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She was victim of a man seeking revenge

Kurt d'Estier, a powerful sheikh, controlled the rita family
fortune. So when Colin Martin ran off with Kurt®ihcee, disaster
threatened. Kurt needed pacifying, and Maxine, ftamily's
secretary, was sent to Morocco to do it.

Unfortunately, Kurt immediately jumped to the cargibn that
Maxine was Colin's promiscuous sister. Despitepnetests, Maxine
soon found herself on a desert trek, prisoner@ftithless sheikh.

"None of you can escape reprisal," he warned, ygs eaking over
her arrogantly. "And yours, cherie, will be mostgdantly fitting.... "



CHAPTER ONE

FOR a whole day Maxine Martin had waited in Casabldocaome

form of acknowledgement from Kurt d'Estier, and @arame. It
wasn't until the morning of the second day thatda@sretary rang
back to say she had managed to get in touch with ¢&nd he would
be quite willing to see Miss Martin at an arrangeadezvous.

‘Merci.' Maxine remained polite only with difficulty. Sheed the
secretary wouldn't detect her sarcasm as she @ldhe was most
kind. "Vous etes tres amiable.’

'‘Not at all, mademoiselle,the secretary assured her smoothly, |
excellent English, which Maxine suspected was meé&mt
demonstrate without words exactly what she thowfhiMaxine's
halting French.

'‘Where do | see Monsieur d'Estier?' asked Maxieging no sense in
prolonging the conversation. 'l realise he—he nhiase a lot on his
mind at the moment, but | hope he doesn't intergikg me "waiting

much longer?

'‘No, no, of course not.' The secretary's voicestilsmooth. From it
Maxine was unable to guess whether she was awatedudden
misfortune which had struck Kurt d'Estier or n&ut I'm afraid
Mademoiselle must be prepared to make the joumbisksar,as he
cannot see you in Casa.’

‘Casa?’
‘Je vous demaade pardon, mademoisélieean Casablanca.’

'l see." Again Maxine felt foolish, and again re&agtsensitively,
wondered if this had been intended. She went ooktyjiglad the
secretary couldn't see her pink cheeks, 'How dt tleere, then? I'm
afraid | have no idea where Monsieur d'Estier lives



'He has several homasademoisellethe voice of efficiency purred
on. 'He is at present at his castle in the Higlag\tand if you would
leave at once for Marrakesh, he will arrange far §mbe picked up at
the airport.'

Uncertainly, Maxine's brow furrowed. This was sothéng she
hadn't been prepared for. Mrs Martin, Maxine's exygt of the same
name as herself, had been insistent that theredwsiho need to go
any further than Casablanca, where she was now.

The secretary, taking Maxine's consent for grariseateeded to give
her a time of departure, assuring her that a teowlev be sent
immediately to take her to the plane.

When Maxine murmured. Thank you,' rather dazedig, woman
said sharply, 'l should advise you not to keep Nmmsd'Estier
waiting. He is a very busy man and doesn't appedl@ose who
waste his time."'

Hot with indignation, Maxine stammered, 'l have intention of
doing that.'

Then that will be allmademoiselle. Av revoighd the paragon at the
other end hung up, without giving Maxine a charmmcesply.

‘Goodbye, yourselfl' Maxine muttered, on a wave youthful
frustration, banging down the dead receiver. Umgasie wondered
what the woman was called. When Maxine had askspdak to Kurt
d'Estier yesterday, in the huge business complexreviirs Martin
said she would find him, she had been put throoghig secretary,
but the woman hadn't given her name, although Maked asked.
Obviously Kurt d'Estier would only employ those @svious as
himself!

Oh, well, as she wasn't likely to be speaking sosacretary again, it
couldn't matter that the woman seemed to despise Feefully



Maxine paused to glance -briefly around the extigramart hotel

bedroom, It was perhaps foolish to hope that Mams@Estier's

primitive castle would be as comfortable as onthefbest hotels on
the Avenue des Forces Armees Royales, but as henliksly to ask

her to stay she could be back here this evenirigr Afl, he wouldn't

seek to prolong an interview with a girl who helgably believed to

be the sister of the man who had run off with raade!

Quickly/keeping in mind the need to hurry, she ¢hra few toilet

items into a copious shoulder-bag. Her clothes wbeld leave

behind, in the room. She hadn't brought much asaba't expected
to be in Morocco for more than a couple of dayshatmost—no
longer than it took to make a brief but personadlagy, on Mrs

Martin's behalf, to Kurt d'Estier, because of tneadiful thing Colin

had done. Mrs Martin had been tearfully insistéiwias the personal
touch which made . all the difference, she said, ianview of the

gravity of the situation nothing else, in this caseuld suffice.

