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"I might have known," Sarah whispered to herseliefé was no
longer a shadow of doubt in her mind that this mais Zain Hassan
bin Hamid, high lord of this place, and he hadhlet confess to him
some of the most indiscreet remarks of her life!

With shock, Sarah studied the hard, brown facehef man who
arrogantly supposed she would fall in with his edible wishes.
"No," she cried, "l wouldn't be your wife if you weethe last man on

earth!"



CHAPTER ONE

THE uncertain sunlight of an autumn day slanted down tioe
flame-red hair of a girl who sat in a basket claia balcony, scanning
idly the pages of a magazine whose glossy covetadasned by a
Tudor house set among oak trees.

All at once Sarah's attention was no longer idtksire was gazing at e
paragraph as if it mesmerised her. It was quaintbyded, even
slightly equivocal in a column of print otherwisevted to the safe of
secondhand fur coats, wigs made from natural Femnd copper
warming-pans:

Young woman of British birth required to live abdoan the
capacity of companion, in the household of a gemle of
means.

Sarah blinked, for the advertisement was like arelut of the
Victorian era, when impoverished young women saledto foreign
places to provide companionship for the wives aadgtiters of
planters or men in the colonial service.

But this was the jet age, and long gone were tlys ddnen girls like

Jane Eyre travelled from orphan homes to dwell staldishments
where the mistress might be a tartar and the masteant Nowadays
young women did every sort of job but the one statethis' riveting

advertisement. Sarah decided that it had to be &omdeof a hoax . . .
except that the magazine in which it was placed kaadly the sort
that went in for practical jokes at the expens#sofeaders.

A young woman was required to live abroad, butdnt state where.
Any interested party was to write to a box numb=are of the
magazine staff at their office in Bride Lane in dom.



The green eyes of Sarah Innocence became refleetsveshe
considered this outmoded appeal for a female commpaihe bait for
the hook was obviously that bit about the houselbelithg that of a
gentleman of means, and there had to be a catovgoene. Any fool
of a girl who answered such an advertisement hhe tiesperate for a
job, or too recklessly unhappy to care what becafrteer when she
arrived at this foreign household.

The sun was fading from the sky when the balcoror dpened and a
woman in blue and white came out to Sarah. "Timedo to come in,

Miss Innocence." She spoke in the unfailingly chdeones of the

well-trained nurse at a high-priced clinic. "We davant you taking a
chill on top of everything else, now do we ?"

That indulgent 'we' always amused Sarah, as iftise were talking
to a child instead of a female adult of twenty-rfgears who had gone
through a physical and emotional crisis which heftl her unhappy
and disillusioned. Life had been so good to hetrrnow she was wide
awake to the reality of being a girl without a jolhose financial
position had become very shaky indeed. After she Iper bills at the
Regency Clinic she would be almost broke and wbalk to sell all
the nice things at her flat, not to mention mosthaf contents of her
wardrobe, in order to survive until some kind of aocupation
presented itself.

Sarah rose from the basket chair and in her quitted followed the
nurse into her private room. The flowers on thesiz table were
starting to wilt, and the shadows of evening wesbllecting in the
corners of this room in which she had sufferedegaitot of physical
and mental pain in the past few weeks.

"What are you thinking of doing when you leave u$@'nurse asked,
lifting one of the rounded jars from the dressiagke and sniffing at
its fragrant contents.



"Oh-I| thought of going abroad to work."

The nurse turned and gave Sarah a surprised lackngwer to her
stare she received a slightly cynical smile - o#, yieey all knew that
Sarah was finished as a model, for this was theenwho had found
her crying after the doctor had left. She was & one who had
picked up Peter's ring from off the floor, wheregahad flung it. A
jade set in pearls, to match her eyes and skimtis&id, swearing that
he loved her - the way she smiled and moved anemach a success
of being a top flight model.

The twist of the knife in the wound was that Sanald been thrown
from the horse while at Peter's country house. ddbsgainst a tree
and severely injured, to emerge several operalataeswith a left foot
that would never assist her as before in that fmasaunter which was
so essential to the girl who modelled clothes faiwviag. A limping
model was about as popular as a bee at a barbecue!

"Don't look so surprised,” She said. "Being a mpdebeing the wife
of the Honourable Peter Jameson, aren't the ordypations in the
world. Miss Innocence has become redundant in thekks, but she
can branch out elsewhere, can't she? The marketéopen, nurse.
I'm selling what | have to sell - myself I"

"Oh dear -" The .nurse pressed a hand to her mblutto. hope you
aren't going to do something foolish with your Jifet after we went
to such lengths to save it for you. Come, you'raritame on, aren't
you ?"

"I was never more serious." Sarah sat on the fdédieo bed and
considered her slim left leg which was still firntgped at the ankle.
"I've been modelling for six years and in that tilnearned good
money, and | spent it as | made it. Those yearg haen hard work
but fun, but now the party's over and I'm almaat ifiroke. | have to do



something to live, so I'm going to grab at a chahe¢ might take me
as far away from England as | can get.

Broken bones mend, but hearts get kind of bittepeeially in a
business where like a singer or an actress youolyeas good as your
last performance. It wouldn't have mattered aboutimp if -"

She broke off and her lips twisted. Peter Jamesamsm aut of her life

and she didn't really want him back, not a man Wwhdn't the charity
to stand by her. It was the slim, faultless bodyae wanted, and now
it was damaged he threw her aside like a brokeln dol

Sarah's eyes glinted like green gems in her fileged face, its
contours both delicate and enduring, so that as@ehshe had been
able to look exactly as the photographer demandé&hrbo-like
creature in sable skins, or a wet-skinned gamimming free and
innocent on a spumy beach.

To hell with Peter and his like | His kind of lowe&asn't worth a second
thought, and from this moment onward she voweceapkher heart to
herself, and to keep emotion out of any arrangersieatmade with a
man.

Young British woman required to become a compami@rich man's

house, if the advertisement was to be believederlgman of means
resident in a foreign climate, and right now shgite anything to

climb aboard a jet plane and be carried miles dnay the memory

of a bolting horse, hours of pain in a sickroom déime prospect of
seeing another girl take her place in the modelimglight It wasn't

envy, but the bitter pill of having worked so tessly only to lose it all
on the toss of a horse.

Well, she didn't intend to stay around in ordecdtiect sympathy and
the regrets of the agencies that she wdsmger in demand to saunte



in silk and to thresh her long legs in the surg desirable object that
sold anything from high-priced scent to the vetgs$ain Gucci shoes.

Better by far to get away, but she hadn't the maadgke her further
than a bedsitter somewhere in a shabby part of wton8he could no
longer afford the rent of her tower flat, and stont fancy going back
into a machine shop to sew clothes until her eyagddl and her
shoulders cried out in silent agony.

She felt again as she had at the age of eightdem she had set out tc
conquer the modelling world. It had been a chakesgd the Cockney
blood in her veins thrived on a challenge.

Where, she wondered, in what part of the worldditeis unknown

gentleman who required a companion? Was it forwife ... an

invalid, perhaps, who couldn't get about much atpiired someone
to read to her and gossip about the goings on giaad?

Well, there was plenty Sarah could talk about, thede people might
not be put off by an ankle tendon which had beeseserely injured
that after the operations the surgeon had toldjbiée frankly that she
would no longer walk with rhythm and poise - sheulddimp and it
would show, but she was lucky not to have brokembek.

The fiance at whose country house she had beemgtéyr the
weekend, who had supplied her with that bad- teeghanimal, was
now so hateful to her that she had torn his phafayinto fragments
and scattered them from her balcony. Good riddémecemance, she
thought. To hell with felling in love ever again!

"I had no idea you were thinking of going abroad wmrk,

Miss-Innocence." The nurse looked curious, anttla doubtful. "For
the past few days you've seemed so anxious abeufutbre and
everything - is it something to do with modelling?"



"Not quite," said Sarah, with a reckless edge teshele. "But if | land
the job | feel sure I'll be able to cope with itera's very little to keep
me in England, and | don't think my gammy foot asng to stand in
my way."

"l should hope not" The nurse ran admiring eyestaeegenuine ted
hair that cascaded about Sarah's shoulders, gjimtithe glow of the
bedside lamp. "I'm ever so glad that you've buake@nd haven't let
your broken engagement to the Honourable Petgragetiown."

"Honourable!" Sarah gave a cynical laugh. "Don'tu ymean
dishonourable? Anyway, something like that teachegrl a lesson
and in future | shan't be a romantic idiot; I'vel ladl that knocked out
of me, with a vengeance."

"You mean you're not interested in marriage anyeafoiAfter all,
even a nurse could be a romantic at heart andlibean a shame tha
this girl with her Garbo-like face should be jiltdy a teal live
Honourable, especially one who was rather goodhmpk

'I'm right off it," Sarah declared, with emphashen aren't interested
in the person inside the body, and heaven helplbdy if it gets

marked in any way. Men - they're like naughtyditdoys who class
women among their playthings, and if any man conest me with

that attitude in mind - oh boy, will he get the ghadge of my
tongue!"

Sarah lay back against her pillows and curled anayout her head,
and her green eyes in the lamplight had almostanglof anticipation
in them, as if she couldn't wait to cut to ribbdmes first man who told
her - as Peter had - that she was too attractige t;m her own with no
one to take care of her. Scorn crept into her eybgh slanted like
green leaves against her white skin, the brownekagipped at the
edges with a glint of flame.



"l don't want to go back to being a machinist ia thEast End," she
said. "l couldn't take that after being a models Yeurse, that's what |
used to work at. | was reared by my grandmotheg ptt me to work
in & machine-shop when | was sixteen, and | stucforn just two
years. In that time | grew rather willowy and | weankly ambitious,
and | knew that other Cockney girls had made tlaelggras models.
Anyway. | struck lucky and met a photographer wha 4 had the
right sort of bones for the job and for six yearsas quite a success
and quite the rage at West End parties, where tmeeDishonourable
Peter. He swore he adored me, do you know that? Aike a gullible
innocent, believed him. It was like the tale of @rella coming true,
but the silver slipper doesn't fit my gammy footlaso the charming
gentleman has gone off to - hell!"

Sarah lay silent a moment, gazing at the fallinkkigkass beyond the
windows of her room, then a sudden cold shivethieough her as she
contemplated the future. Dear old tartar Gran weldand there was
no one else who cared about her. It seemed thahatedistant

relatives in Scotland, but she had never met tlienthey'd been on

her father's side and he had died before her misbeame ill going

out to work in all weathers.

A sigh caught in Sarah's slim white throat. "So yoak me for a
society girl?" she murmured. "On the level, nurse?"

"Yes - | mean, look at the way you speak, and yoldvely manners,
Miss Innocence." The blue and white figure learmavérd from the
shadows and stared down at Sarah. "Is that yournaae? It is
unusual, if you don't mind me saying so."

"Yes, it really is my real name. The photograph@éowelped me to
become a model thought | should keep it, for he gdiad something.
He was good to me - he and his wife Jane. Theyhtaong how to
speak like this, for at one time she was an actmessappeared in



productions at Stratford-on-Avon. | was awfully gfal to both of
them."

"Wouldn't they help you in your present trouble®ked the nurse.
"They sound such nice people, and you don't wangdodoing
anything you'll regret-"

"like going abroad to earn my keep?" Sarah shrugead. Jane and
Harry have had troubles of their own with their samd | won't inflict

my woes on them. In any case, Harry couldn't hedpamy more with
my modelling career - it's over and done with. dt'#hing of the past
and | have to face up to it."

"But you've lovely hair, Miss Innocence. What abslémpoo adverts
- couldn't you do those?"

"No, it wouldn't work for me. My appeal, if you @ato call it that, lay
in the way | walked and moved and thereby 'sollicttmmodity that |
wore. Now I'm lame, and | have to live with it. itheer go back to
machining all day in a study factory, or | work feome man who
won't mind that | am less than perfect.”

"Oh, don't talk like that, Miss Innocence!" The seilooked pained.
"Not you, when you're so ladylike and nice, andaedmire you so
much for the brave way you've taken your setback."

"Ugh, I'm not a nice lady, nurse. I'm a little gath a sore foot and I'd
like to scratch out Peter's eyes and howl on a fealkll I've lost.
Believe me, I'm all burned up inside."

"Well, it's understandable, but things have a wiegooting themselves
out, if you let them."



"I'd like to believe so." Sarah looked cynical. tBwe always found
that if you want something then you have to malkedfiort and go
after it | want - escape, | suppose."

"And - and you think this job abroad can provid® it
"l rather hope it can."
"Is it some sort of a foreigner you'll be workiray?" ,

"l - really don't know." Sarah smiled slowly, bugrlreyes were a trifle
bleak and wary. "It would be a turnup, for the bddke turned out to
be foreign, wouldn't it?"

"Oh, miss, do think before you act All sorts of fiyrthings go on in

these foreign places, and you'd be far safer toistBngland and get
yourself a job. I'm sure with yolooks and everything, you'd soor
find something nice to do. What about an offic¢hia city?"

"Yes,what about it?" Sarah grimaced and just couldotupe herself
in the role of the efficient secretary, jotting padhand, and so discree
on the telephone. "Being a model, nurse, doesnipeg girl for a
routine existence . and | feel pretty certain thabuldn't last a week
cooped up in some office in the city. And beindhasassistant or a
receptionist is ruled out by this foot of mine.drdt think it could take
all that standing about behind a counter."

"Haven't you any money at all?" The nurse glancechthe expensive
toiletries on the dressing-table, to- the littievgdled watch that lay on
the bedtable. "You must have earned good moneydeta@et paid
large fees, don't they? Not like nurses, | bet!"

"I've earned well and I've spent my portion, aajs in the good book.
Now | must eat humble pie at the rich man's taiflém fortunate
enough to be taken to his bosom. Oh, nurse, dmwkKtdt me like that!



| told you I'm a determined girl from the Bow Belisea, not one of
those elegant daddy's girls who stroll about Slo&tgiare in

expensive silk head-scarves and blazers and widrkou can call it

that - in charming little boutiques until a niceybaith a nice rich dad
comes along."

Sarah set her jaw. "I have no option but to usetwdsources | have in
order to live and not become a factory drudge tikepoor mother.
She couldn't afford to stay away from work even mhlee was ill, and
coming home late from work one night she collapsedhe bus and
was rushed to hospital with a bad dose of 'flu. Séner recovered,
and I'll do anything rather than follow in her skoAnything I"

The green eyes were reckless, and resolved. Woideahid the old
days, didn't they? Went and worked for people theay never met! It
was a bit of a risk, but it might be worth it, astte just wasn't going to
be put off by the warnings of other people. Frorwram she would
keep her plans to herself and not tell anyone shatwas going to
answer that advertisement for a companion. It vemdhsiness - hers
and no one else's!

"Do be careful, Miss Innocence," urged the kindlyse. "You've been
through a traumatic experience and you're feelavgdpirited. Life
always seems a bit of a dark pit when we're indi®d

"You're wise and kind," said Sarah, "but I'm ndeanager with stars
in my eyes. | only know that | can't face the nam§sewing machines,
and a dreary bedsitter, not after my dashing tdenffone photographic
session to another, and the TV work in commerclal®re stunning

clothes and | had lots of lively friends - rightmthose friends would
give me their sympathy, but after a while they'tit éway because |
no longer belong to their world, and that woulddreharder for me to
take than if | give it up now and | go in searclaafew life. Won't you

wish me luck?"



The nurse gazed at the slim figure curled on théewbhed, the
lamplight making a fed satin cape of the lovelyrhdhe kind that the
hairdressers tried to give to their customers by efahe henna bottle.

"What are you thinking?" Sarah's smile was whinisica
"That maybe you're a bit like your name," her nuesgied.
"A poor little innocent, eh?"

"You may smile, Miss Innocence, but it could beetfu
"I've been a model, not a member of a closed drder!

"That doesn't alter the fact, does it, that yostiéonly a bit of a girl.
You - well, you haven't played around, have youRRe fiurse bit her
lip. "I mean, we know these things, when we've Batheone so
helpless in our hands."

"You mean I'm stilla virgin?"
"YeS—"
"Is it so surprising?”

"Well, the life of a model must be rather fast, aatheone with your
looks must have been popular with men."

"Funnily enough a lot of men found me unapproaahaklxcept

through the eye of the camera. That probing eyadaomething in

me that transmitted itself rather well to the magazage and the
television screen. Looks aren't everything. Pernajgs a basically

cold heatrt, for | feehothing- absolutely nothing but a cold rage at tf
way my so-called adorer walked out on me afteld Iam the doctor's

verdict on my foot. Lame! Lame! It was there in biges - as if I'd

suddenly been declared a leper!"



Sarah took a contemptuous look at her bare lefi.Hd think | wore
his ring and said I'd be his wife! It must haverbb& country mansion
| was in love with. It couldn't have been him! Logesupposed to be
immortal, isn't it?"

"For the right man, Miss Innocence."

"Really?" Sarah's lips moved in a smile but hersegemained like
frozen green gems. "l didn't realise that nursagwemantic. | should
think you see too much of the seamy side of hunaéumra to remain in
any way idealistic. Screams, moans, and bedpanshaus an effect
on your sensibilities ?"

"Now you're being cynical," the nurse chided hé&mnyway, it will
soon be time for your evening meal and I'm goinigé&ye you to have
a nice wash. Wear that pale pink bed-jacket of gour goes
beautifully with your hair.*"

"And sit in solitary splendour to eat my four-coaisipper in this posh
clinic which | can barely afford? Oh well, | suppahat's about all |
can do, and with the barest luck some acquaintariceemember my
existence and call in to chat for half an hour."

"It's your own fault that people stopped comingée you. You know
you snapped at them over the phone and put dieth off

"And feint hearts that they are, especially whasoihes to sickrooms,
they stayed away. Don't you see, nurse? | shramk fineir sympathy,
and the way they couldn't take it because | caicd to their wild

music any more. In their eyes I'm literally an ili¢/a a cripple - and if

| see it in their eyes | shall begin to believenytself!"

"Then it's better to be solitary," the nurse sa@sonably. "You have a
nice leisurely supper, and then read your Agathas@ thriller. You
know how you enjoy her books."



"That's because I'm in love with her detective.ddés - isn't it a fluent
foreign name. | wonder if my unknown employer-toHaes a such a
sonorous name?"

"Miss Innocence, really!"

"Now don't go into shock, nurse. Run away to y@sslbothersome
patients and forget you ever knew me."

"As if | could forget you, miss!" The nurse smileda perplexedly
fond way at the girl whom the clinic staff had dellhe girl with the
apple-green eyes. Lovely, hurt, and terribly aldve relatives to call
on her, a broken career to contend with, and healgre knew what
kind of a future lay ahead of her. She was to@etitre, perhaps. Men
thought they could have this living doll, and theand her impossible
to even touch. The one man she had taken to hactedjher because
his horse had lamed her - some men could be abbiyioaiel and it
was to be hoped that Sarah Innocence didn't faihagto the wrong
pair of masculine hands.

A hope faintly despaired of by her nurse, who gavgh as she left
Sarah's sickroom - the room from which she wouldadein a few
days' time, to face life on the outside of thede,sdinical walls.

‘Sarah prepared for one more evening alone, wastgngvhite skin,
brushing her red hair, putting a little paint om hes that were still a
trifle pale. She stared into the mirror into heanging green eyes anc
when she caught a hint of fear in them she backey drom the
mirror, feeling the halting way that she walked.eStwwho had
possessed one of the most celebrated sauntersrofaih

It wasn't fair. No, the silence cried back at henwwvas fete.

And the fateful memory of it all rushed over harFriday evening call
from Peter. "Look, old girl, I'm having a few pat®wn for the



weekend and | want them to get to know you. Thiey 1o tide across
the Downs first thing of a morning, to work up gspatite, so bring
your breeches and a couple of cashmeres. Thanlkehgaw have the
figure for both!"

Her figure - her seat on a horse - those weregsbeta most important
to Peter Jameson. He had even overlooked her BdsidEkground in
favour of her looks, but now she was lame and der'tivant to know.

Sarah pressed her fingers into the bones of her fashe had been
plain and bulky she wouldn't have gone in for mtwgland would
have been resigned to the factory life chosen éoidy old Gran. But
she had tasted the sweet life, and now it came $aadlowing the
bitter pill of disillusion. A living doll had to beerfect in all its parts,
and when it became damaged it was tossed to ore sid she had
been. But the aching anger within her didn't beldoga doll it
belonged to a woman, and she had to limp out efilace at the end
of the week and face life.

The lonely life of a model who had toppled from teights to fell
with a broken foot that would never truly mend ag&he had wept at
first, still weak from shock and surgery, but ndwe tears had set like
ice and Sarah had drawn on the courage that Ealgt&learn to store
up in their very bones and she looked ahead ofiitérchallenging
eyes.

Her supper as usual was a solitary one, enlivegedirief visit from
one of the young Sisters, and after she had leftlaa dinner tray had
been taken away, Sarah took another long look atinkriguing
advertisement in her magazine.

Finally she set it aside and took her -writing-cétsen the bedtable
and unscrewed the cap of her fountain-pen. Sheewmithe box
number at Bride Lane in London and stated thatstseEnglish born,
single, in good health and desirous of going abtodide. Then, with



a tiny, almost caustic twist to her lip, Sarah drgw from the flap of

the writing-case a recent photograph of hersel§hihwed her in a
champagne silk dress with a white Serbian fur slangund her

shoulders. Her gleaming red hair was arrangedihigttiara style and
around her slim white throat were the stunninglblaearls which she
had been hired to display for the duchess who whisg them. The

Black Prince pearls, said to have been brought frackthe Crusades
long ago by one of King Richard's knights, and rured to have been
snatched from the throat of a Saracen lady.

Sarah gazed at the photograph as if looking attaine of a stranger.
Yes, she thought. The glamour of it might appedh&se people who
had placed the advertisement in order to find § mpanion. That
golden girl who faced the camera so confidentlygsacefully, who

had come to answering such an appeal like somesgimgter who

feared that life was passing her by.

The situation was both piquant and unreal. As shéd the envelope
and addressed it, she half-hoped that she would rieghing at all
from the people to whom she wrote. With an assuwnptof
carelessness she placed the stamped addressedpenwel her
bedtable, and then settle down for the night. $dy&t sestlessly for a
while, then awoke in the dense silence to lie $ésspfor about an
hour, going over in her mind all that had happemethe past six
weeks. She lived again that toss from the saddi&ey Lady, cringed
in her bed from the memory of the pain, and felteomore the hurt
and the anger when Peter-Jameson told her thaatgaeing away on
a safari and felt it best that they parted as chratiser than future
husband and wife.

"Keep the ring, old girl," he had said, careleslys worth a bit and
will help pay your clinic bills."

"You keep the blasted thing," she had retorted,ahgry Cockney
back in her voice. 'I'll manage to pay my own billeanks very much.



By the way, how's Grey Lady? None the worse, | hdpeher bad
temper?”

"That lady has the temper of a thoroughbred," eregined nastily
"Your trouble, old girl, is that you weren't bomthe saddle."

"No, | was born in a damned bed," she had shouthdra "And now
get out of my expensive sickroom and out of my sighd take your
phoney ring with you!"

"Phoney!" he had snorted. "Look who's talking, anamon little snip
from the Roman Road posing as a girl of class. Aater .of fact my
family wasn't too pleased about our engagementwandould have
avoided this scene if you'd taken your medicine dkdady."

"You take it!" And so saying Sarah had grabbedjllass of water and
peppermint from her bedtable and slung the liquidl fn his
high-nosed face. He had stormed out, wet and fsyiand after her
initial sense of triumph Sarah had broken downaegt like a child.
It wasn't because her heart was broken, but becheseisualised
loneliness ahead of her, and nothing can be meaklihan that The
ring had lain there on the floor where she'd flutpghe pearl like a
teardrop, the jade like her wet, tear-darkened.eyes

When the nurse came and found her crying, Saratesoangrily that
she wanted the ring placed in a box and sent t@xdiance's flat at
Palace Yard Mews.

"Do it - now!" she had begged. "Get it out of mgldi"

Sarah stared into the darkness and was pleasedhashdnad the
backbone to return the expensive and meaninglegslfishe had kept
it and sold it, then a substantial part of hersbitould have been paid
with the money that it fetched. She would have Hewmcially better
off, but minus her pride.



Sarah couldn't deny that her pride meant a loetolbhhad enabled her
to be scornful of the affairs that certain otherdeis indulged in . . .
that, she knew, was why Peter had proposed to ldemause she
wouldn't lower those standards which old Gran halied into her.
"Starve, my girl," the old lady had once said, Heatthan become
soiled goods on the counter. Become that and nend@an will ever
look at you, or respect you. Respect can keep yawuwen a cold day,
and keep you cool towards men who only want to pliepund with
your affections."

It now seemed to Sarah that desire made liars of hmade them say
all sorts of things they didn't really mean. "lidegan arm to cherish
you!" That was what Peter had said, and like & litiol with her head
in the clouds she had believed him.

Cherish was such a beautiful word, but he had adresgpit for her and
if any man ever used it to her again she would tlapvord from his

lips . . . what had Shakespeare writterke fire and powder, which as
they kiss consumé. sounded exciting, explosive, but it never rgal
happened. Love was a cruel trap. Love wasn't tia¢ @gm of life, a

mixture of lights and shades, of dazzling colopessionate, pure anc
everlasting.

Love was an illusion, and it was a good thing shé tound out and
couldn't be hurt or fooled by it ever again.

She finally drifted off into a sound sleep that¢asthe remainder of
the night; She awoke to a cup of tea, and the @ledeom her bedtable
of the letter she had written to Bride Lane.

The sinews of her heart seemed to go tight, shestee that in the
sober daylight she would have destroyed the latterput out of her
mind the crazy notion of applying for the job ofngeanion in what
was probably a foreign household. But someone hadked it off to

post, and she must face the realisation that sgketmeceive a reply in



the next day or so, perhaps from a man who miglgooee sort of a
sadistic monster who wanted to get a woman at BisynHow better
than to advertise for someone who might be foadisbugh to go to
him, thinking he had a wife or daughter who wardethpanionship.

Sarah drank her tea and tried to forget abouttter| and she partially
succeeded in the few days that followed, duringcivlshe saw again
the surgeon who had operated on her, a rather biaredsian who held
her hand and assured her that it wouldn't affectifeeas a woman to
have a slight limp. Sarah could have said thatiistically affected her
career as a model, but he would brush that agigdentan who dealt in
life and death and regarded her as one of his ssese

"You've been a very brave girl," he told her. "dose your grit out
there in the great big world."

“I'll try not to," she said bravely. "Thank you fal you've done for
me."

"Happy to do it, especially for a decorative youpgrson like
yourself." His grey eyes skimmed her hair. "Hava ymade any plans
for the future?"

"One or two," she said, with rather more lightriss she felt. "I shall
keep away from horses in future - the bare thoofhting gives me
the horrors."

"Alt, but you mustn't be afraid of what has huruyohe said. "You
must challenge it - face it, then the fear andhtbeor will go away.
Riding is good exercise and | imagine you look gmathe saddle." He
permitted himself a smile as he pressed her haddase to his feet.
"You leave the clinic in the morning, don't you?"

She nodded and felt a clutch of apprehension ahé&airt. The world
beyond these walls did seem a big place - a ratinpty place now she



was cat loose from her old life of modelling sessidfiiming at the
commercial studios, invitations to cocktail parti@md dancing at
clubs and on the decks of Thameside yachts.

The bright life of the successful butterfly, abteflit airily from one
honeyed hour to the next.

A different mode of life yawned ahead of her, amga® was afraid.

"Let me wish you luck," said her surgeon. "Youwdké a holiday, of
course? You rather need one after what you've thgengh."

"I - I shall try," she said, knowing that it wasg®dess in her present
state of financial distress to contemplate a hglif¥¢hat she had to do
was to set about finding digs and moving out of twaver flat, a
prospect that filled her with a sense of gloomjfferas a charming flat
with its own small balcony overlooking St. Jame='k?

"You must indeed try," he said. "And now I'll bidy goodbye as in
the morning | shall be tied up in the operatingathree Come and see
me at my consulting rooms in about six weeks' tamd I'll check on

that ankle. How does it feel when you walk? Doessiit ache?"

"Slightly," she said, "but not half as bad as iswiéis the - the limping
part that | can't get used to. It makes me feespmuoious."

"Nonsense," he said. "It's barely noticeable, and ®ld you once
before, young woman, it could have been your neuakthat would
have laid you flat on your back for months andrafseds you'd have
spent your life in a wheelchair. You must be guatédr that limp. Far
better than a bent neck, eh?"

"Oh yes." She shuddered at the graphic picture whe painted. It
was true, she wasn't helpless, but she was oubd{,vand she just



couldn't face the factory life she had left six ngeago. A dive off
Thames Bridge was preferable to that!

"Then go on being a brave girl," he said. "Go te seaside and ge
your lungs filled with good bracing air. Do you twerld of good."

He smiled at her from the doorway, and then wassganman of

purpose, with an assured place in the schemesoHi¢ couldn't know
how if felt to be adrift, with no sure anchor tong to. She had her
health, and she'd been given back most of hergttrebut nothing

could alter the fact that a lame model was an atifcam her kind of

world - a world where grace of movement was as mamb as wings

were to the lovely tiger moth.

The day sped arid her packing was all done. Sheadtake a pill to

get her to sleep that night - a night that fek Iler last secure one for :
long time to come. Morning brought the clinic séarg to her room,

and Sarah wrote out the cheques that left her deposount almost
depleted.

"l hope you've enjoyed your stay with us, Miss lo@ace,” said the
secretary, as if this were a high-class hotel atstd# a place where the
sick and the lame came hopefully to be mendedxpleet you're
pleased to be going home, aren't you?"

"Oh yes," said Sarah, and she tilted her chin aed hot to let it show
that she was shaking in her shoes. No longer tjieteeled ones of
the old days, but sensible pigskin with little [rdsickles. One of the
nurses had gone out and bought them for her, aydsbtemed very
much a symbol to Sarah of Cinderella's lost slipper

The goodbyes were said, and the small gifts of mamere pressed
into the hands which had nursed her so well. Sargpped into the
taxi that waited for her, and her eyes were blubeteats. It felt awful
to be letting go of kindness, a wrench which shiea® the cab sped



away from the swing doors of the clinic and heaaledg Baker Street
There would be no one at the flat to welcome had, lzer key grating
in the lock had a lonely sound. She stepped irnsitlee faint lingering
aroma of the perfume she always used and wouldngel be able to
afford - and there on the green doormat was a \sinite envelope,
with her name and address in neat type on thediite

She put down her suitcase and stooped to pick epeter - the
postmark was E.@., and she knew at once that it came from Bri
Lane in reply to her crazy request to that unkngemntleman living in
a foreign climate.

Sarah wildly told herself that she wouldn't openbiit of their own

volition her fingers seemed to tear at the sedkgo, fand she stood
there in the small foyer of her flat scanning the fines of neat typing
on the notepaper headed by the name and crest@&ftain famous
hotel in Piccadilly.

The letter requested that she go to the hotelrairtehe morning
precisely, to be interviewed by a gentleman whotvwgrthe name of
Sidi Kazem Zabayr. The day of her interview wasstay next, and it
would be appreciated if she were punctual.

As if - just as if she were going to be offered jibia!



CHAPTER TWO

IT was all very circumspect. They met in the palnedreounge of the
Fitzroy, and this distinguished Arab in the impdieagrey suit
ordered coffee and cakes for two.

Then he sat down in the woven cane sofa feeinghSachair and for
about a minute he silently studied her with eyed there very dark
and shrewd. "Yes, you very much resemble your grafh," he said
at last. "You are of good family, kin? You have ellent facial bones,
Mid | can see from your hands that you do not worla living."

"But | - " The words died on Sarah's lips - welhywnot? If he wanted
to think her a social butterfly, -what harm didd to act the part? This
was only a game, after all. She had no real irdantif getting so

involved in this scheme that she wouldn't be ablenake a retreat
when the moment came to discreetly do so. She bvae tere out of
sheer curiosity - that's what Sarah told herselthaswaiter brought
coffee to the table and it was poured into the sgudnite cups.

"You will have a cake?" enquired her host. "Or goa like most
European women, on a diet to keep your svelte digiur

"No, I've never needed to diet," she said trutigfull burn up energy
and keep slim quite naturally. I'm one of the luoky"

There she broke off again and sliced her fork mfeeach pastry. It
was awful, but she kept forgetting that she waknger a celebrated
model. She was a has-been - a lame duck, and asasdabe shrewd
eyes of Sidi Kezam Zabayr noticed this, he woublkdier one of
those polite oriental bows and leave her to limpaduhe Fitzroyinto
the teeming traffic of London, there to wait fdsas because she coul
no longer afford the fare of a taxi cab.



"The women of my country are very fond of sweemngs," he
murmured, leaning back in the sofa and watchingolker the rim of
his coffee cup. "In fact it was a practice of geraglioto fatten the
new additions on plenty of cream awmdus-cous.Tell me, Miss
Innocence, have you ever been to Maroc?"

"Morocco?" she exclaimed. "Why, no | It's a veryoeoful place, isn't
it?"

"It is a very large place, and some parts of itstitbas feudal as in the
old days of the Barbary pirates.” He said this anazliberately, as if
testing her in some subtle way. "You are a very@nogoung woman,
if a man may be permitted to judge from the way ffwa dress and
wear your hair. The hair, it is a natural colounrh? Not applied from
a bottle of henna?"

"No, indeed!" Sarah looked a little indignant. "Niair is far from
being artificial."

"Excellent," he said, and deep in his eyes a glaimusement seemec
to stir, as if it amused him that he had sparkddaohttle of her
redhead's temper. "And may | hope that there singtelse about you
that is artificial? One can never tell in this dayd age if a woman's
body is her own or the result of expert paddingertain areas of her
anatomy. From where | sit you appear to have aralashape, though
a little on the slender side, if | may say so?"

"You may indeed say so," she rejoined. 'Td hateetstout.”

"Ah yes, from the flash of the green eyes you wauldoubtedly hate
to be an ounce over weight. To Europeans this sleds is a sign of
beauty, eh?"

"European men do seem to prefer slimness to obeswwypmen," she
agreed.



"The fact of the matter is, Miss Innocence, thatrtkan for whom | act
as agent in this matter of the companion is notusofiean. You
gathered that much for yoursdikgin?"

"I - I wasn't sure," she said, and her eyes radlwibver the swarthy
face of her host. "He's a Moroccan, then?"

