funny you should say that. When | was twelve | Rricess Diana. It was
the most exciting moment of my life," Tina saidhwé grin. "I've met plenty
of celebrities since then, but in this businessdiitéer goes fast. Nothing's
ever had quite the impact. Until now."

Lisbet knew she was joking, but couldn't help resjiog in a repressive
tone, "What's so hot about Jafar al Hamzeh?"

"Hey, you're the one who's going to have dinnehwitn!"

Lisbet shrugged. No one here was aware that shkrtead Jaf before, and
she had no intention of letting them know.

Tina gave her a look. "You do know he's one of ¢&ilKarim's Cup
Companions, don't you?"

"Yes, | know."

But Tina was in full swing. "So's his brother Gdaithese parts that's sort of
like being a rock star, except that they also haséical clout. Rash id—
one of the grips—told me that the tradition of thep Companions goes
back a very long way, to pre- Islamic times, butha old days they were
just the guys the king relaxed with. They were lukgiately excluded from
the executive process. Nowadays, they form whatuatsoto the prince's
cabinet. Most of them have specific responsibditiend they all have a lot
of influence, right across the board. And theysdayal as it gets, to each
other and the princes."



Lisbet wanted to shout at her to shut up. But simeentrated on her lipstick
and did not answer.

"He's rich, too, Lisbet—stinking rich, since hishfar died, according to the
scuttlebutt on the set— and, they say, very gerseralso spending mad.
Those stories in the press aren't all scandal mengg, apparently. He's
going through his inheritance like water over dsfaHe dropped half a
million barakatis in one sitting at the casino ape of nights ago, and got
up completely unfazed. If you play it right, youutt dip your bucket into

the flow and put something away for a comfortaliteamge.”

She paused, but Lisbet was still carefully outlgniver lips in a pinky beige.
Tina frowned. With that outfit, her lips should Wwene-red.

"And incredibly sexy, on top of it. What about thay he galloped after you
on the beach—woo! We were all practically faintiAgqnd when he actually
picked you up on the fly—I swear | got sensory bisom here. What did he
say when he had you on the horse?"

"Nothing much."” Lisbet set down the lipstick briesid sat back to examine
the result. "Certainly | don't recall hearing appgy for risking my life in
a circus stunt.”

Tina manifestly disbelieved her indifference. Steggled her eyebrows.

"Well, anytime he wants to perform a stunt with rhe’'s welcome!" Tina
said. "Did you know he was on the Barakat Emiraidgmpic equestrian
team in 1996, and they got a gold? And in his wiadth, when he was at
university in the States, he spent his holidaysaimgircus or rodeo or
something.”

Lisbet knew it all, but she wasn't going to havergene on the set raking
over her ancient affair with Jaf if she could hielp

"A rodeo would be just the place for him. The wondewvhy he ever left,"
she said. She got to her feet and checked hersétfei mirror. She was
wearing a knee-length tunic top over pants, adl goft knitted oatmeal silk,
a few shades darker than her hair.



"You've got to be joking!" The dresser was unstdy@anow. "The man
oozes sensuality. He reminds me of those old Frenchie stars. Bel-
mondo. Delon.Je t'aime, moi non plusOoooh.”" Tina picked up the
matching calf-length silk coat and held it as Liskigoped her arms into the
sleeves. "l wish it were me he was after. Yum!"

"He is not after me!" Lisbet said irritably. Sherstpged into the coat and
reached for her evening bag. Tina's litany was anbking her more
nervous. She wondered why she had capitulated #drithiculous
ultimatum. She should have realized he couldn'tamiagtick.

Maybe she just couldn't resist seeing him one more.

"Silly me, | thought he was," Tina corrected hefrgela tone of extreme
irony. "He was just warning you off his land, theras he? Did you know he
owns the whole stretch of beach along here?" sedaih parentheses.
"We're on his land."

Lisbet concentrated on her reflection. Her leatb@ndals and handbag
matched the oatmeal silk, and her long hair wasl Ihelck with a tiny
braided ribbon of the same colour. She had chdeeadtfit carefully, for its
cool, undramatic elegance. It was the furthestgtifiiom deliberately sexy,
she told herself, that you could find.

Her earrings were thin squares of beaten gold. g she wore a gold
chain necklace.. .and on the third finger of hérdand, a large pearl ring.

"You look fabulous!" Tina said, hoping her tone glised her faint
disappointment. She began unnecessarily brushirsipeti down, and
tweaked a fold of her coat. She wished Lisbet b&dkr hair loose or worn
a touch of colour. Anyone would think she was daiitbely dressing her
warm sexuality down, but Tina couldn't believe amyavould act in such a
stupid and self-defeating way.

It must be nerves. Because Lisbet, as her dreasequickly learned, had a
craftsman's eye for what suited her. She couldysvead just that personal
touch to a costume that made it her own, givirgfitir the camera loved.
That was Tina's yardstick for what made a star.



But as the actress moved to the door Tina blinketitaok a second look.
Maybe Lisbet knew what she was doing after all. Sigposed Arabs were
as susceptible to the Ice Maiden myth as other enahthe hinting motion
of Lisbet's body under that silk might just drivgwy wild.

At first she had given herself up to the passiat tonsumed them.

They had a devastating, emotionally tormentingzitrgpassionate time
together. Like nothing she had ever experiencethedimes she felt drunk,
so drunk she was reeling. Sometimes she felt tfahald her heart in his
hand. A word, a look, had a power over her that ezaspletely outside her
previous experience.

It frightened her. Not just his possessiveness,hientown response to it.
And she had plenty of reason to fear having hertiken over.

It touched Lisbet on an old but ever tender wound.

It had been out of motives of love that her fathad deliberately got her
mother pregnant, in order to put an end to her edstage career and
keep her with him.

That had been a long time ago, when the moralitthefswinging sixties
hadn't quite reached the small Welsh mining villagpere the young lovers
lived. Gillian Raine had won a place at drama sthod was waiting for the
summer to end before leaving for London and anolifer Her lover,
Edward MacAr- thur, had already done what every nmaithe village
did—he had started work down the coal mines.

The cautionary tale of her mother's murdered drdaswsbeen burned into
Lisbet from a child. How he had pleaded with hest@y home and marry
him. How she had had to give in when she learnedwsts pregnantNever
give up your dreams, girlier mother had warned them.

As they grew into teenagers, the story becamearie@hen Gillian told her
daughters how that life-changing pregnancy hadmeduTold them of the



fateful night when Edward had asked her to turndaek on drama college,
stay at home and marry him....

Gillian had resisted all Edward's pleading and, whe knew he had lost the
argument, he began to kiss her.Her daughters, estlirathe new model of
the world, had asked breathlessly, "Did Dad dgbe soou, Mama?"

She had laughed impatiently. "No, no, don't youwsbkat I'm trying to tell

you? He was such a lover, your father, he just-sgine just kissed me
till..." She sighed. "Always before we'd used peatiten. That night he had
none. But he was so passionate. | forgot everytHimganted him and |
didn't care. A few weeks later | cared, right erfayhen | told him | was
pregnant | saw that he'd meant to do it."

She had given up her dreams, married her lovdledetown to the grind of
life as a miner's wife and produced a string ofdrkn.

And never ceased to regret the life she might Inade

Lisbet had listened closely to the terrible warsing§he didn't want a life
like her mother's. Always regretting what she hiadohe.If it hadn't been
for you lot, that would be me up theste would say when they sat around
the television watching the latest costume drama.

Still, life had been more or less happy beforedlbsure of the mines. Until
then her father had come home at night exhaustdlanck with coal dust,

maybe, but he was a man who held up his head. Awhammade his wife

smile with secret anticipation over the dinner ¢alhen he gave her
burning looks out of those dark Celtic eyes.

Lisbet was just approaching her teens when thet gnézers’ strike was
called, the prime minister infamously sent in theumted strikebreakers,
and an era came to an end. When the dust and tleaxctd, the coal mines
were finished, and so was Lisbet's father.

More than his mine was gone, more than his job f&lth in British justice
and fair play, and much else besides, was destrdyiedvision of himself
had been shattered.



He had never worked again, except for casual labere and there. It was
his wife who went to work now, an even deeper shioma man like him.
Gillian worked in the little fish and chip shopagtically the only enterprise
that survived the economic disaster that had eadute village, and came
home smelling of cigarette smoke and half-ranciokarg fat, her hair lank
and her once-beautiful face shiny with grease.

Her husband had hated the fact that his wife nods toawork, without
having the will to get up and change his life. Hasva failure in the first
source of pride he had, and it unmanned him corlgldtie began to drink.

The only bright side had been that there were noesinow for Lisbet's
brothers to go down. Their choice was different-rjthe ranks of the
unemployed, or leave their village.

The MacArthurs were all bright. They had all gometo higher education,
in those days when, thank God, students from paokdrounds were still
being given full study grants. They had all worleudd, done well, gone on
to good jobs.

Lisbet was always the special one. Lisbet, inh@gitier mother's beauty as
well as her taste for theatre, had gone to a giests London drama college,
with the weight of both their dreams on her shordd@here she had left
behind her musical regional accent and her fatmanse. She chose her
mother's maiden name as a stage name, and ElizRia@tle MacArthur
became Lisbet Raine.

At graduation, she had won the most coveted pitieeQlivier Medal. Since
then, she had worked steadily, mostly in televisgeiting bigger and better
parts as time went by.

Lisbet knew at first hand that real security laylyoim oneself. Not in
marriage or a man. Not in letting someone elseyaur life according to
their own tastes. The only real security was t@b&Esomeone on your own
merits. Only achievement lasted. Her mother wasdiyproof that in the end
you could count on no one but yourself.



For a woman, love was full of pitfalls. So, verysafter her affair with Jaf
began, Lisbet was thinking of her independence. &da't want any
misunderstandings about her expectations—or Jaf's.

He bought her jewellery for her birthday, a bealtgold bangle studded
with rubies and diamonds. She was thrilled, bud 8aih a smile, "It'll come
in handy to pawn next time I'm between jobs." Ahé taughed when he
furiously said that of course she would apply tm fi she were ever broke,
all the rest of her life.

"Oh, sure. And how will | get to you through youaf§ and what will | say
when your secretary says you don't know the namdecan | tell him what
it's about?"

"l will forget nothing about you," Jaf said, kisgiher with ruthless passion.
"From the first moment | saw you, there is not ameat | will forget."

She thought he was the most wonderful, thoughtfuéd a woman could
have. But that only increased her risk. "Your bes liquid honey," she told
him softly. "So sweet, so delicious."

"You don't believe it because you domantto believe it," he had railed at
her. "You avoid commitment by pretending to thihktt| am not serious,
Lisbet. You tell yourself it is impossible for ahi and influential man to
love you and you ignore the fact that your frien any brother have
married!"

On one level, it was true. When Anna and Gazi redrrit shook her badly.
Marriage was not for her, and she had been deepgiyayed by the
yearnings that had surfaced as she stood besidiedmel during the sweetly
moving wedding service.

Maybe that was the first moment she understoodhidaaffair with Jaf was
a very dangerous liaison, and would have to end.



When Lisbet opened the door of her trailer, thst fihing she saw, a few
yards away down one of the metalroads that weredaeanily crisscrossing
the desert sand, was a Rolls. The chauffeur, ia pbirt and trousers, was
wiping down the immaculate paintwork while chewingustriously on a
toothpick. The limousine was a spotless, creamytenfiihe bumpers and
handles—all the trim that should be chrome—were gol

So it was true. She hadn't believed it, readinguabwe car in the papers. It
was a long way from the Jaf she had known.

But maybe he'd just known that a thing like thedgolated Rolls wouldn't
go over very well in laid- back Britain.

A large number of the crew seemed to be loungindpiorways and under
awnings, with no apparent purpose. Lisbet frowned shook her head in
disbelief as she realized that they were actuahging around to watch the
meeting between her and Jaf.

This afternoon'’s little drama had ignited peopleaginations.

The director, Masoud, was standing by his offieder, talking to someone.
The other man stood with his back to her in a blkefkan and keffiyah. It
was the kind of dress worn, at times, by every rfrale waiter to prince in
the Barakat Emirates.

Lisbet paused for a moment in the doorway, gaztrigira. She had never
seen Jafar al Hamzeh in Eastern clothing beforlesanyou counted this
afternoon's Lawrence of Arabia getup, but she kinevas him.

He seemed to have sensors on his back, too, bedasmstantly
straightened and turned around and stared alongnthéstreet” to the door
of her trailer.

Jaf stood motionless, just looking, as she steppédof her trailer and
moved towards him. Her hair was drawn back to rethessoft curves of her
cheek and throat, the delicate sculpting of hes,eahere beaten gold
glowed in the late-afternoon sunlight. Flowing gilkt darker than her hair
brushed her body with every movement, simultangousiealing and



cloaking the curve of arm, thigh, breast. Bloochagto his hands, burning
him with the sensual memory of those curves.

Lisbet, under the intensity of his gaze, half stledp her fingers
automatically spreading to steady herself. Jaf ceommaeet her, while the
chauffeur stowed his polishing cloth and opened twor of the
sumptuously appointed, gold-plated limousine. Hes vgéll resolutely
chewing the toothpick.

The elegant Rolls-Royce emblem had been removed fr@ nose of the
car, and Lisbet's eyes were irresistibly drawrhodrotesque gold statuette
that took its place—a full-breasted, naked womaamkimd of swan dive, her
back arched and her hair streaming out behind her.

Well, she had seen a picture of it, but she hdwhiieved it.

"And some people say Arabs have no taste!" sheetladv

"Out here this counts as the stripped-down modaelf,'assured her.

"So | see." She bent forward to peer inside theltaas a vision of luscious
white leather, burnished wood, Persian carpetspaoe gold trim.

"What a lot of buttons!" she exclaimed in mock wendatching sight of a
large panel of gold-plated switches on the armt®ghat do they all do?"

"l can only say it would be inadvisable to push arhout prior notice.”

She couldn't help laughing at that, but Jaf's meuttdenly lost its smile. He
gazed at her with an unreadable expression thdtrfeehumour.

"Get in," he said.
Sudden, superstitious fear pulsed in her. She'drmsen this side of him.

She'd never seen him dressed like this. Here iaviarscountry—on his own
property—he was a stranger to her. A man who ovengold-plated car.



She didn't have a clue what he wanted from heghinBut he looked as if
he meant to get it.

She stood helplessly at the car door, battling Wwéhself. She half felt she
should refuse to go with this stranger, but herrtheas beating with
excitement and anticipation as well as nervous. fels presence still
affected her physically. Probably it always would.

He didn't repeat his command, giving her nothingkick against. The
chauffeur was standing there expectantly, and eweryvas more or less
discreetly watching. Mostly less. After a momerghlet obediently bent and
got in.

For all the ostentation, the leather seat was sskyooth, divinely
comfortable. She slipped over to the right sid@adgollowed her inside and
the door closed after him.

Masoud, the director, lifted his hand in farewalhd members of the crew
stared unabashedly now as the car backed and fandaarefully started
along the metal slats of the temporary road.

They had scarcely moved beyond the immediate dréd@eamovie camp,
where desert stretched all around them, when 3ahesl out to grasp her
wrist. Lisbet's breath hissed with surprise.

"What is this?" he asked softly, lifting her haheft hand. His voice was
deep, and running with dangerous undercurrent® thk sea.

"You can see for yourself, a pearl solitaire withrdond chips."”

He gave one slow blink, silently watching her. dsatotally unnerving.
The sun was setting over the water. It had takea ch glow, painting the
sea with thick gold. On the other side of the dk@hind the mountains,

darkness approached. A portent, maybe.

Jaf remained silent, his eyes burning into herspite of herself she was
compelled to speak.



"An engagement ring, Jaf," she said, a little motglly than necessary.

He didn't move, but now she was nervous of him.dyiss darkened all at
once, in a way she knew.

He touched a switch, and the window beside himidl@oothly down. The
fine sand dust caused by their passing swirledyerttb the car.

Lisbet gazed at him in puzzlement, blinking as dnip tightened on her
wrist. Then he lifted her hand, dragged the ringvildhe length of her
finger, and flung it out the window.

He didn't speak a word. His hand dropped to theslpand the window
glided silently up again.

Lisbet's heart seemed to stop. Whorls of furioustement exploded into a
dance over her skin. "Hodare you?" she choked.

He gave a contemptuous flick of his chin in thesdiion of the vanished
ring. "It wasn't even genuine. Is the man a foal@ you?"

Lisbet bit her lip. She had borrowed it from thettone mistress's collection
only an hour ago. She'd thought it looked prettydydout she ought to have
known that Jaf would know the difference at a géanc

"I know it's not real!” she improvised wildly. "We' both stretched

financially at the moment, but he said he wasnitritame coming out here

to sheikh country without some badge of possessnomy finger."

Jaf stared at her, so bemused she almost laughedv& doing her best on
the spur of the moment, but she had to agree,stanaretty feeble story.

"And who is this fool who expects a chesqukring to be enough to hold his
claim to a woman like you?"

"His name is Roger," Lisbet said furiously.

"Roger what?"



She gave him a look, her lips firmly closed. Heasled her hand at last, and
she pulled it back to her lap. It was pins and feedp to her elbow, as
though his touch had cut off the blood supply, whi@s ridiculous.

"Six months ago you were not the marrying kind,'rém@inded her harshly.
"People change."

He was stretched against the upholstery™ one asngahe back of the seat,
the other elbow propped against the armrest, ltghn't make the mistake
of thinking he was relaxed. His tension shimmerethe air.

"And how have you changed, Lisbet?"

The ring had been the impulse of the moment, likdiry on a magic
talisman to avert the evil eye. She should havevknioe wouldn't let it pass
without question.

But she wasn't exactly rehearsed in the role ofiagdiancee.

"Could we change the subject, please?"

"You don't like to talk about him?"

"Not to you."

"Does Roger understand that he is marrying a wowidnno heart?" His
anger was being ruthlessly kept in check. "Doegjifie up the desire for
children for the sake of possessing you?"

The Rolls was still creeping along the steel r@deere was no other way to
travel along such a surface, but Lisbet's claustnba was intensified by
the dead slow pace. Long purple-grey shadows kedtout from the dunes

over the rippling surface of the sand.

"Roger and | are perfectly agreed on what we wanhfthe future, thank
you!"



He smiled, but it was the smile of a tiger. "Potlet.”

"What doeghat mean?"

"You will never be happy with a yes-man."

"Roger is not a yes-man!"

"Then he is a fool. A man who does not want chitdeea fool, or a liar."

She thought of her father, and her heart hardet®itl. men aren't as
primitive as you, Jaf."

His eyes flashed dangerously. "Be careful. You igake me imagine that
you are speaking from your desires rather than gbaervations."

"Is that a threat?" she demanded shrilly.

His hand moved and his fingers caught the errdite turl of hair at her
temple that could never be tamed. He stroked itraddnis forefinger while
little jolts of electricity rushed down her temm@ead jaw and shot into her
body.

"l only say what you should already know."

Lisbet gritted her teeth. What a fool she had b®ecome out with him
thinking to find protection in a cheap ring! Sheped his hand away.

"l think you're confusing me with someone else."
"l could prove to you that I am not."

"No, you could not!" Lisbet said quickly.

"Too loyal to Roger to fan an old flame?"

"Of course!"



"Did you tell him about me?"

"Briefly, along with several others."

One eyebrow flickered.

"Does he know you're seeing me tonight?"

Lisbet hesitated for a fatal moment. "Yes," she.s8he knew it sounded
like a lie.

He nodded, as if to himself. "Did you plan it, thérsbet? You are engaged
to another man, and yet you risked coming herendinat my brother's
house. What did you tell yourself? That | couldploe off by a ring from the
bazaar and a distant fiance?

"But no, you knew better than that!" he answeredsailf. "What was in
your mind? Another quick, meaningless affair? & tihat you planned for
when you came? A little reprise of passion withaablarian before going
back to marry a safe man, a man from your own ceMWDid you hope |
would be too hungry for your body to turn away frm crumbs you offer?
Did you cast me in the part of the beggar at thegjd.isbet? You mistook
me."

His lips smiled. But as his black eyes met hersiaes of danger traced her
skin. As if she were looking into a cave where dfWoked in the darkness.

"Do you tell yourself that I still want you, ListiDo you imagine that it is

impossible to kill a love such as mine?" His vograted over her soul,

rough and sharp together. "Or did you hope tofirad | had now developed
a taste for heartless passion like yours?"Thedivads more than she could
stand. With a silent cry she launched herselfrat both arms lifting, to beat

him or strangle him, she hardly knew.

But Jaf was an Olympic-level sportsman, and hiexes were well honed.
His hands snapped out and caught her wrists inimidad suddenly
everything changed. His eyes darkened as he drewldé®we and held her
wrists in an unbreakable grip.



"Do not push too hard, Lisbet,” he warned harshly.

She could smell the scent that was uniquely JafsuGcologne, his sweat, his
skin, and it reminded her of moments of pleasurexdteme she had wept
for joy.

"Let go!" she cried.

"A woman so concerned for her freedom should befaehbefore she
provokes a man."

"All right, I'm sorry! Let me go!"

For answer, he dragged her wrists together andysl@agonizingly, pulled
them in against his chest, trapping them thereeagrapped his arms around
her, drawing her close. Her heart leapt into hegat) choking her. A trickle
of sweat moved like a tear down her temple andlchee

"Let you go?" he repeated, in a hoarse whisper. ligs were almost
brushing hers as he spoke, sending tendrils obsensinto her flesh, little
harbingers of pleasure to come. "But | did let goulf you really wanted to
be free of me, Lisbet, why did you come to my coyffit



Four

His mouth came down on hers, ferocious with hunger. heart fluttered,
her blood surged. Heat like the noonday sun scdrtiee skin, leaving it
parched and thirsty for the balm of the very totleht burned her.

His hands seemed to turn the silk of her clothdlaitoe, so that every twitch
of her skin met more burning. His lips were unfengg, his tongue hungry
and demanding. His arms pressed and held her,9opng and protecting
her at the same time.

Everything was contradiction, except for the cdntnaof hunger assuaged.
That was why she couldn't move, couldn't strug@iidl the man who has

been lost in the desert not to drink. Tell the waméo was shut up in

darkness not to gaze at the sun. Tell an escajsahpr not to dance.

Jaf lifted his mouth at last and drew a shuddebiregth. Released from that
punishing, tormenting kiss, Lisbet regained adiglf-control. She pushed
him away. She could feel tears burning her eyesowitunderstanding what
had summoned them.

"Was that supposed to be some kind of punishmesh@tried.

Jaf's eyes narrowed dangerously. "Punishment?atswthat my kiss is to
you?"

Lisbet turned angrily away.

"Answer me, Lisbet! The touch of my mouth was distéul to you?"

The lie wouldn't get past her throat.

"You think so, anyway!" she cried.

"I think so? What would make me think that you hadnged so

completely? You, the woman who melted for me as amrhas never
melted for man before. | hear your cries in my dreaLisbet, even now.



And | wake to weep that you are not there. And goetend to think that |
know my touch is a punishment to you?"

She was shaking, and held her hands tightly indger"l didn't say..." she
began, but couldn't find any words.

He sat back into the corner, his arms spread, daleer, like a judge. His
kaftan was fading into shadow now. The keffiyahodt@ut, circling his
head. His eyes fixed on her face, locked with heezeg In every way he
seemed a stranger.

She managed to turn away, and stared out of th@ominThe last rays of the
setting sun washed the clouds in pinky gold, aeddtmes threw long navy
shadows now that made the desert seem a hauntgaainalace. Above,
the sky was turning a deep shade that could ontabed purple.

He had told her she would love the desert.