An hour later, sitting in the plane for Marrakedhaxine felt her
anxiety growing. After some careful thought, shd biéed to get in
touch with Mrs Martin to ask her advice, but failest the last
moment, with her courage almost failing her, sh#nttdoeen sure she
was - doing the right thing, but as the operatomtdakeen able to
raise a reply from Mrs Martin's London home, Maxireedl decided
unhappily that she must just go ahead as plannetl fof all she had
managed to scrape together enough courage, simebddd every bit
of it to board this plane. It hadn't made anythang easier to realise
she had no alternative but to make this final giteto see Kurt
d'Estier. Why, she wondered, with bleak despaid Galin Martin
chosen to elope with the French fiancee of the wiam apparently
held the Martin fortunes in the palm of his arraghand ? Maxine
had only seen Colin Martin a few times since she d@me to work
for his mother, but she knew he often angered lwther by doing
stupid things. This latest escapade of his, howevewned the lot! It



also made Maxine wonder how she had ever allowesklido get
mixed up with such a family.

To try to divert herself, in order to retain a faBpping composure,
Maxine let her thoughts drift back over the last fgears. Her parents
had died, but her father had left enough moneyéurto live and be
educated at the convent. Mrs Martin had known abtaxine from
the beginning, as she took a great interest irctimvent, since her
own daughter, of exactly the same name as . Makiad, been
educated there. Mrs Martin's daughter, being tearsyelder than
Maxine, had left almost before Maxine started, siacine had never
known her. But when this daughter had married, &xido, against
her mother's wishes, and vowed she was never cobanl, Mrs
Martin had immediately asked Maxine to come ane With her.

The Reverend Mother had talked to Maxine before s been
allowed to make up her mind. 'Ever since Mrs Madlistovered you
had exactly the same name as her daughter, asawell distinct
resemblance, she has been intrigued. Now thatvmedaughter has
defied her by marrying a man Mrs Martin doesn'trape of, |
believe she sees in you a kind of substitute dangivhich might not
be a good thing, my child.'

‘She does need a personal secretary," Maxine loéesprd.

‘Certainly," the Reverend Mother had agreed, heéregks dwelling
with gentle affection on a girl she had come tcelo¥ find it rather
difficult to explain, but | would rather you develed your own
personality in your own time, rather than be foroced the mould of
another girl. I can understand Mrs Martin's feedihghe continued
dryly. 'Since her daughter decided to go blondey kmk almost
exactly alike. For years, now, she has been smdlffair, like you,
and although she is considerably older, modem makean
effectively disguise this. Unless one takes thelit® to look closely.’



Eventually the Reverend Mother had been persuatdust over a
year ago, a month or two before her nineteenthdart, Maxine had
gone to live with Mrs Martin. It had been the premiof a proper
home, after years in an institution, which Maxinadhfound
irresistible. She hadn't been there long, thougihore she came to
realise there had been a lot of truth in what thedrRend Mother had
tried to tell her.

Mrs Martin's pride in her daughter, which had beamost
phenomenal before she had married, had sufferesevere blow.
With Maxine quickly established in her London herfeay people
realised, because Mrs Martin, despite her hugenbssiinterests, was
something of a recluse, that Maxine wasn't her dealghter. And,
especially as she had asked Maxine not to drawtatteto this, over
the year she had been witK her it had worked tblgraell.

Even Mrs Martin's son, her only other child, whoKked after her
business interests in Morocco had joined in thdepiee. Rather
jokingly, admittedly, but on the odd occasion Maximad seen him,
he had seemed grateful that anything had helpechdiser over the
unhappiness of his sister's departure. Now it waasa that Colin had
committed almost the same offence himself, althobigh Maxine

considered, was much worse. So far as she could makhis sister's
Mexican cowboy hadn't belonged to anyone else.

Mrs Martin had invested large sums of money in stdal schemes
in Casablanca, but exactly how Kurt d'Estier cante it, Maxine
still wasn't sure. She did know that he held a r@inmg interest in
most of the companies, and that he could makeeakrs Martin,
practically overnight. It seemed incredible thavage of this, Colin
had gone off with the man's beautiful French fiance

'‘Oh, the fool, the fool!" Mrs Martin had wept, hather heavy face
white when she'd learnt the news. 'It will be thd ef me Maxine.
However did | come to have such children ? Why eléi listen to



Colin in the first place? Invest, he said. Sell bete and invest over
there. Now, if Kurt d'Estier chooses, and | doe& g/hy he shouldn't
after this, he can break me!'

Money, Maxine had realised for some time, was ts Martin very

important, the most important thing in her life.dstonished and
dismayed Maxine that she appeared more concernéuelpossible
loss of it than what might happen to Colin when tkdiEstier found

him.