"He is a Berber, like myself." A sudden stem name into the deep,
throaty voice, and suddenly this man was very @ralespite his
excellent command of English and his perfectlywtopean suit. The
moustache across his upper lip seemed to tautdra ftown was cleft
between his black eyebrows. "We of pure Berber dlapunt
ourselves as a tribe apart from the multi-mixtuacks of Casablance
and Fez and some other regions of Maroc. We havewn culture
and our own history, and living as we do in theediesself we remain
less tainted by the so-called civilization of citjfe. You
comprehend?"

"Berber," she said. "Isn't it a synonym for baraafl"

The dense eyes glittered and Sarah suddenly &k tlvas danger in
the air of this lounge in the heart of London.désied to waft in from

miles away, from a place where the palm trees tesvanto the hot

skies, and the scent of teeragliomingled with the aroma of hot dark
coffee.

"True," he murmured. "Very true, Miss Innocence.y®a have read
about the desert even if you have never been there?

"l imagine most women have read about the desdte'replied. "One
way or another, in sultry novels or in articlesjbyrnalists who have
travelled there. | think | read about it in a bdkBurton the explorer.
He lived like an Arab for a time, didn't he?"



"Quite so, and so did another famous Englishmaru Mwow of El
Laurans of Arabia, eh? The great soldier with theaBen blue eyes
who slew his enemies as the Arabs slew them, &tragross the
throat and without mercy."

Sarah gave a shiver and knew that she had walkedrsto play a
game, but it wasn't a game at all. She wantedatckrup her handbag
and dash from the Fitzroy into the noisy dayligivhere people
hurried by with mundane matters on most of themdai Out there lay
sanity, but in here the atmosphere had quickendd figures from

another time, another place - Burton of the burneyges, and
Lawrence in his white robes with fanatical blue sgsveeping the
desert ranges he had conquered with an army chrfmtgyriding fast
horses and camels across the limitless spacesrtizded in the sun.
The legendary Arabs, who sleep upon the sandsadlioavfthe stars.

Her fingers clenched her bag and she half-rose frenchair.

"Are you going to run away," thsidi half-mocked her. "A woman
with red hair should have mote spirit than thafred away by those
English ghosts who were unafraid of the desert-vainat it held."

"What does it hold - for me?" she asked.

"I am not a sandorcike,l can only tell you that you are considered f
the position in the household of the Khalifa of B2ain, but whether
you are chosen remains for Himsay."

Sarah stared into the dark eyes of Kezam Zabayrsha could feel
the startled beating of her heart. "If - if thismrma so lordly, why does
he need to advertise for anyone ?" she demanded.

"Why, Miss Innocence, do you reply to such an atlse&ment? You
with your obvious attractions?"



"I - 1 did it for a lark," she said defiantly.
‘A lark?"
‘A joke. I'm not serious about any of it - as dduld be!"

"I think you delude yourself when you say that.dlieve you are
intrigued by the idea, and possibly the kind of veonwho likes to

spend money but now finds herself somewhat inso/dihe dark

eyes were incredibly shrewd and knowing, and ishéd through
Sarah's mind that he was like the Grand Vizieoatesfantastic court
of Barbary, hidden away in the mountains wheredif¢ went on as it
had done in the past. She could tell that he wadimg her thoughts in
her eyes, and she .glanced away from him, givingthe haughty line
of her young, flawless profile. Even so she codel him staring at
her, studying her as a botanist might a buttenfiyagin.

"Come, Miss Innocence," he murmured, "don't pretérad it didn't
catch you like a magnet, the idea of serving a afaneans. And why
not? You have beauty to sell, so why not sell it?"

"In your Barbary slave market?" she gasped.

"If you wish to call it that," he agreed. "Let usysthat your kind of
woman - attractive, fairly intelligent, chic, hightensitive, would be
unlikely to be found in our part of the world. Ttoairists come to Fez
and Casablanca, but they aren't up to - standhaadl, Issay? For the
most part they have husbands trailing behind tloeid, demanding
voices, and they have hardly the requirements itonsy lord Zain
Hassan, high lord of Beni Zain, grand master ofleetthat inhabits a
rambling section of the Barbary desert, in whoses/¢he blood of
pirates chases that of Saracen lions. It was hisnwfor he has a
certain ironical turn of humour, to place the adigement in one of
your high-class magazines. "We shall," he saidhégiget ourselves a
horse-faced spinster, or a blonde adventuress."



Sarah gave the Khalifa's agent a bitter-sweet stified instead you
got a red-haired adventuress," she said. 'I'll attmait I'm broke. I'm
down to my last few pounds and I'd like to get aWwayn England, but
not this way, thank you. Not in the household ahemld caliph of a
desert tribe."

"Old?" Kezam Zabayr raised a Hack scimitar of aebegw. "The

Khalifa Zain Hassan is a man in the prime of M&h many demands
on his time and attention. That he has choserutiosthodox method
of selecting an employee for a not inconsiderahdsitn in his

household is due entirely to his admiration fortiBhi methods of
female education - he regards women of your couasyabove
average intelligence. He gave me the task of setgatBritish girl to

be presented to him, and now | have met you | tagiresent you. Itis
as simple as thamademoiselle.”

"Simple?" She looked at him in astonishment. "Thw thing has
taken on complications | didn't dream of when Ileggpfor the job."

"Complications? | don't think | understand you.'slélyebrow went a
little higher. "The woman who is chosen for theipos will be very
much honoured, and the tribe will respect the K&'glidecision in this
matter of what is important to him in his own tea,we say."

"He lives in atent?"she exclaimed, and in an instant she visualis
one of those long black nomadic structures on #sd sands, filled
with smoke from the cooking fires, with a numbecbildren playing
among the rolled up carpet bedding.

"When in the desert, but his residence at Beni Zamkasbah,"she
was informed. "In England you would call it a casthein? The
stronghold of a lord."

Sarah reached for her cup of coffee and felt sisafhad wandered intc
the realms of the Arabian Nights. So this gentlemiimeans was a



feudal Berber, and she couldn't help but harboeistispicion that he
fancied a girl of white skin in hiserayi.Being in his prime could
mean that 'he was anything between fifty and sgyenhtvas well
known that men of the East retained a lively irgene the female of
the species.

"I seem to have taken your breath away." Kezam yalsmiled
briefly.

"That is putting it mildly,monsieur’ Sarah didn't quite know what
else to call him, and her left foot had begun toeaceminding her that
what this man offered was a kind of security, fatitaand a little
unnerving, but somehow not so awful as being omtbenefit in a
back street bedroom. Oh dear, was this how Evefélagvhen the
golden-voiced serpent held out the apple so temiytn

"Is the idea of working in Maroc so outlandish, Misinocence? Is
that what you mean when you refer to complicatidhat you now
find that your place of employment would be in thesert, and your
master would be a Berber? Has this lark, as ydutcabw taken on a
more sinister aspect in your eyes ?"

"You - you don't believe in sparing a girl's blushdo you?" Sarah
sorted about in her handbag, in need of one oftliay tablets that
relieved the pain in her foot Thsedi misunderstood and proffered :
gold cigarette case.

"No, thanks, | don't smoke." She snapped shut &gy iemembering
In time that she mustn't take a pain-killer in tron this man - not if

she really harboured hopes of landing this fardash. If she popped
in a pill he would take her for a drug addict, omgone who was sick.
The sickness was over, but the occasional gnavahg still bothered

her.



"You are nervous." He gave a tolerant shrug oshulders and lit a
gold-tipped cigarette for himself. He exhaled smakea deliberate
way, blowing it away from her with discreet good mars. "It is
understandable, and yet the letter sent to yoadtayy name and you
could see that you would be dealing with a marhefEast. Come, it
was no lark that brought you hereademoiselleYou came because
you prefer cheesecake to bread and cheese. | ambran?"

“I'm naturally concerned to find a well-paid jolshe admitted. "I -
would | be companion to the Khalifa's wife - or @s?"

The dark brows contracted; he seemed amused. "Haif& is a
widower, but he has sisters and he has decidedh¢hatshes them to
have the benefit of knowing a woman - shall we&aye world?"

"His sisters?" Sarah looked surprised. "Are thesi@sed in a harem,
and would | be expected to share that kind ofefif

"They dwell in theserayi,the female section of tHeasbah,but they

have the freedom of all that part of the houseyemdmay take it from
me that it is a large one. It might take a weeknote for a woman to
explore all of it."

"| see." Despite her misgivings Sarah began toifgagued. "They
don't go veiled or anything like that, do they? Yawow, little bits of
Eastern delight, kept in seclusion and expecteddosweet and
submissive. | - | could be a disrupting influenceyldn't 1?"

"There is a chance of that." Kezam Zabayr flickesddark eyes over
her hair, worn smoothly at her neck but still notirely subdued. "I
wonder if | would be wise to present you to my I@a&n Hassan?"

"Why, is he a tyrant who can't endure a little fared spirit in the
opposite sex?"



This time the dark eyes narrowed and lost theintfglimmer of
amusement. She saw the generous lips go a littldo#neath the line
of the moustache. "That is the trouble with Europesmmen, they
have sharp tongues and malicious minds. You maybaosuitable
after all, Miss Innocence, and | think we will céunde our discussion."

"Now who's being feint-hearted?" she murmuredZdjp Hassan is
such a man among men, then he shouldn't mind iete mvoman

stands up to him. It was his idea, after all, toeha European
companion for his sisters. If he wants them to iaraabdued, then he
shouldn't let a woman of the world into their domadt would surely

be like letting a cat into a mousehole."

"Your eyes are green as a cat's," he mused. "Gauidccept a man's
complete authority over you, Miss Innocence? s ruling of the
Koran that a woman be humble, modest, obedientearder."

"And what of men?" she asked "Ate they given theediom to be
arrogant, masterful, high-handed and even a ttte!?"

"If a man is not a tiger, then who respects him?"
"If a man is a tiger, who dares to approach him ?"
"A clever woman can make a tiger purr."

"All of which, monsieurmeans that Zain Hassan won't be led by t
whiskers, | take it?"

"Non" The word was curt, explicit, and somehowanred up an
iImage of a man who strode arrogantly through thetsmf his castle,
his robes flying around him, a flare to the nostof his hawkish
nose... a master whom no one dared to defy, evéimismmatter of
finding a suitable woman to give his sisters conmaghip and bring
Into their secluded lives something of the outsudeld.



"Is he fearfully rich?" Sarah asked casually.

"Rich enoughmademoiselleThe dark eyes swept from her hair to h
slim hands, one of which was drumming slim fingensthe edge of
the cane table. "You like good things, eh, but idiscreet fashion?
Your suit is hand- sewn, your perfume is subtleurybands are
well-kept, and your ear-jewels are genuine and thaich your eyes."

His gaze dwelt on those little drops of jade, wisble had bought for
herself out of her last modelling cheque.

"It is a pity you have an indiscreet mode of spéelad added.
"Am | being politely turned down for the - post?"

He frowned as he regarded her, obviously a man pvRterred his
women to be seen but not too often heard. "You caene, did you
not, merely out of curiosity, with no serious iien of being a
companion?"

"I had no idea it was an Eastern potentate whoiredjone," she said.
"Perhaps | thought that the advertiser might baater - they still do
exist in tropical climates, or have | been readomgmany novels?"

"May | say, Miss Innocence, that you don't strike &s an intellectual
woman, or one who needs to find her escape bettteecovers of a
book. | am curious to know why you even thoughamblying for the

position."

"I - I'm bored," she said, but she was also neryvand aware that she
didn't really want to walk away into a bleak futufidis one at least
offered change and challenge. "And | am very brdke

"Are you a virgin?" he asked her abruptly.



"Yes - " Sarah gave him a shocked look. "But wizs that to do with
you, may | ask?"

"This companion to the Khalifa's sisters must lggwad woman. Tell
me, would you take your oath on that, Miss Innoe&¥ic

"Yes I" Her green eyes flashed, but she ,bit baekindiscreet words
that came to her lips. "Of course."

"There is no 'of course' about it when one is dgalwith the
emancipated European woman," he said, a threambof s his voice.
"Virginity would be the jewel beyond price in a wamof your looks,
and | am willing to believe you. Are you waitingrfa rich man to
come along?"

Sarah could feel her eyes smouldering with temped she truly

wished that she could afford to tell this man tagdell. It stung that

he seemed to hit so close to the truth - it had IRster Jameson's larg:
house in the country and his connections with drteebig banking

firms which had swayed her, along with those laeiggant ways of
his, and the way he spoke. Yes, it had to be thae she had been
holding out for a man of means, and had kept Heakmdf from casual

love affairs because after a time it showed ifravgas playing around

with men.

It showed in her manner, her eyes, and in the veaydoks lost their
freshness.

"All right," she said defiantly. "Is it such a cranfor a girl to set some
value by the way she looks, and to want somethiogerfrom life than
drudgery?"

"Drudgery?" Kezam Zabayr arched a black eyebrowhdWwould
you know about thatnademoiselle?"



"Nothing," she lied. "But when a girl runs out obney she sees it
ahead of her, if she's the sort, who doesn't caselt herself to every
Tom, Dick and Harry."

"But you wouldn't hesitate to work for a gentlemanmeans?" he
drawled. "Of course you wouldn't, otherwise you &ndould never
have met like this to discuss whether | shall pregeu to the Khalifa,
or dismiss you as unsuitable. That you have kept garity is quite a
temptation, Miss Innocence."

"Thank you," she said coldly. "It hasn't been cltad - I'm not a
robot without feelings."

"Really? To an Arab a woman is a thing of joy, bhe is without a
soul."

"How charming! A sort off doll, to be put away its icupboard when
not required.”

"Pampered, kept in seclusion, and greatly cared $tve should bear a
son. If she does that she is assured that shaevidr be put away from
her husband, even if his eyes should fall upontaroivoman. You
comprehend?"

"Without a shadow of a doubt." A note of ice tinkle Sarah's voice
and it was at this moment that she wished shelteaddurage, and the
currency, to rise and walk away from this tablet Bhe was as
mesmerised as a stoat by a snake, and she knew it.

"You must understand, Miss Innocence, that my mastaild have
complete authority over you, which you would notdixe to contest.
Could you accept such authority?"

No, she wanted to retort I'd want to fight it likeld!



"l - | suppose I'd have to," she said, with an agsiion of sweetness.
"I only hope the seclusion wouldn't be too confgnin suppose I'd be
allowed out to see the shops and visitlbaenman? understand that
Eastern women make quite a party of going to teanstbaths?"

His lips faintly quirked. "You would not be quitepsisoner, and as
you are European a few concessions would be madeder to keep
you - sweet." His eyes gleamed, as if he well kribat she was
making an effort to be nice to him.

"Am | now reconsidered for the presentation?" siesd.

"Perhaps. You are young and obviously you can laenaimg when it
suits you, and you might appeal to the Khalifastess."

"When would the presentation take place, and where?

"It would take place at Beni Zain, when you wouldetthe Khalifa at
the same time as the other women -"

"Others?" she broke in. "Just how many?"
"About half a dozen."

"Like a - a damned slave market!" Sarah looked domided. "You
implied that I'd be the only applicant - "

"You led yourself to believe that, Miss InnocencHé stressed her
surname, and carefully brushed ash from his treaSlenee. "It's quite
usual - there must be a selection of applicantsdoh a man, and he is
far too occupied to arrange the matter for himséis will be the only
Englishwoman at the mart"

Sarah dosed her eyes in a kind of stunned wondenat she had got
herself involved in - she couldn't go through witlo stand like some



chattel on display, for this Berber chief to stadyif she were a filly he
might select for his stable.

"No - " She shook her red head. "It isn't my kiridrong!"

"l suspected that you would lose your nerve,"” ha@l,sa trifle
sarcastically. "l saw it coming, Miss Innocencenfrthe moment |
joined you at this table. What a pity you lack ¢fuemption to compete
with these other women, for there is every chahaeyou might catch
the Khalifa's attention. Such good bones, and s unusual in an
English woman. Have you no confidence in your oppeal?"

"You talk as if this were a beauty contest,” shrted. "Does a
companion have to be some sort of a raving beafiby?vay, the
whole thing is - barbaric. Six women on displaydae man - who the
devil does he think he is?"

"The tribal chieftain of a region as large as thliand, from which you
wanted to get away. It would be an adventure, wauidt?"

Sidi Kezam Zabayr sat back in his seat and studgedrom beneath
the lowered lids of his Eastern eyes.

An adventure, she thought A lark that left heridhg shaken instead
of eager. How on earth could she, a lame duck, mpempete with
those other women from all parts of the world; wanweho might
have qualifications that a girl who left schoolsatteen could never
have acquired? It just wasn't worth the journey,tfis Khalifa Zain
Hassan would require someone a lot less trancauil #he could ever
pretend to be. She couldn't hide her true natushasnight hide her
flame-red hair under a dark snood; nor could ste the fact that she
limped when she walked.

"Your fare will be paid to Maroc, and from the arpyou will be
taken by car to the railroad to catch the MorocEapress into the



region of Beni Zain. If you aren't thought suitglyleur fare home will
be paid. It is worth the trip even if you lose ttomtest, eh?"

Something tingled in Sarah's veins when he saig #&mal she caught
again that illusory whiff of the far desert, whatedidn't seem so
strange that a Berber chief shouldsend his emess#wi find women
for him... in whatever capacity he required them.

"There's every chance," she said drily, "that tHealka will like
several of the women - what will he do in that é?&n

The sidi regarded the tip of his cigarette and in his apas$ shrewd
little light was glinting. "Only one companion isquired, and she will
have to be the best of the bouquet"

"| see." Sarah met those dark, knowing, utterleiign eyes. "What a
waste, when the runners-up could be requisitionem your master's
harem." Then, looking down at the table, she déveshy: "He has a
harem, no doubt?"

"My lord Zain Hassan has no harem, Miss InnoceHeds foremost a
man who puts his people before his own pleasuressacondly he is
something of a warrior. He prefers the battle déwiith certain of our
traditional enemies to the softening influencehad gerayi,In many

respects he is an unusual man, but there isn'‘trabereof the Beni
Zain who would dispute his leadership. It is beeaofhis extensive
interest in the tribe itself that he leaves certaatters in my hands."

"Are your hands very capableonsieur?"

"I believe somademoiselleThose in the trust of Zain Hassan do we
to be competent, for he has little patience witldimerity."

"He sounds a hard man. He's a widower, you sayatautt Moslems
allowed to have three wives?"



"Of course, but the Khalifa has not found time t@arm more than one,
and she is unfortunately lost to him. That is whg Hesires
companionship for his sisters - when again a wotakes the eye of
Zain Hassan it will be because he must have santhéoBeni Zain.
Honour enough for any female !"

"You mean she would be wasting her time to expediet loved?" It
was a daring thing to say in the circumstancesShauih couldn't help
feeling curious about these people and their selgdjfferent ways.

Sidi Kezam Zabayr merely looked at her, and it aasw~er enough.

Sarah dabbed at her lips with a table napkin anttod help but feel
churned up inside and mote and more intrigued lsyldarbaric Zain
Hassan who would choose a woman for himself as otfe® might
select an overcoat or a necktie. It was incredialel when she got
home she would laugh at all this and dismiss imffer mind... but oh,
would she?

She watched as the Khalifa's emissary opened hiist\vaad took from
it a tawny envelope. "This," he said, "holds a Enticket on the
Continental Airways flight to Casablanca leavinghtrow evening.
Do you want it, Miss Innocence?"

Sarah stared at the ticket in his dark-skinned handher heart
hammered and she knew that the apple was beingedféend that If
she took a bite from it she might fly to Eden..d drave that holiday
her surgeon had talked about!

"You're tempting memonsieur'she said. "You have found my wea
spot, haven't you?"

"l usually do," he murmured. "You want more tharything else to
get away from your own country at this momentingj and this ticket
in my hand represents your means of escape. | izptéel to wonder



whathas occurred in your life that makes it so impgeathat you get
away - has some man broken your heart?"

"Not my heart but my self-confidence," she repliddare | hope that
your lord Zain Hassan will pass me over for onthote other women
he is to be offered? Fd like to see your countuy, lldon't think Fd

make a suitable companion. My temperament isnileleaough for

that"

"Do you gamblemademoiselle ?"
"l have done so," she admitted.
"Have you had much luck at the tables of chance?"

"Now and again I've won a little money - but weregtréalking about
money, are we?"

"In a manner of speakingnademoiselleYou asked if the Khalifa was
a rich man, and that must surely mean that youami@ng for the
security which money offers. This air ticket, coblkel your passport to
the freedom which being generously employed gigeswoman."

"l daresay you'd call me a sentimentalispnsieur,if | said that it's
probably being loved that makes a woman really reeddut | also
believe that it's incredibly hard to find that elgsthing called love,
and somehow | don't expect to find it. | suppodéarifa cynic | should
reach out and take that ticket?"

"I will meet you halfway." He extended the envel@ezoss the table
and it was steady as steel in his dark fingersmi€ovoman of the red
hair, take it and prove the saying that fire in ltiag means fire in the
soul."

"I want to take it," she admitted, "but | can't prise what my reaction
would be if your lord Zain Hassan - wanted me."



"Throw the dice, Miss Innocence, and let the feleside if it should
fell on your number or that of someone elgkektoub,we say in the
East. It is written, or it is not. Let this ticke¢ your magic carpet to the
gardens of Barbary."

"Are they hanging gardens?" she asked, and a Wisthe crept into
her faintly husky voice.

"Hanging cliffs,mademoisellewhere the glories of the morning han
their mauve petals."

"You speak like a poet, Sidi Kezam."
"Many desert people are poets, ate you not awatteat?"
"Poet-warriors who love to fight That's the trun't it, monsieur ?"

"Don't you like to fight yourself,mademoisel®' His smile just
showed the edge of his teeth. "Don't be so sure Zhan Hassan
requires a docile woman."

"But you said - you said that all he required waganan who will be
quietly obedient to his demands - or words to éfifsct."

"l said, Miss Innocence, that the Koran required thwoman should
be obedient In truth my lord Zain Hassan is sonmgtloif an enigma to
even those who are dose to him. Let us say thathkanherited the
traits of the warrior who fathered him - a man heldgreat awe by
those who fought alongside him. Needless to say hé& was born the
husband of his mother had her strangled - "

"What?" Sarah looked at tisadi with incredulous eyes.

"She had committed adultery, Miss Innocence, aagtmishment is a
very severe one."



"Don't you mean a barbarous one ?" she gasped.

"It is justice in the desert." And quite delibefatde dropped the
tawny envelope beside her plate. "Dare you picip®"

Sarah's every instinct told her that she shouldrignhe envelope . . .
leave it where it was and make her retreat fronHteoy. Her mind

instructed her, but her body didn't move. Shelsatet and the tawny
envelope seemed to grow and grow until she fettttiatides of the
desert had swept in and swirled around her. Everf gbe struggled

she could get away and be gone in moments fromhibiisl lounge

which had become a place of dangerous temptation.

"Take it." It was a whisper, an enticement from eey heart of the
land where Eve had listened and fallen from innoedanto the arms
of passion.

"You'll regret this," Sarah told herself, as shekpd up the envelope
and felt the ticket with trembling fingers. A tidki® Casablanca, the
gateway of the desert, where women had no soule/aate men were
the absolute masters.

"And now | have some other business to which | mttehd." Thesidi
rose to his feet. "Stay a while longerademoisellel. will instruct the
waiter to bring a fresh pot of coffee. We will meggain, eh"Mais
ccertainment!'

He seemed almost to smile, and then his fingexsha his brow, lips
and breast and he was gone from the table and s&entamore from
the lounge.

Sarah was left alone... clutching a ticket thatiddake her far away
from England... if she had the nerve to use it.



French coffee was brought to her and she satidstri thoughts as she
stirred brown sugar into the dark depths of theabring cup. An hour
ago she had sat here waiting to hear what kindroda had paid for
that advertisement, and at no time during that hadrKezam Zabayr
been aware that he was talking to a woman who hathysical
iImperfection. Yes! A wicked little smile lit Sarah'green eyes,
rekindling the gemlike quality that the camera alsvaaught so well.
Her lips joined that smile in her eyes and the trehad gone from her
hands as she tucked into her handbag tile tawngleps which held a
ticket to faraway Morocco. Then she finished heffemand left the
Fitzroy, and as she walked out into the drizzliagp rof the autumnal
day she glanced up at the grey sky and felt theagston her face.

The skies over the desert would be incredibly lalné the sun would
be gloriously warm .. . yes, she needed a holidend her very
lameness would safeguard her from falling into kti@ads of this
barbaric desert prince . . . high lord of a deBefdlom where his word
was law and his whip had only to stir in his hamthting his people to
heel.

As Sarah made her way to the bus stop she coldiptwondering
what Gran would have said had she known that lmrdglaughter was
thinking of going to one of those foreign countnelkich Gran had
distrusted so much, to take part in a slave auction couldn't be
called anything else, could it?



CHAPTER THREE

THE sky was burning with heat as the passengers carnefdhe
airport, to be greeted by friends or quickly whidgks#f to one of the
waiting cabs by aragomanthose fast- talking, turbaned porters wt
had such an instinct for picking the dollar vist@nd ignoring young
women who were obviously bewildered by the noisg thie blazing
sunlight.

Sarah clutched her suitcase and her handbag aod stere on the
pavement in front of the airline building wonderingvhich direction
had fled all that burst of nerve which had brouggrtto Casablanca.

Her suit felt crumpled and there was a run in kérylon - instinct
had warned her that tights in this country wouldydncrease that
sense of having landed in a melting pot. Right st would have
given anything for the assurance of the tall Nigerigirl who
sauntered past her to a waiting white car; sheddalhutterably cool
and blasé in her lovely bright dress and golderheaps, and some of
the men were staring at her as if she were a vision

Not a soul took any notice of Sarah, who had buregdhair and wore
smoked glasses, and who obviously limped as shee rhad way
further along the hot pavement into the spiderydshaf a tall palm
tree. She might have been invisible as she stayd #ind looked about
her and lisped that whoever was supposed to meankdeconduct her
to the train had not forgotten that she was arg¥itoday. The
telegraph had promised that a car would be atithberato meet her,
but the parking area was emptying fast and soomshéd be the only
passenger left to be picked up.

She felt a rush of disquiet and wondered yet aifjalme had been quite
mad to use that ticket which Sidi Kezam Zabayr diadn her, and she
hoped to goodness that a car would soon arriveatolver away from
the palm tree, which barely shielded her from the. IVith every



passing second she seemed to wilt a little motefelhthat soon she
would collapse from jet exhaustion and heat andfdesnd in a

leaf-green bundle beneath the unmoving tufted giaewf the tree. It
was rather like an outsize pineapple, she thougfied and scaly.,

How she longed right now for a glass of cool pindeguice, and even
as she gave a sigh of longing a sudden shadow\etl her and she
glanced up quickly and couldn't suppress a gasppirise... or was it
one of alarm?

A man stood looking at her... or rather he was ilogker over with
fierce blue eyes set beneath black brows that mexe all the darker
by the whiteshemaglabout his head, bound with ropes. A linen tun
lay loosely corded at his brown throat, and hisclklareeches and
leather kneeboots made her think of a tamer ofgige

Before Sarah could control the impulse she hadattd a step or two
away from him, and instantly the most mocking aflde sprangnto
the eyedhatwere so startling in that sun-clawed face. Burrbhge
eyes that made her flush, holding a look which todd with brutal
frankness that he was not overwhelmed with admmatHis eyes
raked over her, taking in her creased skirt, threiruher nylon, the
unpowdered shine of her nose, and the huge rimseofsmoked
glasses. It was also possible that he had noticedras lame, and
Sarah had already learned the hard way how thdt aftect the
reaction of a man, especially one who looked amnfit lithe as this tall
berber.

"l assume you are Miss Innocence?" As he spokenaere his lip
dented, and she noticed that he spoke English avitbirious sort of
menace about it, deep-throated and faintly impati#ram to escort
you to the train that will take you to Beni Zain."

"Are you the emissary of the Sidi Kezam Zabayr?' abked, for she
needed to be assured that he was@a fideescort before following



him anywhere. She might not be to his persona¢ tdmit there were
still stories in circulation about lone female &Hders being whisked
off into the desert never to be seen again, anck thas something
about this man that jarred her nerves and madeMeey instinct set up
a defence against him.

"l am not a white slaver, if that is your worry € baid, with a sardonic
narrowing of his eyelids that seemed to intenstig talive and
searching quality of his eyes. "I know all aboutiybint, but quite
frankly you are hardly my idea of a companion fgraér of sheltered
girls."

"You've got a damned nerve for a servant!" Sar#hctampelled to
insult him in return, for there was something is heating that made
the word insulting when applied to him. "If youliere to take me to
the train, then do it and mind your own business."

"Temper as well, hardly another attribute of thedyjocompanion," he
mocked. "I wonder if Kezam Zabayr was quite wisedoommend
you to his master - one can only suppose that yete whe only
Englishwoman to put in an application."

"No doubt | was." Sarah flung up her chin and alnost the large
sun-glasses from off her shiny nose. She pusheu liaek into place
with an annoyed movement of her hand - oh, forpgbise that had
once been hers, and the independence that wouiaiiawed her to
tell this barbarian to go and lose himself | Shie tiee annoyance
boiling up in her and it found a prime target irsthrrogant Berber -
yes, he was that all right, despite the colouri®flyes. They might be
crusader-blue, but their expression was utterlyidasy and his hard,
almost savage bones thrusted under a skin thatlekert sun had
tanned to the toughness of a horse saddle. De&@ ¢ehis chin was a
cleft, hacked in the firm flesh and bone as if hyaae.



It was a pagan face that she looked at... thereneasther word to
describe it.

"l should imagine most Englishwomen have more sémse | have,"
she said self-accusingly. "I daresay | had my Isramt for an airing
when | boarded that jet plane last night and flerehto take part in
what can only be called a slave auction."”

"Ah, is that what you call it?" he drawled. "Onencsee that you have
been letting your imagination have an airing ad.\Wall me,roumia,

If you suspected all this in London, then why digo'u stay there and
be safe from the uncertain intentions of Berbéwe nyself? Could
you not resist that certain fascination that we rokthe desert have
for you women of the cities ?"

"You've got to be kidding," she gasped "Do yougma that's why |
came to Morocco, on the lookout for some sheik diloag me off to
his tent!"

He merely looked at her, and Sarah wanted to slmsikle her jacket
and cringe away from this man who said suggeshuggs in such
perfect English, and who looked at a girl as if slael not a bit of
mystery he hadn't solved long ago.

His lips parted a little in what had to be a sntifery had a bold outline
and Sarah caught the almost bluish glint of highteldis look, then,
was fierce, with a skin-thin veneer of civilizedhia@iour. Sarah
couldn't sustain the look in his eyes and she d¥dgper gaze to his
throat, the tawny colour seen in the pelt of artige

"Yes, you were very foolish to come hem@mia.l have seen some of
the other women and they are years older thanryexperience - you,
| think, must be asking for a dose of semi-rapapifthe real thing!"



His remark checked the beat of Sarah's heart stnoaking second -
had she really heard him, or was she imagining Wwadiad just said to
her?

"Don't faint!" His hand reached to her elbow andhet touch of his

sunburned hand she almost cried out in protestu'afen't used to our
sunlight, so come with me before you wilt on thegraent like some

shrinking violet."

Her elbow was gripped, her suitcase was taken,itanduldn't be
concealed that she limped as he led her from therpant, across the
road, to where a larger black limousine waitedha shade of an
awning. He thrust open the door and Sarah felt aka were being
abducted as he thrust her inside, so that she &drahd fell on to the
veloured back seat. Her suitcase was put besidahethen the door
slammed and this haughty, insolent, overbearingb&erentered
through the driver's door and set the powerful magn motion.

Sarah's breath returned as the limousine startetht@. "Let me out!
I'm not going with you!" she cried, and reachedtha door handle.

"If you fall out you will damage yourself and | slid have to deliver
bruised goods to the Khalifa." He rapped the wangkr his shoulder
even as he swung the big car around and headedd the boulevard,
where great tall palm trees stood as motionledssaglined sentinels.

"I've changed my mind," Sarah flung at him. "I devant to be taken
to the train - | want to go home!"

"It's a trifle late in the day for a change of mihide retorted. "Besides,
| have my orders, and you wouldn't want to seeepemanded by my
angry master, would you?"

"I'd love to see it," she choked. "Turn this caruard and take me back
to the airport - "



"Do save your breath,” he drawled. "There is nahimore
unattractive than a panting, perspiring, thorougimgignified female.
Do powder your nose and relax."

"Blast your arrogance!" Sarah glared at the badki®tloth-covered,
rope-bound head. "I didn't come here to meet widhryapproval,

which doubtless runs to plump belly dancers witkirteyes made up
to resemble the gazelle. | - I'm not boarding than. I'm not going

through with this!"

"l was warned that you might prove a little - difiit,” he said, and as
he spoke he swung the car past tall white buildiikkgshuge cubes of
sugar in the sunlight. "That is the problem withmen from the

emancipated countries, they don't really know wiethey want to

boss, or be bossed. If they come up against anggasy man, they

end up frustrated. If they meet with one who is o@nt, they

immediately start to fight him. At least the bellgncer is quite happy
to please her audience, and she really has a I dignity than the

European female imitating the African ape in a ganidhtclub."

"Thank you!" Sarah had never felt such an alarnguast of fury, so

that she could have slapped this man hard roundatte for his

insulting remarks and not cared much if he struekih return. He

looked capable of it, and she deserved a hidingdaring here in the
first place. Old Gran would have been furious wWidr and said she
deserved a good spanking.

She gripped her handbag and could feel herselfisfpakith a

combination of nerves and temper. Once they reatihedrain she
would grab a taxi and return to the airport - amenther heart sank.
The return fare to England would cost a lot mowntehe had in her
wallet right now. Sheer bravado had carried hey i, but now she
felt deflated and she sank back against the valoseat in a sort of
despair. It was all very well to get annoyed beeaBerber struck at
her British pride - but who could really blame hithfae took her for a



gold-digging adventuress, then she had no oneamdlbut herself.
All the same, for someone in the employ of the Kadle was taking a
bit of a risk with his remarksa risk? Sarah's lips twisted into a wry
smile. He knew as well as she that the all powethih Hassan bin
Hamid would flick her aside as if she were a metanb on the feast
table. She had been brought here merely to filk¢g@irements of the
search - that all shades of feminine skin be reprtesl, and hers was
undoubtedly very English.