"Is that what you wanted me to believe when | ree@ithese?" he
demanded, after a long, charged silence. He ltitedhands to the neckline
of his robe and pulled it open, reached inside extcacted something flat
and black.

Her heartbeat quickened a little, and she caughbteath as he opened the
wallet and dragged a little sheaf of papers frariith a flick of the wrist,
he tossed it into her lap. The air caught it andl &aozen slips of paper
showered over her.

She felt his anger like a little electric shockslhet reached a shaking hand to
one of the pieces of paper and drew it up, strgininsee it in the gloom.
Then another.

They were all identical. Personal cheques, madetm#heikh Jafar al
Hamzeh, and signed by Lisbet Raine MacArthur.



It was Jaf telling her that he wanted to set henrup flat that was the
beginning of the end.

Bit by bit, Jaf had been proving himself every dmt possessive as he was
passionate. Now he wanted to own the home sheilivéicshe allowed that,
in a certain fundamental way she was admittinghlkeaiwned her. He would
always have the upper hand.

Except for the fact that it didn't seem big enowdien Jaf was there, she
was comfortable in her currenthome. She was remtilagge studio flat on

the top floor of an Edwardian house in North Londbmas a bit out of the

city centre, but as a space it was great for theaycAll her friends said so.

She was lucky. She might not be so lucky anotiee.ti

If, for example, she and Jaf disagreed over somgtland the only option
was for her to go. She might have a hard time figdio good a place at short
notice.

So she was adamant. Thanks for the thought, buivebtl stay where she
was.

Not long after, as luck would have it, she was gikier notice on the studio.
The house had been unexpectedly sold to peoplemahted to restore it to
a single- family dwelling. And suddenly Lisbet wdéacing a bleak

midwinter hunting for somewhere new.

She soon discovered just how lucky she had beenrérital market was at a
peak, and her money wasn't going to go as fatithis around. And after a
dry two months on the work scene, Lisbet didn'tehany money to spare.

Of course she wouldn't ask Jaf for help. By thahpshe had turned him
down so often Jaf had given up talking about buyreg a place. She
regretted her decision only in weak moments.

After a couple of depressing weeks spent in fretl@apartment hunting,
Lisbet realized that her best option for the momeould be to share.
Eventually she found a wonderful apartment sharea ifreathtaking
apartment with a view over Primrose Hill, an arka seally loved.



For the owner it was little more than a pied-adgethe agent explained. A
lawyer who did a lot of work in Hong Kong, she wsmaring because she
preferred to have someone in the flat full-time.e Skhanted someone
responsible, someone who would take care of hertpland the beautiful

furnishings and works of art.

Lisbet could scarcely believe her luck when sheldahit. Sacrifices would
have to be made, of course. It was more than Lisbatd comfortably
afford at the moment, and her own bedroom was rtlest room in the
place. But the flat itself was an absolute dreagaulifully decorated, with
wonderful light and a terrace filled with plants.

Jaf was less than delighted. "How will we make lavéhat tiny bed?" he
asked. "It is even smaller than the one in your fldon't see how you can be
happy in such a room. You haven't even met youmroate."

"You're spoiled,” she told him. "You have no ideaviordinary people live.
I'd be happy in a broom cupboard in a place lik.tAre you kidding? I'll
have that huge place to myself at least three wekedgery month! Even if |
can't stand her, for a place like that | couldygutvith Godzilla himself one
week out of four."

So he shrugged and stopped objecting, and helgbetwith the move. She
had to sell most of her own furniture rather thahipin storage, because she
couldn't afford both storage fees and the rentshat* wasn't going to worry
about that.

It wasn't till she'd been living in the place fowaek that Jaf gave her the
title deeds in her name.

It had all been a hoax—the Hong Kong lawyer, therisiy one week a
month—it had been just a game to entice her tohselfurniture, make the
move, to get her to the point of no return.

But if he was expecting trembling gratitude, hisnd backfired. It had
exactly the reverse effect of what he had probdkkigned. Maybe he had
meant it for the best, but Lisbet was furious & talculated interference in
her life, casual undermining of her self- deterrtiora



If she didn't actually feel trapped, she certafely how easy it had been for
him to force his will on her. And without her beiagall aware of it till it
was done.

Jaf couldn't see it. All he had done was circumeemisplaced pride in her.
She needed a place to live. He had provided it.tWbald be wrong with
that? If self-determination was her thing, welk ffat was hers outright. She
had the freehold. There were no strings, nothireg tompromised her
ownership. He had not done this to gain a hold dngr but to make her
more secure. He had liberated her in the most fmedtal way. Why
couldn't she see it?

But the feeling that he was willing to go to suchssive lengths to get his
own way—and the ease with which he had achievedrids—unnerved her
in some fundamental way. She felt shaken, disturbed

She already knew that a man who tried to undermieur
self-determination was not to be trusted. In a Wilight of imagination, she
realized that, stooping to tricks like that, it vianit be all that difficult for
Jaf to get her pregnant. And then it would be la@epts' story all over again.

So the first thing she did, when he gave her ovimersf the fabulous flat,
was show Jaf the door of it.

Lisbet sat for a moment, staring down at her owndhaiting. After a
moment she gathered up all the cheques. Then sivdlsshem in her hand,
not looking at him.

"What was the message you intended me to take tins®" Jaf demanded
roughly.

At that her chin went up. "This is the amount aftrehad agreed to pay the
owner to live in that apartment.”

"Well?"



Here, in this context, her actions suddenly seepetty and ungenerous,
even to herself. But it had not seemed that waj.andon, when each
succeeding month in which he did not cash her ob®quly made her more
determined to make her point.

"No matter whose name is on the title deeds, tlagtaqent is in fact owned
by you," she said. "I'm merely sticking by the dealade before | moved
in."

"You knew there was no need," Jaf said.

"And you knew | felt there was a need! Why didrduycash them?" she
demanded hotly. "How do you think | felt about thétwe're talking about
offending—"

"A need to repudiate my gift? Yes, | see. Whenydid meet Roger?"

"Ro—?" Lisbet began in confusion, then gasped. &tkealmost fallen flat
on her face. "I'm not going to answer that."

"Does he make love to you on the bed | bought émr?yOn the sheets that |
gave you? Does he kiss you on the pillow where yaad lay beside mine
and we laughed? Is that why you sent me terg?" He flicked the little
bundle in her hand. "To salve your conscience floatwou were doing?"

"This conversation is illuminating,” she said btigh"It proves | was right,

doesn't it? You ma-noeuvred me into that flat o ceason—to control me!
Did you want me to feel too guilty and beholdenrdeetake another lover,
Jaf? Our relationship was over. Should | have giyeall other men forever
because | was living in the flat you had manipuatee into? Or would a
few years of celibacy have been enough for youPddgow many, exactly,
would satisfy you?"

"l did not buy the flat to control you!" He bit oatrery word.
"But having bought it, you're furious that it didhave that effect?"

"Don't be a fool!"



"Meanwhile, here you were having a wonderful timghwour gambling
and your gold-plated Rolls. Isn't there a song ¢joats, 'You don't want me,
but you want me to go on wanting you'?"

She held out the cheques.

"Please cash them," she said levelly. "Thank yati] don't like feeling like
a kept woman."

Jaf reached out and took the little bundle, ripfiesl cheques into pieces,
pushed the window control again, and tossed thapsdnto the wind. They
whipped into a little whirlwind and then were lagfainst the vastness of the
desert as she watched.

"If you send me another cheque, Lisbet,” she heendsay in a dangerous
voice, and her eyes moved to meet the black futyfiaze, "I will deposit
a million pounds into your bank account. Then yadlifeel what it is to be a
kept woman."

They were approaching a small town, where a pistjue cluster of domed
roofs sheltered in the protection of a palm foréke limousine slowed and
turned off the highway onto a rough, unpaved rdafiéw yards along, they
pulled into the courtyard of a small building. Teevas a sign in Arabic
script over the door.

"Is this where we're eating?" Lisbet exclaimed umpsise. She had been
expecting that he would take her to one of theelxgensive hotels, like the
Sheikh Daud in Barakat al Barakat, where the predhad dined her on the
first night of her arrival.

"The food is excellent,” Jaf said, in a voice teaid he had regained his
self-control.

There was a tiny vestibule, and then the room #mggred was dark, the
walls and ceiling hung with swaths of exotic fataitd carpets in deep, rich
shades. It was lighted with kerosene lamps, oneamh of the low tables



and a larger one hanging from the centre of eatheofircles of fabric that
draped the ceiling.

It was like entering a nomad's tent, quiet and erystis. Lisbet smiled
involuntarily as a dark-haired, heavyset woman cama¢ through a
curtained doorway with a cry of pleasure.

"Marhaba!" she cried, approaching Jaf with exuberant delightd
stretching out her arms, then clapping her hangsther and bowing her
head in welcome, talking all the whilAssalaamu aleikum!"

"Waleikum assalaam, Umm Maryam."

They chatted like old friends for a moment, andttiee hostess turned and
smiled at Lisbet'Assalaamu aleikum. Ahlan wa sahlan!"

"Salaam aleikum,Lisbet returned with a smile, using up her entaehe of
Arabic. But fortunately the woman didn't appeareixpect any further
response. She turned and led them along the rosmspaeral groups of
diners who paused in their meal to stare, up twpssbf a raised wooden
platform at the end, and through a doorway in ditgar of intricately
arabesqued wood.

Lisbet reached out a hand to trace the birds awekfls frozen in permanent
grace.

This area contained only two tables. With its loweiling, it felt enclosed
and private. One kerosene lamp hung from the centifee ceiling, giving
subdued light. The hostess pulled out the low tablexpose the cushions
piled neatly on the floor and against the wall.

Lisbet sank down and Jaf slipped into a cross-léguesture beside her
before helping to draw the table back into position

Their hostess, meanwhile, lifted the lantern chiynaed set a match to the
wick. After a moment a little glow made the taldleit own special place.

Lisbet realized they were as intimate here as toeyd be anywhere.



"They have no printed menu," Jaf murmured, as tsdss disappeared.
"Will you trust me to choose?"

She nodded.

His eyelids came down in lazy approval, and heeunilGood," he said, as
if her permission had wider implications.

"My food, tonight,” she told him evenly.

His nearness was making her skin hot. She couldl #mescent of him, and
she only had to close her eyes for that scentk® l@r back to moments
whose memory melted her like a wax candle in adoenShe lifted her chin
and bit her lip to keep her eyes open, her guard up

He looked as though he would have answered, but hHostess came
through the little doorway with atray. She set tgenerous glasses of
rum-coloured liquid in front of them.

Lisbet picked it up and sipped. She blinked atuhexpected taste. "What is
it?"

"Date juice with pine nuts," Jaf said, sipping bisn. Lisbet took another
sip, nodded and smiled at the hostess, miming ergoy. Now she could
recognize the flavour as dates. It was strangeddifierent, but curiously
pleasant.

Meanwhile, the woman, standing with the tray undee arm, was
discussing the finer points of tonight's menu cesiwith Jaf. Lisbet listened
absently to the strong Arabic consonants.

It felt odd to let him decide for her like this. Bahe was helpless without the
language, and there was a strange comfort in hakimglecision taken out
of her hands. It was almost like being a child—tatt she had had much
experience of that. Fate had given her an aduiesehresponsibility very

early.

"Do you like lamb?"



"As long as it's not a whole roast lamb, | can piaip do justice to it."

"It's steak that's rolled and stuffed with driedits, herbs and spices, and
baked in ashes. One of the specialties of the haseavell as being a
traditional Barakati dish. No one does it betteantHJmm Mary- am's

mother."

"Her mother?"

"Yes, this is a family restaurant. Umm Maryam is third generation. It
was started by her grandmother.”

Umm Maryam, understanding that she was under dismussmiled at her.
After a moment the meal negotiations drew to aeld$e hostess made a
couple of additional suggestions and Jaf noddedl tlaen with a smile she
was gone.

The silence and peace of the place settled arduerd.tLisbet felt their
mood change. Jaf seemed suddenly softened. Hisl@stetheir punishing
glint.

"Do you come here much?" In London they had fouenegl great little
restaurants together” but if the newspapers wgh, fhis tastes were very
different here at home. Now it was only the mogtessive, most populan
places for Sheikh Jafar al Hamzeh, whether theyeslegood food or the
place was hideously over-hyped.

"Would you have preferred to sample the night dfehe city? We will do
that after our meal."

"I wasn't lamenting the Sheikh Daud.” Not by a longy. "I was just
surprised.”

He gave her a deliberate look, then spoke clodeetoear. "I hope | will
never lose the power to surprise you, Lisbet."

His voice caused little pilot lights of memory tofpinto life, waiting for the
signal to ignite her blood. He had said that orefete. When she had been



lying by his side, trembling in the aftermath oplaasure so profound she
had felt fundamentally changed. He had refusedadp sntil she was worn
out.

"I think you just altered my DNA," she had murmurkdlf tranced with the
mix of pleasure and sheer exhaustion. Every musgtehed and trembled
spasmodically.

That was when he had whispered ltope | never lose the power to surprise
you.He'd said "hope," but his tone of voice had sa&idrteant to make very
sure of it.

She had responded only with a faint smile. Everfdmes muscles had been
worked to overload.

Refusing to meet his eyes now, Lisbet shook offribaviness the memory
provoked in her limbs. "You certainly surprised today,"” she admitted
waspishly. "What a mess you caused!"

Jaf lifted his eyebrows. "Was it so serious, whalid? It was only one
scene."

"It was the master shot for a very difficult scewéhy did you do anything
so crazy?"

A smiling young woman stepped through the doorwaly their first course

on a tray. She greeted Jaf with unabashed pleasuteset down several
dishes to a rapid fire commentary before smilinglyshat Lisbet and

disappearing.

"But | wanted to see you, Lisbet,” Jaf murmuredkipig up a large sprig of
basil and munching it into his mouth bit by bitdila rabbit.

Which was totally inappropriate because, Lisbet wisvly coming to
realize, with Jafshewas the rabbit. The one who was hypnotized ana the
devoured whole.



Five

There were easier ways," she said repressivelyggiing to subdue her
body's response to that simple statement. "You keethe day's filming. |
don't know how much that little stunt will end upsting. No one could get
back on form afterwards. You must have known it \daause disruption.”
Jaf grinned. "Don't you know that | am mad, bad dadgerous to know?"
It was what a tabloid paper had called him a fewekgeago.

She took a mouthful of herb, watching him.

"Why?"

He had taught her to eat the fresh herbs and hinelaohdon, in the early,
carefree days of their romance. Lisbet was sunprisethe sharpness of
memory that accompanied the taste on her tongue.

He grinned. "But for your sake, of course. | hasaggmad for love, Lisbet."

"That's not what they say," she told him. "They gajting your hands on
such a massive inheritance is what did it."

"Do they? Who says that?"
"Who doesn't say it?"
"Fools without romance," Jaf said dismissively.

He was being flippant; he didn't mean her to beligy But there was an
edge of something underneath the flippancy.

"Why are you courting publicity, Jaf?" she askedausly.

He shrugged. "No Cup Companion has to court pupligiou know that.
We are a natural resource."



It was true, but still, he had seemed to know dydww to avoid being
noticed when they wanted privacy in London. Nowrgwaove he made
was reported. There had been a sea change in him.

"You may not have to, but today you certainly did."”

"It won't do the film any harm." Jaf shrugged. "Theepublicity will
probably be worth the price of a lost day's shaptas I'm sure Masoud will
see, once he's calmed down."

And then they were discussing the film, and sudgdtr@ animosity between
them died and it was like London again, with Jafelning with the close
interest he had always shown in anything that cowck her, and Lisbet
confiding everything to him.

She was thrilled to be working with Masoud al Badglirector whose last
film had won the Palme d'Or at Cannes, and sewtar prestigious
awards. This was a relatively low-budget film, lbat was no problem,
Lisbet told him, where there was a good script@mald actors and no need
for special effects and name stars.

And the part was brilliant, a perfect opportunivy her, if she had the talent
to stretch to it. Lisbet was alternately terrifidd thrilled at the challenge
facing her.

"Why were you in the sea today? What is the story?"

"Don't you know about Rose Dumont, the bandit?"

"Tell me."

He had said that a couple of dozen times befofdovad stories—he came
from a nation of storytellers— and Lisbet had guabithe habit of telling
him the story of virtually every script that shadefor.

"The screenplay is loosely based on her memoirseRzumont was the

undutiful daughter of a rich London merchant. Skt ‘take' during her
first social season, in about 1860, because shetaagdependent, too



outspoken, and didn't suffer fools gladly. And slsolutely refused to go
through the humiliation of a second season. Sons®epacked off by her
family to India, where it was thought she would &av better chance of
finding herself a husband."

"And did she look on it as an adventure?"

"She did. In her memoirs she wrote that she toyeh thie idea of turning
herself into a man on the ship, but she was tosetycsupervised to be able
to put her plans into execution. Still, she wasvimeed that anything could
happen, and she was right. She never got to Idd&. off the coast of the
Kingdom of Barakat, as it was in those days, Ros@is was attacked by
pirates. In the battle she was lost overboard.e&gbf flotsam saved her.

"Rose got to shore—in the scene you interruptedayteeand was
immediately captured by a desert tribesman. Bupsihep such a powerful,
spitting resistance to his advances that he gglttened that maybe she was
one of the djinn—they're the people made of fim) know, as humans are
made from earth, and it can get tricky for humanmess with them—and
decided that instead of making her his own wifephght to offer her to the
king."

Jaf scooped up another little cluster of herbsdjiAn," he said thoughtfully,
looking at Lisbet from lazy eyes, as if a new ide@ occurred to him. "I
never thought of that."

She ignored him. "Well, so he carried Rose to #ilage and told the king he
hadn't touched her, and the king accepted theayitt,Rose was dispatched
to the harem. There she was left 'to languish amangen' as she laments.
Rose had always hated restriction, and she hated mepurdah. She wrote
that she found life in the harem 'almost as lingitias life in Victorian
England,” Lisbet reported with a grin.

She bent to pick up another morsel of hot flatbredl a little cube of goat's
cheese, and set a sprig of herb on top before pgpipinto her mouth.



"She was bored, so she occupied her days learmagid—she had a quick
ear and had whizzed through French and Germareisdhoolroom—and
got fairly fluent.

"Most of the women in the harem were completelydutated. But a few

were very highly educated and skilled, and sorke, lierself, were foreign

captives, and she allied herself with them. Anadvoetn them these women
began to plan an escape.”

Jaf's eyebrows went up. "Where did they think tweuld go?"

"They bribed one of the eunuchs, and he agreeélfmthem. Bit by bit he
took their valuables and jewels to the market aold shem. With the
proceeds, when they had enough, they planned toablogat and hire a
captain. They were going to set sail and take tbek."

"Very courageous,” Jaf interjected, his eyebrowbus.

"In the middle of all this, something happened.eAttlmost two years, one
night the king suddenly remembered the gift theedetribesman had
brought to him, the foreign woman with the unusz@buring, and he sent
to the harem for her.”

Jaf gave her a look. "Lucky king, to have such pgilee murmured.

Lisbet had to close her eyes. She swallowed. "Hoesn't go into detail for
her Victorian audience, butshe does obliquely livatt she had learned
certain skills from the eunuchs. 'l took Queen Es#s my guide,’ she wrote.
Maybe you know that Esther learned tricks from ¢beuchs that allowed
her to impress Ahasuerus, the King of the MedesRerdians, when she
was finally summoned to his bed."”

"l have not heard this story before."

"It's in the Bible," Lisbet said. "Ahasuerus isledlArtaxerxes in the history
books. Anyway, whatever Rose actually did that fjighd on succeeding
nights, the king fell in love with her, eventualbecoming completely
besotted with her."



"Of course."

Lisbet pressed her lips together and resisteddsgonse to his teasing. "Do
you want to hear this story or not?"

Jaf's eyebrows shot up again. "What am | doing g/Pbn
"Never mind. Just don't interrupt so much, okay?"

Obediently he closed his mouth, but there wassastilicked glint in his eyes.
Lisbet shook her head and looked away to take andite of food.

"Rose suddenly found herself in the position ohbeihe king's favourite,
and life in the harem changed dramatically for Bé&e had power. She got a
new apartment in the harem. She gave birth to paswhreceived even more
honours. She began to get gifts from people whaedhhner to intercede for
them with the king.

"This was a great advantage, because it meantdheew could sell the stuff
and make their escape that much sooner. And themaw, just when their
plans were reaching fruition, Rose made the disgoat she was happier
than she had ever been, right where she was.

"She had fallen in love with the king. They wouédktlong into the night
about everything from affairs of state to astronoidg consulted her and
listened to her. She'd never met her intellectuaticinin a man before, and
here he was. And she had a lovely baby son. Roseemjaying life more
than ever before.

"The other women were still desperate to escapepofse. And so Rose
was faced with a choice."

She paused, and Jaf shook his head.

"A choice? What was there to choose? She had ahdsind a child. What
could weigh against that?"



Lisbet looked at him. "He wasn't her husband, Bafywas her owner. And
the alternative was freedom."

She saw fury blaze in his eyes.

At that moment, the smiling young woman arrivedwiteir second course,
the lamb. A wonderful aroma came with her, andaswo mouth-watering
that Lisbet completely lost track of her story.

"Ohhh, it smells delicious!" she cried, as a plass set before her. The meat
practically disintegrated at one touch of her fankg the scent of the mix of
herbs and spices was out of this world.

For a few minutes they ate in silence, for in tlaedkat Emirates eating is a
serious business and there is no social computsianake conversation

over a meal. When conversation began again thkgdahostly about the

food. But when the main course had been cleared,al@é returned to the

story of the film.

"You were telling me about Rose," he said.

After much soul-searching, Rose had decided topeseeth the other
women.

"She knew that one day she would fall out of favaith the king. Her

happiness was entirely dependent on his will. Sheted to have a life
where she controlled her own destiny. And shedle#t couldn't disappoint
all her friends who had worked and planned forosm!

"The day came when the eunuch returned to the @a&daeport that the boat
and a captain were ready. The eunuch had arrahgedeparture for a date
when the tide would be going out early in the mogniso the women could
escape by night and go straight aboard.

"On the appointed night the women collected in Roapartments, where
they dressed in men's clothing. When the palace askeep, the women
kissed their sleeping children and prepared to go."



"They didn't take their children?"

"They couldn't. It would have been too much ofskrRose says she almost
relented as she bent over her sleeping son aneldkigm for the last time."

"This must be fiction. Do you believe this, Lisbet?

That a woman leaves her child for such a reason?dCmu do such a
thing?"

"They were in a situation they hadn't asked fof., Taey hadn't come to the
harem willingly, had they? None of them went tokivg's bed voluntarily."

"Except Rose."

She ignored that. "The eunuch let them out of tein and led them by
secret ways out of the palace and into the citeyTiooped down to the
shore, but when they got there, the eunuch mysigyalisappeared.”

"Ah."

"Yes. The captain of the boat matching the desonpghe eunuch had given
to Rose denied all knowledge. They had been balradgese never was
certain whether it was the eunuch's doing, or wdrethe eunuch himself
had been taken in by the captain, and murderedrwoder of night as they
crept along.

"But the sun was coming up and they had no tinthitikk about it. As soon

as the alarm was raised in the palace they woukkbeched out and put to
death. Rose had brought her remaining jewels wathdnd they used them
to buy horses and weapons. And instead of escépisga, they fled inland,
into the desert. Eventually, she and a number eh&omanaged to set up
camp in a ruin by an oasis."

Jaf looked faintly incredulous. "And they survivibere?"



"They became bandits, rivalling the notorious Alarid, who controlled a
huge slice of the Barakati desert. He was the dadiner of the Selim who
was grandfather of ex-Prince Jalal, by the way."