‘Surely this Monsieur d'Estier wouldn't revenge s$afh .on you, a
helpless woman, who had nothing to do with wha#ppened?
Maxine had suggested, 'And his fiancee must bdyparblame, at
least. I'm sure Colin couldn't have carried heriib$he hadn't been
willing.'

‘You don't know Kurt d'Estier," Mrs Martin had rdatx sharply, 'or
you wouldn't ask. He has no great opinion of aress woman—or
any woman, | think, come to that. | don't doubttees marrying this
woman simply to provide himself with a son and heomeone to
leave his considerable wealth to, and I'm very soae if he fails to
find her he'll seek revenge.'

This is the twentieth century!" Maxine had gasped.

‘Not in some parts of the world," Mrs Martin had delared darkly.

'‘Not as we know it, anyway. Kurt d'Estier has mix#dod in his

veins. Mostly French, | believe, but somewherejiCoéard, there's
Berber ancestry. It's even rumoured that he'sleatid call himself a
Sheik, which may be nonsense, but he does have igfesence.

And, being no more than thirty-five or six, he shifls the energy to
make the most of it.'



Maxine had sought helplessly to comfort her distedsemployer. 'If
he isn't a man of principle, Mrs Martin, there\way}s the law, which
might help.’

‘The law!" Mrs Martin all but spat. 'You'd soon sebat would
happen if we tried to enforce that. Of course tla@ s clever enough
not to break it. If Colin doesn't come back, | ddinink I'd dare face
him. From all accounts he's a barbarian, in sfitei®international
business reputation.’

'‘Have you ever met him?' Maxine asked weakly, stgrable to
envisage a man such as Mrs Martin described.

‘Yes, once. You know my reluctance to leave thentgubut once, a
few years ago, my daughter and | went to Casablandamet him
briefly. Max, as we call my daughter, had just Ined hair freshly
tinted," Mrs Martin had sighed, as if not sure Vileetthe recollection
of .this pleased or upset her. 'l thought she Idolery beautiful.’

'Did she like Monsieur d'Estier, do you think ?'
'l think she found him attractive, but then mostwem do.’

Maxine had persisted, why she wasn't sure, '‘And didahe think of
your daughter, Mrs Martin? If he was looking fowiée, wouldn't she
have been suitable?'

To Maxine's surprise, as she hadn't expected Mmsitv@ take her
remark seriously, her employer had nodded her HEadctly what |
thought. Such an alliance would certainly have ceseour mutual
interests, but although he took her out once ocdwiothing ever
came of it When | asked Max about it, she would/@aly she found
him too domineering, that a girl would have to siglajte her whole
personality if she married a man like that.'



‘It makes one wonder," Maxine had frowned, 'howflaiscee ever
escaped him.'

'l can't understand it,’ Mrs Martin agreed. 'Of rs@u Colin is
good-looking and much more human, | think, than ldtstier. Not,’
she added, white-faced and anxious, 'that this sescthim from
possibly ruining me!"

A shiver had ran through Maxine then, one of daetnition as she
had gazed at Mrs Martin. "You've asked me to gGdeablanca, but
wouldn't it be better if you went yourself ?'

'‘No!" Mrs Martin had exclaimed hysterically. "Yoadw my nerves
won't allow me to leave the country. Foreign trahels always
terrified me, | just can't do it any more. | wouwdllapse, especially
on a mission such as this. I've never asked yalo tanything out of
the ordinary before, Maxine, and I've tried to belk

'Please, don't upset yourself,’ Maxine had brokdrecause, despite
her faults, Mrs Martin had been the kindest employessible,
treating her almost as she had done her daug@fecourse I'll go,
but you'll have to tell me exactly what to sayellvad no experience
of dealing with men like Monsieur d'Estier. | hateaven been
abroad yet.'

The relief on Mrs Martin's face should have beemare in itself.
"You don't have to say anything. | just want yow&ory a personal
apology. I'll write the letter immediately, offegnrmy condolences,
and willingness to help in any way | can. It's tmdy thing which
might make any difference. It's too easy to pic&uplephone, and he
knows it. No, | must either go myself, which | dadd, or send my
daughter.’

'‘But I'm not your daughter, Mrs Martin!'



'He doesn't know that." Mrs Martin, seeing Maxinastant alarm,
had become hectoring. "Fortunately, when Max raayawforbade
Colin to mention it to Kurt d'Estier, as | still thehopes in that
direction, should Max come to her senses. | hageam to believe
that Monsieur d'Estier still doesn't know Max isviexico."'

Maxine stirred in her seat on the plane, remempdrer continuing
uneasiness. 'Which means | would have to lie.’

'‘No. All you have to do is not deny anything. Ifuythink about it,
Maxine, my dear, you'll soon get the hang of itllksmply assume,
because you look so much like my daughter angdss since he
saw her, that you're Max. All I'm asking you toiddet him! You'll
only be with him a short time, and if he believe® Isent someone
close to me, then he'll be convinced I'm sincere.'