She took out her powder compact and grimaced ahirey nose. She
took off the disfiguring sunglasses and tan thg pawder puff over
her cheekbones and her nose, and was unawarédHahousine had
halted at some traffic signals until the driverdewly spoke.

"You will find our climate rather hard to take famwhile," he said.

Sarah shot him a startled look, and for the fireethe was looking
directly into her green eyes with their frame obaun lashes. "l - |
don't plan to be here all that long," she rejoii#d sure we're both
aware that | shan't be in the finals of this aucticet's say | came for
the ride.”

"Here in the East it isn't always wise to read bloek before it is

opened." His eyes narrowed and as his lashes datkbose brilliant

irises Sarah was confronted by a man totally ofdégert "You saw
this as a way to acquire a cheap holiday, eh? ¥wenmplanned to be a
companion - or did your plans change when you ksdrthhat your

prospective employer would be a Berber?"

"You ask too many questions for a metguffeur."She bote down
scornfully on the word. 'l don't have to submit/tur inquisition, and
| don't intend to. The lights have changed, sod/better drive on."

"To the railway station?" he mocked. "Has it sudgeacurred to you
that you are too broke to pay your way home? Ohlyasw all about



your finances, Miss Innocence. You have to augfmurself whether
you like it or not."

It was true, heaven help her! She had no othemailtige but to go
through with what she had started when she'd aedeghiat flight
ticket and used it to come here. Otherwise she stt@ded in a
strange country... surrounded by hard, unsympatheth like the one
who drove this car, suddenly bringing it to a lalfront of a bustling
and very large railway station.

He climbed out from behind the wheel and openeddtha beside
Sarah. "Come," he said brusquely. "Our train leawvegist a few
minutes."

As she sat there staring at him, he reached incandht her by the
arm. She winced and went, if possible, even wimiténe face so that
her eyes were as intensely green as emeralds. afisfimgers had
closed on the vulnerable part of her arm where gabterday at her
doctor's she had been given a couple of injectionghe journey to
Morocco; shots against the various infections toplw&ed up in a
foreign country with a hot climate.

"You're hurting me | "she gasped, more deeply riéglkeaf this man
than she had been even towards Peter Jamesondhéekivad of hard
arrogance, even a coldness of heart, that made &aalebleak. "l was
a model," she wanted to fling at him. "I had dozeh#iends, and |
don't like being treated liketart!"

"l see." He drew his hand away from her. "That lsere you have
received your shots, eh? My apologies if | causadpain."

“I'm quite sure you enjoyed hurting me," she regdin"What do you
mean about 'our' train? Don't tell me | have tedlao Beni Zain with
you?"



"You do, and if you don't move yoursdtiint, you will travel to Beni
Zain by camel. Do you really suppose that you wdaddallowed to
travel on your own? This isn't the English countigsyou know."

Evocative words that made the tears of self-pitynsier in Sarah's
eyes - what a stupid little fool she had been,nflyoff into the
unknown and landing herself in the uncaring hanida &erber in
whose eyes burned the most lawless flame she leadeen. He could
be capable of anything, for he seemed to havere sthere his heart
ought to be.

"Out of the car this instant or | shall be competite carry you," he
said, and Sarah had no option but to obey himinigal nervous throb
in her ankle as she mounted a flight of stone saé¢bss side and saw
waiting the Moroccan Express, a guard on the platfevith the
whistle almost at his lips.

"Do move yourself," her escort said curtly, and wkhe stumbled he
abruptly swept an arm about her waist and carrggdijp the steps that
led into the corridor of the train. They made #&tjin time and Sarah
felt like a bundle of old clothes as she was dumpesiie a first-class

compartment and saw the door slide into place lodehar impatient

and intolerant escort.

"All the way with you?" Her lips had a sulky setthem. "It will be an
enjoyable journey I"

"I am glad you think so. Be grateful that you amevélling first-class
and not in the crowded section of the train whéerésihot and
uncomfortable." He swept a hand towards the paddatl "Be seated,
Miss Innocence, and take advantage of all that ostis paying for."

"Is he paying for his servant to travel in luxuryghe demanded "I bet
you're taking as much advantage of him as | am."



"Why not?" He shrugged his wide shoulders as hd®ah on the seat
opposite the one Sarah had taken. "If a man isdoough to think he
can find satisfactory an ex-model as a companian he deserves all
that be gets. He dust have his brains out for mmgaieh?"

"You're most disrespectful about him," she saidnieg back in a seat
that was very comfortable, and feeling around In&tes the coolness
of air-conditioning. In a way "she couldn't blanmestarrogant deuvil

for tiding in comfort, but she did wish she couddté him down a peg
or two. "Supposing | report all you've said to 8idi Kezam Zabayr -

he's obviously well in with the Khalifa and | reckd could get you

into trouble."

He laughed at that, not loudly but in a softly neEng way,
somewhere in his brown throat, and leaned his rolead against the
padded seat.

"Are you a little sneak as well as a little fool® asked. "The word of
a woman out here is no more than the rustling ntisa the desert
wind."

"It must be delightful to live in a country whereomen only feel
secure if they bear sons to the almighty male.alsgave him a look
of cool scorn, but inwardly she was not so compoSée had known
even before she came here that men were the mastbesEast, and
this man had already intimated that she was in elanigsemi-rape - or
worse.

"Zain Hassan bin Hamid is a despot, isn't he?"ated. "Are you
trying to pretend that he doesn't control you?dmf of me you act the
bully, but | bet you're as subservient as theathts staff when you're
actually in his presence."

"Do many of your bets pay off?" he asked mockintiBo you really
imagine that | grovel to anyone?"



"You're his paid flunkey, aren't you?" Her nosekt@scornful tilt.
"You take his orders and do his bidding, such astimg me. With me
you might be arrogant and domineering, becauseun gyes I'm only
a woman, but if the Khalifa is as all-powerful agzam Zabayr
implied, then you do your share of grovelling. Aagd master is a
sort-of god in the eyes of his people, isn't hefhineyes you're only
an employee of his."

Suddenly her unreasoning dislike of this aggresandceabrasive Arab
seemed to grab Sarah by the throat.

"I wonder what you'd do if | were the lucky apphtdor this post right

inside the private quarters of the Khalifa? | expaen he is human
enough to bend his ear to a woman's whispers, amadht not like it

if he thought that one of his flunkeys was beingitatoo high and

mighty."

Never in her life had Sarah threatened anyoneeweh as a model
when she had come up against the competitivenessarasionally
the spite of girls who had not been quite so ssfakas herself. Even
with Peter Jameson she had not felt this flashhekstemper; with
him it had been bleak disappointment that a martdcomn out to be
so shallow underneath the show of charm. At no tivite him had

there been this sheer awareness of the sex wéréaneen men and
women, but this Arab aroused it to an alarming degr

His eyes were like twin flames under the wiasbkemaghholding hers
as the train thundered beneath a tunnel.

"I do believe you would like to put a knife into meguratively
speaking." And as the train plunged from shadow the brilliant
sunlight once more, Sarah saw the twist of a sonl@is lips. "There
are aspects to you, after all, that the Khalifa rhiagt much to his
liking. Despot he might be, but he doesn't careeatgdeal for those
who make doormats of themselves."



"Really?" Despite the animosity which she felt $acauldn't help
staring at this man's mouth, which was incredibéll\ghaped and in
its way as lawless as those blue eyes - doubtléssimge from the
distant past, when the Crusaders had come to Heztdend left behind
them many a memento of a sly visit to a Saracersnh.

"l thought," she said, "that the men of your coypreferred women
to be on their knees most of the time, modestlyrassive and only
too willing to be part of the floor coverings."

"You really mustn't believe all that you read ie tovels of repressec
women writers," he said sardonically.

"If desert sheiks spent all their time on the divath a frantic woman,
then their various regions would be in a statehafos and economical
collapse - as would the sheik himself."

He smiled at the image, his long legs stretchedatds Sarah as he
lounged in his seat, a ray of sunlight across émgth of his boots,
bringing out a reddish tint in the supple leather.

"You are no doubt very curious about Zain HassarHaimid, and so

I'll enlighten you a little. His -waydjint, are not entirely those of his
countrymen; his preferences are not always invirtle other males of

his tribe. That he gets away with being a littiledent in his attitudes
is due to his toughness of character. Berbers adihis quality and

expect it in a leader. A soft man would soon hawelile on his hands,
and the tribe would break up and be dispersedi@aeities, where all

their fine, open- air qualities would be ruined eTeople of the Beni
Zain belong under the stars and the sun, in thd e the rain - and
it does rain in the desert, quite energeticallye Beni Zain are

children of the elements, and it is the task ofkhalifa to keep them

that way. He is their tamer and their keeper."

"The master who never relaxes his hold on his Wisi@id Sarah.



"But nonetheless an exciting and important taskafenan to have."
Sarah's escort gave her an intent look, all theendisturbing from
those eyes whose colour could only be likened ® ftame that
sometimes bums in the heart of a fierce fire. Logkback at him
Sarah could understand why he was in the empldysoKhalifa - this
was a man who would stop at nothing to get his avay, and he
probably had nerves of steel, and emotions to ntatem.

"Are you so certain, Miss Innocence, that thistiit @ game, that you
are here on the Moroccan Express, on your way &t wiay prove to
be your fate'Mektub,as we say in the desert. That we do nothing
our own volition, for it's written that we take artain road at a certain
moment in our lives. Think for a moment. Would yoel here if the
course of your life were still running along faratlilines whose
direction you were in control of - you know, ankhlow, that suddenly
there came a traumatic break and you were flungyofir smooth
course and confronted by an old road leading baaksyand a new
road leading - ah, you catch your breath. You wontlé make
guesses, or a few enquiries about a young Englistamavho answers
an odd advertisement in a magazine."

"So - so you know about me." She felt resentfulf ke had torn aside
a veil and left her totally insecure. Damn him! ¥as the kind who
would be in the Khalifa's confidence; a sort of Icoconfident
aide-de-campwvho vetted everyone who went in and out of théhi
lord's presence. Her green eyes shimmered in ber.fa that look he
was giving her made her feghked,and she hated him for it.

"Did you really think you would be taken at facdue?" he asked,
with a touch of scorn. "You're a little too gooaroking to be in
desperate need of employment so right away | seasaw other
purpose in your application to be a companion. Vihdt bint? Can't
you face life without the bright tinsel wrapped @amd it? Is that why
you're here - because you are running away? Evdypdpet doll who
Is afraid to be a woman?"



"You - you're as unfeeling as that iron track dutre," she cried.
"Furthermore, | wasn't everybody's pet doll -"

"Only that of a certain gentleman, eh ?"

"You know everything, don't you?" Her fingernailsgdinto her bag
and she felt she could have scratched out thogegykess for seeing all
that she was, a lost and lonely bit of a girl bdhner facade of false
confidence. A friendless waif rather than a blasénan of the world.

Gritting her teeth at him, she indicated her led.|"You couldn't have
known about this or | wouldn't be here, would I"AHaill you explain
that to His Excellency, that you've brought allseniles a lame duck
who hasn't just twisted her ankle but who will aydoe like this. I'm
maimed, and | don't doubt that only perfection wabe put on the
slave block for your master to choose from. Whdityeiu do now, for
you've bungled the job, haven't you, mister highd amighty
aide-decamp?'

If Sarah expected to see him shaken she was disgggofor he

merely flicked his glance up and down her left lagd he said lazily:
"You have a run in your nylon stockingint. Are you so broke that
you couldn't afford a new pair?"

"Go to the devill" Sarah's eyes were a sheer apgieen in that
moment, slanting in her white face above the didicaiselling of her
cheekbones. "Although, looking at you, it wouldstirprise me if
you're already well in league with him!"

"Kezam Zabayr added a rider that you had a ratitkscreet tongue,
but he was so taken with your beauty that he ddcigmir quick
temper could be ignored -"



"Why, have you ways of dealing with that at Benirzd she broke in,
"as you deal with women who take lovers? Do youaesrthe tongues
of your more outspokekadins|"

"In your case it might be an advantage." He abyuptned forward

and Sarah actually felt the movement of his bluesegver her

features, like twin flames travelling her skin aledving a trail of

burning warmth - d&lush,and she had almost forgotten how to blus
during her years as a model, to whom the scrutimyem becomes too
commonplace to have much effect on the sensilsilitie

But this was different - this was like an invasaher privacy.

"We teach them," he said deliberately, "to knowirth@aces as
women-"

"Under your heel, scared and submissive." Sarahe@lat him,
bristling like a small cat looking at a large ona.sleek tawny brute
which had never known the softening influence wgilization but had
lived always in the wilds of the desert. "If yourtk you can tame me,
then you're in for a surprise. I'd fight you to thst spit and scratch!"

"Oh, I don't doubt it," he agreed. "But you ardéortme, are youbint?
You go to be looked over by a Khalifa."

"He won't choose me. | just told you - I'm maime8drah flung up her
chin and hated the word even as she used it. lbaatble, but it was
only the truth - she had been beautiful, but noanshs imperfect; she
walked haltingly instead of being able to swingnglowvith supple
grace and freedom.

"l was watching you as you came out of the airpb@asablanca," he
said, in that deep almost grating voice, with dieation on certain
words that made it startling that he spoke suclitléss English -
where lad a barbarian learned it? Sarah starednatabross the



compartment, held by his voice and his eyes. "l g&at you limped,
Miss Innocence, but nonetheless you are here caragt? Travelling
to Beni Zain with me."

"You aren't the Khalifa," she said. "It's no skiff gour nose if |

happen to be lame - I'm not being put up for andtdront of you, am
[?"

"Do you wish that you were?" he drawled. "Now thisra fascinating
supposition - what would you do if | woe the manowh to select a
woman, from six candidates of every colour fromdgal ivory; from
warm brown to cool white? What would you dant} Scream or
feint?"

"I think," she bit her lip, hiding its sudden tremd think I'd jump out
of this train."

"Now that is a childish thing to say," he mocked.

"No man is worth a beautiful white body wasted lahethe sharp
wheels of a speeding train. Who knows, you mighoyeieing my
kadin. There have been women who have enjoyed themsielvay

desert tent."

"I don't doubt it," she rejoined, "but | haven'lyambition to join their
tanks, for the dubious honour of being tamed ta yaund. I'll take my
chance with the Khalifa."

"You feel so confident that he'll pass you overfié blue eyes raked
her face. "You possess a charming face, and I'm gou know it,
though in the East we do say that beauty is onfiepewhen it is like
the limpid pool set among the trees of the oagisntsand utterly
precious to the weary traveller."



"There you are then," she said. "That is what yhalifa will look for
in the woman he chooses for his sisters, a womatenbto be seen
but not heard."

"But you have opinions and you like to express dien?" He wore a
smile, albeit an enigmatical one, as there canuelde) discreet knock
on the door of the compartment.

"Entrez,"he called out.

The white-robed man who entered spoke not in Frewbich Sarah
would have understood as she had taken the trdoblearn the

language in which so much fashion was discusseadhd&wbviously

used Arabic, and his manner towards her escort aesdedly

deferential Looking at his swarthy, hawkish facare® realised that
she had noticed several such'men on the statigfoptga who had

seemed to surge aboard the train in the wake skliaand the man
who had literally yanked her into this compartment.

He replied in deep-throated Arabic to the tribesnmvain then inclined
his head and backed out into the corridor.

"Mehmed is bringing us some luncheon. | imaginé toa must be
feeling rather hungry?"

Sarah met the blue eyes in that equally swarthyhamkishface, the
lean lines of it almost ruthless in their definitioHeavens, could
anything be more startling than those eyes in sifete!

"l am rather hungry," she admitted. "Who is thanfia

"Part of the retinue who travels with us to BenirZdn England you
would probably call Mehmed a butler, except thas thne is very
efficient with a gun - don't forget, Miss Innocentkat this is the



desert and anything might be hiding beyond thatigolcrest of sand
or that high escarpment of primeval-looking rock."

He gestured beyond the window of the train, with fgan hand that
carried an ancient ring stamped with a well-wosignia. Sarah felt a
deepening curiosity about him as she glanced tsmhrldesert, like a
great sandy pelt peeled from the back of a lioneretthe very next
moment a grove of petrified trees appeared, loo&si they had been
carved from grey stone.

"It's strange," she said. "I expected the desebeta rolling mass of
golden sand, but it's more than that, isn't i dtiriously alive with
strange things, and ridged all over like an anipelt. It lives and
breathes, doesn't it? Like the sea."

"You are perceptive," he murmured, "for a young vaonwho has
spent much of her time in and out of fashion salénstty women ate
so often empty-headed, but you do a lot of thinkdan't you?"

"Oh, it's well known that men imagine you must Idide a horse if
you're halfway intelligent -"

"Horses aren't all that intelligent,” he said, e tcrisp voice of
someone who knew. "They take a lot of training aad still prove
feckless."

"Like pretty women, | suppose?"” she shot at hinivepng inwardly

as she thought of that awful moment when the GragylLhad lost
control on the Downs and galloped madly as if fizen own shadow,
to fling Sarah head-first at a great tree. Saradwkshe would never
ride again. Her nerve was broken and she neveredatat sit in a
saddle ever again.

She could feel the penetrating gaze of this tatpgant man of the
desert who shared the confidence of Zain Hassafamid. He no



doubt thought that his master should hire a wonfaBesber blood
and not waste his time on a pale-skinned creaikeehkerself. Sarah
tried to drag her eyes from that deep opening sntimic, where the
skin of his chest was , no less dark than thatisffdce. He was a
tawny devil, born of the sands, the winds, andldmaing desert sun.

Mehmed reappeared at that moment, carrying a f@stktedd which
when opened revealed a selection of cooked meatse gars of
pickles, a large flask of coffee, and several soirfsuit. Sarah's escort
said something to his manservant, who again withdi®m the
compartment and left them to help themselves tdabe and drink.

It was delicious, Sarah had to admit it to herse#n as she took a sif
at the hot, aromatic coffee.

"You believe in travelling in comfort," she remadke

"When a train is available, but the story becomddfarent one when
a journey is made by camel and lunch is taken whereck might

offer some shade. Then this delectable cheeseepmkpsalad might
be covered in sand grains and tiny flies."

"Ugh!" Sarah pulled a wry face as she accepteddhin of salad, in

which was also boiled egg and beetroot cut intankeuOn a flap of

bread she was handed a pair of crisp wings ofiggerand she settled
herself in the corner of her seat to enjoy thisxpeeted picnic.

Mmmm, the meat was cooked to perfection, and tmtecs of the

salad were dressed with a mayonnaise from outiocd@m. As she ate,
with a frank and dainty greediness, Sarah caklt libks at her host
from beneath her lashes. A barbarian with a tastexcellent cuisine

... a high placed member of the Khalifa's staff wkbeved in making

the most of his position of trust.

"I am glad you aren't one of those women who paikd pecks at her
food," he said, his firm teeth tearing at the pdge with an equal



frankness of appetite. "One should always take ratdge of the good
things which Allah has provided for us. Life islde lived, not looked
at through the bars of convention and restrainti ¥ae our Eastern
provender, eh?"

"Well, it's hardly goat cheese and water," sheiedpl"You do
yourself proud, don't you?"

"I would be a fool not tahint, seeing that | am in such close touch wi
the Khalifa."

"What is abint?" she asked. "You say it as if it might be a bitaf
insult I know you don't think much of me -"

"It means girl, Miss Innocence. Merely that andmore. You are a
girl in many ways, ate you not? Kezam Zebayr regzbthat you had
not yet crossed the Rubicon."

"Grossed the -?" Sarah gazed at him wide-eyed, itheame to her
what he meant and she blushed vividly. "You knoergthing, don't
you? Every word | spoke at that interview has begorted to you for
your vetting. Can't your master be bothered td domnself? Is that too
much trouble as well?"

"As well?" He held the flask poised above bet coffep.

"Does he leave it to you to find girls for him?"r&la became suddenly
reckless, her annoyance with everything aboutrttaa rising up and
overwhelming her. "As you very obviously aren'uaech, then | take
it you are the one who does the procuring for af/ obviously you
wouldn't be allowed inside hirenana!

The train sped on through the hot day, a shimmensig beyond its
windows that gave everything an unreal quality.ribdy real was the
echo of Sarah's unguarded words and the deep tazedthat came



alive in the depths of those eyes that held allailpeless paganism of
the desert which had bred him.

"It is just as well for you that you arenaif bint," he said, and there
was at the edge of his words a razored, almosip&hisg quality, as of
fine-honed steel slicing across a white throat "tYadventurerisqui
has brought you into realms where not so long agopers were fed
to tigers, and decapitated heads leered on spikes the walls of a
despot's palace. Slave sales were public occasaddpvely female
captives were held to ransom. This is Barbary, wlibe last of the
corsairs have thekasbahsand care very little what goes on in th
world beyond their own kingdoms."

"If you're thinking of getting ransom for me, thgou'd get very little,"
she said defiantly. "I have nobody in England waes enough to buy
me back from a barbarian like you."

"Not even the English gentleman?"

"He least of all.” She couldn't help glancing doatrher weak ankle,
and it all flooded back, the anger and the mosdtfan. "I mean
nothing to him, and he means even less to me."

"You ate all alone, eh, with not a soul to cargoifi never appear agair
in the places where you were known? You have cdingia way
without informing a single friend?"

"l wasn't in a confiding mood - anyway, they'd haagd | was crazy
and asking for trouble -"

Sarah broke off, staring into the hard brown falcéhis stranger who
looked as if he enjoyed trouble, especially the Huwat would have
been implicit in the warnings of other people.



A hand crept to her throat, where a pulse beat ynadhd she had
foolishly blurted out to him that not a single aaguance had any idea
that she was here in Morocco!

"l see it in your eyes, Miss Innocence, that yolateelly agree with
what your friends would have said." His smile wasaedonic twist of
the lips, and he leaned a little towards her, &g é@njoy all the more
the sudden look of terror in her green eyes.



CHAPTER FOUR

Unable to bear his scrutiny, and what she knew &g seeing in her
eyes, Sarah turned her head away and stared feitnain window -
and saw inescapably the miles of desert that sndedithem. She saw
the ruthless blueness of the sky that was refldotéae eyes that still
watched her . . . she could feel them. "A turbasmd of Satan!" Who
had said that? Was it a hundred years ago, ormopiyents ago? It
didn't matter when, for it was all too true. Whenhad leaned towards
her she had felt the controlled devilment of themthe alertness, the
danger, the agility of some great sand leopardapigarel added to the
impression, that white tunic slashed at the browast the black
breeches and high boots laced with strips of leathe

"White ivory,” she heard him say, "was what theyletha white
captive woman."

"You aren't frightening me!" Her defiant eyes fladhto his face.
"That man who brought lunch - those other men, #reyw I'm here
with you!"

"Of course they know." He drawled the words. "Wilu have a little
mote of this excellent coffee? Arabian coffee, sdias only we know
how."

Her throat had gone so dry that she was badly &d ¢ refreshment
and didn't refuse the coffee when it was pouted. tBe cup shook

slightly in her hand as she carried it to her ligsd she hated that
giveaway sign of nervousness. It proved how inseshie felt in his

presence; how unsure she was of his intentiond. Sifeawas lame in
one foot didn't alter the feet that she was a fernaald an attractive
one, and there was no denying the feet that shes@rgamuch in the

hands of this man.



"Is that better? Is the throat less like a dry guMhere a sand cat
crouches ?"

He leaned back in his seat and took from a pockatsobreeches a
leather folder that when opened was half filledhweheroots. Very
slim, the length of cigars, and strong and darkhasdevil eyebrows
above his glinting eyes. His lean fingers playethvai cheroot as he
selected it, crackling the leaf.

"Slip off your jacket and be more comfortable,"drawled. "We have
a few more hours of train travel ahead of us, aadhIgoing to make
myself at ease with a cheroot. You won't mind ttehoke ?"

"Would it matter if | did mind?" From chills shedhagone to a feeling
of almost fainting heat, and it was a relief tolpEher jacket and feel
a little cooler in her blouse of ivory corded sillery nicely tailored
and expensive. As a model she had had a weaknegedd quality
clothes and it was an indulgence which had depletedank balance
and brought her - she bit her lip - into the cletlof this tall arrogant
devil, the flame of a match almost at his finges@s he lit his cheroot
with deliberation.

He drew in the smoke and emitted it from his hawkisstrils, and
Sarah breathed it in, tangy and indefinably foreigmgling with the
aroma of Arabian coffee and creating a blend that would never
forget again . . . if she were ever lucky enouglesoape from this
risquesituation into which she had flown like a foolisttterfly. Poor
butterfly . . . the words of that old-fashioned song ramugh her
mind. With no one to blame but herself for her jprachent!

"Have some fruit," he drawled. "Those grapes laokting and will
cool your throat."



More for something to do than from any wish to @aything more,
Satah broke off a few of the grapes from the buhekh reposed on a
round of the flat, tasty bread.

"We call our breachesrab"he said lazily. "It comes in handy as
plate-saves the washing-up."

Sarah flicked a look at him - so flagrantly malel aure of himself,
and of what he intended to do with her.

"Women are like grapes,” he went on, smoke driftingm his
half-mocking lips. "If you take a bite before thane ripe, then you are
sure to get a gripe."

"What a delightful piece of philosophy," she saidinching one of the
big grapes and finding it incredibly sweet. "It ha$e your own, | feel
sure of that."

"You begin to know me," he mocked. "Those grapesadmost the
colour of your eyes fleur de nilin the sunlight | wonder what shad
they are in the moonlight?"

"You are likely to go on wondering," she rejoinédnd please don't
think that you have to pay me compliments - | ferlch happier
without them."

"Perhapsyou mean that you feel safer." He smoked his chiaroa
lazy fashion, his robed head at rest against thk bBhis seat "Picture
it, the desert moon playing over the secretivenésswalled garden,
which we call aZariba, where the enchantsmightshade grows and
the fan-tailed raven flies. There is nothing mot®aative than a
Moorish garden, made for meditation, and for thgrgpof the things
that in daylight have less meaning."



"l should have thought you preferred the freedorthefdesert to the
seclusion of a garden," she said, infusing a nbwool indifference
Into her voice. She didn't want it to show thatde®p voice sent odd
vibrations through her nervous system ... she dide’ him one little
bit, but there was a curious fascination about Hi®a.struck her as
being quite lawless... even unscrupulous in the eatook advantage
of his positionas aide-de-camphere seemed to be two sides to hir
a very educated one, and a frankly barbaric onereltwas no
knowing from one moment to the next which side wido¢ shown to
her.

"Let us say that when | am riding in the desertould be nowhere
else, but when | am strolling in the coolness pban garden where
the fountains make their cool music, the memorythaf blistering
desert is one | would forget. Every man has twesitd his nature. A
light side and a dark one."

"What about women?" she asked. "Or are they objettslear
transparency to you?"

"As | said,bint, they are like the grape." He reached out his st
plucked one from the bunch. "You see, it appeabetwansparent, but
hold it and there is no way of really judging hoiwgy it might be, or
how tough to the bite the pretty skin might begwen when it is sweet
or sour. With a woman a man takes more chancesthan he walks
in a crowdedsoukwhere the thieves roam and the merchants offer «
for gold."

"How very cynical you are! | thought that elemergabple trusted in
all sorts of myths and wonders, and had an almugesrstitious awe of
anything not fully understood - like a woman."

"Education is the enemy of elemental beliefs," headied. "I might
have been a nicer man had it not been thought se&ge® send me to
school." He regarded his cheroot in a quizzical wWagnvy some of



the tribesmen of the Beni Zain, for they have asfanpler outlook on
life than | can ever have. | have to question tihe facts and fancies of
life, whereas they accept them as good or bad. Thagry very
simply, have their families and their feuds, and tgo paradise
uncomplaining. Yes, let us say that | am less loélgever than they -
perhaps it is in my bloodektub."

Sarah stared into his eyes and wondered if he Ineetiblood. Was it
usual for a Berber to have such astonishingly bites - in contrast to
his sunburned skin they were brilliant as sapphires

"You could never be called dull." She spoke thedsalmost before
she realised them, but they held a truth that ¢coultee denied. Kezam
Zabayr, in his well-tailored European clothes, baén far more the
conventional type of Arab, but there was a diststcingeness abou
this one. He was highly intelligent, but he wa®alatamed. He could
never walk through European lounges without ar@usimeculation,

and a certain consternation. There was a certaiageay about the
man that was unmistakable ... it would be likanigttoose a leopard in
a Regency drawing-room.

"Ah, now the lady pays me a compliment," he saadf-imockingly.

"l didn't mean it like that," she argued. "You knowell enough that
you're different from Kezam Zabayr and Mehmed."

"Because of my eyebjnt?" His words had become edged, remindir
her again of a scimitar slicing through the airlu# eyes aren't
unusual in the Barbary hills."

"No - it's your manner. You don't care a damn alamybne, do you?"
"l don't bow my head to anyone, if that is what yoean?"

"Yes - yes, that's what | mean. The pride of Lucidl®n't they call it?"



"Do they?" His eyes were arrogantly mocking as tdeslt on her
slightly flushed face. "Lucifer was the right- hamén who fell from
good grace, wasn't he, because of too much prideaarbition? Are
you implying that | am in the same category andl\iko fell from the
Khalife's good offices because of the same falllts ?

"It's happened before, hasn'tit? You don't stnleas a man who likes
to be someone else's messenger."

"l believe procurer was the word you used, Misobance."
Her flush deepened. "l - | don't always think befbspeak-"

"Obviously. You rush in where angels fear to flpdanow you find
yourself on the Moroccan Express and deep in the loé the Orient.
You are not exactly a dull person yourseift."

"No -" She glanced from the train window and samigied, how deep
they were in the realms of burning sand, strangerops of rock, and
the occasional oasis like a sudden miracle of gretsere the black
tents of the nomadic travellers were pitched inghade of the tall
palm trees.

"I could wish that | was less impulsive," she mrdte "I wasn't

brought up to be heedless, but-right now I'd chgplgees with the

dullest of suburban housewives. At least they kndvere they are,
and the television news will assure them that @uegers are outside
their cosy little nest."

"You would hate that," he drawled. "It would bedikapping a tiger
moth in a milk bottle."

She shot a look at him and her green eyes wenagtdr think you're
getting a hell of a lot of pleasure out of seeirgwrithe, like a moth
on a hatpin. You saw me walk out of the airport gad could see |



was lame - why couldn't you just send me packisgeisd of making
me go through with this? Will it give you a kickgee me humiliated?"

"Why do you associate humiliation with your anklé&®'asked.

"Oh, don't pretend that men like girls who limpliessaid heatedly.
"I've had a sample of male reaction to a lame foot!

"The Englishman, eh?" The cheroot stab was gronstirieds beneath
his booted heel.

"l don't want to talk about him," she said contemapisly. "He's out of
my life and good riddance. But it was being all edxup after my
accident that brought me here, and now | see hamydrwas to come
on such a fool's errand. If you had an ounce dinffiggiou'd send me
back to Casablanca - "

"And what would you do there?" he asked. "You'vmiied that you
have very little money, and even making an appasntnwith the
British Consulate would take time and you mightileCasablanca
several days before the Consul could do anythirag$ist you."

"Oh, rub it in that I've been a headstrong foahé sirew herself even
further into her corner, as if to retreat as faagws possible from his
alien maleness. "You wouldn't have any pity for yown foot if it
was caught in a trap.”

"Self-pity is a sheer waste of time, and | havéigogophy which says
that if you start a journey, finish it. If you begh game of chance, ther
go through with it and see what turns up. Come,ldvgau not remain
forever curious about the outcome if you turneckbamn?"

"l know the outcome in advance," Sarah muttereeingeagain in her
mind's eye the way Peter Jameson had retreated lieynbedside
when he had learned that she was maimed.



"All right, you know it." The hard shoulders lifteélde tunic in a shrug.
"You were told that you would be given the moneydturn home if
you were not found - suitable. Think about the nyobet. It was that
you came for, was it not?"

She flinched, "for he had a way of hitting a neawnel making her feel
very mercenary. "Well, it takes an opportunist tmw another," she
said. "You hate this whole business, yet you'rarypo it - because
you are well rewarded, | expect"

"With shekels okadin®" he mocked. "Has it not occurred to you th
the Khalifa might reward me with the girl of theegn eyes and the
red-gold hair?"

Sarah gave him a petrified look, seeing the pagas and the brows
that merged in a dark line above the formidableen8$ie saw the hint
of sensuous savagery in his mouth, and the wakibreand the tight

black breeches seemed to emphasize his lean $trendthard grace
of body and limb.

Her face whitened until only her green eyes shoamdcolour, and
the tiny mole on the pure line of her jaw. She gamorherself that she
wouldn't shrink, faint, or burst into tears. Thetkr was that she felt
like screaming the train to a halt.

This was the East, where these men made their aws, land there
was in that lounging male body a kind of arrogatinz she couldn't
help but associate with a lawless and savage anthaal he had it in
mind from the moment she emerged from the airportave her for
himself?

Even as the thought ran riot in her brainy shetl¢apher feet and
looked round wildly, for the alarm cord that woskdp the train if she
could manage to pull it.



But he was as swiftly on his feet, and even aslstohed with the
motion of the train he caught hold of her and fhneddstruggling in his
arms.

There clung to him the woodsmoke of coffee fireg,droma of strong
tobacco, the tang of leather and horses. An intedade blending of
male essences, strange and inescapable as his adrouwd her
frightened body.

"l think not," he snarled softly. "This train witlot be stopping until it
reaches Beni Zain."

And lifting her, he tossed her back into the cofn@m which she had
sprung, and she lay there, out of breath, anddfilgh a mixture of
fury and pure fright. Her hair had come loose fridsnbun and it
clouded about her white face, filled with tiny rkghts like danger
signals.

He stood over her, swaying in time with the tréiopted legs planted
wide. Sarah felt the hammering of her heartbeatskawew that she
had fallen into the hands of a man who was quiteciess. It would
be useless to plead with him, and she still hasheffagments of pride
left in her shaken body.

"Go to hell," she said, and was pleased that shesaged to get the
words out so concisely.

"Yes," he rejoined, "I can take you thelnt, but it's written that a
man goes alone to paradise."

"Paradise!" She gave him a scornful look. "I'd ssraiake poison!”

He bowed sardonically when she said that, and satnddirectly
beneath the space in the wall where the alarm waddsituated. She
saw this and curled her lip at him, then she tutmedeyes away from



him and gazed in a blind panic at the rolling sesamds beyond the
windows of the train.