Jaf's eyebrows climbed into his hair. "And how Riose manage to survive
in a desert controlled by the great Abu Tarig?"

"She says that after one encounter Abu Tariq hefirt alone, and they had
an unspoken agreement to divide the desert inasughy that Rose was left
exclusive control over a small territory. She ddesay exactly how they
came to that agreement, but it's possible shetheeshme arts she'd used on
the king. Some historians have suggested that Bage birth to the man
who was later the father of Selim."

Jaf smiled. "Is this being billed as a true story?"

Lisbet believed it, or most of it, but she only wiged. "It's what Rose
published in her memoirs. Some people at the tieidked her story, too,
but then in 1958 someone did some research ontding ia Barakat and
found references to a band of women bandits inlésert at that period.

"They were noted for their ferocity, apparently eTiecords say the women
had control over a certain segment of the caravates. People used to
double the guard over that part of the route, beedbe women bandits
terrified people even more than Abu Tarig's gang.

"And they are mentioned as having been finally wWipet in about 1890,
which is the date Rose gives for her return to Emgy"

"She returned?"

"She got homesick in middle age. So she passedrdag of the gang over
to a younger deputy, and travelled back to the wiift one sidekick. She
saw a European traveller, and robbed him of higgage. Then she passed
herself off as an Englishman. She had plenty obfialgles to barter for
passage back to England, the proceeds of her Hdadit



"Her memoirs are fascinating, but she doesn't ¢mas much detail as I'd
like. The book was hugely popular reading among emior a decade or
so, and she was a heroine, but her story was poolheg a lot. There were
discrepancies in it."

"What did she do, back in England?"

"Took up the cause of women's votes, of coursesdbéi laughed. "Actually

her life wasn't by any means over. In the First M/&ar, when she was
quite old but still very fit, she worked as a befitld nurse. She died in the
flu epidemic of 1919."

"Alone, and childless."
"Yes, but the film doesn't end there."
"How does it end?"

"On her deathbed, Rose remembers a particular moméer bandit life.
It's not in her memoirs—the story has been chagéeé a bit for the film.
She and a few of her band come upon a young mafsWwhoome separated
from a hunting party. He defends himself so bravetyone so young that
they decide to take him prisoner.

"Then the king and his companions ride to the resand the bandits realize
that he is the Crown Prince. Rose suddenly undwtstthat the boy is her
own son. So it's very poignant, because she seesther life—the might
have been. She would have been mother of the Ciernte, perhaps
mother of the king one day. Without identifying $&lf, she demands the
young prince's sword as ransom, releases him alapgaoff with her
women."

"And the king lets her go?" Jaf asked.
"He doesn't recognize her."

Jaf was shaking his head. "Impossible," he said.



She bit her lip. "Why is it impossible?"
"How could he fail to recognize the woman he hact"
"Fifteen or sixteen years," she pointed out weakly.

He reached out to stroke that tiny tuft of hairttjuest hugged her temple.
"Even a hundred years would not be enough to vwi@eydhe sound of your
voice, Lisbet, the scent of you, the way the colafurour eyes changes with
your mood." He dropped his hand.

"A man may stop loving, but he can never forget."

Sheikh Jaf's Film Flam

Jafar al Hamzeh, bad boy Cup Companion to Princenka
apparently wants to be a movie star, and he baliavéaking the

direct route. Yesterday the handsome sheikh gallopéo the set of
Masoud al Badi's latest film while a scene was dpdilmed in the

Barakati desert, threw the English star, LisbehRaover his saddle,
and...

Lisbet tossed the paper down without reading anserrstood restlessly and
moved to the little trolley to pour herself a cupcoffee. She stood sipping
as she gazed at the scene around her.

The house, high on a forested escarpment that timedarm of the bay,
faced south along a white sand beach and curviogekhe. It was a
fabulous view, and the air was wonderful. A softdxe rippled the skirt of
her turquoise sundress against her calves. Mentakebs didn't stand a
chance here.

"You're staying with us, of course,” her friend Annad said. She was the
first person, after her mother, whom Lisbet hadeckio give the news that
she had landed the female lead in Masoud al Batk'st film and would be



coming to Barakat to do the location shootingll'te wonderful to have
you for a long visit."

Lisbet was thrilled to be here in Anna's new hoaieourse, but there was
pain mingled with the pleasure. To see Gazi andaAsm happy in their
marriage, planning a future together, was lovelyt 8very intimate smile
they exchanged, every quick, loving touch, remindked that this was
something she herself might have had, if only...

But she had made the right choice, even if nottler right reasons. Jaf
wasn't Gazi, a fact the newspapers delighted intpg out. He didn't have

his brother's stability. Life with Jaf would havedn no more secure than
life with her father. Last night had proved that.

"Good morning!"

Anna was leaning over the flower-covered balconywabAs Lisbet looked
up, blinking in the sunlight, Anna lifted a handgreeting and then turned
and started down the beautiful, centuries-old ssiaicase.

When she arrived on the terrace the two friendsekisand exchanged
morning chitchat as Anna poured herself coffee aatl down in the
delicious shade of the huge umbrella that protetttedable.

Her eyes fell on the headline, and she made a fatte. "What's Jaf been
doing?"

"You haven't heard about yesterday yet?" Lisbetdraded back with Jaf
very late, when the household was already asleep.

"I know Gazi got a phone call from Jaf that had hiopping.”
"Was he trying to suppress the story? Wasted €&ffort
"Gazi can do most things when it comes to publjtiynna said, bridling a

little. "But | know with Jaf damage limitation isfficult. The press really
love to write about his escapades.”



Lisbet blew on her coffee and sipped. "Well, anér¢hare moles on any
movie, and mobile phones work out there. Withinf kel hour of Jaf
galloping onto the set, half a dozen journalisteast had the story."

She nodded at the stack of newspapers on the ahe tdble. "Wonderful
how he timed the stunt just in time for the Sundagsip glut.”

Anna opened her eyes. "Jaf galloped onto the set?"

"Rode his white steed into the middle of a scenemeee shooting, chased
me down the beach when | freaked and ran, didiagflgickup that could

have killed us both, and kept on going, with magilng on for dear life.

You'll catch flies like th™t," Lisbet advised heieind in a matter-of-fact

voice.

Anna's lower jaw was halfway to her chest. "You—wehat? | don't
believe it!" she babbled, though she clearly diderg word. Her hand
reached mechanically for the tabloid with the sereg headline.

"Hey, you're checking my story against thenday Mirror?"Lisbet chided
with mock indignation. 'I'm the eyewitness!"

But Anna couldn't tear her eyes away from the stehich was illustrated
by a fuzzy long shot of a galloping horseman. Igmiior might not have
been a still from yesterday's film.

"Oh, | wonder how Gazi's going to feel about tliiseryone knows Prince
Karim's warned Jaf to stop courting publicity.” Sleeked up. "If he's
stripped of his title, it will be a deep family she, you know."

"Is it likely?"

Anna shrugged.

"This isn't exactly a hanging offence, is it?" Leésldound herself saying.

"Now that I've cooled down about it, | begin to ¢kat he's done us a big
favour. I'm sure a film doesn't often get prepubtias good as this."



Anna laughed. "Maybe you should have married hifterall. He could
make you famous."

"Thanks. In those immortal, always relevant wotttather do it myself."

"Sorry, darling, of course you would!" Anna's egiespped to the story. She
read for a moment, then gasped on laughter. "Didrgally refuse to work
as long as Jaf was on the set?"

"l was pretty peeved," Lisbet admitted.

"The actress was, in effect, throwing the weakhgikh off his own land.
The producers may count themselves lucky that senmd returned the
favour. The movie location is being leased from #és-loving Cup
Companion at a nominal sum,™ Anna read aloud.

She tossed aside the paper as a servant sileqitgaghed across the tiled
courtyard. "Morning, Man- sour. What would you liKer breakfast,
Lisbet?"

"Let's have something lazy. I'm not called today."

When breakfast had been decided on, Anna stooddipnaved to where a
dozen European newspapers were neatly stacked ahthof the table. She
flipped through them.

"Not many have actually put it on the front paghey¥re more concerned
with the drugs pipeline." She held up thenesfor Lisbet to read the
headline.

Barakati Heroin Connection Baffles Scotland Yard.

Anna picked up th&unday Mirroragain. "This looks like the worst one,"
she said, and slipped it well down in the pile.aTway Gazi doesn't have to
see it first thing,"” she said, smiling conspiraatlyi at Lisbet. "Let him
concentrate on the heroin. It's less personal.”



Lisbet's heart gave one spasmodic beat. It mushibe to care about
someone like that, wanting to protect them.

"Jaf came in with me last night, by the way. Hedsaiwas too far to go
home."

"I know he spent the night here. He's with Gaziimoffice right now."
"Is Gazi very worried about him?"

Anna sat down again. "He doesn't say much abotfeitreads every story
that's printed, but when I try to get him to opg@a+' She shrugged.

"Does he talk to Jaf about it?"

"Not in front of me. | don't know what they're dissing now. As you saw,
Jaf hasn't been here for a while."

"Oh, he said that was on my account," Lisbet said.

"Really? | must admit | was a little surprised.hbtight he'd come the
moment he knew you were here."

"l told you he wouldn't,” Lisbet said quietly. $tshe had spent the week in
unconscious expectation. Maybe that was why shebkad so thrown by
Jaf's appearance on the beach. There had to bersaswn for the blind
panic that had descended on her when she lookaddipaw his face.

"Sometimes | wonder if all this would be happeningpu had married Jaf,"
Anna commented, shaking her head. "It was wherohbagk here after you
two broke up that all this started to happen, yoovk Sometimes | wish—"

Lisbet lifted a hand to stop her friend. "Then hasimhave been pretty
unstable in the first place, Anna. Don't wish it ee. | don't want to be
anyone's sole moral support. And if you'd seen whkatv last night..."

"How was dinner?"



"Dinner was fine. It was the gambling afterwardattheally opened my
eyes. We went to the Shalimar Gardens."

The Shalimar Gardens, as Lisbet had quickly legrim$ an extremely
luxurious casino, recently built on the groundshaf Sheikh Daud hotel for
the entertainment of wealthy foreign tourists. #smne of only two casinos
in the country.

"Oh, damn,” Anna said softly. "Oh, Lisbet, pleasm'td mention that to
Gazi! What happened?”

"He gambled, he popped champagne, he tipped wita@iyopst."
"How much?"

"I have no idea. A fortune. He was just a totaliffedent person. A
caricature. | hated the whole scene."

"Shhhh!" Anna hissed sharply. "Here they come."
Lisbet turned her head. The two brothers, in lighibured shorts and dark
polo shirts, were just emerging from the househBwtd strong bodies and

powerfully muscled legs with fine, bony ankles.

Jaf was laughing at something Gazi had just s@&ddnd thrown back. The
sun burnished his thick, ruffled hair and darklyrtad skin.

"Cor! They are a gorgeous pair, aren't they?" lisbeclaimed, in stage
Cockney.

"Phwooah,"” Anna agreed.
When they arrived at the table, Gazi bent to kisslife, his hand cupping
her head with ah intimate, protective hold that enaidbet bite her lip and

look away.

Jaf headed for the coffee trolley, poured himsettip, turned and looked
straight into her eyes. His gaze had an unreadgiole Her heart kicked a



little protest as he approached, but he only pudigd chair on her right and
slipped into it.

"So, have you told Roger all about your date withiryex-lover?" he asked.
Anna's interest was instantly caught. She glaneed, dut the warning in
Lisbet's eyes stopped her curious question inlreat. Lisbet couldn't be
sure whether Jaf had intercepted the look or not.

"l just got up," she protested.

Jaf laughed. "In that case, why not save the ceidedgill tonight? Might as

well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb. Let me sloomaybit of the country
today."



Six

It was a beautiful country, as he had promisedstFie took her to the
Bostan al Sa'adat—The Garden of Joy—where inshldghawall enclosing
several acres of land there were fountains andsaal every kind of plant
and tree and bird imaginable. It was very peaceful.

"Boy, they knew something about stress relief, didhey?" Lisbet
marvelled.

"This garden was endowed by King Daud over sixgrgeago, at the time of
his marriage to his beautiful, foreign first wifeJaf told her as they
wandered behind a tiny waterfall. "It took twensays to complete."

Then they visited the fifteenth-century Great Masgand the tomb of
Queen Halimah, in the city centre, said to be amthregg most perfect
surviving examples of classical Islamic architeetur the world.

It was the first time Lisbet had ever seen anytlsodpeautiful up close. Her
mouth was permanently open with wonder.

At the entrance to one room, which was completelyeced in a mosaic of
tiny mirrored tiles, she paused, breathless witbrashment.

The room was filled with light that had no discéiei source. The room
simply glowed, as if endless reflection were enouglitself to produce
light.

"It's like being in the centre of a diamond!" Lisleéhispered.

She wondered if he was remembering all the timelduedescribed these
architectural wonders to her, and promised thatdayehe would bring her
here. She certainly could not forget. It had happenostly when they lay in

bed after lovemaking. They were always close ahstiimes, and his

descriptions of the wonders she would see becapagtaf the soft lovers'

chat they shared.



But if it bothered him that, though he was showtimgse things to her as he
had promised, they were no longer lovers, he gavagn.

He drove her out into the desert, where they \dsile ancient ruin so worn
by time it might almost have been a natural gedgcagbfeature. Lisbet was
entranced again, for a completely different reason.

"This must be just the kind of place Rose Dumord her women took
refuge in! They had an oasis, though, of course."”

There was no water here. The arched, crumbling,-bniet walls were as
dry as the sand dust that blewagainst them. Thmewas a potent reminder
of the limited importance of individual lives.

"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings,™ she redit"Look on my works,
ye Mighty, and despair.™

"No one even knows that much,” Jaf said. "Thermi&ing's name here."

"How old is it?" she demanded, walking around ewrech of the walls and
trying to imagine the people who had lived heree Shn burned down on
the empty vastness that surrounded them, makingaitheance. Lisbet
thought she could almost see the ghost of the maigbuilding in the

shimmer.

Jaf shook his head. "It's virtually impossible &ialsuch a ruin accurately.
Mud brick was used for millennia. And arches, @opack to earliest times.
All identifying detail has been worn away by time."

She stood under one crumbling arch, looking out &we endless stretch of
desert. A light wind blew the long skirt of her hi@quamarine dress,
grabbed at the broad brim of the protective hatvahre.

"Someone stood here once," she told him, in animasige half-trance. "I
can almost feel her. She stood here looking out thvedesert while a storm
blew, waiting for someone to come back."



What a harsh, inhospitable land this was, but @ kaormous drawing
power. Its magnetism was a tangible thing.

"Just like a sailor's sweetheart, waiting and prgyvas all she could do. But
for her the sea and the storm were made of sand."

"And did he come back?" Jaf asked, in a low, rougce.

The whisper of heartbreak seemed to touch her ninidn't know," Lisbet
murmured, shaking her head to try to free herdeli® strange impression.
"Maybe not."

"And still she waits," he said. "You feel her prese after hundreds, perhaps
thousands of years. How cgou sense the mind of such a woman, you who
waited no more than weeks? Do you claim to haveaaththat understands
such loyalty?"

Her breath trembled at the passion his voice stedggith. Against her will
her heart caught fire. Her lips were dry. She cotispeak.

"What have you done to us, Lisbet?" he demandedybice quiet, but
intense enough for a brand. "What have you destiroyéth your foolish

resistance? | loved you enough for a dozen lifedintmut that was not
enough for you. What did you want, Lisbet? What endid you want, that
you were so eager to kill my love?"

She tried to swallow, but her throat closed.
"Look at me."

It would be fatal to look at him in this mood, skeew it. Lisbet kept her

eyes firmly on the distant dunes, where the edtBraoon sun was already
painting faint shadows. How mysterious the deses,wvith its ripples and

waves. Like a solidified sea.

"Look at me, Lisbet," he commanded again. He wasecbeside her now,
his voice against her ear. He lifted a hand todien and drew her head
around to face him.



"l didn't wantanythingfrom you!" she cried furiously, finding her voie¢
last. "I told you, what | wanted was to be fredoeomyself. You wanted to
own me, and | didn't w—"

In furious silence his mouth smothered hers. Lidfiie seared her lips,
sending a spear of flame along every limb, and Ioheart—a stabbing,
sudden heat as powerful as the first time theykssed, almost a year ago.

It was a punishing, tormenting, hungry kiss, bresistibly it summoned up
her own wild, half-buried hunger. With a helplessamn she opened her
mouth under the onslaught of his, and his tonguEhed into the moist
cavity savagely, ferociously, driving a storm ofsule pell-mell into her

blood.

It lasted moments only. With the same suddennassftéd his mouth, and
his arms fell away. Lisbet closed her eyes againestush of emptiness.

"The wind is blowing harder," he said in a harskteo"We'd better get back
to the city."

"Coffee, Ahmad, and would you toast me one of thpemse?" Lisbet said,
pointing.

Behind her in the canteen tent, conversation welkimpg up again. It had
parted like the Red Sea when Lisbet appeared, amtines for guessing
what everyone had been discussing.

She picked up her coffee cup and toasted bun witliranur of thanks and,
giving a little general wave, stepped out into ¢agly-morning sunshine to
walk slowly back to her trailer. Sometimes she la¢e breakfast in the
canteen, but not today. She would only put a ciimphe conversation.
Tina was already waiting in her trailer, nursing ben cup of coffee.

"How was your date?"



"We ate, and then we went to the casino,"” Lishatied shortly, sinking into
a chair as she pried the plastic lid off the cugstérday'#irror newspaper
lay on the tableFilm Flam.What a ridiculous play on words.

Taking a bite of her toasted Danish, Lisbet licked fingers and picked up
her coffee.

"The casino?" Tina demanded.

"The Shalimar Gardens. Very, very," Lisbet murmyredving her hand
expressively.

"Did he win? Did you play?"

"No, twice."

"Wow, not even one bet?"

"Jaf was leaving enough behind for both of us."

"l guess you saw the story,” Tina said, noddingaims the paper as she
zipped open a garment bag.

Lisbet nodded.

Her costume was lifted out of the bag and hung; dame one as on
Saturday.

Lisbet set down her coffee cup and picked up a¢i$s wipe the butter from
her fingers. She stood up.

"Have you got the right costume? | thought we that scene in the can
Saturday."

"That's not what the call sheet says this mornifgja told her.



"Was there a problem with the rushes?" If there wgsroblem, it had
something to do with Jaf and the way he had storthmedet, she was sure.
But she decided not to suggest it to Tina.

The dresser shrugged expressively. "Mine not teaeavhy."

"Damn." Lisbet shook her head. "I hope I'm not goio have to do that
water thing again.”

There was a tap on the door, and the director emten her call. "I'll be
retaking some of the close-up and medium shotsytddsbet,” he said.

"So | hear," she said. "What happened, Masoud?"
He scratched behind his ear. "We're going to beglbiwith a white horse."
"A white horse!" she repeated, surprised.

"The scene will be slightly different, too. You rirom Adnan when he rides
up and he gallops after you and picks you up."”

She gazed at the director. "Do you mean you'reggtonshoot something
like what actually happened when Jaf—"

"It looked very good in the rushes. Very, very goothe white
horse—everything looked very good. We want to cagpthat chemistry if
we can."

Stunt people, of course, were doing the close-uUpthe actual pickup.
Lisbet spent the morning kicking her heels while sikene between her and
Jaf was played and replayed for the cameras.

The afternoon was spent largely on one sequends. dritailed Lisbet
leaping up from the sand and running along theeshdrile she turned and
shrieked defiance over her shoulder, pursued, bgsthe cameraman on a
dune buggy, second, by the cameraman on the bablk efhite horse, and
third, by Adnan on the horse and the cameramahedine buggy behind
him.



It was a high-spirited horse, and at various tith&sok exception to Lisbet's
curses, her hair, the camera, a grip, the clapbdbheddune buggy, and
anything else that came in its way. And every titkd it spoiled the shot.

Lisbet lost count of the times she started up dodged along the beach,
only to hear the calm cry of "cut”" behind her.

And after each attempt, someone had to come aredtheksand clear of
footprints, hoof marks, and wheel treads, and pgegwater to smooth it
down.

Each time Lisbet retreated to the shade of an i@ have sunblock
reapplied and drink ice water while she waitedtfa next take. Since her
costume tended to dry on her within a very few rtesuit had to be damped
down before each take.

The afternoon was tedium itself.

But no one thought of complaining, least of alldes Masoud al Badi was a
brilliant director, and he was known for his monseoitinspired madness on
the set. If anything, she felt honoured to be pé&i vision she could not
understand.

By the time Masoud was satisfied, Lisbet had rursdlé nearly into heat
exhaustion, her skin felt toasted, and her voice h@arse. She collapsed
into the dune buggy and was chauffeured up toradet. "Just throw me
under the shower and turn it on," she said to &saer dresser worked on
the thousand tiny buttons running down the badkesfcostume.

"There's no water,” Tina warned her, grimacing agetically. "Someone
forgot to bring in the truck yesterday, and no ceadized it till the tank ran
dry an hour ago. They've called for an emergen@plsu but it won't be
here for at least an hour."

So when Jaf showed up a few minutes later suggedtinks and dinner at
his house, Lisbet didn't put up any argument at all



"The sky here is just the way you described itshat smiled, leaning back
to look up at the stars as they walked along tlaelve

"Did I tell you about the sky?" Jaf murmured, abefhad forgotten.

She knew she was a fool to be disappointed. Whyldhee remember now,
when he no longer loved her? Maybe someone elga'svas his velvet sky
now.

"Once, you did," she said.

The limousine had driven again in the direction Wihm Maryam's
restaurant, then along the side road through ttesfaf date palms, till the
road came to an end at a high white wall and a in@gpsir of gates.

His house was even more beautiful than his desengbf it, long months

ago in England. Like many homes here, it was bantiund a central

courtyard with a pool and fountain. The courtyaabwartially latticed over

to protect against the harsh sun, and the brarafheses had been trained
over the lattice, giving a delicious, dappled shade

Dinner was served in a long room with arched winslaverlooking the
courtyard, and paved with a mosaic in a carpetgdesi the most intricate
workmanship, in pink, brown, black, red and whitarbie.

Jaf's conversation had been only slightly barbexbpkhg her on edge
without actually attacking her.

For their coffee they moved out under the starsdeethe pool, where the
fountain burbled gently in the darkness. The pattdrglazed tiles on the
floor and the raised sides of the pool had beemvny the passage of
centuries, but was perhaps more beautiful in age ithhad ever been.

The air was perfumed by flowers. A night bird salhgvas as idyllic as he
had promised.

Except that he did not love her.



After coffee, Jaf took some cubes of sugar in lasdchand they went out to
the stables. Firouz pushed his head eagerly aghiasmaster's chest,
accepted the small sweet tribute. A mare, too hputhead over the stable
gate and whinnied softly."Oh, aren't you a prethe®' Lisbet crooned,

stroking the soft nose.

"Shall we ride?" Jaf asked. It was another of thegs he had told her they
would do, in London. Lisbet couldn't resist the liigaof the night, and five
minutes later, bareback, barefoot, they were ridioggn towards the sea.

They galloped along the water's edge, then disneouahd, dropping the
reins, left the horses and walked splashing thraihghcool water as the
waves whispered up the sand.

The stars were breathtaking, and so numerous ithiffesult to pick out the
major constellations from among the wild sparkladA.isbet was reminded
of the moment when he had described the night slitlae stars to her. A
moment he had forgotten.

"It sounded like something out of a dream," shd.daseemed like a dream
now, the rich, sensuous purple-black, so spanglddglittering lights.So
soft your fingers long to touch hig had said.