'If," Maxine faltered, 'he has such influence, hewt that Monsieur
d'Estier hasn't caught up with Colin and his runafiencee?"

‘You forget,’ Mrs Martin had snapped impatientthat Colin has
been in Morocco a long time. He knows the countliviHe can also
plan fairly well, when he sets his mind to it. Tgid whom he's gone
off with belongs to a wealthy family and her paeelne in France.
For all I know they could be there.’

‘Her family would surely not welcome them there?axvhe had
guestioned, shocked.

'‘Probably not," Mrs Martin groaned, covering heefavith her hands.
'How is it?' she added bitterly, 'that the bespafents often seem
burdened with the worst children!’

Knowing something of Mrs Martin, after working foer for so long,
Maxine had wondered wryly if things might not hawuened out a
little differently if she had cared for her childreas much as her
business. Yet Mrs Martin did suffer over them, amycould see this



last escapade of Colin's had left her very low, Mevhad seen how
such a trip to Morocco could be too much, at tinef for the ageing
Mrs Martin.

‘Don't worry," Maxine had heard herself sayingst'jeave everything
to me. After all. Monsieur d'Estier can't do mucbrenthan perhaps
express his anger. And, if he happens to be he&ghr he might not
even do this.'

Maxine thought now that it must surely have bedmergpeculiar that
neither she nor Mrs Martin had stopped to spareva pitying
thoughts for Kurt d'Estier over the loss of higderto-be. Perhaps it
had been Mrs Martin's disparaging remarks about Whith had
effectively dispersed the sympathy in Maxine's tydaut even the
strongest men, she supposed, must have at leasthorlein their
armour, if only one of pride.

Still feeling doubtful but managing to hide it, Mag had taken the
first plane from Gatwick, after Mrs Martin had ered, through her
London office, that Monsieur d'Estier was willingdee her personal
representative. Maxine had had no idea whether stloelld be
reassured or otherwise by this condescension. &tieohly known
she felt very young and apprehensive, and not &aling forward
to what could only be at the best a very uncombdetanterview.

In Casablanca, the great seaport and industridteceh Morocco's

west coast, Maxine had expected she would haleditte to do, but
to see Kurt d'Estier briefly before returning togkamd. She had no
reason to suppose he would ask her to stay, tohn@pn his search
for the missing pair. She didn't know the man,diatcould imagine

his sarcasm, if she were to even offer. With corsjoaisin her heart
for Mrs Matrtin, she did wish there, had been somegtkhe could do,
and she did hope she could, at least, bring hortterbews of some
kind. Vaguely she had dreamt of finding Monsieltstier's fiancee
back in Casablanca again, restored to his safarigep



But in Casablanca, in spite of repeated attemptsiné toad been
unable to contact Monsieur d'Estier, and now; @nsed, she must
journey almost into the desert if she wanted toete her mission.

At Marrakesh, almost two hundred miles away, shendp as the
secretary had promised, a car waiting for her. lharge was a
swarthy, silent driver who bore her off immediaté&yhen she asked,
'‘Parlez-vous anglais, monsieurfie replied, 'Yes.' But if he did
understand English, he appeared to be able tatdalse. To all her
other questions he merely smiled politely.

After this, although she tried, she could get nogghout of him, and
decided to concentrate on the scenery. She alr&ady that

Marrakesh was one of the three imperial cities ofddco. It was a
huge, flat-looking city, set on the wide, fertilaéliz Plain, with huge
palm groves stretching to the east and north.drbtckground, their
tops still gleaming white from the winter snows revéhe high peaks
of the High Atlas, that great chain of mountainsicehran like a

backbone down through the country.

The road on which they travelled was good untilytimeached the
mountains, where it deteriorated rapidly. The gadsover potholes
on what seemed unsurfaced track, as they left tie mghway, the
driver appearing as unconcerned for the vehicf@imgs as he was
for his passenger. Sand infiltrated with a finetdagarly choking
her, but it became quite clear that the driver hdmben instructed to
give her any special care or attention, for helyasi®wed down.

As dusk approached, the sky changed from the daytnolet

through to purple, then the deepest indigo. Oventastern horizon
the sun went down in a blaze of gold, leaving gretataks of
amethyst to flush crimson before fading to greyigst fell and the
stars came out. For hours they drove, Maxine grgwmore and more
uncomfortable, with her mouth parched and her totton suit

sticking to her hot, perspiring body. When she $gtweary she



doubted if she could stand it much longer, theywed at a large
castle.