What if she wrenched open the door and threw Heogg| daring

those thundering wheels that took her further eaoment into the
wilds where a woman was no more than an obje& foan's pleasure!
She gazed fascinated at the shimmering scenens adcsands that
mesmerised like the depthless ocean.

"I shouldn't," said a voice, breaking into her thbts like a stone
thrown into a pool. "The velocity of the train wduhrow you under
the wheels, not beyond them, and virtue was newethma sacrifice
that painful."

He was right, of course... damn him! Sarah closrcles and leanec
her head against the padded seat; she listendt tchythm of the

wheels ... come to me ... come to me, they seemsdyt and a slow
shiver went all through her slim body.

Cometome...come...until she found esbtgdalling off to sleep,
curled into a comer like a small, lost cat.

Sarah awoke abruptly, still half dazed, to findsa#frbeing enveloped
in a great cloak. Even as a protest cried throwgghahd reached her
lips, a fold of the cloak was flung over her facel &he was carried
bodily from the compartment, along the corridord aut upon the
platform. The arms that bound her within the fafithe cloak were as
strong as leather cords and she was quite helpteshe was carried
from the station, though she could hear the throatymur of several
male voices, and then another sound like a chdrgargling groans.

The fold of cloth was removed from her face andwhe confronted
by the sight of about a dozen camels being urgatdio feet from



where they had been lounging in the shade of aewvall. They were
In assorted shades of buff and brown, with serpentiecks and
scornful lips drawn back from fierce-looking tee#tind all the time
they groaned as they rose on their long legs, thgir-placed saddles
hung with bobbles and fringes in bright colours.

The scene for Sarah was like something out of aridbdegend... was
it real, or was she still asleep and dreaming?

"We travel the rest of the way by camel back." Tirece blue eyes
looked down into hers. "I can see that you are yeadh your
objections, but they will be a waste of breath."

"l - I've never been on a camel in my life!" shesgad, and was aware
of those other robed men standing around and wagchtently as she
argued with their chief.

"You will travel in thebaudaj."He gestured at a creamy- beige-coat
camel with a tent-like structure attached to itddée; the curtained
camel-seat in which travelled the women of a dasdiriue.

"Oh no - " Sarah began to struggle within the auesiof the cloak and
her green eyes shot sparks of defiance up intbdhd-boned face of
the man who held her. "I'm not some damned harewufite, being
escorted across the sands to your tent! | wont dlevon't!"

"Would you have gone on horseback if | had ord&i@des instead of
camels?" he taunted, and as he spoke Sarah heasbuind of the
Moroccan Express starting up and preparing to naatits journey to
Fez or Safi, or one of the other cities where asti@ layer of civilized
living lay over the aromatic depths of Arabian life

Here was where civilization left off, and lookingldly around her
Sarah saw late afternoon sun shimmering on the tmlgges of the
sand dunes that stretched away towards the dudéyhgazon.



"I came with you because | thought you were taknmgto the castle of
the Khalifa, but that isn't your intention at a8, it?" Her left hand

dragged its way out of the cloak and was reachamghfs lean jaw
when his fingers caught her by the wrist and sltehis grip like a

vice.

"What is my intention, little fool?" he growled. 6Ttake you crumpled
and terrified to some hideaway of my own in thetegd the desert?
My foolish bint, | am not so desperate for a woman that | needido s
a thing, as if your white skin, your emerald eye®] your red hair had
gone like strong wine to my weak head. What do take me for?

Some reckless young lance who aims himself atithediece of fruit

on the tree? Look well at me, Miss Innocence. [wk a mere boy?"

Her eyes raced over his face, which set againstctpery gold sky
was like a mask etched upon a Byzantine frieze.efioly brooding,
lit strangely by those intense blue eyes.

Reluctantly she shook her head and realised tleathati behaved like
a panicky fool.

The edge of his teeth showed in a brief smile. "Haue been reading
too many novels about headstrong heroines andHawgry sheiks,"
he drawled. "My men and | are taking you to klasbahin the far hills
of Beni Zain. This is only the outskirts of the i@y but the Khalifa's
power is too widespread, and his temper too wellkm for any one
of his men to tide off with a woman meant for hgeaisal, and
possible appreciation. Now will you be docile aiu#in thebaudaj?!
assure you it is far mere comfortable than it pbbp&ooks."

"l -1 seem to have no choice," she said "I haveryeord that we are
bound for thekasbah?"

"My solemn word," he said mockingly. 'It seems thati have got it
into your head that the Khalifa is less to be fddhan his - what was it



you called me? -aide-de-campl hope you are not in for a big
surprise."

"l hope so as well," she rejoined "But at leashag to be a gentleman
which you certainly aren't, bundling me up in yoloak and carrying
me off the train like so much laundry!"

"I didn't wish certain of the other passengersee gou." He said it
quite deliberately. "I thought it better not to ase anyone's curiosity
about a red-haired woman being escorted from theotban Express
by a dozen tribesmen of the Beni Zain. What theds@sn't see, the
mind doesn't ponder. You comprehend?"

"In a manner of speaking." She looked directly intoeyes. "l take it
these other women have gone openly tokifigbahof your Khalifa,
yet you are making a big secret of my presencesm Bain. Can you
wonder that | feel - suspicious?"

"Those other women are not as you!" He said it gantly, and

beckoned to one of his men, who took the creamgebeamel by its
reins and brought it forward, thmudajswaying on its humped back
Sarah stared at the animal and the curtained saedle- it looked

precarious placed up there and despite his assganot too

comfortable.

Abruptly, as the animal was urged into a kneelingifon, the cloak
was withdrawn from her and she was dropped todwtr fCome." He
took her by the wrist and led her to the camel, wimoed its head and
watched with a sulky eye embedded in enormous $aakeshe was
assisted into the seat, which was of scarlet ledtheg with tassels,
and the curtains were slowly drawn around her.

"It will feel a little like being on the water." Bne was a sardonic note
in the deep voice a moment before the lean handwtbdrawn, and
she was left to clutch at the saddle as the camadred to its feet and



she was high in the air, pulling open the curtagaia and looking
down aghast at the shimmering sea of sand all drben Her escort
had mounted a camel near her own and he had hdidtbfsets of
reins. When he caught her looking out of the cagaif thebaudaj,he
broke into a smile that made his teeth a whitedgginst his tanned
skin.

"You will be sea-sick if you look downwards as waer" he called out
to her, and then he must have repeated his worslnic, for his men
burst into laughter, a rich and throaty sound mivggivith the jingle of
harness and the groans of the camels as the peityft at a
comfortable trot which to Sarah felt exactly likeetpitching and
swaying of a cockleshell boat on a wavy sea.

It was all too fantastic for reality, and yet itsuaeal, for she could feel
the desert wind in her face, and across the skyspesading a great
pool of colour, as if many oriental dyes had rugetiher to form those
great splashes of gold and lavender, of purestngaee apricot, of
amethyst and smoky pink.

It was sheer, indescribable beauty, of a depthraganing that went
beyond the glossy descriptions of the East thatewlewnd in
travelogues.

There was a golden glamour to it all, a wild antyspang to the air,

and a tingling awareness in Sarah's veins of mysted a sense of
danger which had not diminished when the blue-8edber had said
that they were bound for the Khalifa's residendeer€é he sat at his
arrogant ease on the hump of his camel, one legeaboasually

around a part of the saddle, handling his mount la@rd with no

apparent difficulty.

Sarah just didn't trust him... she felt instinclyvthat he was playing
some kind of a game with her, and there was aleglabthing she
could do about it. Despite her struggles and hategts, here she wa:



in the middle of the desert, seated ibaaidajlike some captive bird in
a cage.

She felt the flat-footed motion of her camel, and heard withou
understanding the throaty conversation of the mea formed a kind
of guard of honour around her and the man in congnafithem. They
were clad in white, but over his tunic and breedieewore a black and
floating burnous,the dark cloth drawn across his face and reveal
only his eyes. He looked more than ever a man te&ed, the dark
visor he had drawn across his mouth and nose ghimghe sinister
look of a desert eagle, his eyes moving back artt &xross the great
ridges of sand as if he might swoop down on the kiving thing that
moved across his line of vision.

Sarah clutched the pommel of her saddle and felteéhsion in her
gripping fingers. The long, loping stride of thereds took them ever
deeper into the heart of the desert, and here aitingternal sands
very little had really changed since the days w@am had slain his
brother . . . since the veiled men of the Rif hathe swooping down
on the caravans that carried spices and tea, ancafeand women
wrapped in silken rugs . .. since a certain rargliEhman had led an
Arab revolt against the Turks.

Sarah's heart beat with a strange, apprehensivement ... when her
surgeon had suggested that she take a holidaygdhenbant a restful
and relaxing one on the sands of a seaside resdrt-would he say,
or anyone who had known her as a chic young mddkegy could see
her right now, perched up high like this, the dlynale among a band
of lawless-looking Berbers, hawk- faced and roledheir piercing
eyes.

She was unsure how many miles they travelled arfitisalap across
the sands, but the sun had gone down in flameghanuuge stars had
come alight in the sky when with a motion of hiswtheher escort
brought the men and camels to a halt. Towerindn¢oléft of where



they halted was a great escarpment of rock, risittggthe sky like an
ancient, petrified fortress with jagged turrets anoken bastions.

Again with a chorus of grunts and groans the canvel® brought to
their knees and the men alighted. Sarah's camelunged more
slowly into a kneeling position, and even before phepared to slide
to the ground she felt the cramp in her left faud &new that she was
going to stumble badly.

Arms caught hold of her and she was held a momentjng with the
pain that still came as a residue of the agonyhsloesuffered at first,
before the torn and broken tendons began to heapamm ran up into
the calf of her leg and she gave a shudder. Theésamiding her must
have felt it, for instantly he knelt and taking tholf her leg he began to
massage the cramped muscle.

"Don't - " she started to say, annoyed by the wes&mf her leg, and
the startling intimacy of those hardened handsesrplerson.

"The aching won't go without help," he said curtlyp stop jibbing
like a nervous filly."

With firm movements of his lean fingers he gradpaksed away the
cramp and when Sarah was able to put her fooetgribund he rose to
his feet, theournoushillowing, around him like a great black wing.

"Don't be such a proud little fool," he said, stifeaking with great
curtness. "In the desert we look after each otherabse it's a
dangerous place in which to be hurt or ill. It'seay ruthless place,
bint. A garden of Allah and hell. Come, the men wilhlighe coffee
fires and prepare a meal, for this is where wefoest few hours."

Sarah found when she moved that he still had inggefis tightly locked
about her wrist; her impulse was to jerk away frioim, for he was
unutterably disturbing in his black robes, toweradgpve her in the



radiant starlight She wasn't exactly short herdelf,this man wasn't
only tall but he walked with a kind of hauteur thedded to his
impressive height. In all his actions he made kel ¥ery much a girl
in his absolute charge, and there was no doubthikahembers of his
entourage looked upon him as a man of importance.

Sarah felt his grip upon her and realised thatetlveais nothing she
could do but fall in with his wishes. She had. sttt he could-evoke
obedience from his hawkish servants with a slighot his eyebrows,
and she felt too bone-jolted and weary to fightwtaim right now.

"l - I wonder if it would be possible for me toc have a wash?" she
asked, a rather desperate little note in her vdicknow water is in
short supply in the desert, but | saw that ondettmels was carrying
a large water-bag."

He glanced down at her and his eyes flicked hes, fadich looked
pale and strained in the milky dazzle of the hugess... stars which
seemed to hang incredibly close to the sand dunes.

"In short supply or not, | would be a brute, ehrdfuse you the seconc
most valued thing in your life ... at the moment Moved at her side
with the lean and lethal grace of a leopard, asdshght smile didn't

soften the dangerous mouth with the hard whiténterett would have

no liking for soft, sweet things. His glance raanfr her eyes to her
lips, from her throat to her ankles. The wind asrthe desert spaces
caught at her hair and her clothes. She felt dareduntidy, and her
eyes pleaded even if she didn't want them to do so.

"You will?" She hardly dared to believe that heuldo be
magnanimous enough to let her waste any of theaipus water. "Oh,
I'd be so grateful - !"

"Don't be too grateful,” he drawled. "A barbarigelme is likely to
get the wrong idea."



As he spoke he beckoned one of his men and spdkmtfor several
minutes, while Sarah stood and watched the chareypgessions on
the tribesmen's face, the look of politeness mergmo a stare of
wonderment. Then he salaamed and walked to wherevdhious
bundles had been removed from the camels and qiléde ground.

"Daylis will arrange that you have privacy for youash by putting up
a tent and finding you some sort of a washbowvilt all be rather
primitive, but you appreciate that this is unavbiéa in the
circumstances."

Sarah knew that he was being sardonic, but shéosagateful to care
if Daylis provided her with a soup tureen to bathso long as she felt
water against her skin and could have a changm®tbiieg.

"I shall need my suitcase," she raid. "It's verpgof you to arrange
this for me."

"Good | am not," he drawled, "but | do appreciai® tyou are a female
and that this is the first time you have journeiyethe heat and sand of
the desert You have a desperate need to feel cleamderstand,
though of course my men find it rather amazing. W&ar these
voluminous robes and they keep out much of thetlyat the desert
wind carries, and they also provide a certain V&nin when they
blow about We are used to the conditions of thes¢ spaces of sanc
and our skins become almost as tanned as leatleyobr skin is
another matter."

She caught the glint of his teeth, and felt hisigkaon her neck in the
opening of her shirt. He knew there were sand graibbing against
her skin, feeling as big as grits caught as thengwetween the silk of
her slip and her body. She bit her lip, for it skkther as intensely
personal that this tall Berber should be so awdrbden feminine

requirements ... up until now he hadn't struckdsebeing much of a
ladies' man, but suddenly she realised that higioal permitted him



three wives and as matmgpdinsas he could afford. In an instant sh
was intensely aware of the masculinity of the miatgnsified by his
understanding of her need to wash away those nngpiains of sand.

Smoke arose in the air from the coffee fires, dmtd was a distinct
sound of the wind across the desert which had gresvy cool now

that night had fallen. High above the encampmes# those petrified
sand towers, and it was at the foot of them thatliBDaitched her

bathing tent.

When she entered she found that a lamp had beerdltiung upon the
tent pole. A few goatskin rugs had been laid upenfkoor, and upon
one of these stood a steaming bowl of water. Itwvadarge bowl, but
it was big enough, and Sarah saw her suitcasdlitite atool. With a
sigh of pleasure she opened her case and tookeslt €lothing, her
soap, sponge and towel, and discarding any lingeshreds of
prudery she quickly stripped and stepped into thelb

Even if it was but a sponge down, it was most s#fireg, and she had
no fears of her silhouette being seen, for thesa@ithe tent were of
black woven wool and she felt as reasonably sexsishe was able, in
the encampment of a dozen desert tribesmen. Théhaeha spicy,

primitive smell that wasn't in the least unpleasant standing on one
of the goatskin rugs Sarah towelled herself doven,tbes tickled by

the long hair of the rug. Feeling clean and freéle dressed in a pai
of slacks and a roll-neck sweater in jade-greesejerShe brushed hel
hair and pinned it back in a classic chignon, wislh had learned to
do without the aid of a mirror, a good style fordebing, and also one
that suited her face with its high cheekbones apdring jawline.

"Sarah smiled a little to herself, for she realisieel incongruity of a

fashionable young woman in a goat-hair tent indiesert, and she alsc
felt the quickening of hunger when she steppedaiand caught the
aroma of lamb kidneys and sausages being friedrgelpans on the
open brushwood fires. The long-spouted coffee gioizd ready in the



warm ashes at the edge of the fires, and someaahén were feeding
the camels before settling down to their own supper

She glanced around for that extra tall figure, emtler surprise saw
him emerging from a tent similar to her own. Shared, for his

head-cloth was off and he wore a dark kaftan cvesé trousers that
tapered off into flat-heeled leather slippers. Beked at once more
approachable, and at the same time more disturBmpe strolled her
way in the glow of the fires he had the relaxedofia man totally at

one with his environment, and as he drew nearesahehow black

was his close-cut hair, and it had the gleam ofwihich had been well
wetted and slicked back with a comb.

So he, too, had indulged in a sponge bath, debmtassertion that
men of the desert grew used to being in the sdddleng hours and
didn't pamper themselves.

Sarah felt a little smile forming on her mouth this educated
barbarian could probably out do his fellow tribesne living rough
and riding hard, but right now he had a woman mdamp and he
wasn't going to smell of sweat and camel when hd®an to supper
with her.

Her smile quivered on lips both nervous and knowihgnust say |
thoroughly enjoyed my wash - did you?"

He gave a sardonic inclination of his dark heatds"dnlypolitesse du
coeurto act the gentleman upon occasion," he drawledpécially

when one is with a Nazrana, who judges a man byrhany baths he
takes rather than how many prayers he says."

"That isn't true," she exclaimed. "The thing | hatest in the world is
a dirty mind, and all the soap and water in thelavamon't wash that
out.”



"You think | have a dirty mind - with regard to ydunt?' He stood

there in the firelight, wearing the un-changingngants of the desert,
which allowed such freedom of movement for thesa mieo were so
lean, hard and agile. Sarah tensed and was awdnevofieopard-

quick he would be in pursuit of game ... and rigbtv she was his
game.

"l think you have a devious mind," she said. "Woraes male sport,
aren't they?"

"Upon occasion," he admitted. "Though | have beeowk to enjoy
the falcon on my wrist as much as | might enjoycan&n in my arms.
Right now | wish to enjoy my supper, so we shallskated so that
Mehmed can serve us. | hope you like a mixed frywiph sliced

potatoes and small onions in the pan? My men aaré partial, and
with hot coffee, and the tang of woodsmoke, it banbetter than a
king's feast - or a woman's favours."

He indicated that Sarah be seated on the carpeathwiad been
unrolled within the glow; of one of the fires, awtien she had curled
down, glad that she had thought to wear a paitawks, he lounged
beside her and they were both given large enanskglof the

smoking food, with slices dfesrah,and mugs of aromatic coffee.

His eyes flicked her trousers. "I hope you feet ldne of the boys," he
said drily. "Yes, | fear you will have to eat wilour fingers, but it's
part of the fun."”

"l don't mind," she assured him, and proceededdk into the food
with the appetite of a young navvy, chewing thessges and kidneys
from her fingers, and mopping up oniony gravy vilik tasty bread.
The sliced potatoes had been crisped to perfeamhthe coffee was
rich and smoky.



Was any of it real. .. that ink-blue sky of grehtneng stars, those
looming crests of sand painted with shadows, thasemered profiles
in the lift and fall of the flames, as derailedifeshaped from copper?
She studied her own hand shining with grease, &rtgd up swiftly
into a pair "of eyes that glinted like the wing4teers of the kingfisher
bird. The leaping flames cast their shadows ovfaca that was more
vital than any other face she had ever seen.

"Mere de Dieu!"he murmured. "You know how to eat, but where ¢
you put it all?" He tossed a chunk of meat in tigtotnis lips and
chewed it."Une fausse maigre she heard him drawl into his coffee
mug.

Thin but shapely! He had spoke in French becauss$iamed that she
didn't understand him, and Sarah was about toiretkhow that she
did know the language when a whisper of cautionertaat hold her
tongue. It might prove useful to let him think tisae didn't understand
French, which he spoke as faultlessly as he spaighdh . .. this
barbaric-looking man of the desert who might, ogiminot, be taking
her to his master, Zain Hassan bin Hamid.

She looked up at the sky and never in her life $te@ seen so many
stars . . . one might stand on that fortress df eox pluck a star for a
souvenir. Then she caught her breath as one of tineke loose and
began to fall through the sky. "That is a soul ¢dssto purgatory,”

said the man at her side. "Another Lucifer, perliaps

"Fallen from grace because of too much ambitiohg' said, catching
the irony in his smile. "Heroes and gods are nohime, are they?"

"Nor the women," he said meaningly. "Look what ymave risked,
bint, because an advertisement stated that it was eegemt of means
who required a companion.”



"You enjoy thinking of me as a mercenary woman,'tdpou?" She

cupped her coffee mug in her hands, and the fleckéfirelight were

in her eyes as she looked at him. "It might intieyes to know that my
operations were expensive and when | came ouedflthic | had only

a few pounds in the bank and little prospect ofntgkup my career
again. | was finished as a model and - and noteeemed to matter
any more."

"Your rich gentleman no longer wanted you, eh?"

"l couldn't have cared less about him, but there'&in in being out of
work, and - all right, | came here because therg avhit of money in
it." She took a deep gulp of coffee. "I'm no angell you're certainly
no saint, so don't sit in judgement on me!"

"Is that what I'm doing?" He lounged on his elbdavjly at his ease
after a good meal. Mehmed came to his side andegpeaf a box of
cigars and he selected one with deliberation addth for him from
a burning stick which his manservant held. The ilgfpight of the
flame played over his features, and then the sraskee murmured a
word of thanks and Mehmed bowed and withdrew.

"You know you are," she said. "You look at me asds if | have two
faces and you're trying to get under my skin. Aoel yafraid your
Khaiifa might like me, and you think I'm not goodoaigh for his
sisters?"

The hard shoulders lifted the dark material of kiaftan and cigar

smoke wreathed about his eyes giving them a vialgdd "Men can be

deceived by a facéjint. The female voice can drip honey even as t
slim hand curls around the hilt of a knife. It isver easy for a deser
chief to trust people, for he can never tell iegpent has been plante
in his bosom."

Sarah stared at him and thought how strangely bleesp



"Does he trust you?" she just had to ask.

"It is very hard to tell." The blue eyes broodedotigh the smoke.
"Zain Hassan bin Hamid can never be sure if treeseme plot afoot to
dispose of him, or assassinate him. The blood sereeins runs hot
and strong and it can be readily aroused to hatéove. Beni Zain is a
large province and there are certain factions wholavlike to control
it, but so far the present Khalifa retains his poam®d his control over
his people. He is no tyrant, if that is what yoe #ninking, Miss
Innocence."

The firm teeth gripped the dark cigar, and the eyms/e the dominant
nose held a glint of faintly chagrined amusemelnet it be admitted
that he trusts very few men, or women. It is thg wha tribal chief.
Such a man cannot afford to be a trusting fooltierdesert is a vast
place and the laws that can be enforced in citesa much dust on
the desert wind It takes strength, and a certainless- ness, to be
paramount chief of a large clan - if the Khalifada a second wife he
must be sure that she is not part of a plot toadispf him in the one
place where most men are vulnerable - the bedroom."

"Is that possible?" Sarah looked aghast, and f&lh enore aware of
the primitive forces of the desert. "What abowive?"

"Love!" He flicked ash with a fierce movement o$ wrist. "It comes,
if one is lucky, but more often in high places amam's motive is
mercenary, or political. Zain Hassan must marryiragadue course,
in order to have a son to take his place. It winddbetter for the safety
of his skin and his tribe if the woman was mercgriar

"How cynical that sounds! How cold and calculatin§arah felt a
strange stab of pity for this man she was yet tetme

"Are you still a romantic?" he mocked "In spite tife English
gentleman?"



"I -I was hurt because | believed he was sincesie¢' retorted. "And
don't keep throwing him in my face; why do you tleto be cruel?"

"Perhaps." His eyes narrowed as they raked ovefdoer "Are you
looking for love in this land of singing silences?"

"No!" Her eyes were dilated, green as jade, and rheuth was

tormented against the whiteness of her skin ..trsé@ to wrench her
gaze from his, but it held her as securely as p gn her person;
pinned her as a frightened moth to a blue-edgedefldrou have hair

the coppery-gold of a gold hawk's wing," he sa@hd' you need never
wear jewels with eyes such as yours."

In the silence that hung between them at the ceimriwf his startling
words, Sarah heard the wailing music of a desertdwoian, and the
deep-throated grunts of the kneeling camels. Sdéwsinto the air
from the fires, and the wind chased the sand ardgbatdimmense
escarpment of rock beneath which they were camped.

The moment brewed a quick panic in her, and themsde her eyes
as coldly green as she possibly could.

"I can do without your compliments," she said. "Kaékem for your
dancing girls!"

"Not one of my dancing girls has fire in her haind in her veins," he
said mockingly. "Not one of them has a pair of @der a pair of
eyes."

"l - I'm not staying here to listen to you -" Shalffrose to her knees,
and then fell back at the formidable look that tgamssession of his
face, making it look as hard and cruel as if cadironze, with not a
tender feeling or a vulnerable emotion to everesoftim.



"Where will you go to get away from me?" he taurtted "l could run

you down, let alone ride you down, and if you hawy crazy ideas
about creeping off in the night, then I'll dispe¢m for you right now.

You will sleep here at the fireside, dose to mydyaand if you even
turn over | shall hear you. Like sand rats we mkthe desert sleep
with an ear and an eye ever on the alert -"

"If you fondly imagine,” she broke in, "that I'migg to sleep with
you-"

"Ma there bint | said nothing of the sort." He put back his"idhead
and let forth a deep burst of laughter. "Who haes divty mind, |
wonder? You, | think."

"Oh - you're detestable!" Sarah glared at himgyes as green as a ca
in a temper. "You take a delight in being mean &"m

"I am merely safeguarding you for the Khalifa,"rhecked. "He might
have my hide if | allowed you to wander off intcetdesert, where
anything might happen to you. Wild cats lurk amameg rocks, not to
mention wild men, to whom you would be a choicedtmssed among
dogs. Do | make myself clear?"

"As crystal," she snapped. "What do you call yolirstame man, by
any chance?"

"What do you call me?" He regarded her througltigar smoke, with
eyes that enjoyed her discomfiture, and yet heldrking glint of
curiosity. "l mean, apart from a procurer and apasfunist? Do you
imagine that in the deep depths of the night | amgto ravish you -
be the taster of the Khalifa's piece of Englishighelin case you
should set his regal blood alight?"

IIGO to_ll



"Tell me once more to go there," he cut in, "arsthadll teach you the
meaning of the word."

"l know it," she flung back at him. "Where do ydurtk | was when a
damn horse flung me against a tree and crushedoty Do you think
| was having tea at the Ritz when the doctors wabikeer me, and |
lay in the dark knowing I'd limp for the rest of rife? It wouldn't
have mattered so much if it hadn't been somethag d@ffected my
career -1 worked as hard as hell to get to thetopy profession, and
then in a moment it was all gone, a-and | coulceHaNed that brute of
a horse!"

Her face was utterly white, and her eyes were ardblazing emerald.
All the colour from her face seemed drawn intoVierd hair, and all
at once a hard brown hand reached out and she wbhi/e shrunk
away had he smacked her, but he merely touchechieek, and from
that she jerked away as if burned.

It was about half an hour later that Mehmed browaghtige rug to the
fireside, a great soft covering of wolfskins sewgether. Part of it
was laid over Sarah, while her Berber escort calvammself with the

other half. She lay there tensely, aware of hinhvevery separate
nerve in her body ... she lay in the desert witladbarian, folded up in
a wolfskin to which clung an aroma of smoke, leatre spices.

"Go to sleep,"” he ordered her. "Some time tomomn@sshall reach the
kasbahof Beni Zain and | don't want a weary woman on mands,
one who has lain awake in skittish fear of beingstaed. | have never
had to use force on any woman, and I'm not goingtdd with you,
bint. Relax, close your eyes, or even count the statrsvifl help, but
do stop lying there so rigidlyRigor mortiswill set in if you aren't
careful!

For some reason - damn him - that amused her antlahto stuff a
corner of her handkerchief into her mouth in otdestifle the nervous



laugh that fluttered in her throat. Sleep, he sasdf every night of her
life she was used to sharing wolfskins with a ldang-legged Berber
whose way of life was totally alien to all she e r known.

Around her in the night was a low medley of strasgends - the deep
mutter of male voices, the grumbling of tetheredhels, some of

whom still munched their supper. Their neck belksde a music to
which Sarah lay and listened, for she dared ntariso the breathing
of the man who lay only inches from herself. Shedlyadared to stir,

for then he would be aware of her ... as a womamother land... an
alien source whose skin, hair and eyes were diffdrem those of the
women who usually shared a rug with him, beneaghstiars of the
desert sky.

She wanted to sleep and yet she was afraid tadkdep ... in case she
awoke to find his arms around her, at the mercyhat hard and
dangerous mouth that said things that left an ginfable sting in their
wake.

She fought to keep the weariness at bay, but ibkad a long, strange
active day, and she finally drifted off within thgarmth of the
wolfskins, only a few inches separating her froorman she barely
knew... a man with the most lawless eyes she hadlevked into.



CHAPTER FIVE

STONE piled on stone, leaf hung upon leaf, rising upaitordly,
sand-coloured stack to the very skies and tappedddg at all sorts of
levels, some flat and others turreted, with cretielhs that let in the
hot sun.

It could well have been an ogre's castle, houskeeoénchanter, where
strange things went on behind those thick wallsted by sandstone
and leaf-mould, and overlaid by ample creepersdiuaiy to the stone
like green serpents.

A place of power and torment, and dark desires sy harem
beauties.

Thekasbahof Zain Hassan bin Hamid, high lord of Beni Zaihief of
this vast region, the unknown devil who had plagedry game in the
book of love and out of sheer politics had decitedee what an
advertisement in an English magazine would brindpisodivan. It
could happen nowhere else but in this fabled pl8aeah told herself.
Here where time had stood still, and a single naridccommand a
great tribe and have each one at his beck and call.

A camel had brought her to Beni Zain, but shelfedathless, as if she
had been wafted here on a magic carpet and brdogbkarth with
hardly a ripple. She looked about her at the immeasirtyard where
she stood with her escort ... so he hadn't liekk Bil the others he was
under the thumb of the Khalifa and for all his gance a mere subjec
like Mehmed and the other men.

She glanced at him, and he might have been careedgalmwood,
so powerful to look at in his great dark cloak,caner of which was
flung over his shoulder. He had an indisputable chimasculine
command, yet here at thkasbahhe was but a servant who had carrie



out his orders and would shortly leave her in theds of other people
... Strangers.

Feeling her eyes on his profile, he looked at aed his eyes held a
cool, almost dismissive lookEait accompli"he murmured. "And you
thought | had other ideas, eh?"

She pushed at a silky strand of hair which the tleged had blown
across her face, and desperately hoped that hmusrdohdn't risen. He
wasn't exactly kind, but he had protected her sndwn way, and she
knew him just a little. "Oh, don't leave me," shanted to say. "1'm
scared out of my wits, and | know that any momeni'ne going to
stride away and not look back at the little fooliywave brought here."

She bit back the words ... as if he would care, wag or the other,
what became of her! He had performed the tasktatlaio him and
now he would go off and relax with the honey-co&mligirls of his
own race.

"There's no need to look as if your head is goingle block," he
jibed. "They'll put all of you on the slave blodkpm your ankles to
your flaming hair, and you asked for it, didn't yount?"

"l didn't ask to keep having it rubbed in that llveen an idiot," she
exclaimed. "What will happen now? Will someone é¢#de= charge of
me?"

"Yes. You will be taken to theerayiand will be given a female
servant. You are trembling, eh?" With a slightklaf his wrist he had
his riding-whip curled about her waist, and shesgagasp at the trick,
and felt him standing suddenly closer to her, lngkilown into her

eyes and stunning her with the blueness of his diwshe never saw
him again after today, the memory of his eyes watédy with her. In

that face which the sun had tanned so deeply therg wicredibly

startling, and even rather beautiful.



"Don't wrench away or the leather will cut you," tewled. "Who
knows, the Khalifa might dismiss you, and thend/imiput in a bid for
the green-eyed Nazrana."

"You can't do that," she gasped, feeling theddite whip through the
silk of her shirt "It isn't in the agreement If I'mot wanted, I'm to be
sent home - they promised that!"

"At the kernel of every promise there is alwaystideldoubt, like a
fragment of shell that clings to the broken nut"

"What do you mean by that?" she demanded.

"My meaning shouldn't be that hard for you to grad{ss Innocence.
Isn't it sticking in your teeth right now, the kniedge that you have
come all this way without letting anyone know yeurereabouts?"

"You mean - | could be kept here against my will?"

"It has happened to others, and everything thapéragp has a way of
repeating itself." His smile grew infinitely moclgn"Think of the
places in North Africa where a good price coulddiehed for a white
woman. It's true that not all my fellow tribesmamdfa white skin to
their liking, but you are young, nubile, and faxhile longer there will
be a silken sheen to your red hair."

She gazed up at him, horrified by the meaningsntords. Implicit in

them was a terrible truth she had not fully realizatil this moment
European girls did find their way into terrible gidens in the Middle
East, some of them willing victims, but others ftanto the rackets
by unscrupulous men who made love to them andgbkhthem into

the pleasure houses.



"Tremble,bint," he snarled softly. "Learn your lesson for comiegeh
on such a reckless impulse and placing yoursdlienpower of men
whom you know nothing about."

"You're a cruel devil!" she flung at him, and wheme tried to twist
away from the wrapping of his whip he deliberateijtened it so she
cried out.

"Feel my whip, and remember my words," he said, aagpun her
free of the plaited leather, and as he turned dway her a flick of his
hand brought Mehmed from among the palm and peppes of the
great stone courtyard.

They spoke together and then he strode off andhSaedched the
billowing of his cloak against the sun-soaked wélan arcade of tall
columns - almost a cloister where he was abrupity &mong the
dense shadows that contrasted with the goldengsunli

"You will come, sitt." Mehmed spoke in his broken English, and s
saw that he carried her suitcase and that, at lastsomething of her
own in a world of strangeness and a certain tei®te followed

Mehmed into the&kasbahthrough a great wooden door leading to
stairway that seemed to wind round and round itSHe felt like a

prisoner being led to a tower, and so it turnedvaugn they entered
the room at the head of the stairs. It was comlyietecular, and lit by

narrow, wood-meshed windows, as finely, intricatelgrved as

lacework.

Sarah glanced around her, torn between fascinatnahthose tiny

waves of fear that swept over her every time shaght of the things

which that blue-eyed devil had said to her. If hd meant to unnerve
her, then he had succeeded! Almost unaware, shechasging her

hands tightly together as she looked around tlesrdnigh up in the

stonekasbahof a man she lad yet to meet... a man whose poasr

absolute in this part of the world.