"How did | describe it to you?" Jaf prodded gentnd Lisbet bit back a
rueful smile and shook her head. She was a fobht@ let him see how
much she remembered.

"l said that your skin was like the night sky," &d, in a rough, purring
voice. "Didn't I? Velvet, so that one longed todbut. Is that what | said?"

His voice brought back the physical memory so digaspe choked on a
gasp, remembering how he had stretched out besdestroking her
trembling body to quiescence after half killing lngth sexual pleasure.

Beautiful, he had breathed, running one strong, sensitivel ladang her
quivering thigh.Only the night sky in Barakat is as soft as ydm sLisbet.
And then he had told her about his grandfatheasdnds.



Now her skin was melting with the memory, with theat of the evening,
the burn of his voice. She closed her eyes. "Ya®'whispered, "that's what
you said." And now she was burning up with .yeagnin

"Your soul, too, | described, do you remember?"

She couldn't answer. The pressure in her throatalvagst intolerable, and
she didn't know what would come out if she partedlips.

"l said your soul was pure and burning, like thestisn't that what | said?"
She bowed her head, and if he wanted to takeatrexl, he could.

"How wrong | was, Lisbet. But | am not the first m&éo be blinded by
beauty."

A breeze caressed her bare legs and shouldersdstirer hair, and
sensations of painful delight quivered through lasrjf the wind were his
body and arms.

"You remember it—our time together?" he demandedif ghe question
were torn from him. "You remember what | said touydiow you

responded?"”

Lisbet bit her lip in the attempt to keep her emiasi at bay.

"You remember,” he murmured in a rough, torturedce&o"You can
remember such love, and then lie to me about beigrtg another man."

She gasped.
"You are surprised. But such a shallow, empty lisbet—why should it
have convinced me for longer than a day? Why didsay it? Were you so

afraid of my love? But there is nothing to fear muoye."

She opened her mouth on a soundless sigh.



"You have come to my home, where | dreamed of gegin, where | knew
that our love would reach perfection. But you cdowlate. How can it be
that you are here at last only when my love is sasheny mouth?"

She looked at him, not understanding the pangpiested her. This was
what she wanted, wasn't it? Freedom to be herBelbe alone.

"Then what are we doing here?" she asked, her waitming in her throat.

He laughed, but without joy. "I did not say | dotmeant you. That did not
die with my love. | want to make love to you, Lisbée said with rough
urgency. "It is like thirst in the desert.”

And he would know. His voice caressed her likeesilkvater, his need beat
upon her like waves, drowning her in the flood tiddner own need to love
and be loved by him.

"My arms long to hold you, my mouth to taste yoisblet. My hunger is the
hunger of a thousand wolves. But now it is the lohevanting you wanted
me to feel. It is wanting without a heart. Isnsa? Now you will be happy,
even though such love is a travesty. Let us make ¢m this new bargain.
We will mate as animals, thinking of nothing butgdure.”

"Jaf," she pleaded. "You know—"

He was suddenly fiercely angry. "No!" he raspedkribw nothing!" He
wrapped his arms around her in passionate abaaddrshe felt his mouth
ravage hers. His wild, angry passion thrilled tlglother like flame, burning
up everything except hunger.

"Jaf," she moaned, on fire for him.

"Say it!" he commanded. "Tell me it is all you wint

The world tilted, and somehow she was on the samgmeath his long,

hard body, the stars a wild curtain of diamondsvahiheir heads. On the
horizon a fat orange moon was lifting out of thetevapouring liquid



red-gold over the shifting ripples, colouring it it looked like the desert
sand.

His touch was everywhere. Where his hands graspedhér flesh grew hot,
her blood thundered. "Tell me!"

It was impossible to resist him any longer. Hisdwihess infected her at the
deepest level of being.

And as if his anguished passion were a burningdsetting her alight, now,
at last, Lisbet recognized the love she had hidigep inside. Set free by the
flames of the remorse and regret that swept hesuigdy as if he had burnt
down a prison that held her, love stood up withdisguise for the first
time.She was breathless with the discovery, andh whie anguish of
knowing that it had come too late.

"Tell me!" he cried again, and the torment in himsvike fuel on the flames,
so that it seemed that soon there would be nothitige world but love.

But what she wanted to tell him now, he no longanted to hear.



Seven

He lay over her, his hand stroking her with a trengbcaress, rough and
urgent against her arm, her breast, her hip, heelchThen his fingers

locked in her hair, his eyes lost the glint of skteme, and she had only time
for the tiniest indrawn breath before his mouth graced hers.

His body came down hard against her now, angryentrgpunishing,
passionate. His sex pressed painfully against toen.gHis kiss pushed into
her mouth, starving, ruthless.

Her fingers locked in his thick hair and she pulhed mouth away from his,

gasping against an upsurge of need that swampe@asrthis what she had
feared? This deep, unrelenting passion? She moaitadthe hopeless

understanding that had come too late.

"This | can give you," he said hoarsely, hearingdrg. "This is what you
want from me. Show me how much you want it, Lisbet!

He let her go to kneel above her on the damp sérldeo bed. She was
weeping with need, with the hunger of long month#h the joy of
discovery and the pain of loss. She called his ndesperately, not the Jaf
who was with her now, but the Jaf she had knowantlan who had loved
her and offered his heart without reserve.

"I am here,” he answered roughly, dragging up Hert so that the
moonlight painted her legs and hips, outliningtthg sliver of lace that was
all that barred her body from him. Of their own @aathis fingers caught the
lace and drew it down her legs and away.

With quiet ferocity he pushed her thighs apart lagiat down between them,
grasping her hips. His mouth tasted her flesh, hisdhands felt the
guivering response.

He knew her so well. He knew every inch of her,rg\sgom. All that she
was. She had closed her heart and her throat ondres he had wanted to
hear, but she could not now refuse him her bodgpanse.



His tongue found the tender bud, his mouth encldssdin warmth. His
hands clasped her thighs' smooth muscle. He felpksasure he made for
her build in hungry ripples, felt her fingers clanin his hair. Heard her
breathing quicken to a moan.

He lifted his head. "Oh!" she cried in soft disajppment.
"Tell me, Lisbet," he said. "Is this what you want?

"Jaf," she protested on a sigh. She both wanteddahaot want it. She
wanted the loving Jaf she had known. Now that baxrtwas no longer hers
for the asking, she saw what a jewel she had sdurne

He lowered his head again. Stroked and rasped lbrhig determined,
angry tongue. Tendrils of fire curled out from undgs mouth, honey
melted under his fingertips to spread sweetnessitfir her body under her
skin.

His hands stroked the tender skin, kneaded thé ftésher thighs, her
abdomen, her hips, and every touch sent heat dighidehivering through
her. His mouth, his tongue, toyed and toyed withgheasure, building it by
the slowest imaginable stages.

No effort was necessary, no clenching or strainidg. knew her body
perfectly. She felt her pleasure slowly tense, &ikeild animal preparing to
leap, and then, without effort, it was there, dpivg and flooding through
her, the sweet, sweet burning that only he could ger.

"This is what | offer you now, Lisbet. Is it whaby want?"

"Jafl"

His hand stroked her moon-kissed abdomen, moltdd ganing to
silver-gilt as the moon climbed higher up the slghind his head. His

elbows kept her legs apart, opening her to his agdsis kiss. She was half
fainting with hunger for him to complete what wasghn.



His mouth lowered again, and he smiled at the clsmxeutightening in her
thighs. The suddenness of hisheat and his tongweltsr breath in on a tiny
gasp, but he heard it even against the shushitigeo$urf, and it was like
whiskey in his blood.

A larger wave frothed up the sand, running undsrféét and legs and up
under her knees, adding the water's contributidretdever. Her hips lifted,

seeking the release that his mouth promised. Stameaba tiny moan, like

soft wind against a rock, and it burst in her agaim explosion of molten

delight. Her body arched and trembled, and sankndayain onto the sand.
She locked her fingers in his hair and tried td puh up into her embrace.
He lifted his head, and she felt his dark gazehder, though the moonlight
blinded her.

"Say it, Lisbet,” he commanded, his voice raspieg herve endings as
surely as, a moment ago, his tongue had.

"Jaf, please!”

"Yes, | please. | will, Lisbet. Only tell me, anavlll do all that you desire
and more."

"What do you want to hear?" she cried, knowingahswer.

"That in this way, if no other, you are mine."

The plain, flat statement was loaded with hunget possession, and her
response sliced through her like a newly sharpemextd. She turned her
head helplessly from side to side.

"What do you want to prove?" she pleaded.

"When it is true, you will tell me," he said, and imouth came down again.

Pleasure rippled through her body, pleasure like@asand silver bells on a
string pulled into shivery motion by his touch. Trhdelicate tinkling music



built to a slow clamour in her blood, and she walsl for the deafening
crescendo when it came.

His tongue rasped along her abdomen, brushed datvigla then to her
inner thigh, tormenting her with its nearness. liads kneaded her thighs,
pushing them with a rough and hungry passion tleaterhe stars go out.

"Please," she begged.
He looked up. "Do you want me to stop?"

She stretched her hands towards him, begging $oeribrace. She needed
him against her breast now, her arms around hivmdoand holding.

His eyes closed slowly, like a cat's, and he benhé&ad again.

This time her response was sudden and wild, shdkemndike a tree in a
whirlwind, drawing helpless cries from her thrd@lieasure stormed through
her, leaving her alone and trembling.

"Jaf!" she cried on a high, yearning wail, and hald her desperate arms.
"Please, please love me!"

It struck him like a blow. He was helpless in thed of such a cry. He tore
and kicked off the sea-soaked fabric that clungisdbody, then, painted in
moonlight and shadow, lifted himself over her.

She moaned her wild expectation and lifted her bopmeet the hungry,
dangerous thrust of his. He pushed his way homke avisuddenness that
rocketed sensation into every cell, drew away asnuhded home again.

The deeper pleasure that had teased and beckonaddnad out of her
blood with a wild, crashing, blinding heat thatlbel her of breath, of voice,
of sense.

She flew high, aware only of the distant thundehisf body beating into
hers, the high, melting heat and light that waslibe moon and not the



moon, the shivering surrender of her heart to @ pleasure she had never
known existed.

"Jaf!" she cried, for that pleasure was freedonmfiiear. "Love me, Jaf,
please love me!"

It fountained up in them, a mingled joy and tormémie and anguish, light
and darkness, for opposites are the hallmark ofthe. The stars burned
into supernovas, blinding them both, and then wandet.

The sky was just beginning to lighten beyond tleatdrdoor that stood open
onto the courtyard. Lisbet could see a white floagainst the shadows.

Her body was both sore and languid with the menabyleasure. He had
pushed her, held her, made her muscles stretclelandh and then shiver
into a thousand shards as joy rushed through bedbhgain and again.

Allahu akhbar. Allahu akhbar.
In the distance the village muezzin was callingfth#ful to prayer.

Her back was against Jaf's chest, and she couldissleeartbeat, strong and
steady, through her system. He had burned his anget last, and sex had
been the flame. She thought of the moment whenglgn the beach, she
had felt the beat of love in her heart and undetsttoo late, what she had
lost.

Thrown away, she amended. She had let fear ruledmer this was the
result. So her heart told her.

Was it fear? her head replied. Or was it some daeptnct that had known
he would just repeat for her the experience of&der? In London she had
seen no sign of his gambling, his profligacy. Beithaps the signs had been
there for her unconscious to read.



Whatever the truth, she could not see the way fahfram here. She loved
him, now, when he no longer loved her.

And if she tried to win back Jaf's love, knowingatishe now knew about
him, she was a fool. A gambler was little bettertla drunk.

No way was she going to marry her father.

She knew more about herself, too. When she hatlugpivith Jaf, she saw
now, she had been half hoping he would pursue $lee. hadn't really
wanted him to accept her decision.

She wasn't sure now what she had wanted to prdwedid come after her.
But she had successfully hidden her disappointrftent herself when he
did not, and that had allowed her to come to thegt Emirates imagining
she could meet him without risk.

Had she been lying to herself all the time?

As the honey of the night's lovemaking still flow#arough her cells,
sweetening every sense, Lisbet could see no waafdr

Slowly the light increased. The white rose revealself as pink, and the
leaves behind turned from black to green. She lglyout stirring, letting
thoughts wander through her head, till the goldeys rof sun streaking
across the tiles of the courtyard told her it wastgime to rouse herself.

Jaf's hand was locked on her hip, possessive @vsleep. Lisbet tried to
slip away without disturbing him, but his arm unsociously lifted to
embrace her, drawing her back.

She turned her head to watch him in sleep. He wdssoside, naked except
for the sheet lightly draped over the prominentéosimucture of his hip. The
taut flesh fell away under the hipbone, creatirmgee of shadow where his
sex lay hidden.

He had a strong build, his upper body all musciestly tucked and folded
one into the other. His legs, too, she remembewed the night. He was a



man at a peak of physical perfection, and his agildurance had worn her
out.

He had said he had nothing to offer her now butiabpieasure. If there was
ever a man who could make that addictive for here~gas looking at him.

An Olympic sportsman, too, she reminded herset, w&ith a sigh allowed
herself to be drawn in against the warmth of hidyo&he was a fool, but..
.not yet, oh, not yet.

He awoke because his flesh was stirring into kfis. mouth against her ear,
he whispered, "Good morning," and his hand strakean her arm from
shoulder to elbow.

"Good morning," she responded with a slightly wamyle. "Sorry to disturb
you so early, but I've got to get moving. I'm duetloe set.”

His eyes closed, he smiled and nodded, strokinghingn with intoxicating
firmness, as if to underline his ownership. "When?"

"About an hour," she murmured, stretching involuahtas he continued to
caress her still pleasure-swollen flesh. Foolishthimk she could have
sufficient control to resist his lovemaking where stias actually in his bed.

"We can take the horses. It's faster," he saichdmsl sliding over her breast,
down her abdomen, to the nest of hair below. Medteghr flowed just under
her skin in the wake of his touch, and then, apéitthg, in advance of it.

"All right,” she murmured, agreeing to the unspokart of his proposition,
and with rough precision, he drew her thigh up dwsihip and threw off the
sheet, opening her body and legs to his lazy eaptor.

His hand moved to tempt the cluster of nerves hgkiungrily under the

still-damp thicket. Lisbet grunted a little in suge at the speed of her own
arousal, arched her back, and sighed the suddesakimy pleasure out
through her toes.



The sight and sounds of her ready response ardursednd he wrapped his
arm under her back and rolled her over, drawingupeto kneel over his

body, making her legs straddle his hips, her fubh breasts catching an
errant ray of sun. Then he lifted his flesh to reerd, with a sigh of deepest
satisfaction, thrust home.

Stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples: foain sick of love.

Sheikh Jaf To Be In Movie

Sheikh Jaf's impromptu appearance in Masoud al'8adiv movie,
now being filmed in the Barakati desert, will matke final cut,
according to sources. Apparently the scene thatimaduntarily
filmed when Jafar al Hamzeh invaded the set anidged off with
Lisbet Raine, the film's star, is so hot the doeatrote it into the
film.

Jaf's house was quite a bit closer than Gazi'kdddcation, and almost at
once they fell into a routine. The gold-plated lusme would pick her up at
the end of the day's filming and take her backafs house, where she
would bathe and refresh herself and then, usuhky, made long, delicious
love as the last rays of the sun were drawn downthe sea.

That was their quiet time. When they got up, it wametimes to a meal
prepared for them in the house and served at bie irathe courtyard. But
more often than not, Jaf would want to eat out. Ameh, inevitably, the
"public” Jaf would take over, and he would be ansito hit the high spots.

They went to expensive places like the Sheikh Daad;, where they were
certain to be noticed by the clique of foreign jralists who hung out in one
of the bars there.

It was very different from their time in London, ate Jaf had always
seemed to want her to himself, where it sometireesned they could have
talked forever. But those lovers' conversationsaveething of the past.



And no matter how Lisbet tried to change eventgsythlmost always
wrapped up the night at the casino. And Jaf alralvghys lost.

The Shalimar Gardens was quiet, discreet and vepersive. It was
intended for the amusement of the wealthiest fordaurists only. The
Barakat Emirates might have a secular governmemntgdémbling was still
severely restricted and frowned on in the country.

Barakatis were discouraged from going into thergasiwhich made Jaf's
appearance there that much more noteworthy. Theéhache was throwing
away the fortune he had so recently inherited fhosrfather was becoming
household gossip.Everyone disapproved, includispet, but Jaf was deaf
to disapproval.

"Jaf, it's soboring” Lisbet would complain. "Whether you win or lose,
where's the excitement? It's just standing arouaiting for the ball to drop
in the right hole. Why don't you take up golf? &ast you have some control
over the ball!"

"Come on, Lisbet," Jaf would cajole her. "It's mayrt for a run of luck. Any
day now."

Of course she could refuse to go with him. But slas sure he dropped
more money if she wasn't with him. And, although bhated to admit it, she
wanted to be with him, wherever he was.

It was her father all over again. Both men, Listeatlized fairly soon, had
collapsed under a blow of fate. The fact that fahdr had experienced
sudden unexpected loss, and Jaf sudden expectedhgai not made any
difference to their responses, though she knew sW® respected more.
Each of them had changed from being a useful huyeang to lying around

doing nothing, fixated on a game over which theyg m&@ control, and

drinking too much. Neither of them had even triedtake something better
of the hand life had dealt them.

Worst of all, she found, was that her attemptsév@nt Jaf's worst excesses
were nothing more than fodder for a hungry medreiléh Jaf's "troubled



affair" with the star of the first joint British-dakati film was a hot item in
the Sunday papers back home.

But she was foolish to worry so much about what gaisg to prove no
more than a brief affair. If there was one thingttivas now totally clear, it
was that, whatever the media thought, Jaf had mouse long- term
intentions towards her. He never talked of the reitnow, never made
demands, never used the wéde.

It was just the perversity of life that she nowryesl for him to do sd.ife is
suffering.

The only way Lisbet could cope was by ruthlessiyirgling herself how
impossible a long-term relationship would be widh, &ind pretending that
she wasn't falling daily more deeply in love witimh



Eight

Meanwhile, the country was eagerly preparing ferftrst state visit by the
newly crowned Sultan and Sultana of neighbouringeBtan.

Bagestan was one of the country's nearest neigbpand an old ally. It
wasn't long since the citizens of the Barakat Etegahad watched
enthralled as the ruthless and unpopular dict&bgsib, had finally been
driven out of Bagestan and the sultanate restordtid shape of the old
sultan's grandson. Scenes of the Bagestani petpe,staging silent
protests outside the palace, and later cheeringalelly as their new sultan
rode through the streets, had played endlesslyavaliat television.

Everyone knew that the princes of the Barakat Besr&aad done all they
could to aid in the restoration. After all, the sldtan's three grandsons had
all been Cup Companions in Barakat.

The Barakatis had been almost as thrilled by th&oration as the
Bagestanis themselves. And now the sultan andnsuliad chosen to make
the Barakat Emirates the destination of their fafficial state visit, both in
recognition of this help and support, and as aaighthe return to the old
ties that had historically bound the two nationsipio Ghasib's coup.

Numerous events were scheduled, but the one everyanted an invitation
for was the Royal Grand Reception being held bytlinee princes in the
magnificent Queen Halimah Palace in Barakat al lgsra

All the Cup Companions would be there, of courseluding those of the
sultan and sultana, as well as the titled, the essfal, the movers and
shakers of the country. In addition, from the cengis of every city, town
and village in the country, names would be drawraatlom, and the lucky
ones would receive an invitation to attend as #peasentative of their area.

It was the occasion of the century. A once-in-fetiline experience of
history in the making. People would talk aboutattheir grandchildren.
There was practically no one in the country who Mot give up their hope
of Heaven to attend.



One evening, Jaf surprised Lisbet by handing hiarge, thick envelope
addressed in Arabic.

She felt its importance in the weight of the bdautinen paper, the lushly
embossed crest on the backflap, and sat withouniogeit for a few
breathless moments.

"What is that written on the front?" she pressed.
"My name, and yours. Open it."

"What is it?" Lisbet whispered, afraid to guessewishe had lifted the flap
to reveal a thick, luscious, gold-embossed carth @&it ornately engraved
seal stamped into red wax. The flowing Arabic gatiphy was a work of art
in its own right.

Jaf smiled. "Our invitation to the Royal Grand Ragen for the Sultan and
Sultana of Bagestan. When Karim asked, | said yidkédo be included."

"Oh, Jaf!"

Lisbet felt as if she'd stepped into a dream. $zed down at the invitation.
She was even more thrilled than she would have imedg The event to

mark the culmination in freedom of thirty yearsstifuggle by an oppressed
people!

She had a more personal interest, too, as Jatglieeew. She had known
Dana Morningstar as a fellow actress in London. Hiateresting to meet
her now, as the Sultana of Bagestan!

"Thank you!" she breathed, even more moved bedawselld have been so
easy for him to deny her this pleasure out of Imgea. "And he agreed |
could go, just like that?"



Jafar laughed. "In truth, it's more of a royal coamth than an invitation. The
old forms still apply between monarch and Cup Camga and that
extends to consorts. If you decide you don't warga now I'll—"

"Decide | don't want to go to the celebration @& tdentury?” Lisbet laughed
half-hysterically. "Oh, but—Jaf, everybody will hethat will | wear?"she
cried.

He smiled, as if he had been waiting for just thisstion, and got to his feet.
"Come," he said. "Let me show you."

He led her to the large, pleasant, book-filled rdeused as an office. In the
shadowed interior he pulled a book from a sheHched in to pull a latch,
and drew a section of shelving open to reveal a.deying in a code, he
pushed that open, too, while she watched.

A light came on automatically, and he gesturedisbét to enter.

It was a tiny, square room, lined with steel. A Brbaize-covered desk had
stools on either side, and a lamp. There were akdenrs set into the steel
walls.

"I think you know my grandfather was a collectaldf remarked, moving to
one of the safe doors while Lisbet perched on dnth® stools at his
command. Her heart was beating with a sense oferyanhd excitement.

"He had a particular fondness for the jewelleryhaf Jalal Period."”

That was the name, Lisbet knew, given to the twdhoee centuries of
extraordinary flowering in the fine arts namedtfoe reign of the great King
Jalal, grandson of Queen Halimah. Perhaps the impsirtant piece of the
period was the famous Cup of Happiness, now irptissession of Prince
Omar of Central Barakat. She had seen a pictutteabin the paper.

Drawing open a steel door, Jaf reached insiddttolt several velvet boxes
and a small wooden chest and set them on the table.



"Some of these treasures have been in our familgnény generations, but
it was my grandfather who really expanded it intooflection. It was a
passion he transferred to me. | loved to look@tthilection even as a young
child, and my grandfather taught me a great dehbasw older.

"He knew that any hope for his collection lay w@hazi and me. At his death
he left it in trust only to my father, and thereafthe collection was to be
divided. He left to me the pieces that comprisedJélal Collection, and the
remainder to Gazi.

"My father was forced to keep the collection infdmit he cared little for it
and added nothing to it during his lifetime. | hdpelo more with it."

Standing over her, Jaf lifted one of the boxesnepgat, and placed it before
her on the table.

Lisbet was prepared to be stunned, for anythingitife&in Barakat was
always measured against the Jalal Period, bueatigiint of what was lying
on a bed of maroon velvet she felt the blood radgher ears.

It was a single, massive emerald pendant, its deep,green intricately
engraved, on a chain of the most delicately andigely formed diamond,
emerald and ruby florets.

Lisbet had never seen anything so beautiful in Iifer The modern

jewellery that Jaf had given her in London simpbuicin't compare. The
piece glowed with beauty and the rich lustre of, agel the workmanship
was unbelievably intricate and delicate. The liftteets were so perfectly
shaped her heart melted at the sheer beauty.