Maxine thought it looked like a castle, but as #swdark and there
were few lights die wasn't too sure. The tall sisagfgpalm trees were
etched against the sky and there was darker fqlitgee compact

shape behind this suggesting a building of some, $imt it was

difficult to tell, thien they swept through a hugechway, set in a
massive wall, and came to a stop.

The castle, if this was what it was, looked priv@ti As Maxine

stumbled, unhelped, from the car, her eyes, grawnstomed to the
darkness, saw how it reared above her, a fortfessigh, hard stone.
In the courtyard, where she stood, the entrancealvase corner, a
comer which she noticed angled into a tower witksslaped window
openings,-as though ft was used, or had been ussonas kind of

fortress.

What, Maxine wondered, fear such as she had newavrk gripping
her by her throat, was she to encounter here,isnsdvage looking
place, so far removed from civilisation?

The driver, with a rough gesture, waved her insatel, still
stumbling, she followed-him. The interior was alditbetter, with
attractive plasterwork and cool marble floors, tha simplicity of it
was such that it gave no hint of a welcome. Agaiaxiie found
herself shivering and had to make an effort to hango her fast
slipping self-possession.

'If you will come this waymademoiselle ?'

Startled, Maxine almost jumped, in spite of beiadised. She hadn't
noticed that the driver had been replaced by aeadotited servant.
He was older, this man, and his expression wa® dund. With a



flicker of relief, she turned to him. At least hasvan improveg
meant on the one who had brought her here.

Quickly she asked, 'Are you taking me to see MansikEstier?' She
hadn't meant to sound so abrupt and felt ashamedhb servant
apparently didn't see anything wrong in her atatud

He bowed again. 'l will take you to your roomademoiselle he
said.

Thank you," Maxine managed, 'but | would like te $donsieur at
once. You understand?"

The man hesitated, frowning a little, 'A thousandrdons,
mademoisellehut my master is not here.'

'‘Not here!" Maxine's hopes of returning to Marrdkésat evening
faded. All at once she felt too small, too vulnéeadnd had to fight
down a growing fear. Then have | come to the wiolage?’

"No, mademoisellel, did not mean that. My master is out. He wil
return very soon, but at the moment he is not here.

'l see.' The painstaking speech of the servard trex patience, but
she could see there was nothing to be gained keginog further.
The man had obviously been warned that Mademoisediat prove
fractious after her journey. He looked as immovasetone.

Without another word of protest, she followed him the marble
staircase, through archways which led to the bedspdfeeling
everything was so unreal that any minute she nugtkie up and find
she had been dreaming. Putting out tentative fg)gdre touched the
rough, plastered wall, and was quickly assuredvitais no dream but
stark reality!



The bedroom she was shown to was, to her surmpsEgious and
comfortable, the low divan covered with silken rugsl cushions,
with thick woven rugs on the floor. Through the npmoor of the
adjoining room, Maxine could see a bath.

'If Mademoiselle will remain here, | will send Vetayou. She will
help you to prepare for when the Sidi returns.’

'‘No!" Maxine replied quickly. Then, as the man malisnpassively,
There's no need. | would rather manage on my owhdr't even
bring a change of clothing, so | can only wash.’

‘All the samemademoisellethe Sidi commands you have Vega, s
she will come.’

Bowing, he departed leaving Maxine biting her liphile

apprehension gnawed holes in her stomach. Sincengoio

Morocco, every decision had been taken out of laadb. First the
secretary, then the driver and this last man seamgdéat her like a
puppet. Now there was to be a girl servant who daqarobably
expect to wash and dress her as though she whilel aAfter this she
might be granted an audience with the great Sidi

Monsieur—whatever his real title was, if he wasmi tired from his
travels to see her! With a sob of angry frustrati@placing fright,
Maxine wished heatrtily that she was back in Londehere she
belonged.

The clothes she had on were hot and sticky andehsoer subsiding,
she felt irritated that she hadn't brought at least dress to change
into. If she had had any sense she might haveseebihe could be
delayed. Even in England this could have happeaed,how long
could she possibly live in one dress?

All of a sudden she shivered, hearing the nightwimoaning around
the ancient walls, bringing with it such a feelofgoneliness that she



almost cried out. She had always been sensitianmsphere, but
never could she remember responding as dramatasbie did now.
A nameless dread filled her as she stood theragaiath a peculiar
excitement. It was as if the future beckoned ypelled, urged her on
while the reins of a soberly conventional upbrimgheld her back.
She had a sense of standing at a crossroads, hawviolgar idea of
which direction she wished to take. Her mind wasetlin a fog of
indecision, as every instinct warned her to flae fllace before its
absent master returned!

It took the sound of her own quickly drawn breatlioting Maxine to
her senses, making her immediately conscious hgilyeshe might
terrify herself with such foolish fancies. Kurt dtter might naturally
feel like putting her to a little inconvenience,tbmouldn't it be
sensible to suppose he would do his best to geifrebmeone like
herself as soon as possible, rather than keep drer during what
must surely be a very unhappy period of his life ?