Mehmed placed her suitcase beside the wide ottdrednand then
with a salaam he withdrew and closed the high seiabed door
behind him. She tensed, as if she waited to h&aydurn in the lock
but there was only silence as the Berber walkeayl away from her
door. Of course, there was no need to lock hefhe.kasbahwas in
the very heart of this desert province and if shie out of here she
could only lose herself in the strange narrow strednere the houses
crowded together as if sketched in charcoal by rdistavho saw
slantwise.Souksshadowed by latticework frayed and patched, a
walls sun-scaled and old leaning verandas benaathrdoftops.
Shadows, menace, and the drip of water from wallnfains. Men
who walked robed, and women who went veiled ..aBaaw it all in
her imagination, and knew that come what may sh& stay here and
await what lay in store for her.

She gave a tiny uncontrollable shiver and felt \adone, and then she
fiercely told herself that she mustn't give wayh&r nerves, and the
best remedy for control was to concentrate on he¥sent
surroundings.

It was by no means a small room, panelled witlvasi wood that she
supposed was cedar, and with a ceiling encrustddguild flowers.

Above the ottoman hung a fine mesh of netting, abbpto keep out
sand-flies and other tropical insects that mighawprin the night.

Overhead hung lanterns of blue glass, blending thi¢hfretwork of
the windows to create a very oriental atmosphespe@ally as the
window frames were surrounded by powder-blue tigth raised

designs. Like pale smoke over these tiles weramgtwith a design
of flowers, vines and trees showing through. Unat&rivere rugs of
tawny-gold with blue tracings in the rich wool, aaglainst the walls
was a matching armoire and toilet- table with dayirof tortoiseshell.
Here and there beside low ebony tables were bithdeafloor

cushions, intricately embroidered with fine strgddeather in scarlet,
gold and blue.



The toe of her shoe stirred the patterns of theorugrhich she stood,
of a thickness that made her want to kneel downdikost child in this
strangely beautiful room.

She knew that kasbahmeant a fortified palace whose rambling wal
reached out to enclose the town, and those walle \weerced by
battlements where the Khalifa's guard would stioltheir flowing
robes. It was another world, still feudal, and dulsy a man whose
personality had to match his courage and his anaris

"I really am here," she told herself, staring asrtiee circular room
into a mirror with an arabesqued frame of wrougbitxi That was her
red hair, and her eyes ... oh lord, how scaredoamthey looked, so
that it was already difficult to think of herseld #he soignee model
who had posed in custom-made gowns.

She felt dry and her gaze dwelt on one of the EiMeisOn a brass tray
stood a glass container of a rose-coloured licand, also a slim glass
In a brass holder. There was also a dish with asparent cover,
making the ripe figs and dates look almost unbdwraviting. Oh,
she had to take a drink of whatever it was in daaafe... she had to
accept this place or go quietly crazy.

Without further hesitation Sarah knelt by the tadnhel poured about
half a glass of the liquid and tentatively sippedHer eyes closed
involuntarily, for it was delicious. Squeezed passiruit juice, she

decided, with a dash of honey and lemon. Mmmm tspped up her
glass and drank it down like a thirsty infant. Howod it tasted,
making things seem a little less alarming. She tbeKid off the fruit

dish and bit into one of the ripe, almost purpléuced figs. It was
like a blend of nuts and honey, and once agaieyes stole round this
room with its disturbing blend of subtle fabricgftsscents and
splashes of barbaric colour.



Did it make her think of a harem, or was she Igtther imagination
run away with her? Her eyes dwelt on the soft lyxafrthe ottoman,
on the floor cushions, and the various wall-hangiegcrusted with
gold and silver embroidery. She stared at an irdhikt between two
of these hangings, painted and bearing the savereil arabesques
Curiosity gripped her and she went over to the tchied lifted back the
lid... at once she breathed an evocative scensandhat it was stored
with things of sheerest silk and the lightest imafie velvet. Sarah
was too well trained in the recognition of fine i not to see at once
that these garments were exquisite ... and utiEasgern. She lifted out
a tunic that was a mere ripple of apricot silk oler fingers, hardly
weighing more than a few ounces. She stroked ateoats of
lime-coloured velvet, soft as a cat's fur.

This was a marriage chest, and these were bridéhed ... it was
strange that she knew, and stranger still thatwsgeso certain. Her
fingers slid beneath the diaphanous legs of pedd-girwals, and
touched thdroderie arabeon the collar and cuffs of a kaftan in lovel
peacock brocade. She lifted out a robe of applergreach hanging
sleeve rich with silver embroidery.

Clothes fit for a princess ... but why were theyeha this room? Had
the chest been left here and forgotten, for thesie mo telling how

long these lovely things had been stored awdne garments of the
East were curiously ageless, worn not only forrte#ect but for their

coolness in a climate that was incredibly hot dythre daytime. Sarah
had already learned for herself how stuffy and amfostable a woman
could feel in the desert in a pair of slacks thang to the limbs. These
floating tunics and trousers would be ideal, and doubt the

waistcoats were for evening wear, when the sunpo@nd the air
grew cooler.

Why were they here? Was she expected to wear them?



She led the lid fall and she backed away from thietpd chest. No
matter how inviting the thought was, she was anigmgirl who had
to cling to her own identity and not give way tosk insidious doubts
and fears about what was to become of her now slseatvBeni Zain.
Why, why, why had She let out to the Khalifa's gamntaide-de-tamp
that she hadn't told a soul she was coming toothilsindish place?

Then she gave a little cry as she almost trippesd one of the floor

cushions, and as she was reminded again that shthisaveak and

troublesome ankle she sat down on the cushion iatteidgher teeth in

order to hold back the self-pitying, rather friginte tears. It was her
own fault that she was here: impulse had driven &erfar as

Casablanca and it was only from there that she dwawlally been

forced - yes, forced into coming to this barbahitiden city in the

sandstone hills of Barbary.

The only consolation was that the walls of thismogeemed so thick
that they kept out the heat of the sun, andhtleshrabiyavork of the
window screens maintained that coolness, being tpéme elements
through those intricate and delicate carvings.

Sarah had no idea of the time, for her tiny jeweeliaatch had stopped
in the desert. With a weary little sigh she slidre carpet and restec
her head against the soft leather of the cushibe. Y¥awned and
vaguely wondered what else had been in that pagsidruice beside
lemon and honey, for she suddenly felt very droarsy her eyes were
so heavy that they refused to stay open. No, stetntgleep . . . and
the very next moment it seemed hardly to mattksktub.The hands
of fate. Well, she placed herself in those handd, al she could do
right now was submit to her drowsiness and snattééwaminutes'
sleep. It would help clear her head and brightehermwits when the
moment came for her to meet the Khalifa.

Her head drooped and she slid a little lower ontlinek wool of the
carpet. . . sleep enclosed her like that greakdiaan a pair of wide



shoulders, and for Sarah there was no more aclmxigtg until she
awoke abruptly to find the oil-lamps alight andcliering on the
silvery patterns of thelamassinwall hangings. She blinked, gave
little groan, and pushed the tumbled hair out efdyes. She carefully
stretched her left leg and found herself on thenodin instead of the
floor, and there was a silk pillow under her haztead of the edge of
the floor cushion.

She sat up and felt the hammering of her heal@so®k a swift look

around her... she didn't know what she expectegé¢o perhaps a tall
figure with intense blue eyes, watching her asséat, waiting for her

to awake so he could inform her that she was, mhdée be a

companion . . . his.

But the circular room was empty but for hersetfght now she was
alone, but while she slept someone had enteredifsettiher from the

carpet to the bed. Her fingers gripped the filmgetk and her nostrils
tensed to the scent of cinnamon which seemed toiméng from the

lamps. So it was night time, and she was quiteatrertow that there
had been something in that delicious, rose- cotbdrenk which had

made her sleep like a child, dreamlessly and urawiBbeing moved

from the floor to the wide ottoman.

Hours had slipped away and the darkness beyonslititd®ws seemed
to intensify her feeling of being in another woltlidncreased her fears
to the verge of panic, and suddenly she was scraghbtf the bed and
searching for the shoes which someone had remawved lier feet.
She found them and hastily put them on, then sheerfar the door
and wrenched it open.

A lamp was alight outside, in a wall sconce tha¢whbars of shadow
down those winding steps that led to that greattgatd. Clenching
the handrail, Sarah made her way down the stegimdeher head spin
a little as they went round and round in a spiadllthe way to the
ground. There she stood a moment, seeing aheackroa Istone



archway that led out into the courtyard. It watrt she had any mac
idea of running away, but she had to see someamgna, and
demand to know what was to become of her.

As she made for the archway she became aware lakaring red
glow and she heard the sound of guttural voicasydiog excited and
barbaric to her English ears. She stepped bey@artting stone and
caught her breath in amazement... a great fireltvasthe centre of
the immense quadrangle and a group of robed mer standing
around a great mat on which two other men weretilmgsBoth were
tall, their torsoes agleam in the flare of the,firaked to the waist, with
hard brown feet gripping the ground as they fowggth other.

Sarah stared through a gap in the ring of spestadod the barabrism
of the scene made her more than ever certain tmathad left
civilization behind her for the rest of her days.

Then someone threw some mote wood on the fire artleaflames
leapt into the air, the face of one of the wrestleas revealed like a
bronze mask, the white teeth bared and the eyed filith a devilish
flame that was sheer blue instead of red.

"l might have known!" Sarah whispered the wordsdrself, and even
as she did so those powerful brown arms suddeffigdlitheir
opponent into the air and threw him bodily to thestling mat. As he
lay stunned, a foot was planted on his chest, hatetwere shouts
from the group of Berbers, and Sarah caught a name:

"El Zain, baraka, baraka!"

It was impossible, incredible, but true, for withtraoaty laugh the
winner of the bout threw back his head and ackndgédd the name,
then he caught hold of the great cloak that wasetbso him and threw
it around his shoulders. He came striding fromdhaup, the cloak
like a dark wing around his glistening brown boalyd he was coming



straight towards Sarah, who like someone in a #aoca nightmare,
couldn't move a limb in order to escape from hirhe $ould only
stand there and feel the power and the strangeh#ss man bearing
down on her; she could only remember the thingshsldesaid to him
in the desert, the names she had called the KladliEeni Zain!

"So you couldn't stay awapint. You had to come looking for me!"
He stood over her, haughty, sure of his positidand of gold amulet
glistening against his naked chest. "You slept wglresume?"

"There was something in that drink, wasn't thei®f?é gazed at him
with angry yet uncertain eyes. There was no loagaradow of doubt
in her mind that he was Zain Hassan bin Hamid, laghof this place,
who had let her jmake to him some of the most orémst remarks of
her life. She felt as if she hated him all the more

"You evidently enjoy playing games, El Zain, whethies with a
woman, or for the benefit of your tribesmen."

"I like to tease and | like to wrestle," he adndtte'l need my
recreations like everyone else, and riddles aresiuing of particular
interest to the Eastern mind, and be assured Ifahedzast in every
bone of my body. We invented the convolution of igikes the

everlastingdetail that is as endless as the desert itself."

He reached up a hand to touch the vaulted arcihanshape of a
horseshoe, with an arabesque of patterns deepgethi the stone;
wheels and suns, moons and crescents, with the mdnfdlah
engraved among them.

As he ran his fingers over the stone, Sarah savbaaadhed the savage
gold of his skin, still marked here and there be tyrip of his
opponent's hands during that wrestling match. énglow of the wall
lanterns he was like some lithe and savage anemnal,there rushed
through Sarah's mind all that she had been toldtahe Khalifa - that



he was strong enough to rule his people in his way and that once
upon a time he had had a wife . .. and that sotar afs birth his
mother had been disposed of because this ruttlkesseyed creature
had been thought to be the son of her lover.

Why had he not been killed at the same time... /¢l child have
been disposed of had it been a girl?

"You are a riddle," she heard herself remark, a erdrbefore she had
to remember that whatever he was, above all henwgaslord of Beni
Zain.

"That makes two of udyint, and what could be more intriguing tha
that a man and a woman should find each other wasai mystery.

Come, | have to wash and change my clothing, andwlb eat supper

with me in my apartment —"

"But tell me," she broke in, "what are you goingdim- am | to stay
here or what ?"

"Of course you stay." He said it decisively. "Therao question about
that."

"Then | am to be the companion to your sisterghas it?"

"Their companion has been selected. The widow ofEggptian
doctor, who is rather more intellectual than yaint, who will expand
the minds of those two."

"But what about me?" Sarah backed against the stamsvay and felt
as if her heart had come into her mouth.

"You?" His hand fell to her hair and she felt higgers drifting from
her temple to her earlobe. "You, my mercenaryelittiumia, | may
decide to marry."



Sarah jumped as if she had been shot, and shepe@sidess as he lec
her into thekasbah,along a honeycomb of corridors and shadov
passages, into the very heart of his strongholdnThat word he had
used hit her again and she tried to pull free ehiaind upon her elbow.

"l -  won't be played games with any more," shepgal. "Y-you can't
do just as you like with people, and | happen t&bglish -"

"Yes, isn't that fortunate?" he drawled. "That ikatvl want, the

English blood mixing with mine to produce a sorcoblness, courage
and stamina. And what an added bonus that you &enale | can

fight with, who won't be just a subservient objeetme to caress."

"You're stark raving mad," Sarah flung at him. "Yoan't marry me
against my will -"

"Here at Beni Zain | can do whatever | have a nimdo." And so
saying he propelled her in through the door of vApgieared to be a
foyer, for it was quite bare of furniture and oalplue marble fountain
played at the centre of it. There was another degond the fountain
and Sarah struggled with him when they reachett led into his
apartment and she wouldn't go in there with himess he dragged
her by the hair.

"Ah, how you like to fight!" And suddenly his hangsere gripping
both her elbows and she was pulled close and besath against his
bare chest. His cloak fell to the floor and Saraliss dilated as they
filled with his bronzed face, so deeply cleftedra chin that it held a
wedge of dark shadow. His eyes held hers, themntig mockery
almost beyond bearing.

"I hate you!" she choked. "You're a devil, but Hot scared of you like
everyone else - I'll find a roof and jump off itlrar than end up in your
arms!"



Powerful, tanned arms whose warmth she could iglel through the

silk of her shirt. As she looked wildly up at hitmias as if time had no
meaning - as if eternity held its breath while sead his eyes and
realised that her words, her intentions, her erfteedom, were as
nothing to this man who had only to click his fing@nd have his
smallest whim served up on a silver plate.

"You - you can't mean to keep me here," she whesper

"Have | not said it?" He spoke in what could onéy described as a
throaty purr, and the very next moment Sarah fooeself in his
private sanctum, and as he closed the door andistmtin together,
she saw the bronze crescent set in the woothat symbol of the East,
stabbing her with all its implications. A woman, had said, was an
object of joy... a creature without a soul. He wéshe East and he
believed it. . . Sarah was of the West and shadght not to believe
in a ruthlessness so absolute that he would distdga pleas, subdue
her struggles, and make her do exactly what heeglant

"Why?" she asked. "Why me, El Zain?" She drew ongrele and
faced him, but inwardly she was cold at the coressfand desperately
aware of her own helplessness. She tried not tageras his eyes
swept from her hair to her throat and down theretgingth of her slim
body.

"A man might think that you were fishing for a cdmpgent,” he

drawled. "At this precise moment you look a trifienpled, but how
the red hair flames about your white skin, and rbes eyes blaze
green as emeralds. Do | really have to put intodsavhy | have a
fancy to make you migadme?"

"Even with this?" It was her only weapon, and skeduit. "I have a
stiff foot, El Zain. | walk with a limp. I'm maimeand not the perfect
thing that the lord of Beni Zain might wish for."



"We have a saying in the Eabint. It is that nothing should be entirely
perfect, for then the evil eye won't fall upon ndér your feet are the
magnificent carpets of Bokhara, but each one laglawoven into it.
Above your head are Moorish lamps, but in eachtibere is a piece of
spoiled glass. Thostamassirhangings look very gorgeous, but in th
pattern there are certain gold and silver thredig have been
deliberately twisted. We are a superstitious peddies Innocence,
and | have good reason to believe in the evil eye."

"So have II" she rejoined, and she looked direictly his face and let
him know exactly what her thoughts were with regarldis eyes that a
few moments ago had seemed to strip the clothes ler body.

He gave her an ironical bow as he accepted hesatoun. "It makes
not the slightest difference what you think of et were you quite
wise to send the photograph that you did with yaqplication to be a
companion? It was despatched to me at Casablamté&sant back an
iImmediate message to my emissary. Would you likentov what it

contained? Yes, | am sure you are curious. 'Fitdf she is a virgin', |

ordered, and Kezam Zabayr, a man of wide experjemase able to
report that he had actually spoken with this ativaccreature and
found her virtuous in body even if her mind wast#eltoo occupied
with pounds and pence."

"You - you damned devil i" Sarah glared at him amdild have given
her last breath to have got at those blue eyetoantghem out with her
fingernails. "You and your cohorts, planning thirgs slyly - you

won't get away with itl Some of my friends will fs& that I'm

missing and they'll make enquiries - "

"No doubt they will, in time," he agreed. "But byen, Miss
Innocence, you will be the bride of Zain Hassan #ede won't be a
thing they can do about it, not a string they copldl that would
release you from my custody. Unless, of course, Wented a war on
their hands."



"You're incredible," she gasped. "You really bediem your own
self-opinionated power, don't you ?"

"You had better believe it as webjnt. | don't waste my breath on
empty threats, and the matter of our marriageresadl in hand. Your
dress will be sewn, your jewels selected, your bpdiified, your
hands and feet hennaed, all within the next fevs d#gu will also be
well instructed in the words to be spoken at theermeny; Arabic
words that you will be made to learn. Do | make etfystterly clear?"

"I- I won't listen to you!" Suddenly like a frighted child Sarah flung
her hands over her ears, but all the same she heardugh and the
next moment he had taken hold of her, lifted haf ske weighed no
more than a child and dropped her among the cusioibain enormous
black and silver divan.

"Now if you've a mind to faint you may do it in cfort," he mocked.
"Yes, you show unmistakable signs of being a virgamd the
strawberry is sweet, warm, plucked straight frasroked - and | won't
have a child from a woman who has been used by#igy man!"

Sarah stared at him through a wing of her red dnaor the temptation
was too great to resist "l really fooled your erargsdidn't I?" she said
swiftly. "Did he really believe me when | said | svét a woman of
experience - of course I've had a lover. Do yollye@magine that |
didn't go to bed with my English gentleman?"

She watched his face through her tumbled hair, Iadtdring to
breathe as she took in that ferocious jawboneintiperial line of the
nose commanding the bold mouth and chin. Her liadded in her
breast... he was strangely like a portrait shedrax seen in a Bond
Street gallery, of a certain wayward British sotdveého had been
painted in Arab robes.



She caught her breath as he suddenly leaned ovantieaught hold
of her hair, winding it around his fist and forcingr to look right up at
him.

"The weapons of women are always devious ones, \ienaren't
putting poison in the cup, or a knife in the balckould prove right
now, bint, that you are as untried as my own sisters, agbgirls who
have been kept sheltered all their lives - "

"I've never been sheltered," she panted. "I grevinug poor part of
London, and I've always worked and made my own wayou know

about models, surely? Men always run after themtemgpt them with
gifts and money. You said yourself that | have acmeary streak in
me - "

"You, bint, are leading yourself into a maze of desperate- lszane,

bilwa, shall | take you right now and prove what is toudalse about
you? Shall 1?" As he spoke he placed one knee tipoiside of the
divan, and the sensuous light of the copper andgsdgi@amps shone
down on the tawny skin of his shoulders and Sasahthe flagrant
male power in them... she shrank away as he leavedher, the gold
amulet swinging on its chain about his strong celurha neck. No
man she had ever known had borne any resemblanitestone...

never in her life before had she been so awarebeblate male
authority combined with a savage, sensual enjoymeher physical

and mental terror.

"Brave words in a craven body," he mocked. "Asn{ avoman of
experience ever had that look in her eyes - shédaAaow, you little
fool, that she could use her charms even on ma.ba a man, eh ?"

"You're a barbarian -"Her lips shook and she despikis terror that
made her want to curl into a ball and bury her fdeep in the
cushions. Nothing and no one had ever made a coovdrdr before,
but he had succeeded very thoroughly. Not everat@dent and the



pain of it had reduced her to this quivering heépvbite skin, and
knocking knees!

"Fool of a girl." His hand cupped her chin and leian hard fingers
pressed against the fine bones of her face. "l tigdtl have carried
out that threat, you know, then you would have bdshonoured,
would you not? At least in marriage you will stilve your virtue
even if | take your chastity - you see, you blugHé&' laughed in that
low-throated way of his, showing the white bar of teeth. "You
blush to feel my hand, to see my bare skin, hererevtve are alone in
my Eastern apartment, where on a European beasé tihi@gs would
be as nothing. The desert is differdmft. Here there is an intensity in
all things, a deeper meaning to the giving andt#keng. When we
pray we mean every word. When we fight we are améfto die.
When we make love it might last a night or an eteriwhen we are
dishonoured we have no more to live for."

"Kezam Zabayr said you were a widower,” Sarah dredcthere
among the cushions and she felt the tips of higefis stroking down
against her throat, so that somehow, anyhow, sthéohraake him stop
touching her. "What happened - did she take a lawer had to be
choked for it?"

Silence... that petrified stillness just momentoteethe leopard leaps
at the throat of its prey.

Fingers closed on Sarah's throat, on the pulséhéimmered under
her soft skin... she gave a little moan as shebwease backwards until
her neck was stretched painfully across the cushion

"I would kill anyone else for saying that," he dedr'But you | have a
use for and | won't waste a long, hot trip acrbesdesert in order to
bring you here. | had a wife - Farah she was cattedjoy! She was
seventeen when the elders gave their approvalrahatriage, and she
was more lovely than you could ever imagine, slenthe colour of



pale honey, with a deep bewitchment to her ambes.dyeal joy, they
say, is not for any man on this, imperfect eartid hhad Farah for

only a few years. She died when our son was boihitavas her wish

to be buried in the deep heart of the desert, damehvat times | ride a
horse to exhaustion, or wrestle with a companiotglee someone like
you, | do it from the need of her that comes over to hear again her
voice, her laughter, my name on her lips."

His fingers slackened from Sarah's throat, andidwdsup to his full

height, proud and hard, his thoughts lost in thet.pd o marry again a
Berber girl would remind me too painfully of whalolst when Farah
closed her amber eyes and never opened them tgane dhat was
twelve years ago - a lifetime."

Sarah sat up, a hand at her throat, her greerfiggdsupon his bronze
mask of a face. "If you have a son -"

"I had a sonbint. He was four and he looked like her - he was playi
in the sands when a scorpion bit him. The venont\s&aight into a
vein and there was nothing our doctors could ddHat little boy - he
died in agony in my arms, and how do | forget rasw@and his fever,
and her eyes in his small face, begging me todakey the hurt? As a
prince of the Beni Zain he is buried here in theugds of thekasbah,
though it would have been my wish to have them ttugye the two
people | loved, will always love, beyond yooumia,with your white
skin and your eyes like leaves of jade. You | Wwdle, and from you
another son for the Beni Zain. Is it understood?"

Sarah could only gaze at him in stunned bewildetzit not for a

single moment did she doubt the incredible truthistory. Long ago
he had buried his heart with a girl called Fatald aow he felt the

time had come to marry again just for the gettihguother son; a
male, child for his tribe, but one he would neward as he had that
four-year-old who had died while playing in the dan



This was strictly a matter of policy, and she wasveniently at hand
with her slim, untried body, her undoubted Engle$s) and the
indisputable fact that an unkind fate had cut hee from the ties of
her career.

He meant every word that he said... it was thetasrface, so brown
and hard and deeply clawed by sun-lines. It waetimehis eyes that
were as burning blue as the skies over the de$emtarhis young wife
was buried.

"No!" She felt that she cried out the word, but she arlispered it.
"No - please I" She pressed her hands over her é&céd to shield
herself from the implacability of his tawny featsre

"Why not?" His voice was as hard and unrelentisdnis face. "You
say that you can no longer do the work for whict ave trained, and
| can give you comfort and a position even higimelife than could
your Englishman. Wasn't that why you would haverradrhim, to be
a woman of means and position? Make no mistake toatsupreme
chief of the Beni Zain and the woman | take foritevaas at her beck
and call a large staff of servants, her own bodydgiao that she may,
If she wishes, have the freedom of the deserd®in. She may even
come and go in thmedinaand have female friends of her own. Up 1
a point, Zahra, your life would be your own."

Zahra! With shocked green eyes Sarah studied thas: mvho
arrogantly supposed that she would fall in withihtgedible wishes.

"No!" This time she did cry the word. "l wouldn'e lyour wife if you
were the last man on earth!"

"Why?" His eyes glittered with an unholy blue ligiBecause | am a
Berber - a man of different skin and faith - a lzardn?"

"Because," she said distinctly, "I don't happelot@ you!"



"Nor do I love you,bitt,” he said, with equal distinctness. "What h:
that to do with a business arrangement? A merdimngmpeople with
something to gain from the transaction? | provida with the things
most dear to your heart - clothes, jewels, combdetaurroundings -
and you in return provide me with a boy child. lliwtell you
something, when you see blue eyes in the facelefart man it means
that he has Crusader blood in his veins. | fandyawe a son of your
race, and let us say that you have fallen into aryds like a ripening
fruit from a golden date palm."

In his hands! Those three words said it all foraBaand in a sudden
attack of fright and panic she scrambled off thediand attempted to
make a dart for the door. She forgot her tediok$eaand its tendency
to let her down at a crucial moment Her foot beté¢ways, pain shot
into her leg, and she fell as if broken to the egrpt the feet of this
man who seemed to straddle her frightened body.

"Don't make me," she pleaded. "I'll wish you inlhl{/ou make me
marry you - | can't, don't you see that? | - | hagdeeling for you, and
to have your child-"

"Yes, to have my child," he said deliberately, "yoould have to lie in
my arms and know me as you have not yet known any.'m

"You're pitiless," she gasped. "You have no heart!"

"l quite agreebint. My heart lies somewhere in the desert, and my p
was buried with my small son from the sweet, hobegty of Farah.
But you have beauty, and | am for the rest entiaghyan."”

"A man of iron, that's what you are!" Sarah cauggher lip, for her
ankle hurt and her entire body was aware of a wexy sort of fear,
never felt in all the six years she had worked a®del - but then, in
all those years she had never come up against dikeahis one. "If |
were to cry, you'd only deride my tears, wouldoty"



"l can't deny it," he drawled.
"If | were to scream, you'd slap my face to stop"me

"Perhaps not your face, but | would treat hystagat deserves to be
treated."

"Marriage isn't the word for what you want - iilsdrtinage!"

"A good, sound English word, but if | meant to tdikerties | wouldn't
propose marriage. You are illogical, woman." He tbéown and
pulled her to her feet, but when her teeth bit ddxarder on her lips
and a sudden drop of blood appeared, he suddeeiyt$ver up in his
arms and held her against his hard bare shoulBer.rtiy own part |
find the prospect of making a child with you notéditdisagreeable. |
may even teach youljint, to find a certain pleasure in being m
kadine."

"I - I'd sooner be chewed up in the teeth of artigéhe fear, the

temper, the infuriating awareness that she was pesgto fight

against his demands, drove Sarah to a retaliatiah in a saner
moment she would have found shocking. There belvepes, within

reach of her fingernails was that smooth tawny klesuand with the

blazing wish to hurt him overriding everything etdee drove her nails
into his skin and raked them down into his fleslhad as she could.
The blood sprang red against the dark gold torgbtha scratches
were sharp and jagged and painful-looking.

"You little shaitana,"ne snarled softly. "Now do you feel better?"

"Heaps!" she flung in his face. "I wish | had aflkni | promise you
that would be in your back right now!"

His blue eyes warred with, her blazing green ohéss, inshallah,
that will be quite a boy that you and | will haverh this marriage - ah



yes, you may scratch, bite and claw for all youvaogeth, Zahra, but
it's written that you and | should come togethehatfull of the moon,
when the elders of the Beni Zain are witness toloigal. You will
look quite gorgeous in your Berber wedding garmentth pearls in
your flame-coloured hair, with the henna patterningse vicious little
hands of yours, and nothing between us but theofiggur hate and
the duty | have to give my people the next HassarHamid. It may
well be a duty that | shall enjoy, Zahra."

"Don't - don't you dare call me by that damned Berersion of my
name," she choked. "l won't stand for it!"

"No, you will lie in my arms for it," he mocked. &hra - flame flower,

white ivory - white slave." He laughed at the anged tears glittering
together in her eyes, and through her tears shelsdvinis face had a
look of pagan pleasure in her helplessness.

"I'll'run off into the desert - I'll get away, froypu somehow," she
said, and a tear broke and ran down her cheek targeiished mouth.

"From this momentbint, until you are very definitely mine, you will
have a guard at your door. There is no getting avwag me, for like
my name | strike swiftly."

"Like a snake?" she asked, feeling the wetnessoifalse and hating
herself for crying in front of him. "Is that whabyr name stands for?
The snake in the garden who led me here with helsfalse promises
Ill

"I can't recall that | lied to you, Miss Innocerice.

"Oh God, yes, was | innocent! You pretended youewen the
Khalifa's staff -"



"You presumed it, let me remind you. | was servamtauffeur,
aide-de-camm@and procurer of his women, in that Order, if lakect
the names correctly."

"And all the time you were laughing up your sleavene!"
"You asked for it, did you not ?"

"It seems -" a sob caught in her throat, "it setanme that | didn't ask
to have my career blasted and to be taken in bisa &dvertisement -"

"Ah, but it wasn't falsebint. It was quite genuine, and it was you
mistake to be so vain as to send to a strangeo@@faph so striking
that he couldn't resist meeting the original." Sigwaking his time, he

searched every bone, shadow and angle of her Veagein its cloud

of flamy hair. It was unbearable, the inquisitidrhes blue eyes, and
Sarah turned her face away and found it buriednagdiis warm

shoulder. She shuddered . . whichever way sheduraevas there and
there was no escape from him.

"Can't | appeal to your better self, if you have®hshe whispered.
"Are you quite a devil in the shape of a man?"

"I am Zain Hassan bin Hamid, the sword of my peoplkave to
consider their future before my own inclinationadahe time has
come when | must marry again - and surely the twa® come when
you should marry and let your beautiful body enjy natural
functions. The camels, the sand-cats and the fligrgs all manage it
quite naturally, so why not a little tigress likew? Why be afraid?"

"If you have to ask that, El Zain, then you mustdryebly insensitive."
She made herself look at him and her eyes wereogletiby that fear
... She hadn't known until now that she could seehctively afraid of
what he referred to as natural. "Have you no fesliat all - do you
really imagine that | couldnjoygiving myself to you?"



"What does it matter?" Quite carelessly he dropgpedto the divan.
"You are a woman, and you have a certain beattyiH isuffice. You

will find the rewards to your satisfaction evenybu find your
husbanghot much to your liking. | go to take my bath, dvdarn you

that it will do no good to leave this room the matneny back is
turned. Two members of my bodyguard are now on dutlge foyer,
and | regret to inform you that they won't allowuyto leave."

He left her, disappearing through an archway cal/ésea thick silk
hanging. Sarah stared at it and the gold threadaeekned to quiver
with a life of its own.

This moment couldn't be teal . . . but it was. te€ o be playing a
game with her... but she knew he wasn't.

She took hold of a cushion and ground her fingdrsit. . . she wished
she had hold of his throat and had the strengttramgle all those
frightening things he had said to her. Oh God, kowld she possibly
marry a stranger? You had to be in love beforetgol that step, and
all she felt for Zain Hassan bin Hamid was a widt ®f terror of his

strength and his strange blue eyes in that fadentha utterly of the
desert.

He had no heart... another woman of his own déseitige had taken
the better part of him to her lonely resting plangng the sand dimes
and the hot golden sun. There she lay alone, padadthe man who

would marry Sarah in order to provide the next teethe leadership of
the Beni Zain. His duty, he called it, to take lies -wife a woman for

whom he hadn't a fragment of feeling.

And she, Sarah Innocence, was that woman! It whsligvable... and
yet she knew that she had to believe it. Curse lana her own
stupidity in accepting that flight ticket which hadought her to an
iImpasse from which there seemed no way out.



CHAPTER SIX

He was like a figure in parchment who had steppealgit out of the
tales of the Arabian Nights. It was he who tutohed in the Arabic
words she must learn for the wedding ceremony nenabdle old man
called Sheikh Moulay who gradually taught her safige rudiments
of a strange and difficult language. The words s=kto tickle her
throat when she finally managed to repeat diem.

"What do they mean in my language?" she askedhéoisheikh spoke
English, but of a kind that reminded Sarah of andigd Victorian.

Sheikh Moulay caught at his beard and regardedwhidr a deep

twinkle far down in his wise old eyes. "They sayy daughter, that
you must be humble and obedient to the wishes wif gasband That
you will be faithful in all ways, and be his comf@nd solace at his
command. That you will look not at any other mad aast your gaze
upon the ground when another man should walk yay. Wwhat you

will be a good mother and rear your children inlthre of the Koran,

may it be blessed."”

"But, Sheikh Moulay, I'm not a Moslem," she objecte

"It matters notsift." He rested his long-fingered, veined old hands
an exquisite copy of the Koran, printed on gazekie and bound in
the most supple of Moroccan leather. "That you @dresen of the
Khalifa is all that matters."

"Lord high and mighty!" she exclaimed, uncaringwdfat she called
him, and also instinctively aware that Sheikh Mguleas too aged
and wise in the ways of men and women to take nmatitce of her
outcries. She was young, nubile, and the Khalifate@ her. That was
enough for his people - at last he wanted to maggin and they
welcomed the event. There was nothing to be gasmsd Sarah knew



it with a clutch of fear at her heart, to beg oée\this kind old man:
"Please, don't let him do this to me!"

"There is honour in such a marriage for any womae,'said. "You
must surely realise that? The daughters of sormermiost prominent
caidshave grown up in the eager hope of being chos&alyHassan
to be the wife of his body and the mother of hissso

His wife... his sons ... with not a spark tehdresseo alleviate the

terror that ran like ice water down Sarah's spahdime she thought
of what lay ahead of her. "He said he couldn't gpnamother Berber
girl because of being reminded of his first wifdid you know her,

Sheikh Moulay? Was she very lovely - very much t¥/e

"Ay, lovely as a desert dawn, sweet as wild honey,iguawmf heart.
We have a sayingitt, that perfection is its own worst enemy becau
Shaitan cannot endure it and sets his eye of puihit. Ay, Farah was
much loved by the young Khalifa, but now he is dureman and he
realises that paradise is beyond the stars anti¢naion earth we musi
expect the bitter with the sweet."