"It was a Golden Age for such arts," Jaf murmussdting the case to one
side and opening another. "Craftsmen of this caliw longer exist."

The next box revealed a worked gold pendant sétaviarge square central
ruby, a surround of diamonds and emeralds, andliewhite pearl drop
pendant.



Lisbet suddenly thought of the pathetic "pearl'grshe had hoped to fool
him with, and almost laughed to think of her owmpsdity. Trying to fool a
man who had a collection of jewels like this!

She glanced up at him, her eyes laughing. "No wogde threw my ring
into the desert,” she said.

He returned her look with one of dark intensityotNecause the pearl was
false," he reminded her.

As the next case was opened, her eye fell on adsthpolished emerald
beads that was breathtaking in its simplicity. Esbaught her lip between
her teeth and shook her head.

An intricately worked flower brooch composed ofgstof ruby, emerald
and diamond was next. A ring carved from a singtegof ruby, inlaid with
gold and set with emeralds. Earrings, forehead memds, bracelets and
armbands were laid before her till she was dazzjetthe sparkle and drunk
with their beauty.

"This piece is called the Concubine's Tears," dif her softly, opening a
box to reveal the last piece: a circular pendamtimmsed of ranks of tiny,
tear- shaped rubies fanning out from a central aldgall inlaid in worked
gold. An inner and an outer circlet of emeraldsdeoed them. A large
teardrop emerald hung quivering below. The neckiaas a narrow chain
set with cabochon-cut rubies and emeralds.

"Like the Cup of Happiness, it is the work of Kidglal's great Parvani
jeweller, Nazim Gohari."

They were by no means the showiest stones. But teamgein its very
delicacy seemed to catch at her throat. "Oh, hoautiel!" Lisbet
whispered inadequately. "I've never seen anythmdosely! I'm almost
afraid to touch it."

He smiled down at her, not surprised that she shbaVe understood that
this was the prize of the collection, in spite a@ving none of the showy
stones that the other pieces boasted. Works bynN&ohari were rare



outside of the palace treasuries of the three esind the Barakat Emirates.
A few were in museums.

"Why is it called the Concubine's Tears?" Lisbekeas still gazing at the
piece, and feeling that perhaps it was becauseotheubine in question had
wept when she saw a thing of such beauty. The wansmp was

unimaginably fine.

"The piece has a history. It was ordered by JatshfNazim Gohari for his
favourite concubine, Kumar al Nahar," Jaf told ldrile she lifted the piece
this way and that in the light.

"Kumar al Nahar was a most beautiful woman, with aaimg
accomplishments for her young age. It was saidcsldd sing, recite her
own poetry, write a beautiful calligraphic hand, damplay several
instruments. She also regularly stumped the kintlp Wer philosophical
arguments and deep knowledge of the Quran.

"It's said that while in the market on a shoppirgealition with her women
one day, the king's favourite went to the shop dfilk merchant. The
merchant had with him his nephew, whom he was itrgirup in the
business.

"Kumar al Nahar and the young man fell instantljowe. She ordered some
silks to be brought to the palace, and the youlkgrserchant duly arrived in
the harem.

"The two embarked on an affair that was full ofipéor if the king found
out he might have them both put to death. But tedlymore and more
deeply in love, so deeply that they took wild rigksbe together, putting
themselves at the mercy of those who might easilate their confidence
and bring doom on their heads.

"Rumours reached Jalal's ears, but he loved thebome so much he
preferred to give Kumar al Nahar the benefit ofdbabt. And he chose that
moment to show his favourite increased favour. Hieed for Kumar al

Nahar bigger apartments, enlarging her entourage iagoreasing her

household.



"Meanwhile, rumours began to circulate about thengp merchant, and

angry citizens stormed his uncle's shop, for féafiog Jalal's wrath. The

young man was forced to flee the city suddenlyhout being able to see his
beloved one last time to say farewell.

"Kumar al Nahar received a hurried, desperate nges§@m her lover
wishing her goodbye forever, and was inconsolabivgd. When the king
next requested a visit with her, she accepted agplaped for his coming,
but with a heart weighed down with sorrow.

"When the king arrived, she sat by him while focabwerved to him and her
singers and dancers performed for him, and didhst to hide her grief.

"The king presented the jewel to Kumar al Nahad when she looked on
its perfect beauty, her heart was assailed wittémory of her perfect love
and her terrible loss. She fell unconscious, alagnhe king and all who
saw her.

"When she recovered consciousness she began to weemtrollably,
tearing her hair and calling to heaven in her giigien she swooned away
again. When they tried to revive her, it was digred that she had died.

"A friend of her lover in the city sent a messengeithe young man to
inform him of her death, but the messenger retusasihg that the young
man had also died, on the same day as his beloved."”

Jaf stopped speaking, and there was silence ilitleeroom.

"Such beauty should be shared with the world. lu@lease me to have
you wear this jewel—or choose any of the othersth&oreception for the
sultan," Jaf said, as calmly as if he were offehiega drink.

Location shooting was finally completed, and theviea@rew moved into
newly built sound stages just outside the capgatakat al Barakat, for the
interiors. Jaf and Lisbet began to spend their atn8azi and Anna'’s house,
because it was so close.



They were a close-knit family, Lisbet discoveradspite of Jaf's bringing
disrepute on the family name, Gazi spoke to himhwéspect, and he
consulted him, and listened to his advice, as aitethe reverse.

Gazi and Jaf had together supported their sistadjd)l through a difficult
divorce recently, and Nadia was now living in theuse with her baby
daughter, Safiyah, while she waited for her logecame and claim them.

Ramiz Bahrami had been Nadia's first love, as ltiabeady knew, but their
father had forced her into marriage with anothenn#ster three brutally
unhappy years, Nadia had met Ramiz again by chamckthe predictable
had happened.

That had been difficult enough. But then Ramiz Hedppeared, leaving
her pregnant and at the mercy of a suspicious imasiadia and her baby
had only just managed to escape.

All this Lisbet had learned months ago, back inl&nd, on the day she and
Jaf had first met. She had been astonished, omrhgal in Bagestan, to
learn that Nadia was still loyally waiting for Hewer to return to her.

"Hasn't she learned her lesson?" Lisbet askediflabvdry cynicism born of
her own dilemma. He looked at her gravely.

"She trusts him because she loves him, Lisbet.dpsrh is something you
could learn from her."

She swallowed and bit back the truth. It would sere purpose.

"Are you two going to get married this time?" Anasked her one day.
Nadia was in the pool with Safiyah. The baby's a&@stscreams as she
splashed made a pleasant background to their csactian.

Her mouth firm, Lisbet shook her head. "Jaf dodsmé me, Anna. This is
an interlude only."



Anna stared. "Did he tell you so?"
"Yes. And anyway, Anna, don't wish it on me. Jaftoompulsive gambler.”

"What if he reformed for your sake?" Anna pres&te would love to have
Lisbet married to Gazi's brother, but not at thet ob her happiness. It was a
dilemma.

"He won't do it for my sake,” Lisbet said, swallogihard. "He's easy
enough on the surface, but scratch Jaf and hdlsvety angry and
unforgiving underneath. He says his love is deatlldelieve him."

They sat in silence for a moment. "Oh, Lisbet,” Asaid at last, and Lisbet
bit her lip hard.

"Well, that's life, isn't it? | should be gratefalpd one day, no doubt, | will
be. Life with someone like Jaf would be no picnic."

That was what she said. But that wasn't how it féltnic? Her heart was
convinced life with him would be a perpetual bartque

Physically, Jaf was the lover to die for. His baghve her a pleasure that
every day seemed more melting, more overwhelmiag the day before. In
every physical cell she felt daily more alive.

But Lisbet's heart pined for the love that had dmeen hers. She missed the
intermingling of their souls that had once occurred London she had
accepted that part of their lovemaking withoutimag) what it meant.

She remembered nights in London, when, the limeusatiowing at a
discreet distance, they had taken long walks irrdire beside the Thames.
Then he had been the perfect lover, if she hadeen too afraid to realize
it.



In the darkness, their souls seemed to merge. Tikehad felt, without
allowing herself to form the words, that she hadnfi the other half of
herself.

Jaf had believed it. "I knew it the moment we mbg'had told her one rare,
crystal-clear night, when the stars had appeareey had left the hotel and
gone for a long walk through the park and then sckvestminster Bridge.
Traffic was light, and in the middle of the brididpey had paused to look out
over the river and the city.

"Even before that, when we spoke on the phoned lahsense of something
momentous happening. When | saw you, | knew. As iangel came out of
a cloud and spoke in my eatere she is.”

She could not speak when he talked like this.

"Look at the stars!" he had commanded her, anadghlein't disobey. "Here
in London you do not see the stars as they reaflyEhe lights of the city
blind us to true light. In my house in the desleet $tars show you what they
really are. Sparks from God's presence.

"Each star is a reflection of the divine light, ylou feel it?" Jaf demanded.
She bit her lip without speaking, wondering whénis tvas leading.

"God is unknowable, and yet is in the world. Thestigs say that God
begins as perfect emptiness and radiates preskragh many levels of
being until the material level is arrived at. Tlsathow everything in the
world is said to be One.

"And it is there, where the material world manifgghat Being for the first
time divides into masculine and feminine.

"The division, they say, causes a deep yearnitigaisoul's two halves. And
that is what humans are searching for—to restaeDikiine Soul to unity.
We go through the world, yearning for the perfédhfat is our other half, so
that in our being together, the Divine Soul is igufagain.”



He stopped and turned her to face him, his armgating her with the
rough ownership that both thrilled and terrified.he

"Do you see the truth of it, Lisbet?" he demandgaking down into her
starlit face with a passionate hunger that shook he

"It sounds wonderful,” she choked, her heart alntost full to speak,
because in the face of such knowing how could sipgegthat the world was
not God's habitat as much as the heavens?

"Yes," he told her urgently. "And you, Lisbet, yate my other half. You
and | were one soul in that moment before Credbomus apart. And now,
Alhamdolillah,we have found each other.”

When she looked back on such moments now, she cmildinderstand
herself. What had made her drive such love away® Whs the real
wastrel—Jaf, who only threw away money? Or shediiersho had thrown
away something infinitely more precious?



Nine

At Lisbet's request, they went back one Saturdghtrio Umm Maryam's
restaurant to be away from the prying eyes that sesmed to follow them
whenever they appeared together in public. Shehwpsg that, for once,
he would be happy with a quiet evening.

At the end of the meal they were alone in theelitihper room. Jaf's arm was
around her, holding her protectively into his shien] while he lazily ate
with his other hand. They were sharing a singlselsomposed largely of
nuts, spices and honey, that was called Happimegsabic. Lisbet could
believe it. In the main room musicians were playangurious collection of
zithers and strangely shaped guitars. In the l@tielosure they were very
private.

"Mmmm!" Lisbet exclaimed, taking a last mouthful tdie heady but
too-fattening mixture. "Diet tomorrow. This is ing®ible to resist.”

Jaf slipped the tiny spoon into his mouth and atglaer mouthful, turning
the spoon over to catch every drop with his tongdes eyes were
half-lidded with sensual response as he lickedi@medrop of spiced honey
from his lower lip.

"It tastes like you," he murmured, close to her ear

The honey in her stomach seemed to catch fire,rasial out through her
blood and nerves to every part of her. "Jaf," Slo¢gsted on a whisper. She
had no control now over her response to him. Hédomelt her with a word,
a look, the slightest caress.

His arm tightened around her, his hand claspedhiemwith the urgent
possessiveness that both thrilled and frightened Mmee little part of her
mind was always monitoring such moments, and whisgevarnings. She
could never be sure whether he still blamed heshasblamed herself.

What if, when the time came, he refused to letdge* He was a man of
influence here. Suppose he could prevent her lgatvia country? There



was a fierceness in him sometimes that made hedevolmow safe she
would be if Jaf were her enemy.

Then, as if the universe were laughing at her fear-was it hope?—he let
her go, drew his arm up and consulted the gold twatt his strong, dark
wrist. "The night's still young. How about lookiigat the Shalimar?"

Lisbet's heart plummeted. The look in his eyes mas the one she dreaded:
rueful determination, as ifhe hated the compulsi@t drew him there, but
still gave in to it.

"No," she said quietly. "l don't want to go to #esino tonight, Jaf."

He nodded. "All right. Shall | drop you at Gazoswould you rather stay at
the house tonight? | can join you later wherever gie."

"Jaf," she said, in a low, tormented voice.
"Lisbet, don't say it."

"Please,"she begged, exactly as she had heard her motreat, pilhen her
father was going to the pub. "Please don't go."

"l won't stay long," Jaf promised. As her fathed lpromised.

She closed her eyes. But she was as helpless atf@ngge to plead with
him as he was against the urge to go. "Pleasenstyne, Jaf. Please don't
go to the casino tonight."

His eyes were black with an unreadable emotion.t'fdnight,” he said.
"Soon, Lisbet. This won't last forever."

Next timeher father used to sayext time, | sweaOr he would agree, take
off his cap, and sink down in front of the telewisi But half an hour later
he'd be gone. Nothing swayed him. Even when thasm money to buy
food for his children, there was money for drink.



She looked at Jaf now, and wondered why it wasbaple are driven to
repeat their worst life experiences, over and désu're fooling yourself if
you think you ever loved me," she said harshly.

A dark, almost frightening expression crossed &cef His jaw clenched so
that the muscles bulged. He lifted a hand to stthkehair from her cheek,
tucking it behind her ear with a trembling resttairat made her eyes burn.

"l loved you more than you can dream of," he sadghly, his voice
shaking. "You are asking for something that | cgive you, Lisbet. Not
now. Trust me. Why won't you trust me?"

"That's what my father said,” she told him. "Eveight. Sorry, but | used up
all my blind, stupid trust before | was fifteen. Yoan call this whatever you
like, Jaf—a passing phase, a mood—but please askine to take you on
trust while you continue in it. If you were really be trusted, you would
stop this insane compulsion now."

He closed his eyes and breathed deep, lettingunetora standstill. Then he
looked at her with dark, stern eyes.

"Lisbet, you are quick to judge. You question md ary motives so readily.
Do you ever question yourself? Do you ever ask s@fiwvhether it is right
for you to lose all your ability to trust becaudetlus experience with one
man?"

"My father," she pointed out.

"Yes, he was your father! Even so, Lisbet. The erse is bigger than one
man. You cannot throw away all your trust becauserman was weak!"

"I'm not judging you by my father, though, am I fudging you on your

own actions. I'm making a decision based on myrmiperience, | grant
you. A man in the grip of an obsession isn't tarbsted, that's the plain and
simple truth.”



Somehow she felt as if her words were the doorhaf affair. She thought,
However long it takes me to finish it, this is witeended Hot tears welled
up. She bent her head, blinking them back.

"I was obsessed by you once, but no more," Jaflsaishly.

"I meant gambling."

"That is nonsense! | am not addicted to anythinggay money to be
entertained, as everyone does. | pay more for ngramment than most
people, that is all. havemore money than most people.”

"Not for long, at this rate.”

"So, it is because | might one day be poor thatfgelias you do? You do
not wish to share the bed of a lover who is a poan? What excuse will you

make for yourself when the next man comes along?

"It is too late for us, Lisbet, but if you do nobvk to free yourself of this
fear, you face nothing but emptiness."

His words were broken glass scraping her hearnta# the first time he had
said it.Too late.

"You're just trying to put me in the wrong!"

"And you are making up stories for yourself, sd tf@u can run from life. It
is an excuse! You look for excuses! You ran fromimeondon, and what
was your excuse then? That | gambled? No, becausegver once saw me
gamble before you came here. What was your extese Lisbet?"

She hated this. "You know what it was. And it waan'excuse."

"You tell me. Put it in words, Lisbet, if you can.”

"You were being too possessive." She shifted unodatbly, because she

did not want to admit to him how much she regreftedactions. "You were
trying to—own me."



"Own you!" he exploded. "l loved you. | wanted yiobe my wife. | wanted
to spend my life beside you. This is what the wheteld does, Lisbet, if
they are lucky enough to find the person they seek!

"It wasn't something | ever wanted," she said sibic"l made up my mind
when | was fifteen that I'd never get married, méhaeve children.”

He shook his head. "At fifteen, a child's braindg even fully developed, so
it is not surprising that you made such a wrongldeelenying choice then.
But are you going to base your whole life on a siea made by someone
with so little experience of the world? One dayydu live, you will be
eighty, Lisbet. What will that old woman think dfet child's opinions of
life?"

He was right, and perhaps she recognized it in quarteof herself that was
only just coming into awareness. But confrontatismot hospitable to
subtle knowing, and besides, Lisbet was afraid it@ gwayone of her
supports out of fear of undermining the other. 8las very sure of her
ground there.

"Any woman of eighty would tell me I'm making a maike getting involved
with an inveterate gambler," she said, in a flat&o

"You are talking like a fool."

Anger came to her rescue. "When | was a kid, thnaree times we went
hungry because my father had taken the housekeempingy to buy beer.
I'm not letting myself in for that again!"

Jaf laughed, a long, loud peal that, for a monstopped the conversation in
the outer room of the restaurant.

"So that is your reason? You are afraid of goinggny? What about your
own career, Lisbet? You are a professional, workwognan. Can you not
hope to feed yourself?"

"That's not what | mean, and you know it!" she arfieriously, because he
was making her feel small and stupid. "Althoughnhet point out that when



my father had drunk his way through his dole moneyuite often moved
on to my mother's earnings.

"What | am talking about is the sense of betrayalt| knowing my father
cared less about me than he did about his nexopin¢er! A child is very
capable of making those connections, you know. danlt protect yourself
against loving your own father, you can't stop thatting, no matter how
often it happens.”

He sobered suddenly, looking at her with an opeapdunderstanding gaze.
"Ah, I begin to see," he said, lifting a hand tmke her hair back from her
cheek. "Yes, now | understand you better. LisbamInot your father. It is
not as you think. If I could tell you—" he began lhisbet, terrified by the
melting of her heart, shook her head so violeriibr, eyes squeezed shut,
that he stopped.

"If you aren't an addict,” she said, "it's simpleoegh. Don't go to the
Shalimar tonight."

"Lisbet, is it beyond your comprehension that tlegldsmay not be exactly
as you imagine it to be?"

"Otherwise, drop me at Gazi's, please."

Black flames burned up behind his eyes and sheheldreath and sent up
an urgent prayer that she would win.

"Fine," he said, pushed the table out, and gotsddet.

The next day the Sultan and Sultana of Bagestawedriat Barakat al
Barakat port in the magnificent royal yacht. They avas alight with
happiness and goodwill. Cheers rang in their eadsstéreamers and fresh
flowers poured out on their heads as the royal leodpve up from the
docks to the Queen Halimah Palace, accompanidaetiytee princes of the
Barakat Emirates and their wives, all in open cart thirty-six mounted
Cup Companions as escort.



Everyone was crazy with delight at the pageantoyn&hing always came
over the citizens of Barakat when all three ofitpeinces appeared in public
together, and this day the delirium hit an everméigitch.

It wasn't merely that so many Barakatis had famagnections in Bagestan
that they took the restoration personally. Peofde mstinctively felt that
the restoration made their own monarchy more seéuesident Ghasib had
interfered in the affairs of Barakat for years efbis downfall, secretly
trying to destabilize the reign of the princes.

And even now there were dissidents and extremibts didn't know when
they were well off. In addition to everything elsee fact that there was no
Ghasib in the background, fuelling discontent andrfcing dissent, lifted a
burden of fear from the country's heart.

So the Barakatis were almost as ecstatic as the Bstgnis over the
restoration, and the fact that the sultan and saltaere young and
magnificently handsome only added to the joy amdsénse of rightness. It
was a heady time. Sirens blared, flags waved, bilossained down on the
royal couple's heads, and the cheering never stioppe

Anna and Lisbet dressed for that evening's glitterevent in a kind of
stunned disbelief. Who would have guessed, a ygarim London, that
these two friends would be standing together idaaeplike this, getting
ready to meet princes and sultans?

"Are you surewe're not dreaming?" Anna said once. "Could ith= I'm
actually still in that hospital in London, with arccussion and a bump on my
head, imagining all this?"

"Probably. But then, where am |I?" Lisbet pointed. du didn't have an
accident. | got home safely that night."

"Are you sure? Can we be absolutely certain thatxadidn't run us both
down?"



Lisbet paused dramatically. "Now you mention ito."

"Well, then, there's only one thing to do.".

"Carry on enjoying ourselves till we wake up,"” Leslagreed.
They certainly weren't likely to have any rude aem@hkgs tonight.

"Is that from the Jalal Collection?" Anna squedletireathless admiration
as Lisbet lifted her necklace from its velvet bed.

Of course she had chosen the Concubine's Tears.

"Isn't it wonderful? Jaf insisted. He said this wasonce-in-a-lifetime
occasion and if we couldn't take the risk, what tixspoint?"

"I guess the gambler mentality has its good sidesia joked.

"It must be worth millions. I'm going to be terg@l of losing it all night
long."

When they had finished dressing, the two friendsdatside by side in front
of the mirror, gazing at themselves.

Their outfits, Anna's white and Lisbet's greertetitwith all the perfection
that only hours of painstaking cutting and fittiog the part of a top
dressmaker could achieve. Each wore a king's rargmimst hair and skin
that glowed almost as richly as the jewels theneselv

Anna's jewellery was a stunning sapphire-and-diandanset that Gazi had
bought for her in London. In a creamy, sleeveleal;length tunic over the
flowing Barakati pants calledhalwar,with her black hair and dark blue
eyes, and her warm golden skin, she was a vision.

To set off the magnificent ruby-and-emerald jewdiex throat, Lisbet wore
emeralds at her ears, but nothing else was negestareyes, darkening to
match, appeared to be two more precious jewels.



Her strapless silk dress, in a rich deep greendizimthe emeralds, clung to
her body, the fabric drawn together at the hip. Skig was slit on one side
to reveal a matching gold-spangled panel of tramspageorgette behind
which the tanned skin of her leg was tantalizingstble when she moved.

Around her shoulders she carried a stole of theesgauzy fabric, also
spangled with gold.

Anna shook her head in admiration of her friendeeg-on-green beauty.
"Look at you, Lisbet, you're way out of the ordipaishe breathed. "You've
always been a beauty, but there's just somethiagtatmu now. You have
real charisma. And | don't believe Jaf doesnttistile you."

To her surprise, Lisbet's eyes clouded.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Jaf went gambling again last night, thall. But | already know
he's not going to give it up, so if I'm disappodtém a fool."

Last night she had locked the bedroom door aghinsfor the first time in
their relationship. It had taken her hours to &slleep, but she hadn't heard
him try her door in all that time.

"Did it make you happy, to sleep alone?" he hackadgkis morning, in a
voice that made .her skin twitch.

She had steeled her resolve. "I would have beemeatmost of the night
anyway, wouldn't I? You must have had a very gagtitrat the tables."

Immediately afterwards he had gone out on busiwébsGazi and the men
had returned only in time to dress for the receptio

"l don't say you're not right, Lisbet, but you kndvasked Gazi about it, and
he swears Jaf will be okay. He says there's aledplob question he'll give
up all his crazy ways if you give him time."



"How much time is he going to need, did Gazi menld_isbet asked dryly.

"I know, | said that—why doesn't he just give itnpw? And all Gazi could
say was, he won't just yet."

A choke of mirthless laughter escaped Lisbet. "M#&hat a club."

"I know it looks like that, but—I don't know, LisbeCould there be
something going on we don't know about?"