Shrugging her slim shoulders, reassured by sucsitderthoughts,
she went more confidently into the bathroom. Thotiglas far from

luxurious, there was a bath. Doubtfully she staaethe taps, as if
undecided whether or not there would be waterlitat fin such an

arid country. Then a girl Appeared in the doorway.

'l am Vega.' The girl smiled as she introduceddiérs

Maxine already knew her name, but she didn't sgtharg. Fearing
it would be useless to protest again that shetdwe'd a servant, she
gazed at Vega rather helplessly.

'l will run your bath, mademoiselle.' Vega, not muwsly disturbed by
Maxine's silence, held out a thin robe. 'lzaak kpedhat
Mademoiselle has forgotten to bring clothes, buthage enough
here. If Mademoiselle will undress and bath, | wid{p to prepare
her for my master.'



There it was again, the impression that she was asra kind of
living sacrifice for the enjoyment of their reveredaster! She
managed a weak but determined smile at Vega, whoge, patient
brown eyes betrayed only a desire to please. [logitainly have a
bath, but | intend wearing my own clothes again.'

The water was warm' and pleasant and she enjoyetatie more
than she could ever remember enjoying a bath beRuefully she
realised just how pampered an existence she hamrgeased to.
Vega filled the bath with scented oils, which shxplained in her
broken English were made from herbs and a seargtereWhatever
the recipe, Maxine knew she had never felt so ezlaand wondered
vaguely if she might steal it to take home with.her

She might have lingered in the bath longer if Vbgdn't been there,
the wish for privacy that she had expressed halkggn smilingly
ignored. She felt uncomfortable at the way in whtioh girl, for all
her meek appearance, quickly took charge, seizmigwaashing her
gilt-gold hair as though it was something too rarde left covered
with sand and dust.

'‘Mademoiselle is beautiful and very young,' Ve@gasvn eyes dwelt
impersonally but warmly on Maxine's slender, shadsbdy, the
pale, silkken hair which hung long and thick almid®ivn to her waist.
‘My master will like you very much, Vega thinks.'

Maxine's soft, violet grey eyes cooled, her fulinkp mouth
tightening. No one had ever said she was beauifigre, but her odd
flare of pleasure faded at the girl's last remdhk sure Monsieur
d'Estier will not mind how | look," she replied f8i, wrapping
herself tighter in the huge fluffy bath towel whilega industriously
dried her hair. 'l expect to be leaving tomorrovegd, so his opinion
cannot matter.’



'‘When visitors come to the house of Sidi Kurt,'d¢irelaughed softly,
'they sometimes do not leave for a very long time.'

Those whom Vega talked of would be women, Maxineidksl
scornfully. In a desert stronghold, such as thigsndeur d'Estier
might feel free to indulge in vices his fiancee wneothing about.
Thinking of his fiancee brought a twinge of sharRerhaps, even
now, he was out looking for her. Sometimes it dido'to judge too
hastily, before one knew all the facts.

The picture of a desperately weary man -searctongit lost bride
suddenly filled Maxine with compassion, - again mgkher wonder
why neither she nor Mrs Martin had thought of timstead of being
so critical of Kurt d'Estier. If he loved his fiaee, he was probably
half out of his mind. In such circumstances, helad¢aurely be
excused if his treatment of the girl who he supdoses the
criminal's sister left much to be desired.

After Vega finished drying and combing her hair.

Maxine dressed once more in her cotton suit. Sheffehe jacket as
the top was brief but adequate and the night willsn&trm. The
silken djellaba which Vega held but she refusedoitng the girl's
dismayed expression. It would never do to appetaxed and
overdressed, on what must be considered a formglensonal
occasion. If she was to present Mrs Martin's lettevould be better
done in a businesslike fashion.

Using a little of the make-up she had brought weh lirelped steady
ha- jumping nerves, as that interview loomed frighrtgly nearer.

Her hair she coiled neatly again at the back ofitead, not realising
that the style, though formal, made her look yourigan ever. Her
eyes, unnaturally large, partly thorough strairensed to dominate
her youthful face, and her skin had a pearly, traest quality which

made the soft curves of her full mouth seem whaliyerably.



At last she was ready and, with Vega in close dtane, left the
room to go downstairs. Vega had brought Maxine somd tea,

which she had found very refreshing, but she fefteenely hungry
and hoped it would not be long before she was edfeat least
something light to eat. Unhappily she was awaresha shouldn't be
taking anything for granted. Kurt d'Estier mightt ried, generous
enough to feed the girl who he would believe toCQmdin Martin's

sister.