‘Tm sure you realise, Sheikh Moulay, that he'sifiggcme into this

marriage." That description of Farah had pricke8ath's pride ... no
one, certainly not the bridegroom, expected homayjay from his

second wife. In no way was she expected to measpréo the

gazellelike loveliness of that first bride of Zaitassan, who didn't
care a snap of the fingers that for Sarah this iagerwould be
loveless. All he wanted of her, his mercenaxymiaas he had called
her, was her body that could make sons' for hhg,.blue-eyed sons
for the Beni Zain.

As it all swept over her, the images, the lovelpsssession, the
memories she could never share with that intimatenger, Sarah
gripped her hands together until her fingernaitskbrthe skin of her
palms.



"The elders of the Beni Zain can't really ewish htm marry a
foreigner,” she said. "I know nothing of his waysthey're all
hopelessly strange to me."

"It is not for any of us to question the desiresh&f Khalifa." The old
sheikh spoke rather sternly. "He knows his own mamdi a woman is
but a woman."

"A creature without a soul," she said bitterly. jAsoner with a guard
at my bedroom door, and spies who watch me whakel & walk I"

"Only because you might foolishly wander off anddmst in the desert
- out there you could die in the burning sun, opic&ed up by nomads
who might treat you in a bad way. You comprehend maaning,
Sitt?"

"Oh yes." She gave a shudder. "The desert is rauttigxa garden of
Eden for a woman, is it, one way or the other? itmmadic woman
trudges from one well to another and gives birth@ochildren on the
sands. The bride of a Khalifa is kept in seclusind must be obedient
to all his arrogant demands - | don't love the nyany, know | | find
him overbearing and utterly ruthless. Tell me, wiatild your people
do if I took a fit into my head to knife him he rhigact like some god,
but he's only made of flesh and blood, and | domégine that his
bodyguard actually share his bedroom of a night."

Sheikh Moulay gazed at her with eyes that were enlgdas hard as
stone. "Hurt one hair of his heaslit, and you will have the life and
breath choked out of you."

"l thought that punishment was reserved for unfaltiwives," she
rejoined. "If | put a knife into his precious hehthought at least that
I'd be torn asunder by wild horses/'



"You might indeed," the sheikh said, quite serigu&fain Hassan has
proved to be a strong leader, often a very undwmigig one to the
Beni Zain, and a mere woman who harmed him wowalthleabout hell
before she died. In some ways time has stoodn&ti in the desert,
and who would hear your screams across those mdaey af silent
sands?"

No one, she thought. There really wasn't a soc&te what became of
her, for she had lived in a world where success evasything, and
popularity a bright little globe that could fizzbait as quickly as it lit

up.

A few people might ask casually what had becomeSafah
Innocence, that slim young thing with the lovelylkyaand someone
might reply that she had probably gone off to Ssutlwhere she had
cousins; or had maybe got quietly married andesketthr suburbia.

No one, not a soul, would ever dream that she wasme far region
of Morocco, being tutored in the Arabic responsesat Berber

bridegroom ... a captive in his castle, watchedhtamnd day, and more
desperately scared as each day passed and dregloker to that

moment when the high wooden door of the bridal dremwvas closed
for the night and she found herself in the armEldtain.

"Did you know his mother?" Sarah suddenly askedttesheikh.

"Yes, but she is not spoken of, by him or anyorse.eCome, repeat
again the marriage vows and try to get the inftetis correct as you
can -"

"Why mustn't she be mentioned?" Sarah persisteds"M\such a sin,
after all, when her child was reared to the leadprsf the Beni Zain?
Why was he allowed to live?"



"Because - and | really shouldn't tell you thikie man who fathered
him was greatly loved by that foolish' woman's tarsh the Khalifa of
those days. He was a great soldier, and | willgagore! Zain Hassan
would be furious if he knew | had talked to youtlod matter - now let
us return to our lessons."

"You mean he's ashamed of what his mother did?"

"Ay, ashamed He grew to regard the then Khalifa atather, but he
knew of the affair."

"Was the soldier a European?" Sarah had to askhatdeo know.
"Tell me, please, and | promise never to repeat gouafidence."

"You have looked into his eyesjtt, so you can make your owr
guesses. But the name of this man is never memwtidoe he is too

greatly revered for his courage to allow of anynsizd to be attached
to his memory. Suffice it that the foolish woman leim astray, as
women will, and she paid the price. He was notjrletassure you, a
man to look with lust at women, but this one timé&appened and
when the child was born, and it was a boy, therse m@aquestion of
that precious life being put out like a candlecdtried the precious
seed of great courage, stamina, leadership, amtda® been proved El
Zain is indeed a sword of a man."

"But the woman died," Sarah said, in a softly sleackoice. "Wasn't
that abominably cruel - after all, she was his ranth

"She was unfaithful, and in those days there w#e Inercy- it was
considered a crime."

"Is it still a crime ?" Sarah asked. "What if | -?"



"I would advise you not to talk in such a way. Mas the turn of the
sheikh to look shocked. "That is shameless tsitk, and | close my
ears to it. Now, to our lessons!"

"Just tell me one more thing and | promise notstoanother question
- please.” Sarah's green eyes pleaded with thietsti&his soldier, the
real father of Zain Hassan, did he stand by andlssgoor woman -
did he? Whence had made love to her and broughutaber
downfall-"

"By the time the child was born the father had diddhe weathered
old hands gripped the Koran. "I don't know, perhiapgs a kind of

justice but a cruel one. He died in Englasitt, in a road accident, and
now ask me no mote. It was all long ago and idy#otgotten, so let

the dead lie in peace."

Sarah gave a sigh, for it was all a sad confusaml, could not be
Imagined as possible anywhere but here in the éser, where
passions might flame like the hot sun itself, amttibution be as
chilling as the nights when the sun went down.#®rnan who had a
fancy for a British bride was partly of that blobonself - somehow
Sarah didn't doubt that the soldier had been Britghe knew that
many French soldiers had lived and fought in theede but those
eyes, they were not Gallic but Celt. .. blue, istdy blue as a pair of
sapphires, the elongation of their shape inhertech his Berber
mother - poor thing, perhaps married to a cold @uadh pining for a
little romance with that tall, mystic, blue-eyedmar from another
land.

"You have guesseditt?" Sheikh Moulay was staring at her across tl
ebony table where they worked on her Arabic.

"I think so." Sarah looked little stunned. "It's incredible but true, isn'
it?"



He inclined his head. "Never speak of it to the IKhaHe loved
deeply the man who reared him and he reverencesdrnsory-"

"Even though that same man was responsible fombiker's awful
death?"

"Even so, my daughter. Berbers are a mysteriousvang ancient
people, and here in the high hills of Beni Zainytkeep to their old
ways, stretching back to your Bible. The adultréissn, was stoned,
and believe me to be choked is quicker, more hurhane

"Humane!" Sarah shuddered. "And | must marry y@®enber chief!"
"If it is the will of Allah, may his name be bleské

"It's the will of Zain Hassan and you very well kmat and are too
loyal to him to say that it's wrong to make me sithhonhim." Sarah's
eyes were the colour of dark jade, haunted and saggu and

shadowed by the lonely terror of a girl surrountdggeople to whom
the arranged marriage was all too familiar. Thedsed the tribe came
first, and love was little more than a romantic semse.

"If | were a Berber girl, Sheikh Moulay, it woulek llifferent. But I'm
used to my freedom, of going my own way and being own
mistress. You're condoning a crime! You are!"

"Hush, my daughter, you are seeing djinns and wiedils where
there are none. My lord Zain Hassan is no mongterwill be good to
you in his own way, but a man must marry and tibaltteadership be
secured for the future."

"Is he such a brilliant leader? He bears the nateedormer Khalifa,
but he's a -"



"You will refrain from that wordsitt." The old eyes flashed, "A man i
a leader if he proves his powers. This one is arahtdaring, feared
and respected head of the Beni Zain."

"Is he loved?" she asked. "That's problematical ishFear and love
don't go hand in hand."

"I wonder," the sheikh mused, and his eyes dweadity on her

rebellious face, the flamy hair secured in,a sn@®d must be when
she was outside trserayiand ensconced with the frail old man in h
alcove in the grand hall of tHeasbah.He sat among cushions, an
upon first meeting him Sarah had wondered how eldhight be. He

seemed acquainted with events which had happemedago in the

tribe and his fine old face was deeply seamed.v&tseallowed to be
alone with him because he was a venerable teaiher;had been a
younger man none of this would be allowed, thatsstend talk in this

vein to a Berber other than the one who was todbdnasband. Sarah
was learning the rules but she wasn't growingk thhem. They made
her furious at times, especially when she walkethengarden courts
and was aware of the Khalifa's guards silently hiatg her.

"You are a woman," said Sheikh Moulay, "and comjpasis the gift
of women, so can't you have a little pity for a nadro lost a boy-child
of only four summers ? Time does not truly heal) ¥oow, it only
stitches a skin over a wound that goes on aching."

"It was a tragedy," she said, "but are you suha#n't made him hard
and unfeeling? It does that to some people - gedaip the heart."

"Would you have Zain Hassan open his heart to gt?"
"No - yes, enough to let me go back to my own sblife!"

"But whatever is written in the book of destiny umalterable,
Nourmabal"



"Nourmabal?"she repeated after him. "What does it mean?"

"Light of the harem. Will you not be that when theey of the wedding
arrives ? Desire is the gateway into the rose gatde

"l - 1 don't want his desire - | want my freedon8he gave the old
sheikh an imploring look. "Can't you help me ? $onunhappy!"

"You are a little afraid, and what woman isn't wistyre@ contemplates
marriage and all that it means."

"Oh, but don't you see, Sheikh Moulay, it woulddoigerent if | loved
him, but | feel only outrage that he should keepheee and arrange
this marriage as if I'm just aabject, without a will of my own.
Wouldn't you help me to get away? Arrange a camdlbaudajfor
me, and a guide-?"

He shook his head. "It would be a madness, my daugfor Zain
Hassan has eyes in the back of his head,naptife would not be
worth ten grains of sand if he discovered thatd &@ant you off in the
desert in the uncertain hope of ever getting lkas heat stroke. Be
resigned to what he asks of you - you are beauafud it has always
been written that one day you would belong to a.nframany ways
Zain Hassan is an unusual man, and love, if ih& for which you
pine, is a restless, changeable emotion, not teles upon. Give El
Zain his sons and you will never want for anythihgromise you."

"Oh, | don't doubt that he'll lavish upon me ak thilks, scents and
jewels of Arabia," she said bitterly, "so long agdd my duty and
becomeenceinteas soon as possible. What if | give him a dau@hter

"He will accept her and hope that next time yod thalve a son." The
old sheikh smiled at her look of tragedy. "Womerraviborn to the
destiny of motherhood, and it has its compensatidsy go on
tormenting yourself? You are far too young to thrgsur brain with



so many thoughts, for come what may life is toibed, and | am told
that life had become empty for you in your own doyrit was surely
loneliness that drove you here in the first place?"

"Yes, | was lonely, but | thought to be a companibn

"You will be a companiorsitt, but to the brother instead of the sister
It is bound to prove more exciting, is it not?"

"You're laughing at me, Sheikh Moulay," she accu$¥du think I'm
an awful fool because | make such a fuss aboutymagryour lordly
barbarian chief. I'm a person, not just a bodyJvdmy rights and he's
riding roughshod over them - and | hate him fdr it!

"We have a saying that hate and love were twirs dteat were struck
asunder in a storm, and now they eternally seektie together only
to strike sparks off each other. Beware when ymktkiou see hate,
for you may be looking at love."

"You have a lot of sayings, Sheikh Moulay, that\aegy picturesque,
but they're just stories without any reality torthé know what | am,
I'm just a prisoner here, and you and his sistacs al the others
condone what he does because you're all afraidrftie wears the
blue cloak and the golden head-ropes, and he hafotik about him
that could make a tiger turn tail. | don't know wha was like when
Farah was married to him, but | know how he affects"

Oh yes, how it could sweep over her, the recotbectif his eyes upon
her, the eyelids drooped lazily. "You will not wetlre shirts and
trousers,” he had informed her. "The proper clothase been
provided and youfatimawill dress you in those from now on... and
do beg of you not to tell me to go to hell eithemiords or in looks. If
you refuse to be dressed by ydatima,then | shall come myself to
your room and ensure that you are clad as a womameat as a fake
boy, albeit a rather charming one. | am oy, a lover of boys."



Lover ... the word evoked images that she hardhedidao imagine.
Sheikh Moulay, a kind and understanding man, hadsee his help,
and there was nothing she could do but learn thaandish vows
and try not to quake in her embroideredbouchesach time she
envisioned what those vows entailed.

Patiently, with kindness, the sheikh took her tigtothe lesson once
again, teaching her the throaty, almost menacinglityuof his
language. The fountains played beyond the shatte@rchways, and
the high-carried leaves of the palm trees weredikings against the
blue sky. Towards noon the heat began to risealikaffron cloak that
pressed against the skin. Sarah rose to her teethd sheikh would
turn eastwards and say his prayers, take coffeadittie food, and
test during the afternoon.

"I will see you in the morning, my daughter. Thirdn our
conversation and take heart."

“I'll try, Sheikh Moulay." She stood there in haftssilk kaftan and
slippers of pomegranate red with tip-tilted toese $elt and looked
delicately strange in the garments, but they wenearkably cool and
comfortable, and she would never give that barbaha satisfaction
of robing her.

She gave a little bow and left the old man to Ings/prs, hearing as she
went into the fountain court the Moslem prayer-@am the minaret

tower of thekasbah.lt was profoundly oriental, like everything els
that surrounded her, and though the men faced thast,faces like

bronze castings in the boldness of the sun, theamayhthe household
went about their duties, for they had no right 8k @r expect a
paradise where there would be palm trees and p@matgs, fountains
and fragrant gardens - and damsels with large elest was the

heaven reserved exclusively for the men, and ite@arah smile a&
she wandered beneath the large shining magnolrasesnd breathed
the heavy scent of Persian lilac.



She caught the whisper of the chemlar trees, amth\whe glanced that
way she saw the slight movement of a white robth tumcked into the
leather belt a curving knife; One of the guards wias always on the
watch in case she took a fit into her head toahay, but she wasn't
quite a fool and knew that she could never maleeibss the desert
without transport and a guide and adequate watérfeod for the
journey.

From the walled roof of her room, with a piercedagpeet all the way
around it, she could see the desert and its vastriles aspect of
loneliness, and appalling daytime heat that fillked English heart
with awe. She would never dare such a place orower, for that
would be sheer madness, but sometimes in the aygust before she
was escorted to the apartment of the Khalifa, sbeldvstand on her
rooftop and watch the huge stars mantling the gigaweep of some
of the sand dunes. Men would sometimes ride inuthinothe great
walled gates of thkasbah strangely lost in time on their long-legge
camels, and she wondered would she have wantedus If she could
have stayed in the capacity of companion to thepetty half-sisters
of the man who had chosen, instead, to court hérisaprospective
bride.

Sarah would press shaking fingers against the bohksr face, and
feel the tremor in the curve of her lips. Her heaould beat with a
frightened prayer when she thought of the hard bipisl of Zain
Hassan on hers, taking, demanding, making her dguionfiim in a
marriage that bore no relation to anything she wiadalised with
Peter Jameson. Life in the English country, inacgus Tudor house,
with dogs dashing in and out of the high-ceilingedms with their
many mullioned windows. Walks in the woods and ssithhe downs,
friends from town for the weekend, and tea andttoafore a great log
fire in the afternoons.

The shattered dream of a poor girl who had worksed ko achieve the
poise and finish which had attracted a young cqupéntleman . . .



and now this, her red hair and her slim body tbata€wear gracefully
any garment at all, even the timeless fashioneetast, to adorn the
serayiof a man who was totally foreign to her despiteatvhe had
learned about his birth. That dash of Europeandloeant nothing;
by upbringing and inclination he was a Berber sldanes. He thought
and looked like one; he had the same tigerish gohd®dy, and on
camel or horseback he was one with the animal.

He would make love like a Berber, with a savagesipasthat would

hold a single burning purpose, to have from th@wia male child to

take the place of that other small heir to the E&mn ... the son he hac
loved because Farah had borne him.

For her, Zahra as he called her, there would hemdresseif that was
what she hoped for. Perish the thought! She wad-muking enough
to suit his purpose, and she was alone in the warld she had no
doubt that it was in his blood, his liking to tdb@oty - and that was all
she represented to him, a piece of booty that hidcose to his
advantage.

She wandered past an old water-wheel that splasimetg the huge
geraniums, the big blue poppies, and the overhgngusters of pink

oleanders. She breathed the essence of cyprepeppér, a mingling
of sharp- sweet scents, and watched the buttetthas might have
been shaped from coloured silk flying among thetevisind wine

flower-bells of the jasmine that grew in great $edrclouds wherever
there was a wall to cling to.

She let her gaze rove beyond the towering bullhefgalms and the
sun caught the wings of a hawk and it seemed todme of gold.

There was no denying the beauty of the garden goamd the craggy
appeal of th&kasbahitself, a place of twisting stone stairs and rob:
figures who salaamed when they saw her, or gave lharg stare of
wonderment There were corridors of filigreed archsyawhere



chameleons with jewelled backs panted in the etishiri shadow. The
place was medieval, a Berber lord's fortress wigdaggwooden doors
the double height of a man . . . whispers of Barjarates and

Christian slaves followed Sarah on her exploratievedking in tune

with the silent-footed guard who never intrudedwas always there,
sometimes the bearded Raschid, and at other tiheesntredibly

handsome Daylis.

It was impossible not to be faintly amused at tinespecially when
she took a lunch-basket into one of the concezdeitbasand casually
invited her guard to share a pastry of spiced nagak onion, or
shish-kebabn a tasty roll of bread, followed by a lusciowsaph or a
fresh fig.

It was because she wasn't supposed to do thistiedabok a wayward
delight in doing it. Raschid was always very pobied formal and
never took advantage of the invitation, but Daylisuld flash his
perfect teeth and accept from her hand a pastayal. Neither he nor
she understood a word of each other's conversdidgrgarah found it
satisfying to disobey the Khalifa in any way possiland Daylis was
finer looking than any Valentino of the old silestreen and it had to
be a boring occupation, having to follow her frolage to place.

In and out of fascinating byways of uneven ston#) @ grotto effect
of blue-purple shadow, and down many, many stepstreets of
mystery and tiny shops like holes in the thick walthere the air was
richly spiced and she saw dusky-eyed girls drapech head to toe
like nuns, yet with a sensuous flow to their wdlkttdenied the cool
chastity of the woman whose body was her fortré€bsir eyes were
incredibly lovely, embedded in long lashes and iappibns ofkohl, a
tinkle of beads and bells from beneath those Idagss from the
anklets that added to the sensual charm of thethnegywalked.

Had Farah looked like these girls? Sarah longdéahoov. Taught from
girlhood to be a pleasant source of wonder to a?man



One evening Sarah applikdhlto her eyes, having found the cosmet
in a little gold bottle in the painted chest in h@om, and with it she
wore a bead mask and a scarf of silk bought irsthukwith the aid of
Daylis.

Zain's blue eyes burned into her until she wenthatver, and then he
laughed deep down in his throat. "You look as ifi yse off to abal
masque,'he drawled.

"It was at your insistence that | wear harem clsthehe retorted,
flinging off the bead mask and the gauzy scarfvdhted you to see
that | can never take on the semblance of one i lgoney-skinned
Berber girls. They walk beautifully, don't they?"

A wistful, lost look had come into her green eyesheir shading of
kohl, that oriental cosmetic made from powdered wooasstrushed
mother-of-pearl slowly burned with a chameleon skdmce upon a
time she had moved with a grace which had madelpd¢om their
heads to watch her go by. Her way of moving hadhbes way to
fame, and now she had this weak foot that wasalikalter tying her to
this man who insisted that she dress like a Begiveso he could be
amused at her expense.

"Were you trying to emulate the gazelle?" He berd theroot box of
hammered brass on one of the low tables and theecd@mps cast a
jewelled shadow over his face, and over the brawm af his throat,
and the powerful arms where the sleeves of hig tdinided.

“I'm more of a jack-rabbit,” she retorted, "I holpray." She turned
away from him as he lit his cheroot and regardedilitn eyes whose
lids were lazily drooped in amusement In the infakmvear of tunic

and maleserwal,those trousers with tapering legs that huggeddlfe

he was as disturbing as a large tawny cat that@ased without ever
losing a shred of alertness. She felt that fronnéemt he must have
grown up like that, as if at no time did he loseemess that he carriec



In his veins, and in his eyes, a haunting reminaléis people that his
mother had sought love from a foreigner outsideltbends of her
husband'serayt.There had to be those of the tribe who didn'tyful
approve of a leader who wasn't fully entitled todadled Hassan bin
Hamid. No doubt he had been legally adopted bydheer Khalifa,
but he struck her forcibly as a man who wouldngilggorgive the
transgression of a woman; his mother's behaviodidegrived him of
some of his pride, and even his adoration of Fagghnot softened his
heart Her untimely death had only hardened him.

Sarah saw it in his eyes, felt it each time she akaise with him. He

would look mockingly at her in these soft Eastexbrics, and yet she
was ever aware that if she wore her own Westernhetohe would

deliberately return her to her room and stand dwar until she

changed into one of the beautiful kaftans and thest transparent
serwalsthat the women wore.

She was being taught to obey him... and yet asdlhee time he took a
subtle delight in saying things that aroused hepir so that all too
often their suppers together culminated in a btaargument. When
that happened his eyes smouldered with a devilishspre in his

bronzed face, and Sarah could have scratched théforobeing so

cruelly amused by her and the way he could setphek to the tinder
of her temper.

God, how he had the beautiful, cruel eyes of aldevi

Tonight they took supper in his private solariunmieth opened right
out to the milky glow of a crescent moon, remindirey of how the
moon was growing until soon, all too soon it wakdtland she would
not be escorted back to her own room after an agewith Zain

Hassan.

As she gazed through tineesharahiyaf the great balcony she coul
feel under the soft leather of her slippers theeB&lnour rugs, with



their pattern of tigers and orchids in a settingibfery-blue moons
and stars. The solarium itself was sparsely fugdshith gold-tawny
floor cushions of huge proportions, coffee tabtdaid with beautiful
woods, and a long divan in its own alcove. Far weleer in the
moon-shot darkness she could hear the plaintiviealidy of a desert
song ... was it a song of love ... that splendduthe heart, that
passionate attachment that made a wonder of alvdinkel?

"Of what do you thinkgazella?"In his silent way he had come acros
the carpets and she shivered involuntarily as hige#s slid across hel
shoulders, making a tiny sound of static againsistiimmering green
silk that she wore, like that of a dragonfly's wing

“Tm thinking that if the desert wasn't so vastiid from you," and as
she spoke she could feel the steely brilliancaéfies upon her hair,
drawn away from her brow into a shining conch-shell

"I know it, bint. The moon grows bigger each night and the hednteof
gazelle tells her that the hunter is closing ifen The pretty, feckless
gazelle who runs until she breaks her hearton'tdlo that, Zahra, for
you wouldn't deprive me of the pleasure of your pany, would
you?"

"The pleasure of taunting me," she rejoined. "@&¥@r getting a kick
out of how easy it was to entice me into your trap.

"Believe me, Zahra, you would not have enjoyed @paardame de
compagiieto a pair of sweet but giggling girls. You weredado be
the companion of a man and in your heart you krio®uch skin and
eyes, and hidden fire, to be wasted on my littiess. | have a great
affection for both of them, but they will be mucétter with this lady
from Egypt who will arrive here when she has sdttier affairs in
Cairo."



"Doesn't it worry you that I'd prefer to be withllow and Belkis? |
like both of them, which is more than | can sayyflou. No doubt they
had a nicer mother -"

Sarah hadn't meant to go that far, but he drovéohewvith his taunts,

and she tried not to flinch when his fingers dug imer upper arm and
he swung her round to face him. If she had expeatsdrt of ashen
anger, then she was disappointed. He merely loakledr with eyes as
hard as stones.

"You have no courtesy as a fighter," he drawledualways like to
hit below the belt. Don't wrestle with mant, for | know all the dirty
tricks of thesmoteand | kick like a camel.”

"You'd kick someone smaller than you, who happerisetlame?" As
she tilted her nose at him, he took hold of henislgi shell of hair and
gave it a tug that drew her head backwards untishe white neck
was taut and the tendons hurt. "Unless | do somegitifiastic with you,
that cursed lameness will torment you to your grdeenorrow you
will ride with me!"

"No!" Pain and panic welled into her green eyest'tiat - you know
| couldn't bear it! I never want to go near a h@ager again, a-and your
damned horses ate full stallions - I've, heard tkereaming at each
other in your stables and the other day-"

"Yes, the other day two of them got at each otheéryou heard them
fighting. This is a desert province, not a gentteirdry seat like
Windsor or Amersham; here we don't castrate tHigostand rob him
of all his' spirit, which once taken away from htan never be passec
on to the future breed of pure Arabian horses. Wlride again, for
there is no enjoyment - short of one other - teahore pleasurable
than a gallop in the dawn winds when the desexas before the start
of the day. You will know that, | insist on it. Add to which | don't
like fear in a woman, and your particular brand barcured."



"It can't," she insisted, feeling inside her thptra of rising panic

when she thought of mounting a horse again andnbathat first

pleasure in riding turned into a sudden nightmaremthe animal cut
loose and bolted and flung her headlong into aexaot pain. "l won't

be bullied by you into doing something that gives time horrors, and
gives you the pleasure of being cruel!"

"Don't be a child," he said crisply. "I can undarst your fear, but it
has to be overcome, and the only way is that yaeiagain. | often go
on journeys to the outer areas of Beni Zain tot Wisdse of our tribe
who pasture the herds of camel, goat and sheep,sadild want you
to come with me and it is more convenient if yaleryour own horse
without being led on camel-back. The other alteveaivould be for
you to be kept very much in purdah any time | amayfrom the
kasbahfor any length of time - would you enjoy that ?"

Shut up - guarded like some harem slave - watcigdtt and day in
case she followed his mother's example and tookex!l

Sarah gave him a defiant look, unaware that th@iaddf kohlmade

her green eyes look almost tragic. "You know hoveimiid hate being
a virtual prisoner here in your great stone casil&ain, and though
you haven't a scrap of feeling for me as a persmmy as an object -
you have a niggling little worm in your mind whiatakes you wonder
just what I'd do during your prolonged absence® §imards are very
good-looking, aren't they, or do you plan to look ap with eunuchs?"

He stared down at her and tiny points of fire wareuldering in his
eyes. "lI'd break your lovely neck and you know g’ said, so softly
that it was like a rasping murmur in that strongviam throat.

"Perhaps I'd prefer that to being everlasting atryxeck and call," she
rejoined. "Your thing, your slave, to do your bidgliand no one else's
Where you should have a-heart you have a stonehwidon't doubt
you carried away from Farah's grave in your heasted, eternal,



damned desert The thought of tiding there withgwes me no thrill -
how do you plan to get me on horseback? Ate yoogytm throw me
across the saddlebow like a sack of potatoes ?"

"If necessary. One way or the other you will titt, in every way |
recognize that you are different from Farah - adikanas a
honey-spiked fruit is to a sharp green pepper. &uvdould indeed be
a purgatory for you, would it not?"

She shivered at the bare thought, and then shivaganh as she saw
him leading her to one of his high and handsoméiarastallions,

taking hold of her and tossing her into the saddewould do it, and
she had to choose long days, weeks, shut up isetfagyi,or the quick

brutal medicine of what he called the cure forfear of riding.

"The remedy lies with you," he said in an unrelegtvoice. "l offer
you the freedom of the desert, or the captivithef castle. Take your
choice, Zahra."

"My name is Sarah," she said icily. "So now youthesel hakimwho
knows the cure for my complaint - what a clever niyan are! No
wonder the Beni Zain bow down to you!"

"You fiery little bint!" Suddenly his arms were bands of steel about
body and he was lifting her, carrying her to theepl divan with its

hoard of cushions. He sank down with her and shetra@ped by his
firm, strong body, feeling the brush of his lipsass the hollow of her
throat.

"Don't do that -I" She twisted and turned in atfaegs effort to avoid
his lips and evade his arms, but she might ashask been a fish on a
hook, or a moth in a net. She had watched his atette strength the
other day, when unseen by him she had witnesseédtidldon fight
and the way he had flung between the pair of rgascreaming horses
and caught at their manes, twining into the horseha lean fingers



he had twined into her red hair. He had snarledigrat the furious
horses and somehow his dangerous position betlwedwt had fired
the stable hands with the courage to help him s¢épdhe stallions
before they killed each other. They had been ledk ba their stalls,
kicking and bucking and showing their teeth .nd e had laughed . ..
this tawny devil had stood there in the hot surtlibls tunic plastered
to his" chest and shoulders, and he had put badkdad and let forth a
deep laugh of pure enjoyment in a danger whichccbalve left him
trampled and broken on the stones of the courtyard.

"You're inhuman," she panted. "You delight in evlenyg that's cruel
and brutal -"

"You can say thatiezel,right now when you lie in my arms and m
kisses are on your skin?" He lifted himself on #moe and gazed
down at her, taking in her every feature and paglerate attention
to her shapely mouth. "That such lovely lips sholoéd capable of
uttering such unkind remarks about a man - arefyigid, | wonder,
and have never murmured sweet nothings in a reeepar?"

"Your ear will wait for ever," she rejoined. "Go éme of your Berber
dancing girls if you wish to be told a lot of swées."

"Do you think that women only pretend to like myngmany?" He
quirked an eyebrow. "l could make you, even you,kimt, come to
heel if | wished. Shall | demonstrate?"

"What do you mean?" She stared up into those chatogyes with
their changing hues from deep blue to the leagamgé at the heart of
a fire ... she felt the leap of apprehension tleatheart gave as those
little flames began to burn deep in his eyes.

"Must | use explicit language?" he drawled, anchwidéliberation he
traced with his fingertips the curve of her cheeld®) moving them
slowly to her temple and down again into the softdw behind her



left ear. "A woman usually knows what a man meahsmhe touches
her, it is called the language of the senses, bagin to think that you
are going to need a lot of melting. It could be tndsserting,
especially for a man who has only to click his @érgwhen he wants
divertissement."

Though his touch was featherlight on her throag, riteaning in his

words went through Sarah like a shaft. She layetlheneath his hard
body, crushed among the cushions, wanting withallheart to fight

him and yet unable to because she had suddenlglldstr strength.

Her limbs felt boneless and she heard her owre litiloanas he
gathered a handful of her hair and pulled her tadwes, to the warmth

and hardness of his lips that took her mouth, hesaith, and for endless
moments made her live only through him.

Nothing else was real but the throbbing of nervdene his lips
touched and his hands disturbed, tousling hairsdk@nd her deepest
reserves.

"You see," very slowly he drew away from her anglllps ran down
the sensitive skin of her inner arm, "it is possitdr even you to enjoy
the sensation of being kissed."

"I - 1 didn't enjoy it," she protested, "you forcdtat on me I"

"Like medicine, eh, to be taken with tightly closeges?" He stood up
and left Sarah alone among the cushions, then f@cand he bent
over her and his eyes looked deeply into hers.yTad it the divine
savagery of desire, nlyint. It's a little less painful than having a toot
pulled."

Her skin burned beneath that look in his eyeshe look of a man who
knew all there was to know about women and waidaubt about
her lack of experience. She had been a model amengmodern



people, but none of it had taught her how to deidd yman who didn't
know the meaning of denial.

"Yes, it is you or chickermous-cous he drawled. "Sit up, Zahra, for
my manservant comes with our supper and you ldnkmy eyes you

look as if you have just learned the differencewleein men and

women."

He stood to his full height and she sat up dazedlythere came a
knock at the door and it opened to admit Mehmed thi¢ large silver
tray on which were various dishes of food undenaarwicker lids.
Sarah's nostrils tensed as in with Mehmed cametbma of rich
spiced food and the inimitable coffee brewed omp@n fire, which,
made the tip of her tongue steal around her liggsys&arm and rather
bruised from that encounter with Zain Hassan's aeing mouth.

"Just here, Mehmed, if you please." He indicatethlde near the
divan, with its pattern of running gazelle inlamthe satiny wood The
tray was lowered and settled on the table, andamoe did the
manservant glance at Sarah. She was the Khalitatsaw and not to
be stared at in the presence of the lord . . .ISewaldn't help but feel
grateful for the courtesy, for she knew that har has tousled, her
dress somewhat disarranged, and one of her slipersumbled off
her foot. She felt quite sure that she looked madieal!

Mehmed salaamed and left them.

"Cous-cou®" drawled Zain Hassan, and very casually he sandc
beside her and removed the lid from the largest disthe silver tray.



CHAPTER SEVEN

"THAT Isone invitation thatwon't refuse," she said, still very nervou
of him as he uncovered the dish of chicken bakedegoon a bed of
rice, with tiny sprouts, butter beans and caribteoked good and the
aroma made her feel hungry despite the physicdirsthaip she had
received at his hands.

He handed her a slice of bread and she had to nmearer to the table
and consequently nearer to him in order to feeddierEating with
her fingers was becoming a habit and she was geitirie good at it,
but she couldn't yet roll a ball of semolina ansktd with expert ease
into her mouth - as he could.

Even as she ate her delicious supper Sarah $itNieisy much on edge,
and all the time aware of him - him and those viblauscles.

"Good, eh?" He glanced at her from under his lgghétg aware of his
physical power and what he could force her to d@egponse to him.

"Very good," she agreed, popping a carrot into hwuth and

picturing the amazement of her friends in Londahdy could see her
tight now, clad like douri, eating like an urchin, and companioned k
a Berber in open-neckddbr and blacksirwal. It was all so fantastic,
except that she could feel the brush of Zain's against hers, and
with each breath the tang of Arabian coffee waban nostrils. The
copper lamps made a slight swaying motion on ttlesins, and the
plaintive desert music still drifted in from theght, where the slim
curve of the moon lay against the dense velvet@tky.

"What are you thinking ?"

She almost told him that she was visualising ticesidulity of her old
friends if they could see her with him. "Don't yknow, El Zain?" she
murmured. "l thought you were omnipotent"



"l think you are beginning to realise that you heake in my power,
and | don't say it arrogantly, but because it happe be a feet"

"Like - like some caveman carrying off a womanthat it? You're a
very primitive man, aren't you, El Zain?"