Lisbet gave her friend a look. "Oh, sure. The ingions in his father's will
mean he has to gamble away half his money in dodieeep the rest?”

"Well, no, but.. .Gazi did once say that there widu things he couldn't tell
me about. He saidou need to know that | am a Cup Companion, aad th
there are some secrets not even a wife can be'told.

"I'll just bet there are. And one of them is a sédamily propensity for
risk-taking."

Anna made a face. "l guess I'm being too farfetcAad maybe Gazi is just
saying that about Jaf to keep me from getting se@gust now."

Lisbet caught it immediately. "Why especially now?"

Anna smiled a slow, happy smile that spread atbgher face. "l have to
tell you first, Lisbet. I'm pregnant.”

"Oh, Anna!" Lisbet embraced her friend with little thought foe perfection
of their clothes and hair, smiling and exclaimitighere couldn't be better
news!"

A year ago Anna's life had seemed nothing but thageVhat a
transformation there had been.

Anna was blinking hard to protect her makeup fromhappy tears. "Gazi's
over the moon. So you see how much we'd both tike/ou two could sort
things out. Wouldn't it be lovely if our kids coudglow up together?"



Lisbet was silent. The old, automatic rejection {gdouot come to her lips.
She looked at Anna's still-flat tummy and thougtthe child growing there,
and all she could feel was a pang of yearning.

All the old certainties were shifting. But to whagnefit?

It is too late for us, Lisbet.



Ten

The "pleasure gardens" of the Queen Halimah Palace a masterpiece of
architecture. They had appeared in several bookghatographic studies,
but no photograph could have prepared Lisbet feistaggering beauty she
saw.

There were water steps and cascades, arches kangd, fduntains and pools,
cloisters and colonnades, pavilions and pergolas sghe most beautiful
workmanship and materials—marble, sandstone, wabteafar, mirror and
painted tile. There were citruses and plane tredsgpresses, roses and box
hedges and pomegranates.

Everywhere she turned a new vista opened up, whétheas a double
phalanx of cypress lining a water channel descenitirough several levels,
a spread of lush tropical foliage, a row of scadid@rches, or a spacious,
shaded cloister. It was completely magical.

And the assembled guests were every bit as br&atgtand beautiful. The
Barakati world had pulled out all the stops. Notehgethe jewellery, but the
clothes, were the most luxurious possible: theiticathl costumes of
Parvan, Barakat and Bagestan were lushly embraldergght with gold
and silver thread, mimicking the royal court of thelden Age. The fabrics
glowed in the flaming torches and lamps that illoated the gardens as the
sun set.

The food, too, was simply out of this world. Themere skewers of
delicately grilled chicken, salmon, or lamb, tingsfry cups filled with

delicious pastes of aubergine, tomato, pepperspnpncourgette and
unknown others, intricately carved raw vegetalavéirs, pastry envelopes
wrapping a delicious mix of savoury herbs and caeéisy mounds of

delicious bulgur-and-parsley salad on miniatur¢utet leaves, toothpick
kebabs comprising no more than a mouthful, ballspp¢ded minced lamb,
mushrooms stuffed with rich, spicy cheese, vinerdsawrapped around
savoury rice; the scent of cumin, coriander, ca@ancinnamon.



Instead of wine, a fascinating variety of drinkssvem offer—the date juice
she had already learned to like, a light, tangyuybgrink, a variety of
delicious and unusual mixes of fruit juice.

And all in an endless procession, carried by bé&alyticostumed, dark-eyed
children ranging in age from ten to about sixtegihclearly proud of being
chosen for this duty and on their mettle.

Groups of musicians playing every variety of Middastern instrument
were tucked into corners, under trees, by fountaimgler cloisters, in
pavilions. The music they played travelled hauniren the evening air,
and as Lisbet and Jaf moved through the pleasudeigathey would lose
the sound of one orchestra and a moment later aameange of another.

It was a night she would remember all her life.

Jaf wore the traditional ceremonial dress of thgp @ompanions: the
flowing white pants calledshalwar worn under a richly coloured,
high-necked silk jacket belted with a jewelled gti@olding a glittering

scabbard, and bedecked with a thick double rogeeafls thrown over one
shoulder and caught high on the left breast witdt gewelled pin. The Cup
Companions could wear almost any colour of jackenight Jaf's jacket
was indigo, and his eyes were black.

She had never seen him look so heartbreakinglydwene.

Jaf returned the compliment. When she and Annadwade down the
beautiful old stone staircase to the terrace wtierenen were waiting, for a
moment neither Jaf nor Gazi had spoken a wordtlguexpression in Jaf's
eyes had been enough. And as he put an arm areund $hepherd her out
to the car, she had felt him tremble.

The hostility of last night and this morning wasdotten, and now they
stood together in the glory of the royal court dméw that, whatever
happened between them, this night would never fpasstheir memory.

A young boy with a tray full of delectable tidbpsused by them. Jaf bent
over the tray with frowning concentration.



"What do you recommend, Afif?" he asked the chldnglish.
Without hesitation, the child indicated the bowltbe right.
"Take the sall-mon, please, cousin," he said.

"The salmon?" Jaf obediently picked up one of itle Isticks and popped it
into his mouth. "Very tasty,” he approved. "Is thtber not so delicious?
Nonetheless, it seems to have been eaten."

"It is not callednonethelesst is calledbreast of chickerand people like it
so much that my tray has become unsteady. Thahyslasked you to eat
from the bowl on this side,"” the child informed hgravely.

They laughed and helped themselves to the litkbgvsks of salmon, and the
child nodded solemnly and moved on.

"Why did he call youcousir?" Lisbet asked, wondering if it were a
translation of some kind of formal title used betwehildren and adults.

"Because we are cousins," Jaf told her with a srHikegestured with a hand.
"All the children serving tonight are from the rbyamily or the families of
the Cup Companions. It has always been thus."”

"And will they grow up to be Cup Companions in theirn?"

"Some will, no doubt.""Did you do it?"

"My grandfather was advisor to Sheikh Daud for mgegrs. As a child, |
served at many such occasions. But | do not remermobhe of such
magnificence as this.

"One day/jnsha’'Allah,my sons and daughters will serve in this ways dn
important training for those who are born to rawkieach them that service

is both a duty and a privilege."

Lisbet couldn't speak just at that moment, sodilias she with the ache of
hopeless yearning. She had given up her chance #oplart of this. Anna's



child, probably, would one day learn the simplehrabout service in this
way, but not her own child. She thought of Jaf &stlaer, holding his child
close, and her heart clenched with yearning.

It is too late for us, Lisbet.

For perhaps the first time, she looked at the specof human life and saw
that it was a continuum, a passing on from one @g¢ioa to the next—of
duties, of wisdom, of information, of genes. Lorgpaunhap- piness had
caused her to decide to isolate herself from tidirmoum, to have the thread
of what she was stop with her. She had thoughhitddltood as too full of
suffering to pass on to others.

But childhood was more than suffering, even her.oitre bonds she shared
with her brothers and sisters and her mother hpdasted them all through
the hard times.

She was the one who had taken their father's ddwrdedest. Lisbet now

remembered, with a little shock, that as a younlglaine and her father had
been very close. Perhaps because she had beersthdatighter after two

sons, she was closer to him than any of the others.

Had that made the betrayal that much harder t&?bHaat he would not give
up drinking even for her? There was a host of m&somn her mind

suddenly, of moments when she had tried to uspdwer with her father to
sway him from his chosen course. Like her motheg,sad failed.

Looking back now, Lisbet could see that on eachhoke occasions her
father had already been drunk. She had been ptpadlin beer, not Edward
MacArthur. But how could a child have understocat?hEven many adults
could not distance themselves in such cases.

"What are you thinking about, Lisbet, that your £y@ve gone so grave?"
Jaf's voice softly broke into her musing.

She looked up into his eyes, her heart in turntioflhe had given in to love
when it was first offered, would she now have tbev@r over him that she
had never had over her father? Or would it be aatp



Shewould never know. It is too late for us.
Those words would drive her to an early grave,thed be written on it.

Gazi and Anna were coming along the torchlit magaé running beside
the channel of flame- spangled water which led franpool under a
beautiful pavilion down to the fountain where tloeiple stood.

Jaf consulted his watch. "It is our moment to bespnted to the sultan and
sultana," he told her, as the other couple arrived.

Anna and Lisbet exchanged glances. However demogmtir principles,
there was still something that thrilled to the idéaneeting a sultan.

"Lisbet's met the sultana before, haven't you, éfidbin her previous
incarnation as an actress in London,” Anna saith@aswo couples moved
off, arm in arm. Gazi turned a curious glance asbki.

"Gazi wasn't there when you told me, remember?"ajmompted.

"About three years ago we diMidsummer Night's Dreartogether in the
Park," Lisbet explained to Gazi. "She played Heland | was Hermia. We
had a great time, but right afterwards | went aur tand we lost touch. |
wonder if she'll remember me."

They passed from the smaller side garden into tiye hbrilliantly lighted
square, bordered with trees, where the magnifipgiaired pavilion stood.
In front of it was a pool from which a fountaintgd up, the water catching
the light from the thousand torches and multiplyitnigto a million shards.

The pavilion was reached by a short, broad flighstairs. The four royal
couples were standing at the top, and people wergng slowly up and
down. Two ranks of men in the glittering ceremoniaiform of the Palace
Guard lined the stairs looking very ornamental, Jaftinformed her in an
undervoice that they were among the best trainélgdnards in the world.

"Those scimitars on their hips aren't merely ornatale either, however
jewelled the scabbards. Security here is a lotéigtihan it looks."



Lisbet was startled. Security had looked prettyttitp her. Guests had
passed into the palace only after a search by dhedsh metal detector,
which had reacted hysterically to every bit of rhatayone wore.

"Really? Why?"

"Because there are still some who would be veryphaip cause the
downfall of the princes of Barakat. Ghasib was that only man in this
region with an agenda. Look up there."

She followed the direction of his glance. Aboventheon the roof of the
pavilion, she could just make out several dark ekap

"The secret service has mounted one of the biggesations in its history
to cover this event."

Jaf's office as Cup Companion, Lisbet knew, wagthagh equivalent of a
Minister for the Arts, with the particular focus dbstering cultural
exchanges between West Barakat and the world. Simeleved how he
knew so much about the operation.

"Are you part of it?" she asked.

"All Cup Companions constantly take some part i@ ginotection of the
princes,” he said. His hand unconsciously restetherhandle of his own
gorgeously bejewelled sword."Is your sword reab?tb

He smiled. "It is the sword of my ancestors. Fawehar steel, still beautiful
and deadly. You would call damascened.”

They moved up the steps in the wake of Gazi andaAtihen, in the

flickering torchlight that lined both sides of tiséaircase. At the top the
talar, or balcony, was bathed in a golden glow from a&eseof beautiful

cut-crystal and bronze lamps.

Lisbet gazed up at the royal couples onttiar above her as she mounted
the steps. It was a sight to take the breath awe simply stopped
breathing in the face of such beauty and majestyvé¥er many photos one



saw, nothing could equal seeing five ruling monsteffor the sultana
shared executive power with her husband—togethenéplace. The sense
of real power was palpable and overwhelming.

They were all magnificently dressed in brilliantaars, gold, and jewels
that sparkled richly in the golden light. They watkinstantly recognizable
to anyone who read the paper or watched television.

But recognizing them and meeting them in persorevi&o very different
things, Lisbet found, as she made her first curtseywas presented to the
prince to whom Jaf was most closely connected.

Prince Karim, dark and clean-shaven, wore a sappéwel on his turban
and pearls over his shoulders. The Great Seal akiBha magnificently
carved emerald clasping his arm just above thevellgtowed with green
fire against his cloth-of-gold jacket.

There was no sign of his disapproval tonight, rsbagice between the prince
and his erring Cup Companion, a fact Lisbet notét velief.

Beside the prince, Princess Caroline was wearingnagrald in the middle
of her forehead that made her beauty look othetdhgrbut her smile
seemed very real, and so did her interest in Lighdtthe film.

Next, Prince Rafi, dark and smiling, with a thickuastache, exuded warmth
and charm. He wore a ruby in his turban, and ahipi€arried the Sword of
Rostam in its intricately jewelled ceremonial scaob Beside him, Princess
Zara, her eyes glowing with warmth, wore white gefdbroidered silk with
diamonds and rubies.

She, too, spoke to Lisbet about the film.

"We like to think Rose Dumont set up her headqusrie the ruins at
Iskandiyar,” she said. "We were hoping the filmlddae shot there, did you
know? But it just wasn't possible to let it be uasa location at the moment,
with the museum still being built."



"I'm very much looking forward to visiting Iskanaiy while I'm here,"
Lisbet responded.

"Well, Jaf must bring you. Jaf, do you hear th&®é reached out and put
her hand on Jaf's sleeve. "Will you bring Miss Raia the site sometime
soon? Call first to let me know, so | can be sarkd there."

Prince Omar, tall and erect, with the neat poinbedrd that was his
trademark, wore in his ceremonial gold turban aeraid that matched his
haughty green eyes. Prince Omar was intimidating| his face softened
when he looked at his pregnant wife.

Princess Jana, a warmly tanned redhead, was wearimgnderful gold
outfit that matched her husband's ceremonial jagkdtturban, and glowed
like one of the hanging gold lamps behind her het.neck was wrapped
with half a dozen strands of the most lusciouslpeasbet had ever clapped
eyes on.

Then they were approaching the Sultan and SultaiBagestan. A voice
announced, "His Excellency Jafar Zaki ibn Bassarflafez al Hamzeh,
Miss Lisbet Raine,"” and Lisbet found herself loakump into the smiling
eyes of a magnificent creature she could barehogeize as Dana
Morningstar.

The sultana was wearing a breathtaking outfit @jpdeurple-and-turquoise
silk and silk georgette, encrusted with gold emieoy and spangled over
with gold diamante and hundreds of minuscule galdars. Nestling in her
black hair was a circlet of gold and diamonds.

Beside her the sultan looked compellingly imperiand majestic in cloth of
gold and a blinding array of pearls and emeralds.

"Lisbet!" the sultana cried with a smile, and bfamtvard to kiss her cheek.
"l heard you were coming tonight. How wonderfukt®e you again! What's
it like working with Masoud al Badi? | always wadt® work with him."

Lisbet grinned. "Very rigorous,” she said, and Daamaghed. The two
women chatted together for a moment almost as waeyd have, Lisbet



reflected wildly, meeting in a rehearsal room inntdon. Against this
backdrop the conversation seemed utterly incongruou

But the pressures of the occasion meant it hae tocultailed. "Ash,” Dana
murmured, leaning into the sultan's shoulder termpt his low-voiced
conversation with Jaf, "Lisbet is an old friend."

As Sultan Ashraf Durran ibn Wafig ibn HafzuddinJawadi Bagestani's
imperious dark eyes fell on her, Lisbet's curtsag wompletely instinctive.

"Your Majesty," she murmured. No wonder the Bagamis had wanted the
man as their sultan! No wonder they had riskeddrd freedom, taking to
the streets to demand his homecoming.

He said something, and Lisbet replied without kmaywivhat either of them
was saying.

Then Dana said, "Lisbet, every minute of our schedfull while we're
here. But when you've finished on the film, or duyget a break, will you
come to Bagestan and stay with us for a few ddgid@ue to really talk!"

"Good evening, Miss Raine,” said a voice, and Llidoened to see a
white-haired stranger in formal court dress stagdiaside her. She hadn't
seen him before, but he was clearly a man of inapod. He carried himself
like a man used to power.

After their presentation, the foursome had stroll@d one of the smaller
pavilions on the grounds, whereLisbet and Annaliesh enthralled by the
architecture, paintings and furnishings.

Built on a square, with a ceiling of intersectidgscending domes, the main
room of the pavilion was divided by a double cirofemarble pillars that
held up the pattern of domes.

A myriad exquisite Parvani and Persian carpetdhaild knotted in silk or
fine wool, flung as if at random over each othenered every square inch
of the marble floor. More carpets hung from thelsyalongside silver-and



gold-embroidered silk tapestries that glittered gluaved in the warm light
of a thousand crystal lamps.

In every corner was the green of tall, leafy plaarid trees. Here and there
fountains played.

The guests relaxed on cushions and divans as richlgured and
embroidered as the hangings and the carpets, Wiglendless supply of
tidbits borne by the children continued.

Stationed at one corner of the room, a small otchgdaying traditional
instruments provided a haunting background to tiez lof conversation.

Jaf's attention had been caught by someone, abdtlhad wandered out of
the main room into a smaller area, examining thetpgs and hangings.

Now she was standing in front of a portrait of Kibgud, the princes' father.
She looked up as her name was spoken. She anttahges were alone in
the small hall.

"Hello," she said, arching her eyebrows enquiringly

But he did not introduce himself. "You are inteegsin our late king?"

"He had a very dramatic life, didn't he?"

"Ah yes. He, too, loved a foreign woman."

"Like his sons."

"Not only his sons. Are not you loved in this way?"

He smiled, but she was not fooled. Malevolence egudom him like an
acid mist, little drops that burned wherever theyched her, parching her
lungs when she breathed. Lisbet would have likedvatk away. But

something held her there. Perhaps his very malauele

"Do you think so?"



His eyes fell on her necklace. "Even a man as $baddis Jafar al Hamzeh
does not allow any ordinary woman to wear the Cbimais Tears. Do you
know the value of what you wear around your neck?"

She was conceiving a powerful dislike of this man.

"On the other hand, maybe he wanted it seen tanig@iybe | was just the
handiest neck."”

He stared at her for a long moment, then nodded.

"You are a wise woman," he said, in carefully magiedl admiration. "You
understand that Jafar al Hamzeh is a poor risk. lfiag) drinking—how
can such a man be counted on? We hear that ydo tuyn him away from
the evil."

"Is that what you hear?"

"Forgive me if | take the privilege of my white hato tell you, Miss Raine,

that if it is his rehabilitation you desire, you tiee wrong way about it. A

man like Jafar al Hamzeh will not be induced tgpsgambling because a
woman—however pretty she is—asks him. It is a #sknThere is only one
cure for such a disease."

"And what would it be?"

He smiled and tapped the air with a forefinger.d'Dnot say you were a
wise woman? So many young people fail to understaowd much grief
would be saved if they would listen to the advideheir elders. It is a
modern epidemic. But you understand."

The forefinger moved again. "The only way to trid foul disease is to let
it run its course. Turn your energies in the opigodirection, Miss Raine.
Only when Jafar al Hamzeh has utterly wasted Heritance and ruined
himself can he begin to live his life as a sobenstble man."

She didn't waste her time getting indignant.



"I have seen it many times. The efforts of mothesgn, fall on desert
ground with such men. Only the delivery of a debpck allows such
behaviour to change. Even Western psychiatristsnake learning this
wisdom. You can help."”

Behind her the music floating from the main roondexdlits own thread to
this surreal scene.

"But if | encourage Jaf to gamble away everythiwgere will that leave
me?" she pointed out in gentle mockery. "The déwjels may also allow
him to reject me for my betrayal.”

"Ah, but you will recover, you will move on! | und#and you and the
business you are in." His voice dripped with uncimss contempt. "Such
as you do not expect to choose a partner for isi@f it? A new movie,
another leading man. It would be too much to exmeate from such a
lifestyle.”

With a little shock Lisbet understood that this waas an idle conversation.
She also saw, with a clarity that frightened heat here was a man with an
agenda.

"In that case, why should | care what he does?'saitg racking her brains
for some clue as to what he could want. "Shouldthér trying to reform
him if there is no long-term benefit to me?"

A look of quickly suppressed triumph crossed hisefaHe laughed
admiringly.

"Very true. But consider, Miss Raine—if Jafar almifgeh faced his ruined
life, took stock, and returned to the straight patlive as Allah intended,
how his friends would rejoice! They would be veratgful to the one who
had made him see the error of his ways. You need ha fear of losing
anything by this course, | assure you."

"| see," she said. "That would make all the diffa® of course."



He nodded, completely missing the irony. He loolcher for a long
moment, and then, as if they hadunderstood sontgtiook out a slim
wallet, extracted a tiny gold pen, wrote a numbeaaard.

"You will know better than any other at what mom#m shock has been
delivered. On that day, call that number. You wdt be sorry."

Her eyes still on his face, Lisbet lifted her handomatically and accepted
the card.

You're wrong,she mentally told the mahim not nearly as smart as you
think. It's taken me all this time to realize thati aren't my enemy, but Jaf's.



Eleven

Lisbet tossed and turned till the sun came up. @iign the room was light
did she finally fall into a fitful sleep, and whehe awoke a few hours later,
Jaf was gone.

She got up and staggered to the bathroom, wherstsbé for five minutes
in a cold showerNice to have been to such a blowout and not have
headache afterwardshe thought absentlyhere's something to be said for
not having wine shoved at you at every turn.

The only headache she had was from the blast oévol@ince she had
absorbed from the stranger. In retrospect, Lisbetidered. How could she
have stood beside the man for as long as she tHeld& dreamed of him as
some kind of alien, nasty and sinister, with yelleyes.

He seemed to her the kind of man who never gavevip would go on and
on, a step at a time, till he got what he wantédtk fact that she refused to
helphim would disconcert him not a bit, she wagsHie would just wait for
another opportunity.

And it was Jaf he was after. He wanted Jaf's i thought of such a man
being bent on such a mission terrified her. Likeiure, hovering, waiting,
till his victim was too weak to resist.

And that was only half of what had kept her awakelaf's side last night.
The other half was finally facing how deeply entadgshe was. The
nameless threat from the stranger had caused ttorggstallize.

She loved him, deeply and completely. It wouldike tearing her hair out
by the roots to leave him.

For the first time, Lisbet understood that her neotiad been half complicit
in the pregnancy that had scuttled her chancesdiffexent future. There
had been a part of her that wanted to stay witHdwer.

And for the first time she could see that, howdaad life became, what had
held her parents together was love. It was likekilog at one of those

a



graphics where dark and light markings seem meé&gagbut if you look
long enough an image suddenly appears.

And she must always have known it, unconscioushe feason she had
been so terrified of Jaf owning her was that skedchim. She had learned
the lesson of her mother's life unconsciously, iatéd guided her actions
without her being in touch with her motives.

It was herself she was afraid of. Herself, and love

And, she reminded herself, the man who had offéxda bribe to bring
about Jaf's downfall.

* % %

It was late when she got down to the terrace, whgegyone usually ate
breakfast. Gazi and Jaf, she learned from the mdid refreshed the
coffeepot, had gone out on business. Anna wasristhdio, working. Nadia
had taken the baby into town.

Lisbet waived breakfast out of deference to laght's gorging, and took a
quick swim in the pool. With perfect timing, thevas a delay in filming just
now, while one of the harem sets was being rebiiliere would be no
filming for at least a week.

Thank God, Lisbet thought. She would have had d tiare concentrating
today. But she pulled out her script and settleyiog to work on her lines
for the scenes to be shot as soon as filming redume

Her attention wouldn't fix on Rose Dumont. Againdaagain she found
herself mulling over the events and discoverietasf night. Strange how
something so magnificent as the reception coulddevershadowed by a
two-minute conversation. Strange how blank her mird whenever she
tried to think of the future.

"Are you ready for a drink of something?" Anna'sceobroke into her
thoughts after a couple of fruitless hours, andbéigurned gratefully to see
her friend striding across the terrace to wheressihe



Anna was wearing a blush-pink swimsuit, her whetieyt robe flapping on

the breeze. She was warmly tanned, her skin glaametlLisbet couldn't

help comparing this happy vision to the woman sae Ibeen a year ago.
Then she had been too thin, depressed and lisgassjng over the man
who had walked out on her and the stillbirth of tleitd.