They were almost at the bottom of the stairs wherouter door was
flung open and through it strode a man. Too dumtdied to take
another step, Maxine froze, staring at him. Evengiinside her was
paralysed. Never could she recall feeling likeeitdoe. This must be
the impact she had once read about, that of atdaeaaron a stranger.
As his head came up sharply and she met his dak eyshiver of
fright ran through her nerves like lightning, makimer limbs shake.

Coming to an abrupt halt, the man returned Maxistgstled stare
grimly, his eyes narrowed. 'Mademoiselle?'

His voice was clipped, grim. It, too, she was digethto find, had its
effect. It played on her senses, like fingers strumg a highly tuned
instrument, making her immediately as taut as hrvgtring.

'‘Good evening.' Maxine's voice trembled slightipd ahough she
tried to keep her cool her eyes widened on theim&ont of her. He
was clad in a white burnous, which swung from hidewpowerful
shoulders, and on his head he wore a white hail, ineplace by
narrow ropes. Beneath it his face was hard and H&ekhis figure
tall and strong. He must be one of Kurt d'Estieren. Faintly she
hoped she wouldn't meet many more like him.

'I'm—I'm waiting to see Monsieur d'Estier,' she got at last, with an
effort which must have betrayed something of heeiragitation.



With a sudden cruel smile he bore down on hereles flashing
sardonically to her trembling hands. "You fail gzognise me, then,
Mademoiselle Martin? Of course it is some awhil®,agnd you
haven't seen me dressed like this. Or is it thay#dars have changec
me considerably more than they appear to have ellaymu?'

Feeling completely devastated, Maxine clutchedalnesupport as
a wave of terror hit her. The touch of hard wootpée bring her to
her senses, and afterwards she felt grateful tkatiritelligence,
which the good nuns had always praised, hadrtigletlown. So this
was Kurt d'Estier! Now was the time to confess thla¢ hadn't
recognised him because, contrary to what he - thotlygy had not
met before. But the moment of opportunity passegiento present
itself so easily again, as Mrs Martin's strict iostions proved too
strong for Maxine to ignore.

'I'm very sorry, Monsieur d'Estier." Lifting her ioha little, she
managed to smile lightly, which she hoped wouldehigr inner
apprehension. 'As you say, a costume like the anerey wearing
makes an excellent disguise. You're quite rigin, dfraid | didn't
recognise you.'



CHAPTER TWO

KURT D'ESTIER paused, his eyes fixed on Maxine's face. 'lt isano
costume | am wearing, Miss Martin.' His voice, whiad been cool,
turned colder.

Maxine flushed uncomfortably. 'No," die stammerestarcely
conscious of what she was saying, 'I'm sorry. 1 gidn't expect to
find you wearing such clothes.'

'l have every right to. Don't be so quick to jung the wrong
conclusions.’

He didn't explain further. Instead his hand canmeg@grasp her chin,
to turn her face up to him as he towered above 'héake it for
granted,” he said, 'that the years have changed buie,you,
mademgiselleappear younger than | would ever have believe
possible. | find it hard to believe you must be adtr— thirty?'

A tremor ran through her as she lowered her gazéesshouldn't
detect her dismay. Mrs Martin had been so sure ¢&kidtier wouldn't
remember her daughter, other than vaguely. To hay@se as a
much older woman and at the same time, by meahalbfruths, to
give the impression of really being Mrs Martin'sughter wasn't
going to be easy—especially now that she had metdEstier and
learnt something of what she could be up againsivdyer had Mrs
Martin imagined she could hoodwink a man like tHi&s tall, dark-,
hawk-like man, his face full of unsmiling menac@&swar outside the
range of her limited experience. There . was alboot a bitter,
brooding ruthlessness, a cold vitality, which Mairfound
frightening.

Swallowing hard on the lump in her throat, she wared unhappily,
There are many ways by which a woman might keepybeathful
appearanceanonsieur.’



'So it would seem,' he agreed suavely, yet Maxawe Isow his eyes
narrowed again and his nostrils tensed, like thafse well-bred
stallion. His eyes appeared to strip her naketh@asggh there were no
secrets about her he hadn't known. Her heart thgddeavily
because of the direction her too vivid imaginatias taking her, she
lowered her betraying eyes.

As she felt him continuing to stare, it came to fiat the
conversation was perhaps somewhat incredible, densg the
gravity of the situation. Her mission hadn't everem mentioned yet.

'‘Have you been out looking for your—your fiancestf® faltered, too
mixed up to approach the subject in a more diplanfashion, but
very aware that she had none of the finesse anr,oldere

experienced person might have had.

'Have you come all the way here just to ask thia¢?'countered
harshly.