"Am 1?" He shrugged his shoulders and the brown skipled under
the neck slash of thabr. "There is no place for weaklings in my kinc
of world, not that women need muscles - they haweagic of their
own."

"Are you paying me an oblique compliment?" she date ask. 'l
thought | was just a mercenary creature who coal@fouse to you,
and that beyond my possession of a female bodg hba no magic,
as you call it."

"Yours is not of the obvious kind, and for the matnkedon't take into

account your physical beauty - ah yes, you knowhate that so don't
look at me as if | say the words in Arabic. Thahn@whom you were
engaged must have been worthless trash to haverbrith you on

account of a mere limp ... | wonder did you loven Bt

"What is that to you?" It disturbed her, so tha¢ $tad to hide her
hands in a damask napkin in case he noticed thgtviere unsteady.
She didn't want him to say things that got underduard, and her
skin. It was somehow easier to bear if he took laaty without
wanting the person as well... if he encroachedearplrsonality then
she would have no defence against him. He was aofmaower, of a
charisma that held together an entire desert taih@ she was but a girl
who had no one in the world.

"No, you had no real love for that stick of a mamg"said, a decisive
edge to each word. "It turned your head a litthe,tbat a man from a
tided family should ask you to be his wife?"



"It was bound to," she agreed. "I seem to haveirgotthe habit of
having my head turned by tales - look at yours! ¥aow, | always
believed that Eastern potentates spent their dagisnaghts in idle
luxury, surrounded by their houris. You've quit@ifghe picture for
me."

"l thought | might have improved it." He leaned baagainst the
cushions and slowly peeled an orange. "Softenestbguality, Zahra,
| would be of no use to my people. My chosen fatliee Khalifa

Hassan Hamid, entrusted them to me - | wonder,twon'grant me a
virtue or two?"

"Oh, | don't doubt that in everything your peophe precedence -
look at me, my freedom is to be taken away becgosgetribe comes
before my wishes, and your own. Would you marryimgat weren't
a matter of solemn duty?"

He studied her in silence, and then he leaned fohaad pressed a
piece of orange between her lips. "You think toachmbint. It is time
to do more feeling than thinking - here in the Bastsay that woman
wasn't made to be wise like an old prophet, so ventbat frown
before it creases your white skin."

With her mouth full of orange Sarah couldn't maiereply she would
have liked to make, not that anything she said nmagleh impression
on his tough hide.

"The Berber woman is taught from a small girl togdeasing in the
presence of a man." He smiled impudently. "It isbaadl thing, for a
woman to practise harmony instead of discord."

As he spoke she felt his eyes slipping over her &ad her robe of
greenchartreuse,vivid and silky against her white skin, with full
sleeves that fell away at the bend of her elbovan'Dlook at me like
that!" she wanted to cry out. Oh God, other menlbakled and it had



meant less than nothing - with him it was entirdifferent. His look,
his touch, his slightest movement were a threditetopeace of body
and mind.

"Poor women of the East," she said, "when they'tibemwing down to

the lordly male, they're carrying the burden ofrgyeetty fault in the

book - not to mention a very serious blemish, sashbeing the
mothers of men! Has it never occurred to you blasgemales that you
wouldn't be here to crow at all if it wasn't foms® woman?"

"It never really ceases to occur to a man," he d@wand his eyes
were infinitely mocking as he allowed his meaningsink into her

mind, and her very nerves. "Come, aren't you gtongat the dessert
that was specially prepared for you? You ate ihvatich delicate
greed the last time we were together that | hadrivihorder it again
for you - you see, | do what | can to tempt you."

As always she sensed a double meaning in his waqrldged

temptingly on a dish was the pomegranate crushéu eveam and
honey which had tasted heavenly the first timeaswserved to her,
and there was a little silver spoon with which & #ne sweet "l - I'd
like to throw it in your arrogant face," she choké@lthat's what you

mean by being tempted?"

"Throw it by all means," he invited. "Be a littl@itjersnipe if that will
ease your tensions, but it will be Mehmed who lbasléan the mess
off the divan, for | shall move very swiftly out tfe way."

"You would!" She didn't have to be told that he vessresilient of
movement as any feline; also his use of the woridegnipe had
struck at her sensibilities with cruel force. Magtithe slumbrous
energy in his gaze, she hated him for being so tetelg his own
master - and hers!



"Eat the sweet," he ordered. "Or | shall feed yixe la bebe le
poulet.”

"I'm no baby hen, and if you think I'd let you - "

"Very well, shall we prove once more that | have #bility to force
you into doing whatever | fancy to do?"

"I don't doubt the effectiveness of your brute ret@," she said. "l've
had examples of it!"

"Then pick up that spoon and eat your confectiohat® right,
delicious, is it not, and you were going to depiyeeirself and your
sweet tooth."

"Bully," she muttered, and all the time she atedékectable sweet she
stared at a curved scimitar attached to a far @fathe solarium; its

blade looked scarifying enough to slice througharmlet alone a

throat. There were ibises and falcons flying ingeng in the panels of
the walls ... they were all part of the personaidityhe man beside her .
.. this Berber chief who could exert over heraarthority that was like

iron. His dominance was absolute because she latieedne thing

that might make him vulnerable - she couldn't mioigeheart that lay
out there in the desert with the girl whom he halted his joy.

"You shall be rewardedyebe,for clearing your plate." He rose ant
went to a far table on which stood a box with tteised gazelle motif;
he put back the lid and took something out of the. it gleamed and

shimmered on a chain and quite casually he threvaither lap. It was

a huge topaz that held the shifting gold coloura désert sunrise, but
Sarah sat and looked at it as if it were the eye sifake.

"Put it around your throat," he ordered. "You knloaon't have to tell
you twice."



"Is it genuine?" She picked it up, gave the jewelbatemptuous look
and dropped it to the floor. "l don't go in for & thank you."

"If you don't pick that up at once, then you wdaln that | don't go in
for childish displays of pique. Pick it up!"

"What if | don't?" She leaned back against a arslaind gave him a
mutinous look. "What will you do, your highness?v&ime the
traditional seven strokes of the. whip for insulvaation?"

"Believe me I'm tempted - though seven kisses mgyiitdue you
rather mote than any whipping. Now retrieve thatichand put it
around your neck so | can see if the topaz suiis'yo

"I don't think | want it," she wondered at her otemerity in defying
him, for his chin looked as adamant as clefted @xke stood there
looking down at her. "It probably belonged to somretched woman
who had it torn from her neck - "

"You have a vivid imagination, Zahra." He took epstowards her and
her every nerve tightened itself for the coiningftiot "As a matter of

fact | purchased that stone insaukin the far south and | had it
mounted with the idea of giving it to one of my ygusisters. But

somehow | hesitated because it seemed not to ithatr ef them - a

kind of tawny tiger's eye with a flame at its centa red-gold one.
Directly | saw your hair and your skin | knew thavanted to see the
topaz against your throat, so you will oblige mewmsaring it - or do

you prefer that | make you wear it ?"

She hesitated as she saw the savage setting ohduth and the
movement of a vein beating at his temple . . .rpthat instant of
hesitation he took a sudden stride across the ra@orean hand
plucking up the chain as her nerves betrayed hdrshe cowered
away from him.



When she did that he showed her the white edgesdéhth and. the
topaz hung glowing in front of her eyes. "l wanyed to have this as a
kind of talisman against any harm in the desed, yyu will have it
whether you want it or not!" The next instant heswaside her and his
hard arms were around her, holding her in a waiwe of flesh and
muscle as he adjusted the chain about her nedkesgeim settled in
the hollow of her throat Then he bent his headetoamd crushed his
lips to hers in a savage, bruising way, so that gdnee a nervous
shudder when he slackened his hold on her.

"What, | wonder, am | going to do with such a worfiahe drawled,

his lips a mere incfrom her left ear so that she felt his warm brea
close to her skin, and the weight of the topazreggdhe quick-beating
pulse in her throat.

"l - I'm sure there isn't a doubt in your mind abetat you're going to
do with me," she said shakily. "I'm to bow to yawery whim . .. run
like your little bitch when you snap your finge¥si not to have a will
of my own, am [?"

"My foolish one, I'm not out to break your spibyyt when a man gives
a rather valuable gem to a woman it is understdadfibe expects her
to be pleased rather than insulting about the @éift.if," his hard
fingers crept about her neck, "I would wish to against your skin
anything but a real live gem. Such skimt, like stroking one's fingers
against the petals of the white lotus, smooth haixy, smooth, with the
tremor of your living warmth instead of the coolsed a flower that
lives in beauty for such a short while. | like yapirit, but don't be
quite a little shrew or | shall be forced to tanoay

She gazed up into the hard, almost fierce struatings face, into the
blue smouldering eyes.

"Women are the door of paradise on earth," he mrecthd'so why
fight it?"



"You're talking about desire - possession." Thelwdlour ran up into
her skin, flushing over her cheekbones. "Do yownkhi like it,
knowing I'm just an object that happens to please gye - like this
topaz you make me wear?"

"Would you prefer to be colourless, unnoticed, ngyviin the grey
shadows of life? Not you, Zahra. You put yoursalfdisplay like the
dragonfly and you couldn't endure it when one ofirydazzling
attributes became damaged . . . you flew away ft@ih straight into
my net, as you think of it. Do | cast yadf because you haweefoot
that is a little stiff? Do | not hold you to myselhd wish to make a
wife of you?"

"Anything female would do for what you want, El AaiYou must
have a son, and I'm available and not exactly hugéo

"Ay, a son." All at once his face became rather moodyhés arms slid

away from her. He leaned forward and took a chefroat a box, and

his black brows were drawn downwards as he strutiateh and lit

up. Smoke spiralled from his nostrils and he stadss the solarium
as If seeing the ghosts of yesterday; the slim yeahdéigure of Farah,
who had left him to sleep for ever in the deseart, @ho hadn't lived to
bear the agony of their son's dying.

Sarah's fingers crept to the topaz . . . was ibteln possible that she
envied Farah for being loved so much? No one haddider for
herself, not for years, since Gran had died. Pédeneson hadn't
known the meaning of the word, and for El Zain slae just a pretty
object to please him in the getting of a son. He guite honest about
it, at least. He hadn't lied and sworn he waswe Mith her. In that he
had been far more honourable than her Englishmaoh |@oking at
him right now she recalled what Sheikh Moulay hadd sabout a
deeply felt grief, that time only stitched a thkarsover the wound and
that it went on hurting regardless of all the dutiproblems, and
fleeting pleasures of a man's life.



Zain Hassan rose to his feet and walked to therfdrof the solarium,
where thanesharahiydet in the night air redolent of the far deser. F
stood there in absolute stillness, like a figuneved from teak, hearing
voices in the whisper of the sands, hearing hissnamlips long silent.

His hand carried the cheroot to his lips and thekarifted to Sarah.
"You can go to your own apartment,” he said. "l wdetain you, but
remember we shall be riding tomorrow. Mehmed wiNegyou a call
and bring riding garments for you."Now there wasoalness to his
voice that struck at Sarah, bringing her to het ifean instant "Good
night," she said, and made for the door.

He gave a low throaty laugh. "You can't wait tovieane, can you ?
Emsbi besselmakMe gave her a brief, sardonic bow and watched
she slipped out of the room, well aware that asishde her way to her
tower room one of the silent-footed guards wastienalance. The
winding stairs felt cold and she had again thairigehat she was the
prisoner of a man's cold-hearted passion... sortd@fher, but most

of it for the Beni Zain. When she reached her dsiee turned and
called out goodnight to Raschid; she knew it wakbhée was always
very formal and courteous, following her at a déstrdistance, and
one of those men whom she felt instinctively wag/lelehearted

supporter of the Khalifa. She couldn't look to Homany sort of help

in getting away from th&asbah,but she sometimes wondered |
Daylis would help her.

Right now she was desperately tired and couldmkthbout it, and

once inside her room she allowed her shaken néovegercome her
and she sank down full length on the ottoman arll lmands clenched
in the filmy covers she let all the fears and deudotd wonderments
sweep over her. There was no way to forget thdtduecrushed her
against the firm ribs that caged his savage héastman who held in
his power an entire tribe of far from placid peoflbere was no way
to brush away his touch, or wipe from her memoay feel of his hard

cheek and the bold lips burning against hers.



She pressed her hand against her lips and in that maf not being

entirely her own person any more she tried to fetha face of Peter
Jameson, the sound of his voice, the way he kigedcheld her. But
the memories were gone, wiped away as if they leadmbeen, and so
she knew how little there had been of love in flesting engagement.

If you had truly loved, then you didn't forget sasgty. You could look
down a vista of years, as Zain Hassan had lookadl tlze beloved
faces were still as real as ever.

Oh God, it wasn't enough that she was being forgednarriage with

a man who didn't love her... once married to him glould have to
share his memory of a lovely Berber girl, who like sisters would
have had glistening black hair, a deep lustre toelyes, expressive
wrists and ankles weighted down with chains of galid she would
have smiled as only a woman desperately desireld couile.

He wouldn't have made her do anything that she'tdadmt to do, and
Sarah's mouth had a mutinous set to it as shepsahd removed the
chain and topaz from around her neck. The largeessbimmered in
the pool of her hand, admittedly Very lovely buven merely as a
token and not meant to convey any feelingseatiresse.

Was it worth a great deal? She studied its bediytihiselled facets
and thought again of Daylis and wondered if he @da@ bought, or if
he was too certain of Zain Hassan's temper to tiafelp a mere
woman.

There was no escaping the Eastern attitude towaotsen ... they
were a pleasant garden in which to play, but it featish of a man to
sell his soul to the devil for the sake of a wom@arah sighed and
tossed the topaz among the toiletries on the drgdable. She
disrobed for bed and tried not to think about tlenmg, when again
she was to have a lesson in being submissive taaWay devil. She
flung her redbabouchesacross the room in a flash of temper, ar



taking up a hair brush she punished her hair veitig Inard strokes. It
was a chore she didn't have to undertake, for aleohly to ring the
little hand bell beside her bed and Fegrmawould come running.

"l don't want someone waiting on me hand and fatg had told the
Khalifa. "I had enough of being helpless when | wakospital."

"Please yourself," he had replied. "But the maialigsays available
when you require her assistance."

Damn him, he wasn't going to turn her into onehafse lolling, lazy
creatures who wouldn't move to fetch a magazine feotable. His
sister Lallou was inclined to be this way and alsgat eighteen, she
was far plumper than she should be. She was toliese married the
previous year, but her fiancé had been killed imesdind of desert
fracas, and she seemed to spend most of her tieelawp on a divan,
stuffing herself with honey tarts and pieces dfyjstuffed with nuts,
her nose buried in French and American magazines.

Sarah was inclined to prefer Belkis, a pretty name@ning honey girl,
which suited her, for she was very charming, winhiuge brown eyes
of a doe and skin like honey-silk. She was almeststeen, and it
sometimes seemed to Sarah that her youthful pleasilife was shot
through by a certain apprehension. Their brothes rgaponsible for
planning their lives and choosing their husbands] &arah was
inclined to wonder if Belkis rebelled against beifgyced into
marriage witha man she might not meet until the actual ceremdny
was a barbaric way of introducing a young girl he facts of life,
throwing her like that into the arms of a strandés. wonder Belkis
had a little shadow in her eyes, as if she weratealby that coming
event in her life.

As she herself was haunted, Sarah thought, aslishieed into bed
and drew around her the filmy netting that kept any winged
intruders. She had also been told very forciblglteays shake out her



shoes before putting them on in the mornings, fmr@ons and
spiders had a nasty habit of creeping into darktapes.

She curled down in the ottoman and felt againstfeet the bed
warmer that was necessary at night, and she fejt aene in her
tower even though she knew that she had only tchtthiat hand bell
at the bedside and someone would arrive within testo attend to
her slightest want.

The soft moonlight stole through the carved woodwat her
windows, reminding her yet again that only a matfetays separated
her from the ceremony that would end her own inddpace for good
When the great musk moon of the desert was aeriglz she would
no longer lie alone in bed at night... she woukkplin those hard
brown arms that would hold every inch of her ta thital body and
make her part of his strange Berber world.

Sarah buried her face in her pillows and felt loestcurling in silent
torment against the bed warmer. There seemed noutafpr her ...
she was as much in his power as his sisters, angblwer in this part
of the world was absolute, and no doubt relenttessards anyone
who interfered in that most personal part of Hes, Inisserayi,for in
that private section lived his women, and to thenoé the East
women remained creatures of strange and enticiorigtsethat had to
be guarded.

With a restless movement Sarah turned over in tieman bed and
felt the movement of softest silk against her skinher nostrils was
the subtle perfume which pervaded her room...atrel already that
she was no longer Sarah Innocence buk#tkneof a ruthless Berber
chief who had re-named her Zahra, a girl of the tWMd® was to be
gradually absorbed into the life of the East...enof Zain Hassan bin
Hamid and prospective mother of his children.



She lay there in the milky darkness, staring ughat pyramid of
netting, seeing his face and those incredible lelyws blotting out
everything as his mouth possessed hers and hisberamgl her to his
lithe brown body. The recollection was vivid andypical, and Sarah
felt as if a live current had shot its way througdr bones, so that she
tingled and went suddenly hot all over.

No... she dung herself on her face again and wandddlotted out in
the depths of sleegAbide with me,"she whispered;fast falls the
eventide."Never in her life had she felt so done and soidfra it
wasn't a physical fear, but it seemed to be lirtkeghat lay in his past,
not to what lay in her future.

The night wind whispered beyond thiesharahija .. countless grains
of sand rustling on the sides of the dunes asdbeyed up to meet the
crescent moon, and the sad ghost that walked lgiere footmarks in
the lonely desert.

Sarah woke abruptly and saw a slim brown hand ngoaside the bed
netting. Herfatima smiled and held a cup of coffee towards her, a
blinking sleepily she sat up to take it. As shesggping the hot sweet
brew the maid placed some garments on the bdtie riding things

that she was to wear. Her heart tightened. He wagygo make her
ride with him, and he knew she'd be sick with panic

"Stay," she said to the girl, who understood avewds of English. "I
shall need help with these." She indicated thehetand the girl
nodded, going across to the washing alcove to waiter into the big
copper bowl.

Half an hour later Sarah was clad in the clothsers that hugged het
legs, a jerkin of softest suede, supple boots twmand a white linen



sheshbound around her hair. The maid handed her a $maitded
whip and her fingers clenched it as ,she staréerself in the mirror.

"Well, Analita, do | look anything like a Berber wan?" she asked,
and saw a wry little smile form on her own lips.

Her fatimagave a shake of her head and placed her handh¢o@es
she studied Sarah. "Tlsét like a boy - very pretty boy."

"That will please his lordship," Sarah said drayd she whacked het
whip against her Berber pants and felt the agiatioher nerves, and
the fear of riding that she was trying to bold dowvhat was Zain

Hassan after? Did he want to see her on horsebackd he wish to

have her grovelling at his knees, begging thatdaeesher? She stooc
there tensely as it swept over her again, the way Gady had dashed
off at a furious gallop, half throwing Sarah outtlé stirrups so that
she had no defence, no strength to match agamsh#ine when she
plunged wildly into that copse and maddened by dlash of the

branches had flung Sarah clear out of the saddlén@adlong into the
harsh trunk of a tree, her left foot twisting gsmjaely as she landed or
the ground.

No, | can't do it, she thought wildly, but Mehmeadharrived to take
her to the Khalifa and in a mood of doom she fohadself walking
down the spiral stairs in the wake of the mansdrvBamn Zain
Hassan! He was testing her nerve, not trying teotf& cure for her
fear of horses; fearless himself he had only coptédor it in other
people, and she was the woman he had selectedhe lbearer of his
son. Sarah flung up her head, tendrils of her sedldright against the
whiteness of theheshits intricate binding completed by a scarf th:
hung down over her shoulder. She'd show him thastsn't quite as
lily-livered as he expected to find her. She'd bliom that horse even if
she was in a blue funk, and she certainly woulgin¢ the lord and
master the satisfaction of tossing her into thelkad



She followed Mehmed across a courtyard that wastsédnd cool, so
early was it, with the tiny coloured birds just beung to hop out of
the pepper trees. They walked beneath a great atohe/ay out upon
a pavement where at once she caught the soundeésoinging on
the stones as a pair of superb black horses wdrmte view. They
wore saddles of scarlet and a single glance wasgénto tell Sarah
that they were of pure desert blood, their co&es lilack satin, their
manes long and thick along necks that were bedlytifuched. As
they were led forward on strong and elegant legg $itrained against
the bit, snuffing the air, great tails arching. Qrighem was led by a
stable hand, but the other was in the charge of Bassan himself, as
always in cloak and head-robe looking more haughtygre
falcon-faced, mote than ever the Berber chief wiag wnbelievably
the son of a soldier who himself had been borrherbar sinister side
of a noble family.

Catching the flash of those blue eyes beneath thiteiead-robe,
Sarah stiffened, as if to attention like a taw wéawvho was about to be
battle tested. His eyes swept her up and down laadxspected that
mocking smile to play on his lips, but instead lageaya slight nod of
satisfaction.

"You suit the clothes and they suit you," he sdood morning,
Zahra, | hope you are looking forward to our ride?"

"Good morning, El Zain," she replied, in a coolearf voice. "Is that
my mount, the one you're holding by the reins?"

He inclined his head and into his eyes stole a f@mle. "And she
says it so coolly," he drawled. "You would go liteat to the firing
squad, eh, with your chin in the air and your gregas hating the
enemy - in this instance | am the enemy and wedravof it. Your
mount is a filly and her name in English is Firebi®he has a winged
grace and a gracious disposition and is ratheeb#tined than the



mare that ran away with you. Come, fondle her nteteher get the
scent of you and the feel of you. Come!"

It was a distinct order, and Sarah could feel temor in her legs and
the way her limp was more pronounced as she fohmedelf to
approach the shining, elegant horse. Her heartdmeatwhere in her
throat and with her every instinct she wanted wercaway from the
thoroughbred and the man who held her reins twistedind his
brown fingers. That alone was enough to tell Sanakthe filly was
spirited and eager to be off into the desert.

"At least," Sarah swallowed the dryness from hesah "I shan't take
such a wallop on the sands."

"You aren't going to be thrown this time," he daiahly. "Come to the
horse, touch her and make friends."

"l -1 can't," Sarah backed away and didn't nothzg¢ she went in the
direction of the black stallion which the stablettamas holding. He
reared up and Sarah turned in time to see theleggycoming down
upon her . .. she stood there petrified, and te#riie thrust of a hand
that sent her sprawling out of the way as theistalivas eased down
and pulled to one side.

Hands reached down for Sarah and pulled her uprigidise same
hands shook her and looking up at him, half shocketihalf scared,
she saw his eyes cutting into her like steel.

"Are you asking for a broken neck?" he demandedrii&ps it was
over-optimistic of me to expect sensible behavioam such as you."

"Such as 1?" Temper took the place of fright anca8a eyes blazed
into his. "A fool of an English girl who walked myour trap and can't
find a way out. | might yet find one! While theréiwe there has to be
hope of getting out of your clutches!"



"Time?" he jeered softly. "Here in the desert ther@l the time in the
world, for the place is eternal and will stay tinaty until the very end
of time. Come, are the nerves gathered togethen2ga

"Oh, let go of me," she shook him off with surpngiease, not
noticing that he had deliberately slackened hisl looil her. 'I'll show
you and yours if I'm such a white- skinned fooltfufg up to a pitch
of that bravado which had brought her to this awtish place, Sarah
went over to Firebird, who was snuffling at a ngashrub, caught at
her reins, set her foot in the stirrup and moumemithe scarlet saddle
with an easy swing of her slim body, once so béallyticoordinated
before the damage to her ankle. God, how it canc& ba her, the
grace and flexibility of her own body in the saddlta here it didn't
show, couldn't be seen that her left foot, gripped by the stirrup,
was a trifle stiff when she walked.

She sat there a moment, a little stunned that atledared to do this,
and then with a sudden husky laugh she leaned fdrewad stroked
the horse's satiny neck.

"Bravo!" There was a swirl of the great cloak asZdassan swung
into the saddle of his stallion. "What a son welldteve between us,
Zahra | Turquoise-eyed, reckless with his tongué his courage;
proud, obstinate and gallant.”

Gallant... it was a word that went through her sloe knew he referred
to what she had just done in overcoming her feabesfig thrown
again.

"Ah yes," he softly laughed, "the British are sdtlay#, are they not?"

"You should know," she rejoined;

"Should I?" His blue eyes raked over her, takingwith expert
judgment the way she sat the high-bred Berber hbesgds light yet



firm on the leather reins, knees close in agamststeek sides of the
animal, slim shoulders held straight without makangamrod of her

spine. Peter Jameson had called hers a good sdatgbut at that time
it had been a natural part of her work as a maded;had possessed

flair for using her lissom body, in and out of thater, on a bike or the
back of a horse.

Now it mattered more, for she had overcome relwsaand the
spectre of pain, driven to it by a dozen differemtotions associated
with the man who rode beside her. How differentdoi&ed from her
faint memory of Peter, clad like that kibr and cloak; big, strong,
incredibly at ease in his manhood.

Now the cloistered path narrowed and he rode aloéduer, that
tan-coloured cloak spread upon the hindquartetssohorse. A boy
from him, turquoise-eyed! That strange, pricklingrent tan through
Sarah's bones ... of course, the blue and the gwédheir eyes
blending like the sea into aquamarine..

She tried to wrench her thoughts from him, feelthg elegant
movements of Firebird beneath her, the well-shaal/as striking on
stone and then suddenly softened as if upon velgethe shady
cloisters parted to let them into the desert framrear of thé&asbah.
Sarah caught her breath, for the dawn sky ovesahds was a flush of
wild apricot, turning them to a tawny gold thatelabn the sun would
burn into a shimmering haze that pained the eyes.

"Beautiful'" The word escaped from Sarah, and tdieed head of Zain
Hassan turned as he caught her exclamation anazeel @ moment at
the way she was looking at the sea of shimmering §aby the pale
turquoise and gold of the early morning sky. It ws@mehow
unearthly in its sense of freedom and purity, Wiéyond those veils of
turquoise a curve of softest flame - the rising.sun



"A deceptive beauty, Zahra. In about an hour althe$ will have
changed and that was why | wanted you to know wtHaels like to
tide in a dawn mirage. | am glad you are appra@dti

She caught the dry note in his voice, but the Ktk gave him was one
of curiosity. "I thought the desert had every \artim your eyes, El
Zain, but now you call it a deceiver."

"Which it is." He eased the stride of his stallemthat their mounts
were loping side by side. "The desert is as unptablie as a tiger - or
a woman. Sometimes as now it is awesome In itditess, but at,
other times it takes on claws that rend the newesn the wind rises
and the sands ate let loose to make nightmarenforider caught in a
khamsin.lt is sheer hell when great clouds of dust datkenface of
the sun and a sultry heat fells like a stiflingridet over the nostrils
and the mouth and one's skin becomes caked with giams. Then
the fearful winds will blow away and the night ibefd with burning
stars and strange primal vibrations seem to bkarvery air and one
breathes deeply of the countless scents let lopges timeless land -
then, mybint, the desert is sheer magic."

As he lifted his face to the sun that had not wstdme a flaming disc
that could injure the naked eye, Sarah felt thaivbeshipped this

golden land in every fibre of his body. He mighll daa tiger, but he

would never be afraid of it. He might regard itaeges of mood as
being like those of a woman, but he would nevelebs than tolerant
because he loved the place. He had a basic, passioiterest in this
vital infinity of space, where the fantastic roocksre seamed with
strange crystals, and where in their shade greweheflowers and

shrubs.

The desert wasn't barren, even though the flovested but a day or
so and then were shrivelled into dust by the seogchun. Nor was it
silent, for there seemed to be a far-off keenimghal time, as if lost
souls wandered among the sand towers and sinrstaces, and those



sudden remains of mud walls, broken doorways aroh geonds
making a screen of shadows.

"Are you not going to ask why | sometimes find thesert like a
woman?"

Sarah glanced sideways at Zain Hassan and shéeasmtusement in
his eyes and the glint of curiosity, as if he hadezted her to refute
his statement that an awesome place of sand dungesum-cracked
rocks could be anything like a female, who to alveard appearances
was soft, smooth and pliant.

"The desert has a temper," she, said. "It can logking and then
suddenly turn nasty. I'm not a fool, El Zain. | knthat women are
creatures of extremes."

"They love or they hate, eh? They smile or thewcla

"But that doesn't mean that men are saints, bya feece of chalk!"
Sarah tossed her head and the scarf aflinesHifted in a little gust of
wind.

She heard him laugh in his throat. "What eyes yaueh Zahra.
Beautiful as a field of mint, which is a very fiecempliment in the
East."

"Don't your people also say that when the tonguesdvith honey it is
getting ready to sting?" But she had flushed digit his remark and
found that she rather liked it for its poetic gtyalWhat was he doing?
Was he courting her just a little, and making e it... as Peter had
with his insincere flattery and his shallow-heartelk about
cherishing her.

This time memory was sharp and stabbing, and shetha man at her
side a sudden cold look. "I prefer you when yoc&edid and stinging,



El Zain. I don't trust you when you try to beguite with soft talk - it's
just another game with you, and I'm not quite d foat | don't know
when I'm being seduced, even if you do happen @ master at it |"

"Ah, how suspicious of you, Zahra, and | thougtdttive might be

establishing some sort of rapport here in the dés€éhe mockery

stole back into his eyes, that beneath the heaglanl its ropes were
bluer and yet more ' elongated; more definitelyseyfehe East, letting
her see the desert forces in him transmitted fioenBerber girl who

had given birth to him.

"I could never have any real rapport with you," 8aeed; "As | accept
that | am British, you accept that you are Eastand, there is no real
meeting place even if your -" She broke off, remenniy that she had
been warned never to mention his father. "Nevetwlaén shall meet,
isn't that what they say ?"

"Do they?" He lifted his braided whip and gestuadidaround them.
"Yet here we are, Zahra, you and |. The East aad\fest have met,
and not for the first time, en? So you have askezbtions about me
and had them answered - it was inevitable, bt soimething | don't
discuss and | don't intend to break that rule, eviémyou. | am part of
this world and shall remain so all my life; partadifthat is fascinating,
cruel and elemental, like the hawks that fly intthlay above us, like
the palms that sink their roots into the rock ftséte the eagles that
smash open tortoises on the stones and consurhedhts inside."

He gazed beyond her into the heart of the desadtua towards the
hills that curved like a monstrous spine, borddrgdamarisk with its
roots in the hanging rock. The desert winds, thenibg sun, the
coldness at night, these made the people equallly heathered and
picturesque.

As Zain Hassan sat there on his black horse, bakdbillowing from
his shoulders, there could be no denying that dealzertain noble air



about him. His profile held a pride that made ha&tcle her breath,
strong and definite as bronze rather than flesh, deep lines of
authority already stamped hard in his face.

He could never be vulnerable, for long ago in eadyhood he had
been taught not to cry when he hurt himself; difibet to bow down to
weariness or grief, until he hardened into a manttom others could
turn in their hurt and angers and grief. If whemaRahad died those
blue eyes had ached with tears, no one would hase them ... he
would, Sarah knew it instinctively, have come heréhe desert to be
consoled.

"l can see that you belong to all this,” she sdidat it's the most
important aspect of your life to be of the desaniy a man of power
who can control tribal matters and put down rebe8i But have you
thought of me at all ? Have you considered me@erson ?"

He turned his gaze from the desert to look at'hexan consider you
only as a woman," he replied "If that sounds ambgthen so be it
When | saw your photograph | wanted to meet youd, you might

well have turned out to be a painted doll who ggggdnd had no mind
of your own, and then | should have sent you pagkut you have
spirit and | like that The desert won't worry yance you have
become used to its moods. It has infinite varietg you havdyihva."

He smiled, his teeth firm and white against hisrtawkin. "Think of
you as a person? | can only think of you as Saiydhra, which
translated into your tongue means Princess Sarah."

Her heart seemed to turn over when he said thtatvas incredibly
true that marriage to Zain Hassan would elevatéddrat position...
when she became his wife she automatically becarivoraccan
princess. In place of that glass slipper which Pé&eneson had held
out, she was now offered a golden one, and shairais of it.



"I - I don't think | shall make a very good wifeshe said "If we had
anything in common it might be different, but yoene brought up to
rule and | was brought up in a working class arfebondon. I'm no
lady -"

"A lady, Zahra, is a woman of infinite respect farself as a human
being, making her way in life without making a coodity of her
body, or her principles."

"Yet you called me mercenary,"” she reminded himhdtTsurely
implies that | care only about the material thingdfe? If that were
so, then I'd grab at you, with your riches and yoawer!"

"Instead," he mocked, "you want to run away from fveu'd have
done better to have played the greedy little @atra, for then |
should have assisted you out of Morocco withoutangyiment at all.
When | called you mercenary | challenged you tonshte that you
were... instead you fought with me and threw a veryable gem at
my feet. Your fate was sealed from that moment."

"My fate?" she echoed. "Meaning that you'll force mmto this
marriage whatever my feelings ?"

"Meaning precisely that, mlyint." His eyes held hers, glintingly. "It's
no unusual thing in this part of the world, for wemcan be as nervy
and high-strung as an untrained filly, and theyenavendency to jib
away from the hand of authority. Better to haveastar who knows
his mind than a fool who is all mouth and weak lsné®u had a dose
of that, eh? It wasn't much fun, was it, when itneato the harsh
realities. But | made you mount a horse and | nyaderide again - has
the experience been so unenjoyable ?"

Sarah looked around her in a hunted way... he k&dnha corner
again, trapped by his iron-clad logic and his dateation.



"I shouldn't," he softly drawled. "I can very eggiide you down, and
let me warn you that if you eluded me, there ageiedbedouins in the
desert who can be most discourteous. Would yowepteéir hands to
mine?"

Her gaze fell to his hands on the reins of hidistgllean and brown
and incredibly strong, and also impeccably clede. i 8membered the
feel of them on her skin, mastering her struggies\aet leaving not a
mark on her arms, her neck, wherever he had touohedith the skill
of an experienced lover.

That burning sensation ran over her body, and gtenquivered as
something struck her face ... a cold sliver of wetnfrom out of the
sky.

"Is if going to rain?" she exclaimed, touching bieeek where the cool
wetness was a little like a teardrop.

"As | told you, Zahra, the desert can be unpretleta As he glanced
at the sky a sudden soundless dicker of lightniagerhis horse start
up, pawing the air faamoment like a sculpture against the storm-go
sky. "We will make our way back before it reallynees down hard."