Now her manner said she had everything lo look &mdto. Anna had never
seemed happier. If only the same road to happivess open to Lisbet.

She supposed it was just typical of anyone witlamaed childhood that
she had somehow managed to repeat her mother'sesqgee Falling for an

addict. If she did have children with Jaf, she widu giving them the same
childhood that she had suffered through—the kindesponsibility-laden

time that wasn't childhood at all. Always nervolmat what Daddy was
going to do. Trying to stop him from indulging imskaddiction because it
hurt everyone so much....

No, on the day she discovered she was pregnantlaithchild, if she ever
did, she wouldn't feel the unalloyed joy that Amtearly felt. For her there
would always be mixed emotions. Her happiness wal@ys have echoes
of guilt and foreboding.

And if, as seemed more likely, Jaf never loveddgain, how long would
she grieve? Would she ever love another man the shayhad finally
realized she loved him?

Anna was carrying a big pitcher filled with creanwhite liquid, and two
glasses, which she set down on the little tablesitet's elbow.

"This kind of thing drives the staff crazy," shenfided with a grin. "But |
think if you let yourself be waited oall the time, you get soggy. Okay if
you're born to it. Pina colada, your favourite."

"Mmmm."
Anna filled the glasses and sat down. A tendryeifow blossom from the

wall stretched towards her in the breeze, and abght it in one hand and
brought it against her cheek, sniffing the perfume.



"Isn't this terrace heaven? Even on a boiling lagtlke today, it's pleasant
here. Is Jaf's place nice? I've never been there."

They chatted about houses, but the topic forenmobbth their minds was
last night, and it wasn't long before they wereassing it.

Lisbet managed to forget her worries in the excipedtmortem of the
evening.

"Well, we've gossiped over lots of parties on lotsnornings after in our
day,” Anna observed, after the subject had beemtghly washed, wrung
out and hung to dry. "But I think today we've pehke

"You're right. It really was the party to end adlrpes. When we're sitting in
our 'sheltered accommodation,” Anna—"

"Side by side in our comfort shoes and our E-Z gmis—"

"Complaining that no one makes pina colada the thay used to—"

"They will say of us—"

"This was our finest hour!"

Something else she would remember about the pasittyviour hours,
Lisbet thought. She drained herglass of the delatiosweet pina colada
and set it down, suddenly grave.

"Something happened last night, Anna."

"Jaf proposed!" Anna cried.

"Nothing like that. It was quite frightening, actiyd' Lisbet embarked on
the brief narration of her conversation with theasger. When she had

finished, Anna sat frowning and gnawing her lip.

"What did you make of it?" she finally asked.



Lisbet breathed deep. "I've been trying to workwhat he really wanted. |
keep thinking of the way he commented on the neekl®o you think it
could be something to do with the Jalal Collectidhat would be a reason
for wanting Jaf's financial ruin, wouldn't it? Heght assume that Jaf would
have to sell the collection cheaply if he lost &ighe casino."”

Anna shrugged. "Maybe. But | think Gazi would bing tcollection if it
came to that. Jaf has talked about giving it touseam, and that would be
okay with Gazi, but sell it to a private collectdr@on't think either of them
would like that."

"The man who talked to me may not know that."

"True..." Lisbet could see that Anna wasn't congthbut couldn't find any
concrete objection. "One thing mystifies me—whysthian assumed you
would agree to do it."

"l think it was just contempt. I'm a Western wom#m an actress, I'm
sleeping with Jaf without being married—doesnfoitow that I'm totally
corruptible?"

"Mmmm. But it's also possible, isn't it, that hieigng to spook Jaf?"

"You mean, said what he said hoping | would paskisigomments to Jaf?"
"Haveyou told him?"

"He was gone when | woke up."

"Gazi, too. They both have a lot to do with thealoyisit,” Anna said. "But
they'll be back for lunch. Are you going to teliri#?"

Lisbet looked out over the turquoise expanse of#ze The heat was intense
today, but the breeze was pleasant, as Anna saidigA cruise vessel was
sailing past. "I'm almost afraid to. Do you thingHould?"

Anna sat in silence for a moment, tapping a firagainst her lips.



Lisbet recognized the signs and was silent, lettiegthink.

"Last winter, when it was all happening with Nadi&azi told me
something. | can't tell you any details. But | havieeling you should tell Jaf
about this immediately. It may have much broadealications than appear
on the surface."

"Where did you think you had seen him earlier?"aked.

"Jaf, there were so many people!" Lisbet protestéthen he spoke to me, |
had the feeling I'd seen him before, that's atlam't be certain."'But not
spoken to him? You hadn't been introduced at amtpb

"No. I'd remember that voice."

"You said you felt he was someone important,” Gasd. "Can you say
why?"

She closed her eyes, trying to visualize the se@kher first reactions to
the man. They waited in silence.

"At first | thought it was just because he had araaf power," Lisbet said.

"But | think maybe there was something else, taamething I'd seen

earlie— maybe one of the princes talking to hima rertain way? | have the
vague recollection of seeing something like thahwit really noticing it."

She had told Jaf about the meeting when the mee bame for lunch. Jaf's
reaction was convulsive. He had questioned heflypr@ad urgently, and
then called Gazi. Now Lisbet and the al HamzehHhenst were in Gazi's
office going over the incident in minute detail.

"How sure are you that he didn't come into the lpaviafter your
conversation with him?"

"I'm almost certain he wasn't in the main roomakwooking around for him
because | wanted to point him out to Jaf."



Gazi tapped the white card with the phone numbamag his thumb. "Is
there anything else at all you can remember, LsBety clue?”

"I really think I've told you everything.” She haden racking her memory
for every detail of the man's appearance for tis¢ Ipalf hour. "Jaf, can't you
tell me what this is about?"

It seemed that Anna's suspicions were on targetwidy Jaf and Gazi were
reacting told her there was more than petty madigainst Jaf involved.
They were like wild animals, every sense alerhatdpproach of an enemy.
Then she mentally amended that. Their attitude Wésat of victims, but
hunters. They were lions who had scented their.prey

"I am not sure how much we can tell you at the mamiesbet,” Jaf said.
"We will have to consult, and get permission betetiéng you anything."

She blinked. "Permission?” She had never heardabfisking anyone's
permission to do anything. Except one. "Do you mgaun have to talk to
Prince Karimabout this?"

The brothers exchanged glances. Gazi grinned. '&rithis time | thought
you chose her for her looks."

Jaf's eyes rested on her with a look that madé&dwemt skip. "I chose Lisbet
for her soul," he said.

How could one heart be made both lighter and heayi¢he same remark?

"Lisbet, we have to swear you to secrecy,” Jaf twd that evening. The
three of them were in Gazi's office again, lookiug over a shaded nook of
the terrace.

"It's a question of national security and | haveast for your word not to
speak of it. Anna and Nadia know some of it, butould be dangerous to
talk where you might be overheard. Do you agree?"



There was a kind of thunder in her ears. "You wantell me national
security secrets?" she breathed.

The men nodded, and she looked from one to the.othe
"Why?"

Again the brothers exchanged significant glances| @azi clicked his
tongue admiringly at his brother.

"You want me to do something,” she said. "Thagsdhly reason | can see
for my needing to know anything."

"We want you to help smoke this man out of hidintgf said. "You are the
only one who has seen him, Lisbet. We think yotalleed to the man at the
top, or very close to the top."

Her heart was pounding hard. "The top of what, #yat
"Of an ongoing conspiracy to topple the monarchthefBarakat Emirates."
"Oh, God!" she cried. "And how could | help?"

"By leading me along the road to ruin and thenirgthe number he gave
you and demanding your reward," Jaf told her simply

"As far as we know it started about twenty-five nigeago,"” Jaf told her later,
as they walked along the beach under the starsef\éhbeautiful young

woman appeared at the palace demanding to spélad kang. No doubt she
had been raised on stories of the old courts, wiher&ing held regular days
of justice at which ordinary citizens could speldkr name was Nusaybah.
Perhaps you know the story of Prince Jalal."

Lisbet nodded. She had read the story in a magatites time his identity
was discovered. Jalal was the posthumous son nEd’Aziz al Quraishi
who, with his brother the Crown Prince, had diecGimaccident before he



could marry Jalal's mother. Only the king had knosfrhis grandson's
existence, but although he had educated the bgrgat expense, he had left
absolutely no provision for him on his death, hadven revealed his
existence to the three sons—the present princesatmm he left his
kingdom.

Jalal had gone into the desert with his followensl decome a bandit,
demanding territory of the princes, thinking thiaéy knew who he was.
Only when, in desperation to be heard, he had t&ercess Zara— then
Zara Blake—hostage, was the truth revealed.

"Yes, that is the story the public believes," &dd tLisbet now, as the soft
sound of waves tumbled up the shore. "But it isthetfull truth. Last year
Jalal was confronted by men who told him that tliekang, his grandfather,
had never known of his existence. Someone who wegly opposed to the
Quraishis, someone within the palace, had seerzin'sAunknown young
son a future weapon against the ruling family.

"It was this man who had taken charge of Jalalgation, who had seen to
it that the princes neverknew who he was, who laaded him to be spurned
and become disaffected. The plan was to overthh@aptinces and install
Jalal as a puppet. But when the plan was revealleat Jalal would have no
part of it."

Lisbet's mouth opened in a gasp of comprehenslsithdt why Jalal gave
up his titles and left the country? | thought heowenced it all for love."

Jaf smiled, his face reflected in moonlight. "Lofegmed a part of his
decision. But Prince Jalal was also determinedmspend his life, as he put
it, 'a focus for every sect that is disenchanteth wie state of the country.’

"Those who had invested so much in Prince Jala lnat given up on their
dreams of power simply because no puppet princeois available,
however. They are looking for other means to achibeir ends."

Lisbet nodded. "Like what?"



"At the moment, we have learned, they plan to stbeere of the Cup
Companions. We do not know exactly for what purpatstae moment.”

"How have you learned that?"
"Ramiz Bahrami is undercover with this group.”
"Ramiz! Is that—do you mean Nadia's..."

"That is why Nadia waits so patiently for him," &afid softly. "She knows
that a higher duty makes its demands on him."

"Ohhhh."
His eyes watched her gravely in the starlit darknéstoo, Lisbet."

"You? You're working on this?" "l am deeply invotlevith the attempt to
expose these people before they can achieve tindst'"e

Her lips were dry. She licked them. He was tryiagdll her something.
What was he really saying here? A bird cried fromtrees in sudden, sharp
alarm. Shivers of unnamed dread started alongkier s

"And does all this have something to do with thanhnwho talked to me last
night?" "We hope so. We think so."” "What is yowalvement, Jaf?" "l am
proving myself a worthy target for subversion. Amweho is in the grip of a
passion like gambling may be a man whose loyaltylmapurchased.”



Twelve

Lisbet closed her eyes as a. dozen tiny clues edickito place. The
ridiculous, gold-trimmed car that did not seem like Jaf she knew. The
reluctant determination to go to the casino. Tlaegmway he bet.

"It was all a setup,"” she breathed. "It's nothingdfront."

He was listening closely for her reaction. "It is.”

"Oh, God, and | fell for it! What ol | am! That Rolls..." She closed her
eyes, shaking her head. Opened them. The nervalistbieked out again.

"And all the money you're losing at the tables— kehdoes that come
from?"

"Prince Karim restores my losses. The Shalimar &#dis a Crown
property."

They walked in silence, their feet pressing whitepses into the dark sand,
while she absorbed it.

"I really should have guessed, shouldn't I?"

His mouth was just slightly twisted. Bitternessthagps.

"But then, trust is not your strong suit,” he said.

The words flicked her painfully. "Admit that yoursduise is very good!"
she cried indignantly. "You were in the papers foonths with your
extravagance and your lifestyle.”

"You had known me for months before that, LisbebuYthose to ignore
your personal experience of me in private to actieptpublic face | was

presenting. Isn't it so?"

"Not until I got out here and saw it for myselftiesprotested hotly. "Did you
expect me to ignore the evidence of my own eyes?"



"l asked you to trust me."

"And / askedyounot to gamble!"

"l told you | would give it up soon."

And suddenly there they were again, arguing.

"Oh, right! That and a bus pass will get you to Hagnsmith! Everybody in
the world is going to give up something soon!"

"Except you, Lisbet. You are not going to give ustnust, are you? How
can you blame me now, when you have been told—"

"Me blame you? It's you who are blaming me! Albld—"

He caught her shoulders. "There is no time forlthigry, arguing. We must
know if you will help us.”

"Of course I'll help you!" Lisbet snapped. "If youdwv me as well as you
think | should have known you, you'd know that!"

He gritted his teeth to contain his retort. "Thenuds begin."

For the next week Lisbet lived the wild life of Ehr man's pampered
mistress. Jaf took her on wildly extravagant shog@prees, ostentatiously
buying her jewellery and clothes, brought a top dam hair stylist in on a

flying trip at enormous expense to do her hairktber yachting, even

ordered her her own monogrammed Rolls.

That was during the day. At night, inevitably, tivegund up at the Shalimar
Gardens, where Lisbet encouraged Jaf to gambleowildest hunches.

Pictures were taken of them, whatever they did. gdqgers loved this new
twist of events, and everyone they talked to hatbey to sell. Staff at the
casino were interviewed and talked about the amotichampagne they



consumed, the wild betting, how Sheikh Jafar seetnelde completely
taken with the beautiful English actress.

Of course the journalists discovered that theyleglin this affair long ago
in London and that Lisbet had been the one to bieak. They printed
every detail of the relationship they could dig apd then some, including
the fabulous flat in Primrose Hill.

The stories printed grew wilder and wilder. Oneaddliat the couple made
love with Lisbet wearing jewellery from the fabutoualal Collection.

Another suggested that Jaf had financed the filncardition that Masoud
al Badi cast Lisbet in the lead, on purpose todtier to the Barakat
Emirates where he could woo her again. One evehtbai model for the

gold statuette on the Rolls had been Lisbet herself

In the King's Pavilion, seven men sat on cushiomsirad the plashing
fountains whose noise would hinder any attempt @eesdrop on their
conversation. Three of the men were the Princesthef Barakat
Emirates—Omar, Rafi, and Karim. Three more wereirth€up
Companions, Hashem al Makin, Arif al Rashid, JalaHamzeh. The last
man, older than the others, was the Grand Viziasel al Rajulu Daulati.

"So we have him,” Omar was saying.

"It is far from certain,” Hashem al Makin informétem. "I will remind you
all that we've had to carry out any investigatiafith the utmost caution, for
fear of tipping off some unknown member of the qray.

"Having said that, the phone number given to Liskeahe is a mobile phone
registered to a woman named Rima Bokhari. She livasFakri area.”

"Al Fakri! And she has a mobile phone?" exclaimediR

"Exactly. However, enquiries uncovered the fact ttee woman has a
widowed daughter, named Afra al Haziya. This latteman is rumoured in
her own neighbourhood—which is somewhat more upsatatkan her
mother's—to be the mistress of a government officia



"Surveillance presented huge problems, since angbméhose loyalty we
could be completely certain would probably be kndyrsight to the target.
With more time, we could, of course, be more cartdlowever, two
sightings have been made in the neighbourhoods lenough of a
coincidence to be noteworthy at the very least.”

"Who was it?"

The Cup Companion paused with unconscious dranmatioict to glance at
his audience. "Yadeth al Najaz."

The name fell among them like a brick through adein. The six listeners
took in one collective breath, and the splash effthuntain grew sharply
loud, as if their silence had become somehow monegptete.

"How certain is this?" Karim was the first to speak

"Not certain at all, Lord. He was seen in the sttashind this woman's
house. There is a back door to the garden in thests'

"There's never been a whisper about Yadeth al Mdajayalty,” Rafi said.
"He's been around as long as | can remember."

"He became Father's Cup Companion before we wene, loiddn't he?"
Omar mused. He turned to the Grand Vizier. "What yau tell us about
him, Khwaja?"

The older man sat for a moment, marshalling hisights.

"Yadeth al Najaz must by now be nearly seventyyeht. As you know, he
is of the Najazi tribe, hereditary enemies of thaashi. Forty years ago,
the climate among the tribes was much more voltitde it is today, and the
Najazi were the ringleaders.

"Yadeth al Najaz was very highly placed within thbe. | believe it was on
the advice of Nizam al Mulk, my predecessor, th@airyfather appointed
him Cup Companion. Several other appointments wede at that time, in



the effort to calm the hostility of the Najazi aodnvince them that there
was no room for tribal hatred within a modern state

"l always suspected that Nizam al Mulk was notrehtisanguine about the
experiment. He advised your father never to putartite Najazi men into
positions of real influence or give them his deepfitience.

"That is why Yadeth al Najaz was appointed to paladministration—a
nonpolitical role. He became Chief of Staff ofthk palaces on the death of
Mustafa al Nabih and served in that position utiié death of your
honoured father. And after your succession, of ®une was madeadin al
Qasrof Queen Halimah Palace."

The Queen Halimah Palace was the seat of the BaEak@&ates' joint
government.

Omar stroked his neatly pointed beard. "Well, heid@ertainly have been
in the right place at the righttime. When Jalalstimer came to the palace
demanding to see the king, it is very likely thatwould have been called.
And who better than he to intercept the mail thiteed"

"The Sadin al Qasalso had full access to palace letterhead."

"And he had a ready-made grudge,” added Karim. iiMptmeans, and
opportunity, all staring at us."

"Has Miss Raine had an opportunity to identify hira8ked Omar.

"One of the strangest coincidences is the lackgfnotograph of Yadeth
al Najaz over the past forty years," said Jaf. té/dtying to take a
photograph covertly. Meanwhile, Lisbet has seenldmphoto and certainly
doesn't rule him out."

"Well, | think we can take it as a working hypotisethat we've found our
man," said Omar.



"What was his original motive for not relaying thews of Jalal's existence
to Father, | wonder?" Rafi mused. "He can't haveceo/ed of the whole
scenario at once. It must have grown over time."

"Think of the joy your father and Queen Azizah wbhbhve felt, if they had
discovered that, against all the odds, they hacadgon," Jafar al Hamzeh
suggested. "It may be that it began in no more #iaple malice."

Karim nodded. "And perhaps a gut feeling that tlog bould be used
somehow, sooner or later."

"Well, it's time his career was stopped,” Prince @maid, with steely
precision. He turned to Jaf.

"You and the admirable Miss Raine seem to be daifigst-class job with
the bait. Could you spring the trap anytime soon?"

"Now's as good a time as any," said Jaf.

On the evening of the day chosen for the finaladdheir drama, Jaf and
Lisbet lay in the tangled sheets of his bedrooBai's house, looking out
over the bay. They had made love with a passionttitk added urgency
from the approach of danger. Now they talked calallgut what they were
about to do.

"Tribal rivalry?" Lisbet repeated in astonishment.

Jaf nodded. "It's the only thing that makes sefibe.Najazi-Quraishi feud
has been going on for centuries. Only a Najazi @il capable of planning
something against the royal house that was goingke a quarter of a
century to come to fruition.

"And by the same token, when Jalal destroyed YadeMajaz's hopes in
that direction by refusing to take part, he woutdgerfectly capable of just
moving on to something else.



"In fact, the princes are assuming that this pkia éngaged in now has been
in the making for years, too. Clearly he has aetést conspiracy.”

Talk like this made her nervous. "What kind of ptanuld it be? And what
will he do with the disaffected Cup Companion wihengets hold of him?"
she wondered, aloud stroking his powerful, nakezlkler and wishing it
didn't have to be Jaf. Wishing hard that she hgsnised in front of that
painting of Sheikh Daud on the night of the Graretéption.

"It may never come to that, Lisbet. You're the @@ will be in danger.

Please don't do anything foolishly brave. Don'tttrymanipulate him into

saying something incriminating. If he gets suspisifie may search you,
and that would ruin everything. Just let him pay ydf and go. I'll handle

whatever comes after. Don't worry. Promise?"

She heaved a breath. "All right."

He kissed her. "Ready to start?"

A few hours later, they stood over their "favodriteulette table, while
Lisbet, charmingly female, all but ordered Jaf kyger lucky number. It
was a last-ditch attempt to restore his fortunée Isad lost all track of the
amount they had blown tonight. It was simply undedible.

She was looking dramatically beautiful, in a climgimetallic gold dress that
hugged every curve to her ankles. It was slit tovalthe knee at the back.
With it she wore gold strappy stilettos and no kitogs on her tanned legs.

She was draped with emeralds, from the emeralddardond star in her
smoothly flowing hair to a tiny emerald-and-goldkknchain. In between
she wore earrings, a pendant, upper arm bracetetvam rings, all in the
same dark, glowing green set off with flashing doauahs.

Her excited eyes flashed green fire, her tannedwks smooth and bore all
the signs of total pampering.



"Kiss me for luck," Jaf said, as he stacked alrimaining chips on number
twenty-two. In a black tuxedo, with a white burnedkrown back over his
shoulders like a cape, he looked like a nineteerghtury rake.

There was a glint in his eyes that melted her wiséee stood. He could
always do it to her. However angry he might be unelath, when Jaf turned
on the charm, she was jelly. Sweet, and wobbly,raady to be gobbled up.

"Kiss me," he commanded, as the little ball bedaratal journey around
the wheel.

The luck he wanted wasn't to win, of course, bubse. They had made a
show of this being his last hope. Everyone at #idet knew that Jaf was
down to his last barakati, and Lisbet had encowtdg® to risk everything
he had left on her intuition.

"l don't know how we'll get home!" he had warned, lheit Lisbet had waved
blithely and said, "On our winnings!"

And he had let the foolhardy bet stand.

Now he dragged her into his embrace with one strbaggry arm, and his
eyes gazed into hers from point-blank range. Bettieth the wheel whirred
and the ball spun, around and around.

"Kiss me, Lisbet," he murmured, "and tell me youdane."He didn't mean
it. It was all for show, but it would be a relief say it. "l love you," she
breathed.

His mouth covered hers with a rough passion thatentiae world disappear.
Lisbet felt herself spinning as helplessly as ittke lwhite ball.

"l love you," he whispered when he lifted his mauth

Behind them there was a collective gasp from tleavdraround the table,
and they remembered and broke apart and turnezkttheir luck.

"Twelve," intoned the croupier.



"Noooo!" Lisbet cried in dismay. Jaf was silentf she felt him stiffen in
well-acted dismay.

The rake came out and inexorably dragged the negsitacked chips on
number twenty-two across the green board. Theyirfedl the maw where
the house profits went, with a rattlitigunk.

Jaf muttered a quiet curse and finished off thergiegne in his gold-traced
flute glass. "Right," he said, slightly unsteadsgtting the glass down on
the edge of the roulette table. "That's the enti@fLet's go."

He took her arm and turned around, but Lisbet $ratder elbow away
from his touch with a laugh. "You can't quit novefie cried. "Our luck is
turning, can't you see? Twelve, that's just ond digay from twenty-two!
One more try, Jaf."

He resisted, she implored. The other players bdgashift away in
discomfort. "Come on," she cried at last. "For just one more little try?"

He was getting annoyed. "There is no more," helteld "That's the last of
it. You'll have to sell one of your trinkets if yavant to play, darling." He
flicked the emerald at her ear.

Staff of the casino were hovering, hoping to gthem without taking more

extreme measures. A bouncer was making a carefutigggressive

approach. A Cup Companion was still a Cup Comparand besides, Jafar
al Hamzeh was in peak condition, and even drunkefflisxes were probably
lightning.

"l didn't realize you were such a coward!" Lisbeed. "I thought you were
an adventurer."

"Shhh!" he complained. "Come on, darling, don't makfuss. We'll go
home now."

"I'm not going anywhere! I'm staying right hereleArou going to place a bet
or not?"