"Oh, | don't mind the rain," she laughed. 'I'm Eslgland I'm used to
getting wet"

"You have never been caught in a desert rainpbgan soak you to
the skin in a matter of moments, so now we readlg,bebe and you

will feel the speed in the sinews of Firebird, god will not be afraid,

eh ?"

His eyes locked with hers, blue and steely asig¢fning in the sky,
and then they were off and nothing had ever beere rwhilarating
than that gallop across the sands as the raifet#r every minute and
there flickered all around them those slivers ofteshot light, like



knives being struck across the rocks. Zain's gekstk blew in the
wind, and the scarf of Saralsleshthrashed back and forth across h
mouth, and the strange part was that she was gpafaid and even
felt a smile on her rain stung lips.

When they came within sight of tlkasbahwalls she felt a pang that
their wild tide was almost ended. Who would havieebed it, that she

would lose entirely her fear of a horse let loasa igallop, but this

beautiful creature was perfectly trained and ob#die the slightest

command from her rider, even with the tain peltieg black coat and
with thunder growling from the hills.

They cantered in under the great archway and thesehalted for a
breathless moment Sarah's eyes were brilliantlgrges they met her
companion's, and the next instant she felt a staleruher ribs as she
saw the look on his face ... the dark, drawn Idokugh the mask of
rain.

"l hate storms," he growled.

"l thought it was rather exciting," she dragged lo#fr rain-soaked
sheshand shook free her red hair.

He stared at her and never had she seen his ejesdalense a blue,
so shadowed in his hard-boned faaeaindrop ran down his cheek
and she watched as it melted into his skin.

"My son died as it thundered out there." He gestwith his whip and
his knuckles were bone-white as he gripped thedbdaieather. "I
can't abide the sound!"

Then, wheeling his horse, he rode on ahead ofrh#ra direction of
the stables. Sarah followed, uncaring of the raimer hair, listening
as the water splashed down on the stones of theyeod, wincing
now as the voice of the storm growled across, tdesert spaces.



The heavens themselves blaze forth the death mdgsti right now
Sarah felt strongly the need in Zain Hassan to leanather son. In
order to satisfy that need he had to have Sarahjuahas he had made
her tide... she caught her breath and tasted theoraher mouth.
Would she revel in submission to him as she hadllexVin riding in
his desert, knowing as she did that somewherehauet under that
stormy sky, lay the woman to whom he had giverhbesrt.

The Berber girl who had died in giving him a chddl love... now,
suddenly, the rain felt cold and the steely flickerf lighting were
somehow lethal, and she urged Firebird towardsstables. Zain
Hassan had handed over his stallion to its groasngame on his way
into thekasbah.

It came as a relief, and yet at the same time Shalala flick of
disappointment that he had gone off to breakfasteain readiness for
his daily routine of dealing with tribal businesst.was no use fooling
herself that she was going to share everything thithcomplex man.
He wanted her for a single basic reason, and henfete her tide
again because it irritated him that she should &gthing. She was
marked out to bear his son, and despite herselhati@llowed him to
find out this morning that she had courage. Hedlitkeat. It could make
his eyes bum like flames, sweeping over her, emguler in passions
that would get him what he wanted while destroyimigat lay in
Sarah's heart The hope of love that lay in evemnamgs heart.



CHAPTER EIGHT

SARAH never doubted for a moment that Zain Hassan hadhdmds
full with being the Khalifa, for despite a very iefént staff of

advisers, bookkeepers and secretaries, it was béhadh the final say
in the decisions which had to be taken, sometinmsedtic and at
other times political. On his shoulders restedwiedfare of the Beni
Zain, financially, politically, and emotionally. Ela man was entitled
to bring his problems to the leader and he dealt thiem personally.

It was from his sister Belkis that Sarah had ledmiéthis, for she was
more interested in things outside gerayithan her sister Lallou.

Having handed Firebird to a stable lad, Sarah nieteway to the
apartment which the sisters shared. Now and adenak a meal
with them, and this morning she felt a need toagety from her own
troubled thoughts, and she entered their sittimgrroas morning
coffee was being served.

"What good timing, may | join you?" she asked, taggig a moment
just inside the door, the unwousdestirailing from her hand, and her
hair in rain darkened strands about her shoulders.

Belkis gave her a startled look, sweeping her eyeand down the
boyish figure in jerkin, tight pants and boots. dlmost didn't

recognize you, Zahra." Both girls spoke” Englishvihg been taught
by Sheikh Moulay at their brother's suggestion,thay had adopted
the Berber translation of her name as if in no ddlidst she would be
joining their household on a permanent basis.

"You look like a young Rif rider," Lallou said irehrich, lazy voice.
"So our brother has made you go riding with himknéw he would
though you swore that he wouldn't make you do angthgainst your
will. He is the grand master. He can show mercyrder an execution



if he so wishes. Did he inform you that he willd@ng exactly that in
about an hour's time ?"

"What do you mean, Lallou?" Sarah sat down on ardand accepted
a cup of coffee and a crisp doughnut filled witimgan jam.

"Don't let us talk about anything nasty," Belkisgdled. "I want Zahra
to tell me some more about London -"

But Sarah was stating at Lallou, sensing in what Blad said
something rather awful. "Your brother never tal&snte of matters
relating to the Beni Zain and he certainly madenamtion of - of any
execution. What do you mean, Lallou ? Oh you caran - ?"

"But | do." A plump hand dunked a doughnut in hoffee and the
large, brown, rather mocking eyes of the slightlgeo sister were
fixed upon Sarah's face. "A tribesman has beendfguiity of knifing
a neighbour * and my brother must either have hietated or bring
down the wrath of the neighbour's family on his olead. If he
doesn't have the killer duly despatched, then hidetiloose a blood
feud, and that will mean more killings. Ah, dordbk so shocked,
Zahra. This is the East and here we abide by afoeyn eye."

"How -" Sarah swallowed "How will the man be exexzift"

"He must go by way of the blade, the way he kilhesl neighbour."
And as she spoke, with cool greed, the Berber ajel her soggy
doughnut and though there was no real hostilitthe way she
regarded Sarah, she made it plain that she thohglinglish girl soft
and too easily shocked.

"It will be swift." Belkis reached over and pressgdrah's hand. "I
know things are different in your country, but hete laws must suit
our surroundings or, as my brother would tell ythere would be
anarchy."



"In more earthy language, Zahra, we are a hot-lddgekople." Lallou
smiled slowly, showing her perfect teeth that lwerdihess for sweet
things had not yet damaged. "You are of the Wedtyau can view
these matters more coolly, and you also have bigops where
offenders can be sent."

"Why," Belkis demanded of her sister, "did you h&wenention any
of this? Zahra would have been no wiser, and nawgh think that
Zain Hassan is cruel."

"Oh, I've never doubted that he can be cruel,"basaad, and because
she had gone cold at the thought of what he woadth set in motion
she sipped at her coffee in order to warm herggina "You both
know that he keeps me here against my wishes diog la woman I'm
supposed to be flattered."

"Aren't you?" Lallou mocked. "Deep down in yourselhere we are
all women under the skin, and where different crdoof skin and
ideologies have no place? Zain Hassan is a strikmap, with

immense power, and he has had to overcome hogtoity certain of
the caids in order to arrange, his marriage to yoey would like him

to marry again a Moslem woman; one who would kn@w froper
place in his life and not expect the considerattbas will be included
in the marriage contract drawn up for your berefit.

"I want no marriage - no benefits," Sarah rejoindldwant my
freedom, that's all. | want to be allowed to golatecmy own country,
even if | will be poor and obscure. | didn't knoweave | was well off!"

"The silly girl is afraid of him," Lallou laughed#ly, her plump feet

curled among cushions, hoop earrings swinging agair cheeks, a
dusting of kohl around her large eyes. "Look at us, do we we
because he has control of our lives? He doesnhigsgorsewhip on

women- nor, indeed, on his horses. Think yourselky!



You at least know the man who will in due courdetgou to bed, but
my sister and | are in the dark. Better in the dadrhaps, if some
greybeard is chosen ["

"Don't say that," Belkis gasped. "You know | cdregr it!" She flung

her bands over her ears, the collection of banglidsng down her
coffee-coloured arms. Sarah gave her a quick, sghmpa look, and

thought again that Belkis secretly rebelled agaiinstidea of being
married off to a man chosen by her brother; somsberenight hate at
sight and yet have to live with. He was barbaridamthat suave
manner he could assume when it pleased him to diosming it like

that picturesque cloak that he slung about hisldsleos

“If he's a greybeard, he'll be rich, which is sdmrg,” Lallou
shrugged and reached for another tidbit; a sticketéry stuffed with
cream cheese. "What is marriage, after all, butreandorm of being
protected, looked after, well fed? One has baliles, is all, and |
shouldn't mind that It's a small price to pay fecwity. You see,
Zahra, we place a higher value on being secureyibarnvomen of the
West Do you really wish to go through life withauman to shoulder
all the bothersome things?"

"Perhaps | don't wish to go through life - unlovells Sarah put it into
words she felt the flush that swept over her fd€dt sounded

old-fashioned she didn't much care; perhaps shakas been that
kind of a girl even when she had been part of thgetting, highly

competitive and racy world of modelling? Perhapspdm her heart
she had always longed for what seemed the unrelgchahl... that

strange emotion that struck so suddenly, so forcidybening up the
heart so that one person could step right insideeaer afterwards be
part of your body and soul.

"Zahra!" Lallou gave a peal of laughter. "Therel silrely be plenty of
that, for Zain is much of a man, and it is no seafgy he is marrying
again. If the tribal elders had had their way, aikd have been soonel



and with a woman of their choosing, but you knoveadirse that our
brother was deeply involved with his first wifetdiok time for him to
get over that, for the grief was redoubled wheir ttiald died. It was
as if she beckoned one of them to follow her, wasot? But Zain
Hassan is too tenacious of life, too strong andrtecessary to his
people to go like that at the behest of a womaean@ne who adored
him, almost worshipped his very shadow upon thelsaand he casts
a long and very impressive shadow, does the Khalitéeni Zain."

Lallou lay back against her cushions and the kohtedof her eyes
drooped lazily as she watched Sarah, and yet behmsk eyelids
there seemed to be bright pinpoints of curiosisyif #his stepsister of
Zain's would dearly like to know if Sarah was emdon any way of
that close relationship which had marked the Khalifirst marriage.

"Is that what you mean by love, Zahra ?" she mueahutThat you
would like to replace Farah in his heart and bleitowhat she was ?"

"No," Sarah denied. "I amme,not some adoring slave who walked i
his shadow. No doubt that would appeal to him, &wvehsomeone
living, breathing beingjust for him!"

"But that's exactly what love is, surely?" Lallotroked with her
fingertips the embroidery of a cushion, while Bslkiad risen to her
feet and wandered to an archway that led out to phivate zariba.
There the younger sister stood in her flowered ddsdashed at the
neck, worn over tight-fitting pantaloons. Sarahldosee one of her
slender hands clenching the ironwork inset into éinehway, the
young shoulders tensed as she listened to the gsatvan and kept her
eyes averted ... was it in case her pretty, softrgld face revealed ar
emotion that it shouldn't?

Sarah glanced at her wristwatch, which the old mha went round
daily winding all the clocks in th&asbahhad mended for her,
removing carefully the grains of sand which hadygkd the minute



workings. Her heart seemed to jar in her side andyreen eyes filled
with a kind of horror as she thought of what wasgd®ning right now,
in some other part of this stone fortress.

Tall, cloaked, with a face of brown stone, Zain &tas would be

watching the execution of a murderer... Sarahaefelf drops of ice ran
down her spine and she shivered so hard that sbhek&d from the

edge of the divan table the cup and saucer fronclwkine had been
drinking. They fell to the carpet and the coffeegdr seeped into the
thick wool... like blood, she thought, staining tstenes where that
man would have been.

"l can't - | won't stay here!" She jumped to hestfand looked about
her like a trapped creature. "Won't someone help-nsn't there
anyone who would risk it?"

"Risk the judgment that you know he can pass on affenders?"
murmured Lallou, while Belkis spun round from thehavay and
stared at Sarah with frightened brown eyes.

"He'll never let you go," Belkis cried out. "Tiserayiis sacred from
outsiders and the punishment would be awful -efrtkan was caught!"

The great brown eyes seemed to fill that oval-stidpee, and the tiny
ringlets of hair curled in front of the small easemed night-black
against the ashen skin. Sarah saw at once thatsBedis frightened

and distressed on her own account, and this réahsaelped to

steady and slow down the sense of panic which tradksat Sarah.

She breathed deeply and it slowly receded. Lallas wght, she

couldn't expect anyone to take the risk of offegdfain Hassan, high
lord and chief executioner of Beni Zain - mastethaf sword! Today,

perhaps only moments ago, a sword had been usgé@anh shrank
from the moment when she saw him again - and washex by him,

for that blade had fallen at a gesture from ondisflean hands, so
scrupulously scrubbed, and so ruthlessly efficient.



Sensing that Belkis had some inner trouble of kar,Garah went to
her and put an arm around her tense figure. 'Tny $onnerved you,"
she said, for she also sensed that Belkis wousge'ak of her trouble
in front of Lallou, who was obviously too loyal #ain Hassan to be
trusted not to repeat anything that she consideesalight to know. It
was there in her eyes right now, a half-' mockimgat directed at
Sarah, who said at once:

"Go ahead and tell him everything I've said, Lall®ut you'll be
talking to the air because he already knows hoeel &bout him. |
don't mince my words with him. He knows that I'a taway if | had
the chance."

‘Then what a fool you ate," Lallou said, with aldrapntempt. "My
brother could have any one of a hundred womenwandhe should
choose you is a mystery - one which probably hdsis genes! We ate
not allowed to talk aboubhat, but no doubt you have seen for yourse
that he is not totally Berber. Blood calls to blped they say, and you
have that white skin and that hair like flames agihe milky colour
of you. And you also have that halting foot, whichhe eyes of some
men would be a blemish. Think yourself luckgumia"

"You ate being a cat, Lallou." Belkis looked at &awith apology in
her eyes. "Take no notice of her, Zahra. She lsysebecause Zain is
going to be married, but | am pleased. | want yaruaf sister. | think
you are kind and lovely, and | am sorry she told gbout that awful
thing which Zain has had to do. In time you willno® to an
understanding of our ways."

"It could take a lifetime," Sarah said, with a ¢atd her breath.

"Or-a wedding night," Lallou murmured, watching &aras she bit
into the side of a ripe peach, the tip of her talitking the juice from
the corners of her mouth.



"Lallou, why must you talk like that?" Belkis gatree indolent figure
of her sister a flushed look. "You have no regardtie fact that Zahra
might be shy, and you're always eating! Soon ydubei as big as a
camel."

"Watch your tongue that it doesn't become crabbleal)bu rejoined.
"Men like a voice of honey not one of vinegar. alkg don't know
what has come over you of late and | wonder if apshit shouldn't be
whispered in Zain Hassan's ear that a husbandupel fior you before
you become too sharp and jumpy."

"You will keep your suggestions to yourself," Ballsaid, with a flash
of temper. "You are the one who should ask forsbhand before you
swell out of all proportion from all those sweetsdacakes that
disappear inside your mouth all day long."

"What will it matter, little sister? It is the fulinoon that our men
admire, not the thin crescent that keeps itselkits, like a girl hiding
in a comer, all knees and elbows and skittish fedise mocking,
almond eyes slipped over Sarah from her hair toheets. "Be wise
and please Zain Hassan, or you will make enemiemgrthe Beni
Zain. They will blame you not him if the marriagea failure, for |
understand that in the contract he is waiving tgbtrto other wives
and as a practising Moslem he is entitled to three. know that, eh?
The elders maintain that with his full quota of @svhe could then be
the father of a number of children - how many Wwél get from you, a
woman from the cool shores of England? You see,syoink away
from the very mention of the subject!"

Sarah could feel herself in actual physical retfeath what Lallou
was saying... she could feel the urge to preshdmals over her ears ir
an attempt to shut it all out. She was a persohamere biological
reason for being here; her every action watcheccaninented upon,
her skin, hair and shape discussed as if they therpoints of a filly
who was soon to be serviced by the prize stallion!



"l - I haven't asked Zain Hassan to give up histttg Moslem wives,"
she said, in a half-choked voice. "I've said myseit he'd be better off
with a Berber girl - he only wants me because Indiferent from
Farah and can never remind him of how much he clmeter and
how much he grieved when he lost her. | know h&soas for
choosing me, and though they might seem reasot@ble, they just
seem totally unfair to me. I'm just a female, apdmnu his shoulders
rests the responsibility of marrying again - hestdtereally want to,
but duty comes before everything else, and he shimkt by giving me
a nice fat dowry | shall be content to fulfil aishkdemands. God, he
makes me feel like a slave! Don't you understarad, thallou? He
takes away my independence and thinks that his gdldoay me
back, and | don't get that until the priest hag tiee knot and the silver
sword has struck seven times at the door of oudwmgdhamber. Oh,
| know the procedures from Sheikh Moulay, but | ‘ttlénow how |
shall endure them without screaming for help -1like the girl in the
story who felt herself being entombed brick by bramd knew there
wasn't a soul who cared that she screamed untiathérick choked
her."

"Oh, you mustn't talk like that," Belkis gasped.réAou so unhappy,
Zahra? Do you hate our brother that much?"

"I hate it, Belkis, that | have no choice in wheathstay here or have
the gate left open for me."

‘As if that were possible?" Lallou scoffed. "Wheareuld you go, into
the desert where the sun at its zenith would buahwinite skin from
your bones? Be grateful for the concessions mad@onbehalf by a
man who doesn't have to make them, for as yousdmym you are but
a woman and he could keep you in close confinerhaatwished. But
you will be allowed to go about Beni Zain with yotatima in
attendance; you will be able to ride with him, plgert calls on those
of the tribe who live in the wilder regions, foridas much more



civilized than some of the other caids, you knowlkis and | can
expect marriage with such as they, so think yotifsgunate."

"You and Belkis were brought up to this kind otlif Sarah gestured
around the apartment, with its tall arching dodis,slim chains to
which Moorish lamps were attached, and outside thalled garden
with its acorn- shaped arcades, palm trees andistajuilework.
"Your gilded prison suits you, and you have neveaded of a knight
errant because from small girls you have been tabhghmen are your
masters and your place in life is to please theérmoomes hard that |
have to learn such a lesson in my twenties, donitagree?"

Sarah smiled wryly when she said this, for she 'tisee how the
lesson was ever going to be learned, let alonéopilte test. She had
no intention of bowing down to Zain Hassan and ¢p¢hve meek and
adoring pet at his heels, grateful for any smatidkess which he
might show her.

"I understand how you feel," Belkis said softly.oile is a precious
flame that can only grow if there are two pair$ijpd to breathe it into
life and two hearts to cherish it. If it has to balone, it can only make
the heart ache.”

"How very poetic,"” drawled Lallou, but the look shave her sister
was a shrewd one. "Be sure you got that from a lamoknot from the
lips of a man."

"How could that happen?" Sarah asked, in defencBetfis. "The
serayiis too well guarded for that"

"Yes, by guards." Lallou was still staring at tlaed of Belkis, the lips
young and red against the honey skin, like a gasofily open petals.
"Don't do anything foolish, little sister. Think tfe mother of Zain -
just think!"



Sarah's heart gave a jump of apprehension and ahel fherself
looking at the younger sister, with that big-eyleeart-melting face -
half child and half a -woman.

"The kasbalguards aren't eunuchs," Lallou added, "as theg wethe
old days. As | told you, Zahra, our brother is sotuncivilized as you
persist in thinking him, and when our father diédse poor, fat
remnants of men were pensioned off and real trieeswere
commissioned into the service of the Khalifa's letwdd, and some of
them ate very fine specimens of men. Daylis binaBiedor instance,
could pluck hearts as the gardeners pluck dates tine trees, but for
all his fine face and body he is only a poor youran and it wouldn't
pay him to cast his flashing eyes above his statiaouldn't get him
anything but trouble - you know that, don't you|kae?"

Belkis glanced huntedly about and the fear struankalsthat this pretty
young thing might have developed a crush on thatdgooking
guard; hadn't she noticed herself how very charmagas, and eaget
to be friendly. As fat as she was concerned it waual no further than
that, but Belkis had led a secluded life and she atahe age when
girls started to have romantic dreams, and thersistf a Khalifa had
no right to such dreams, for they must many mdamn€hoosing; men
of importance to the Beni Zain.

"Come, Belkis, let's go out into tlzaribaand be cool," she urged the
younger girl outside, where there was the refreslsound of a
fountain splashing water into its stone” basing Whlls of the garden
were heavy with flowering vines which had creptamd down and
around every available piece of stonework. Theceffeas lovely, a
combination of stunning scents and colours. Thegdeeed among
the great boughs of jasmine of white and wine, anda sudden
Impulse Sarah took a cloud of the jasmine in hedband pressed it
to her face - a foolish thing to do, for with ariead, angry buzz a great
bee flew out of the flowers and aimed its stinpetface. She gave ¢
cry and felt a pain in her lower lip... Belkis algave a cry and flew in



the direction of a group of chennar trees. A rotigure emerged and
Sarah, feeling the spread of the pain and a growlagnm, saw the
figure of Raschid bearing down on her.

"You are stunggsitt?" He spoke the words in heavily accented Englis
and Sarah gave him a surprised look. His sun-brdviaee, with its
clipped beard, was bent to her and she saw comtérins black eyes,
and she also saw that Belkis was clinging to ms. ar

She nodded and the beat of her heart was strahgalyy. "Come!"
Without hesitation the guard swung her off her fett his arms. "We
must go at once to thekim!"

Sarah could feel her mouth swelling up even as liRasoarched with
her along the corridors of tikasbahBelkis running along behind him
in her tiptiltedbabouches. This is the orfearah thought dimlyit's
Raschid whom she likes.

In a room off the great hall she was placed onvardiand now the
pain had worsened and the fear had increased Newcalght the
rumble of Arabic and couldn't grasp a word of wias said; all she
knew was that thdnakim was the doctor, and when she felt tr
trembling clutch of Belkis' hand she tried to smaled found it a
torment.

"But it was only a bee..." She mumbled the wordswaas horrified by
her inability to make the statement clearly. Sregltto sit up, but firm
hands pressed her back against the cushions, alu®rdy all the
misery welled up inside her and the frightenedseailled from her
eyes.

"Zain" she heard the name and saw in a daze of teafgythie of

Belkis running across the room to someone who bstdentered. The
tears made a shimmering mosaic of that hard braea &nd those
glittering blue eyes. Sarah saw him coming towdrelsand he was



clad all in black, like a figure of doom. He berntoher and she hearc
a strange sound in his throat. "By my eyes, whaeh@u done?" he
groaned.

Then, a harsh strength back in his voice, he shatrder over his

shoulder. The sleeve of her shirt was quickly U, a sharp needle
plunged into a vein, and then it seemed to Sarathetrery light in the

world went out and everything was black. She hadgae impression
that she tried to reach out and that she triedhyossemething . . . they
told her afterwards that she fainted from shock @medeffect of the

powerful injection to offset the sting of the b&éich had plunged

directly into her lip and put her in grave dangeb@ng choked as the
tissues of her face and neck swelled up.

Sarah came back to awareness in her bed, the fiettyng drawn
around her so that she felt protected and hazylanguid all at the
same time.

She didn't want to think about her alarming experée but she
couldn't keep her mind from wandering back overdétils . . . that
gush of jasmine scent seemed as if it was stifieannostrils and her
mouth still throbbed .. . she felt afraid of toundiher face, but when
she did so she found its contours smooth and shchre longer
distorted.

Oh God, she thought, how awful | must have lookea.. wonder that
horrified expression had come into Zain Hassanés end he had
made that strange sound in his throat. She must wked like a
gargoyle with her face all swollen up!

At the thought she couldn't control a small graang the next instant
herfatimawas at the bedside. After studying Sarah a motheotigh
the netting she drew it aside. "Thitt is thirsty?" she softly asked.



Sarah nodded and was helped to sit up so she spuddol fruit juice
through a silver straw. "Why do | feel so weak?8 sfanted to know.
"Was it the injection they gave me?"

It had to be strong medicine." The girl stroked tbesled red hair
away from Sarah's brow. "Theakim say you have good fighting
blood."

Sarah smiled slightly, and then winced at the sessrof her swollen
lip. She asked for the hand mirror and studiedf&es in it; her lower

lip was decidedly bee- stung, but the test of hee fwas back to shape
though she looked awfully pale with shadows undgrdyes.

"What a fool thing to do," she murmured. "l tookdhof a bunch of
flowers and kissed them, but they looked so hegvehmight have
fighting blood, but there doesn't seem to be much oure for my
iImpulsiveness. Was the Khalifa fearfully - annoyed?

"Annoyed,sitt?" The young maid looked at her with puzzled eyes.
hear that he was most worried, for these thingsbeafatal -as it was
seven years ago with his son, the little prince."

A little jolt shook Sarah's heart and once agaersicalled that look of
horror in the glinting blue eyes.' Of course, sgdier like that would
have brought back some of the agony of watchingtws flesh and
blood die of a sting, for in the child's case thesd been small hope of
saving him. A scorpion had jabbed him straight wrem, whereas her
attacker had been a bee and Raschid had beenrsgsiting help for
her.

Raschid and Belkis... oh, there could be no miatakinat look which
had passed between them. Sweet Belkis, in love wité of her
brother's guards and aware that it was hopelediseton of belonging
to that tall, desert-hard man with the clipped klaeard. Somehow
Sarah wasn't surprised, for she had sensed hdhstlfthere was



something quietly chivalrous about the tall, dasé&hid. He would
certainly seem a romantic figure to a girl kepsetlusion, with his
speckless robes and that curving knife in his bédw often, Sarah
wondered, did the couple meet beneath the chenees,tand how
long could it go on before such meetings became tienally
dangerous?

"Remember Zain's mother," Lallou had said, and Isa&aught her
breath at the awful implication in those words.

"You must sleepsitt," herfatimasaid quietly, "and allow the medicine
to do its work. Are you quite at ease, my lady?"

"In body," Sarah said, "but my mind keeps goingwband round and
my thoughts won't give me much peace. Can youtsimge, Analita,

as if | were a child again? How quickly we put asahildish things,

and how we would go back if we could - into theitgvarms."

"I will sing if my lady wishes it, but | have no &wledge of English
songs-"

"No, a desert song, Analita, with all that losttime quality - you
know what | mean."

The fatima nodded and a faint smile touched her lips. "Sheis a
little sad, eh, and yet she should be thankful."

"Oh, | am. It's for others that | feel - melanchdlyone only had the
power to make - to make love the most importamtghwith nothing
else mattering. Analita, | must be a little lighdlded!"

"Yes, sitt" The fatima drew the netting with her gentle
coffee-coloured hands, and then she knelt on onlkeokeather floor
cushions and sang as Eastern girls are taughtntp fsom small



infants, one of those strange, wailing songs frommod the distant past
when three kings on camel-back followed a stardtahle.

It was infinitely sad and yet soothing and Sar&shkes drifted down
over her eyes and she began to sink into that vehabo where the
mind and body could at last relax. But after a feinutes Satah begar
to toss and turn and to mutter feverishly to hérs@&ran!" The word
rang out "Oh, Gran, don't leave me! What will I-dehat, Gran, be a
good girl? Oh yes, | promise to be good!" And sevént on, that
troubled tossing to and fto, and the muttering lofages that would
only have made sense to Sarah herself. Suddenighaeined look
came into the eyes of tHatimaand she ran from the room and we
gone about seven or eight minutes. She didn'tmetund in her place
came a tall figure in tunic argirwal. He closed the door behind him
came straight to the bedside and drew aside thengetie stated
down a moment at Sarah, and then his lean, strandshclasped her
shoulders and with his lips dose to her ear heesgokly yet firmly.

"You may go home, Zahra. It will be arranged thati yeave Beni
Zain as soon as you are fit for the journey. Do lyear me, child? You
will never again be made to do anything - anytlahgll that you don't
wish to doHilwa, do you understand me ?"

Her eyelids fluttered open, her lashes lifted, Hrede above her was
the one face in all the world that should have eased her unrest
Instead she gazed at him in a sudden stillnesspakee silk of the
pillow framing her tousled hair and her shadoweskgreyes.

"There, that is what you wanted, eh, to have thesgdarown open for
you? They stay open, Zahra, and you may walk tHrabgm and ride
away whenever you are ready to go."

"The gates of th&asbah?"she murmured.



"Ay, the gates of your prison. | could give you no drett get-well
present, eh ?"

Sarah gazed up into his face and the strangesf diall was that she
wanted to reach up her hands and feel the warm tierhard bones,
the deep chin cleft... she wanted their realityirzgjathe tips of her
fingers, but now he was telling her that she was fo go, and it was
more awful than when Gran had died and the lititehmuse at Bow
had felt so empty, with no dear, demanding voiceetbher to be a
good girl.

A sob for yesterday, and a sob for today brokearaB's throat.
"All tight," she said huskily. "Whenever you sagmust go."

"There is nomustabout it, Zahra. | am giving you what you want, <
be pleased and then you will have a good sleefpamdsted-"

"It isn't what | want at all," she heard hersely.sBhen she caught at
her underlip with her teeth, gave a quick cry oinpand the next
moment was dragged dose to a strong chest and erfotiywbeating
heart.

"Kissing flowers," he said harshly, even as sheHd lips crushed
against her hair. "Why not me, eh? Why not comelkagsglme - at least
| wouldn't poison you. Is that what you think, thain Hassan is
poison ?"

She could feel him rocking her, like a child, andthwa wild
wonderment and a longing she pressed her facehistélesh and
muscle. Was this what she wanted, after all, tkieng, haughty,
all-powerful man? To be kissed, hugged, needed... ?

"I'm lightheaded," she murmured. "That bee stingd@ne to my brain
and none of this is real -"



"Do you want this to be real, Zahra?" He drew &tfoan away from
her and gazed down long and hard into her uprdésss "My sisters
told me that you longed only for the gates to bengal so you could
leave Beni Zain. You begged for that and said | tsasnuch a tyrant
to let you go. | am not quite a tyrahilwa, though at times | must do
things that might strike you as hard, but seeingrdtle face all
swollen up and the pain and fear in your eyessoas as théakim
said you were out of danger | went at once to theque and swore on
my knees that | would grant you the thing most deaour heart, and
surely we both know what that is ?"

He looked down deeply into her eyes and again aWwelsat dark and
haunted look ... the look she had seen during titrenswhen he had
spoken of the thunder and the death of his litthe. b

"What is it that | want, grand master?" she asked.
"To leave me," he said simply.

She absorbed the words, took them into her hedrtrand and tested
their simplicity... their fearful loneliness.

Then she shuddered and her fingernails dug intoasirshe clenched
him with her hands. "There's nothing to go back she said. "I'm
ready to give you what you want."

"What is it that | want, Miss Innocence ?"

"A son," she said. "A little boy to replace the go@ lost. That much |
believe | can give you."'

"Not your heart?" His hand was pressed against¥am through the
nightdress that was a mere ripple of apricot sitkuad her slimness. "
feel it quickly beating and I'm so hungry for iath could bite it out of



your body - ah, then it jumped. Why, Zahra? Whysdmgump like
that, because | frighten you?"

She shook her head at him wonderingly and feltsii, thrilling
caress of his fingers. She moved restlessly climshim and of their
own accord her lips were against the side of higfeeling the warm
skin, the tendons, the beating pulse. "Yes - nm-sb muddled up.
Why do | feel like this?"

"Do you like it?" His lips travelled down th#ecollete du jounf her
nightdress. "You are a good girl, Zahra, but youagis seemed afraid
to be a warm one."

"No," she whispered, "I was always afraid thateturn for warmth |

would only get coldness. When you looked at medvkryou were
remembering Farah. When you looked out into thedddelt your

longing to be with her. You touch me now becausea'woman in a
bed and you are a man -"

"Is that all it is ?" He gripped her hair, but mpatinfully, and held her
so she was quite at his mertpy, | loved Farah and | remember he
with gentleness and gratitude, but life is ruthlesg bint, and | am
alive, and the servant and master of my people.jdlnes a greatly
demanding one, and there are days when | wouldagiyéhing to be
able to walk into my own apartment and find therkirad, warm,
green-eyed, generous lover, running into my arndssanitting out the
cares and sometimes the cruelties. | took you f@@sablanca airport
and brought you here, hoping it would work. Ydsg kome barbarian,
as you called me, abducting you - ah, Zahra, haendfhave smiled
to myself, remembering that first journey togethonly it had been
so, that | were only a desert adventurer who cgolavhere | willed
with my woman. There in the desert Fd teach yoy Allah, what I'd
teach you!"



His eyes flamed, his head came down to her, afidntt matter that it
hurt like hell when his lips captured hers. It vias hungry, aching
kiss of a man who wanted her . .. wanted her madig, her hands
found his neck and clung to that warm, smooth colashif it were her
lifeline. She melted .. . melted against him, aed,\this really was
what she had been searching for, striking so forcdm deeply, so that
her heart opened and this one person stepped insidaysterious, a
little terrifying, and quite wonderful.

His lips drew slowly, reluctantly away from hersdalis eyes were
smouldering. "Your poor lip - forgive me."

"Hart me, beat me," she murmured, "I've been sufdola Shut fast
the gates, Zain, keep me here and never let me go."

"Mean it, Zahra," he said roughly. "Don't cry favwr freedom after
the sword has struck our door seven times, andygmae | undo the
hundred pearl buttons of your bridal kaftan, letvdoyour flame
coloured hair, and kiss the soles of your slim e/figet You know the
words of the Koranic marriage by now."

"Be humble," she kissed his eyes one by one. "Beeastp obedient,
and always pleasant to my lord and master. YespWwkthe words, El
Zain."

She smiled, and it was then that she thought dkiB8a@nd what she
could do for her and her tall Raschid.

"Be Zahra," he whispered, deep in his throat "Beagbk my Zahra of
the desert fires and the wolfskins."

"With pleasure, my lord!"

She lay there drowsily in his arms, and thought fest/the moon was
waxing into the full golden globe that would swialgove the alluring



sands when she and this man facedmni@zoumtheir right hands
clasped together as they repeated the marriage gbuwsdam. She
would then be hisrousain masses of veiling reaching to the groun
and he would be hers, proud, tempered, fatalistio of the desert.

"Normabel"he murmured. Light of the harem.