"Not," said Jaf, swaying slightly, but determinétlave to borrow from
Gazi as it is. You've cleaned me out, baby."

Lisbet's eyes and mouth opened in shocked outtagéeaned you out? /
cleaned you out? How dare you say a thing like ihate?"

The staff moved closer, the volume of her voiceliieg their determination.
Lisbet Raine, previously so fun-loving and goodunatl, was starting to
sound like a housewife being cheated ingtek Her voice climbed, and the
green eyes looked dangerous.

"Miss Raine," one murmured bravely, foolishly atfging to grasp her arm.

"Take your hands off me!" the actress cried, snatciher arm away so
violently that they all watched fascinated for beeasts to come tumbling
out of the low-cut dress. There was a collectigh svhen it did not happen.

She was still shrieking at Jaf as members of @ifé Isérded the couple to the
door of the room, and finally she gave in to tHieice majeure.

"Don't bother to come with me!" she cried to J&oli've seen the last of
me!" And with one final imprecation, she stormed.ou

Jafar al Hamzeh, his eyes dark with shock, straiggd his suit jacket,
twitched his burnoose over his shoulders, noddedagitly at those who
stood staring, and followed his lady love.

"I will give you an address," said the voice sheognized. "Come at once."
In the darkened limousine, Lisbet held her cellnghto her ear and took a
deep breath. They hadn't been sure what courseobkl wake. He might

easily have put her off at this point, promising laereward that never
arrived.

"All right," she said.



"Tell your driver to take you to Mukaafa Road, tuener nearest the Jamaa
al Fannunsouk. From the casino it will take you no more thanekn
minutes. Someone will meet you there."

Lisbet disconnected with a steady hand. Now thatg happening, she felt
very cool.

"Mukaafa Road?" the driver repeated. Behind thecealing keffiyeh was
Arif al Rashid.

"The corner near the Crafts Market. Someone wikimee."

The Cup Companion nodded. "Thank you." The limoaiswwung out of the
casino parking lot into the light traffic along tleastal highway, and
headed back into the capital.

At her feet in the darkened car, Gazi said, "Ltets$ your mike, Lisbet."

"There is one small thing | require of you, Missiig" said Yadeth al
Najaz. "Would you be so kind as to call Jafar atrtdah and ask him to meet
you here."

His voice was flat with disdain. She was reaping tbward of traitors
throughout time—the contempt of those whom theayairbenefits.

"Call him! Are you kidding me? I'm not going to kdlim,” Lisbet
exclaimed. Her overt defiance was a cover for desthay. What did they
want Jaf here for? What were they going to do to*hWere the princes all
wrong about this? Was it a personal vendetta agaaisfter all?

"l am afraid you must."
"There's nanustabout any of this," she told him angrily.
"Laa ikraa," the man murmured. "No compulsion, Miss Raine, yauir

reward depends upon it.""That isn't what you tolel mhat wasn't the deal.
You never said Jaf had to know what | was doing."



She was fighting for time to think. A dozen diffetescenarios passed
through her imagination. Would they make him a falieide, saying he had
been unhinged by her rejection? Stage a domestidariy Have him
stabbed in one of the less salubrious streetsoht#ighbourhood?

"But sadly, it is necessary. It is part of the dhtveatment | spoke of. Only
when he fully realizes the emptiness of his way litd and the
untrustworthiness of the Westerners he so lovesitgle with will the full
shock take effect. Call him, Miss Raine."

"No." Lisbet leaned back against the cushions emdilian and crossed her
arms. She thought of the Cup Companions, who vigtening to this from
the car, and felt their urgency. Of course they iomant her to do as
Yadeth al Najaz said. They were Cup Companionsd®idot, as far as they
were concerned, risking their lives in the sernviédheir princes was no
more than a duty.

But she was a woman who loved a man. How couldssh@amon Jaf into
unknown danger?

Yadeth al Najaz smiled. "You know how to bargaih¢' said with false
admiration. He nodded to the other man in the ro@ryounger man who
might be his son. He was the one who had met hbeatar and escorted her
half a block to a small apartment building. Nowvent into another room
and returned. A silver suitcase was lifted ontolthve table between them.

With a calm smile Yadeth al Najaz clicked open libeks, lifted the lid,
turned the case to face her.

It was filled with cash. She bit back her reaction.
"This case contains one million American dollarss$/Raine. It is for you."

She couldn't help her startled intake of breath,tbat didn't move from her
adamant posture. "Real, or counterfeit?" she askeitally.

He inclined his head with respect for her busireessmen. "You see for
yourself, they are all used notes."



With a knowing grin, she leaned forward and casdyeseached out to riffle
through the neat piles of hundred-dollar bills, mgksure it was all money.
She sat back, flicking her hand.

"What good is cash going to do me? People ask ignsstyou know, when
someone walks into a bank with a boatload of usedécan dollars."

"Arrangements will be made for you at a bank hehe,'said. "Now, Miss
Raine. | know you have your mobile phone with yBlease use it."

She stared at him for a long moment, miming subisistance while her

brain whirled, looking for a solution. With the pi®in the little gold mesh

handbag was the transmitter for the remote microplibat was taped under
her breast. It was inexpertly disguised as a mrase.

Yadeth al Najaz's assistant was now sitting bekiteon the sofa. How
much danger was she in, if they realized she hatheen up? Yadeth al
Najaz might not guess that they already knew hiseadvlight they hope to
escape by killing her and fleeing?

If she failed now, everything was lost. The prinkesew who he was, but
they had no idea what he planned, and no evidenisgrtg this evil man to

justice. It was up to her, and no one else. Thaéubf the Barakat Emirates
might be in her hands.

But so was her own future, and Jaf's.

Lisbet heaved a breath. "All right!" she exclaimmadlishly, picking up the

little gold bag and snapping it carelessly operut"Bs not exactly fair, is
it?"

"What a very English sentiment, Miss Raine. Lifeeéddom fair. That is why
religions inevitably promise justice in the otheond."



Thirteen

"I don't understand,"” Jaf said, glancing from Y&datNajaz to the case full
of money and back to Lisbet again. She sat ondfee ser arms crossed,
looking defiant. "How are you involved in thiSadin al Qasr?"

"It is simple, Your Excellency. Betrayal always Miss Raine brought you
to us for a price. Isn't it so, Miss Raine?"

"Call it what you like!" she sneered. "Why wouldwpay a million dollars
for a meeting with Jaf? All anyone has to do iskban appointment. But if
Jaf wants to believe it, he can."

Jaf frowned. "A million dollars? Why did you wisb trganize a meeting in
this way,Sadin al Qasr?"

"Ah, but it was more than a meeting, wasn't it? Yagueed to bring him to
ruin, did you not?" the old man said to Lisbet.

"Lisbet?" Jaf whispered disbelievingly."Believe thand you'll believe
anything!" she snapped. "Now, can | please gebbbere?"

She made to stand up, but Yadeth al Najaz heldhgnd. "Not yet, please.

You see where you are, Excellency. Did you thin& lved you? | bought

that love for a million dollars. You have spent thunore than that on her, |
am sure." He spread his hands helplessly. "But woane such changeable
creatures.

"And you have lost everything, after all. What via# next? Miss Raine had
to ask herself, as a practical woman. Her lovelyejs? Women such as she
do not like to make sacrifices of that nature.”

Jaf was looking stunned. "Lisbet, is it true? Biay® | love you! | would do
anything for you. You know it."

Lisbet sniffed and turned her head. "I didn't knibwas going to turn out
like this," she said sulkily. "It's not my fault yalidn't win."



Jaf sank forward and put his head in his handse drunk too much. | can't
think straight. What is it you wangadin?"

"Only to help you."

"You aren't leaving me, Lisbet? You can't. | cané& without you!" Jaf said,
in a desperate voice that made her heart beat@atdt only that were true!

"Don't worry, Your Excellency. If you play your i right, you can still
win. Miss Raine will have no reason to leave yoyoii win, will she?"

"What do you mean?"
"l want you to make a phone call. One phone call.

If you do that—" he flicked the silver suitcase "etymay take this money
and go."

"Wait a minute!" Lisbet cried angrily. "You saidahwas mine already!"

"But we have already agreed, haven't we, thatidifeot fair?" Yadeth al
Najaz turned to Jaf.

"Make the call and you may consider this—" he #idkthe cash
contemptuously "—a mere down payment. Your lifestyill be guaranteed
from now on. Your losses restored to you. How mamlions have you
thrown away? Never mind, Excellency. They will lmigs again.”

Lisbet sat a little forward in unconscious interest

"You see?" said al Najaz.

Jaf rubbed his eyes, as if trying to clear his h&athat phone call?"

A card was placed on the table before him.

"Call this number. Ask for this man."



Jaf's eyes narrowed as he read the scrawled nak®ow this name. The
man is a journalist,” he said. "An English newspdpe

"You will tell him you want an immediate meetingtivhim. And give him
this address."

Jaf tossed the card onto the table with easy cqitéido."

Yadeth al Najaz smiled and signalled his youngerchman. "In that
case—"

The other man closed the suitcase, snapped ths, Istdod up.

"Wait a minute!" Lisbet shrieked in alarm. "Thatsne!"

"If His Excellency makes the call, it is yours."

Jaf waved an arrogant hand. "Take it away. We dawearit your money."

"Wait a minute, darling," Lisbet said quickly. Yton't hurt to ask what it's
all about, will it?"

"Nobody uses bribes and blackmail to achieve agiiheate purpose,” Jaf
told her grandly. "Now, let's get out of here."

She smiled seductively at him. "I'm sure you'rétjdput at least let's ask."
She turned to Yadeth al Najaz. The younger maratedi holding the shiny
aluminum case as if uncertain what to do. "Whaesdall about, actually?”

"It is of no import, Miss Raine," al Najaz said, wirag his henchman away.
"If he will not do it, he will not. Someone elselMae more willing."

"Just a minute, | said!" Lisbet shouted. All threen looked at her. "What is
the call about? What does Jaf have to say to him?"

"Nothing beyond what | have already said. He akksman to come here.
Then you can go, with the money. And there wilhbare to follow."



Lisbet's eyes narrowed. "What are you going taodbé man? Is he going to
be hurt in any way?"

The old man laughed. "On the contrary. He will Ineeg the scoop of his
career!"

Lisbet sat back, blinking. "Oh! Well, that's nodh&s it?" She turned to Jaf.
"You can do that, can't you, darling?"

Jaf shook his head suspiciously. "What scoop? \&tioay, Sadin?"

"I wish you two would stop calling each other byuydtitles in that
ridiculous way!" Lisbet interjected. They ignoreerh

"Nothing that nearly concerns you, or yours, | asswou."

Lisbet smiled and tilted her head. "You could dacduldn't you, Jaf? It's
enough money to be going on with, isn't it? And/éiu don't, you said
yourself you'd have to ask Gazi for funds. | knavuwon't like that, and
neither will he."

"l want to know what the story is," Jaf said dodged

Lisbet sank down beside him, her thigh touching His body heat burned
her, and for the first time since her arrival sk how deeply her system
thrilled to the danger they were in.

She stroked a lock of hair back from his forehé&¥¢hat difference does it
make? A story's a story, whoever calls the jousthalt's not going to go
away because you don't make the call.”

He grasped her upper arm, and she shivered atoterpn his hold. The
side-by-side presence of danger and safety madadat rush through her
like electricity.

"Lisbet, don't."'Do you love me, Jaf?" she askeutj auddenly her voice
quivered on tears, and the question was real.



"Lisbet—"
"Do you?"
"You know | love you," he said roughly, gazing irfter eyes, and to her
starved soul it sounded like the truth. She cldsadeyes, smiling. It was an
act, but she was glad she had heard it one last immething to remember.

"l love you, Jaf. | always have."

They were still for a moment, gazing at each otBehind them, Yadeth al
Najaz cleared his throat.

"Please do this for me," she whispered.
He put her to one side and stood up. "Let's gebbhere.”

"Jaf!" she cried, a woman playing her trump catflybu leave now, I'l
never speak to you again."

He turned and glared down at her. "You will," hes&ying for firmness.

She picked up her mobile. "Make the call for mé&, Naver mind him." She
nodded towards the old man. "Do it for my sake."

"You sold me out,” he muttered, like a man who luas$ his footing and
knows he will not regain it. "I know damned wellwib walk out on me as
soon as you get your hands on that money."

"No," she cried softly, as he took the phone. "Mever, Jaf. How can | ever
leave you? Please!"

Jaf, with the self-loathing of a man driven to dbatvhe should not for an
end he knows he will never achieve, took the preoreemade the call.



"It was a majestic plan, Lord," Jaf explained te three princes and several
Cup Companions as they sat again in the King'sliBavi

"Tell us," said Prince Karim.

"The file | was to pass on to the journalist docateea complete production
line for heroin, from the seed all the way througtthe distribution of the
final product in Western Europe.

"All that was needed was someone to link that cetepbody of evidence
with the Princes of Barakat, to say that you wemedpcing and selling
heroin to the West to boost your export revenues.

"That was why a Cup Companion was necessary. Samebiose word
alone would be compelling evidence."

"But you did not give the file to the journalist?"

"No, Lord. Fortunately, both my microphone and k¢ continued to
transmit throughout the evening. The task forceéhim street was able to
detain the journalist and send in a ringer. Yadétdajaz fell for it."

"How do investigations stand now, Hashem?" Rafedsk

The Cup Companion cleared his throat. "Poppy fieklge been discovered
in the Noor Mountains, just where the documentasioowed, on the border
between Central and Eastern Barakat. The refinspyexists. So much we

know. We are moving very carefully, Lord, so agetain the element of
surprise. We expect to make arrests within twelwear$."

Lisbet and Jaf walked along the beach under skdrlig
"So Ramiz is coming home now?"

"Soon, we hope. The princes were very complimerdagut you, Lisbet."



"What did they say?" Lisbet asked.

"They asked me to pass on their deep gratitudeaamairation for your
courage. Of course, that is not the end of it. Thiade it clear that they
intend to reward you, but want to know first whauywould consider a
suitable recompense.”

"Oh!" She hadn't thought of that.
"They've asked me to sound you out. The sky iditmg | think, Lisbet.”
"But what sort of thing do they mean?"

"You might ask for property here or abroad, or mgme an honorary title, |
suppose. They are very determined that your resfawd|d fit your courage.
Of course, they will see you and express theiitgie in person.

"The proceedings in Yadeth al Najaz's place wgredaby the way, and the
princes have listened to the entire scene withtgnéerest. They are deeply
impressed with your abilities, and Prince Rafi gigd that, if we could not
convince you to join the police, you might undeea& set up a permanent
British-Barakati film unit, with the aim of produwy more joint
productions.”

Lisbet laughed and shook her head incredulouslgatit believe this is
happening!" She looked up at the ever-magical reglt "You're right. It's
not the same sky at all as the one in Londonnktim on a totally different
planet.”

Jaf laughed lightly. "You have time to get usedttdrhere is no rush to
make up your mind. Think it over, Lisbet. This marhenay affect all the
rest of your life, if you choose wisely."

She kicked at the wet sand, exposing the paler bandath, and dug her
toes into the cool softness. "I don't think tha frinces have the power to
give me what | want," she murmured.



Jaf raised startled eyebrows. "l would be very sseg if they did not. What
is it you want?"

"It's something only you could give me," she sdier heart beating hard
enough to kill her. "And I doubt you'd be willing."

"If it's the piece called the Concubine's Tears yash for, it is yours,
Lisbet. Do you think me so ungenerous?"

"Not that."
He frowned. "What, then?"

She looked up into his shadowed face and felt hasehmmore dangerous
this moment was than the one in which they hadealaheir game for the
traitor. Now, truly, she felt she risked everythihge and limb was nothing
compared to the risk to her heart."l want to hear say you love me again,"
she whispered. "The way you did in front of YadatNajaz. Only.. .I'd like

you to mean it."

His mouth tightened, and her heart sank. She hadknt would be too
much to hope that the adventure they had beenghraould have softened
him, but still the death of hope hurt.

"And what would you do with such a reward, Lisbet?"

She shook her head, because tears were burninigrbat too painfully for
speech. "Never mind," she managed.

She turned away, but he caught her shoulders &rd Hold and kept her
there. "What would you do with such a rebirth ofdpLisbet? Run from it
again? If | loved you, what then?"

She looked up, too scared to hope, too hungry spale Her eyes were
bright with tears.



"I've changed, Jaf. I've learned so much about Hyabout life...about
love. If the princes were willing, I'd ask them—&b me marry one of their
Cup Companions.”

"Do you love me, Lisbet?" he asked harshly.

"Yes, yes,| love you. | adore you. | didn't know it befolegcause | was so
afraid. But I've loved you from the beginning, jtis¢ way you always said,
Jaf. You were right, it was magical and special] #mere will never be
anyone in the world for me but you.

"It's killing me that | didn't find it out until d lost your love. Please try to
love me again, Jaf! Please believe that that loag siill be alive in you,
underneath. Please try to find that love in youarhebecause | want to
marry you and have children with you, and lots cdngichildren. | want
them to learn that service is the duty of privilegad grow up to be Cup
Companions like their father.

"But most of all, | want to love you and be lovegdywu. Jaf, please say it's
not hopeless. Please say | haven't killed your fovever!"

"This is what | have been waiting to hear from ybigpbet,” he whispered,
his hands clasping her upper arms, pulling hereclos

She gasped, feeling as if one of the stars hadnfath earth and hit her.
"What?" she breathed.

"Am | a weakling, whose love dies with one smatik?" he growled. "Can
you believe such lies?" His arms wrapped her anpuiied her close. "Kill
my love? You didn't kill my love for so much as aote, my beloved, my
wife!"

Then his mouth covered hers and her body sankisi@nd they tasted joy.

"Why did you tell me it was too late for us?" shietpsted later, as they lay
looking out at the sea and the stars.



Jaf smiled. "You see, | had a problem. If | chaged, | only proved your
fears, that | would overrule your real needs far sake of my own. The
more | told you | loved you, the less chance thegis of winning you.

"When | came back to the Barakat Emirates lashggraving failed to bring
you with me, | understood that | needed a stratdgyl. the strategy | chose
was to let you believe that | no longer loved you."

"But you said|t's too late for us,'Lisbet protested, in remembered pain.

"Yes. | thought that it was the way to get you éoagnize love and throw
away fear. If | pounced on you, | would lose yoaiagLike a wild animal

watching for its prey, | had to wait until you cammgt of hiding all the way,

by yourself. Then there would be no way back far.yo

"But it was more difficult than | imagined."
"Was it?"
"l could not resist making love to you. It was pairt of my strategy, but |

was powerless to resist. So | told you it was a&lyuphysical passion. And
you were foolish enough to believe it."

He smiled at her, melting her heart.
"So your anger was an act?" she said, lifting eadh

He kissed her ruthlessly again. "It was no actas wery deeply angry with
you, but I was also in love and fighting to keepselfin check. It was not
easy to be around you and pretend indifferencel Batl one advantage."

"Which was?"

"l was already forced to live one lie. That madeasier for me. | had to act
the part of a fool. Whenever | was in danger dfrtglyou the truth, there

was always the necessity to go to the casino rhelovercome it. And the
fact that you could not sway me would always coogigou that | didn't

love you, no matter how dangerously | had slipped.”



"And now?"

"And now, my strategy has finally paid off. You aleft fear behind, and
there is no way back," he promised her, in a thaéthrilled her.

She kissed him, and his strong arms wrapped heteqimg, possessing.
Her heart leapt.

Lisbet rolled over on her back. "And are we goiogét married?"

Jaf rose onto one elbow above her. His eyelidspird@nd his hand slipped
up over the tender throat. "You know we are," hd.ss&nd very soon. |
have waited for too long, Lisbet. | will not waituth longer to call you my
wife."

"Will you promise, as the princes have, never tetanother wife?" she
teased.

"You are behind the times. It is against the lawehexcept in exceptional
circumstances.”

He stroked her flank, her side, her arm. His haamdhbt her upper arm in a
firm clasp and he drew her up a little for his ki¥8ut even if it were not
against the law,” he said, "there will never betheo woman for me,
Lisbet."

"You know," she said later, sighing in satisfactittiere's one thing I've
realized about myself in all this.""What is that?"

"That I didn't really accept that it was over whédmoke up with you. | think
| was testing you, or something. | think that's wikept sending you those
cheques. Really, | was trying to stir you to action

Jaf lay back with a little laugh, as though she hidim. "Of course!" he
exclaimed. "Why didn't | see that? Months of misemght have been
spared.”



"Were you miserable? But you never tried to see meger called, never
came after me. | really thought you'd forgotten wieen | came to do the
movie. And when you didn't visit Gazi and Anna Imat first week, | was
sure of it."

"l didn't forget you for one day," he assured H&mne hour."

"But—you didn't do anything about it, either. [h&adn't got this film when
would we ever have met again?"

Now he was laughing gently. He lay back and drewdmo his chest,
stroking her hair and all the length of her bacthva firm, possessive hand
that thrilled her.

"Lisbet, did you never guess? Never suspect? Noe®¥nhe demanded,
amused.

"Suspect what?"

"Masoud al Badi is an old, old friend, Lisbet. Hasatooking for financing
for his film. He failed to get it off the groundslayear and he had put the
project on hold."

"No!" Lisbet cried. She broke out of his hold tblsblt upright.

"You didn't! You couldn't have! Oh, Jaf, don't tele—you mean that
newspaper story waght?"

Jaf shouted with laughter. "Of course it was rigMho do you think was
feeding all those stories to the press from thermggg, if not Gazi?"

"You bought my way into Masoud's film?"

"He did tell me it was no deal if he didn't thinkwwere up to the weight,”
he said.



"Jaf, youmonstef' she cried. "How can you laugh about it? How doydu
do it? Oh, my God! How humiliating! Who knows aboutis? Does
everybody know except me?"

He was still laughing. "But Masoud loves you. Hgsshe only wishes he'd
cast me as the sultan. We would burn up the scheesays, as we did on the
beach."

"l was so right about you!" she cried. "It's th@dment all over again, isn't
it? Manipulating me for my own good, | suppose yail it! But it's really
just—"

"But you can't have it both ways, Lisbet! You caidimplain that | never
lifted a finger to win you in one breath and thethe next complain because
| did!"

"But you didn't have to do thisway!"

"What else would have brought you in my way? labllcome to London,
you'd have run away screaming."

"But—"

He caught her head between his two hands. "No, anind, | am sure we
will have many, many enjoyable arguments in futbrg,tonight | refuse to
fight with you. Tonight is for love, Lisbet. Tonigtve celebrate the mystery
of how, out of all the stars in the universe, yod &found each other."



Epilogue
Actress Honoured in Barakat Emirates

Lisbet Raine, the British actress, and her fianoeik$h Jafar al Hamzeh, are
to receive the country's highest honour from thimdes of the Barakat
Emirates, it was disclosed today. The "playboy" @gmpanion and his
bride have each individually been awarded the @u/gtle Qalb al Maliki,
or King's Heart.

The honour is a rare one, historically awardeds@wice above and beyond
the high degree of service normally expected frad@up Companion in the
Barakat Emirates. It is rare for the award to be&len anyone not a Cup
Companion. Miss Raine is the first woman, and tingt foreigner, so
honoured.

The reputation of the renegade sheikh, who untgmédy appeared to be on
the brink of beingstripped of his Cup Companioriustaseems to be fully
restored by the announcement.

The sheikh is widely rumoured to have taken arvagpart in the recent
highly publicized cracking of a heroin-producinggiin the country.

Sources say that it is impossible that Miss Rainald’have been given the
award merely as a reflection of her fiance's sestic

Palace sources, however, refuse to disclose thespreeason for the
awards.