She flushed at the direct snub, delivered with suelnked sarcasm,
but felt more annoyed with herself that she hagdtien her carefully
rehearsed opening gambit, one which she had b@®atieg over
and over again, ever since she had boarded the ptagBatwick. 'I'm
extremelysorry, monsieur,She began formally. ‘Mrs - Martin and |
are fully aware of your troubles, and | have with aapersonal letter
of apology. Mrs Martin sent me with it—she felinas the least she
could do.' Quickly, very conscious of his grim site, she took the
latter from her handbag, almost thrusting it at.him

Without replying he accepted the missive from tatkeng hands and
tore it immediately in two. Before Maxine's horexdi gaze he threw it
away from him, his movements deliberate and catdiytemptuous.

The letter, which had given Mrs Martin so much trl@uto construct,
and which Maxine seemed to have carried almostiaglacross the



world lay crumpled, in ruins at their feet. 'Arepiu even going to
read it?' she gasped, her eyes wide with unshesldsahe scrambled
down and began picking the pieces of it up. 'Yon'tcalame Mrs
Martin for what's happened!

To her complete astonishment he said, 'l have@rspoken to your
mother over the telephone and she told me you wergour way

here. As for blaming her for what happened, | migbitgo as far as
that, but | can find fault with any mother who lgsup her son to
believe he can have anything which takes his faregardless of the
pain this might inflict on others.’

'‘Colin isn't usually....'

Before she could get anything more out, MaxineHledthand on the
back of her heck, hauling her to her feet agaieave that,' and he
took the remnants of the letter from her, thrustimgm into a deep
pocket, his eyes glinting with anger as he antieipder defence of a
man who had wronged him.

She felt his knuckles hard against her skill, hisalth harsh on her
face as he shook her like a dog. His hands hurtomhdtightened

when she tried to shake them off. They also seamdaim where

they touched, as his eyes had done when he fisshea When he let
her go she reeled and again grasped the carveel gidarniture for

support.

Above her his face loomed, dark and menacing. 'Rdme, Miss
Martin, I won't listen when you speak of your beathHis name won't
be mentioned in the house.'

'I'm sorry," Maxine gasped breathlessly, panic shgun her eyes as
she backed away from his cold, masculine anger.é¥ewwas she
going to extricate herself from this situation, afhiwas none of her
making? Somehow she couldn't think she owed MrstiMadhat



much, but even so the words which might have empthiher own
innocence refused to come out.

Instead she heard herself murmuring weakly, 'Néyrenonsieur,
you love your fiancee very much, and feel bitteaiagt all the Martin
family, but Mrs Martin is most upset.’

'l can well imagine." His voice was cynical and ttegners of his
sensuous mouth curled. 'Undoubtedly she is as pyhap you are
that her precious son should defect, but | suspecbiggest worry
concerns her business interests which, as youkwdlv, | control.
Otherwise she wouldn't have sent you.'

'You—you are mistakemmonsieur,Maxine hesitated just a momen
too long.

'Did she intend you should try and console megdemoiselle?’
Ignoring her feeble protest, he looked over hennsmlently she
squirmed. 'You may look like an angehademoiselleand indeed
your looks begin to intrigue me, but | know youpuéation rather too
well to believe you are one. Long ago your innoeewas taken, and
| am not to be impressed with second-hand goods.'

'How dare you!" Maxine spluttered, forgetting homyaman in his
position would be angry, and that she was herdaitape.

'Pleasemademoiselle suddenly he sounded weary, 'you don't ha
to pretend. | am not about to pronounce judgmedttarow you to
the jackals. Nor am | about to attack your so-caliedie. Right now,

| am more interested in my dinner.’

Deep colour stained Maxine's pale cheeks as shairsed his

taunting gaze. Knowing so little about Mrs Martideaughter made it
difficult to deny what this .man implied about hAfl she knew was
that she had run off with a Mexican and, althougls Martin insisted

they were, Colin had once told her his sister wamsatried.



Swallowing a sick rush of revulsion, because of tvn stupidity,
she whispered blankly, 'l think...'

‘Yes, mademoiselle?At the point of turning away, Kurt d'Estier
paused. 'What is it you think, this time?'

'‘Nothing, monsieur.' Helplessly she swallowed again, her heec
swimming as his dark glance held her captive. $ waly going to
say you must be feeling distressed, but | thin& #iready said that.’

'‘Distressed?' His eyes glittered with savage derisind once more
his hand came out to grasp hold of her. "You hageant turn of

speech, which | don't seem to remember. You armbieg to arouse
my curiosity, which might be good for a man of mwlspirits.'

Maxine wondered how much he had loved the girl Wwad deserted
him. Staring up at him, feeling his fingers bitihgr shoulders, she
also wondered how his fiancee could have left a fik@nthis in
preference for Colin. She saw his powerful, lithgufe, his
handsome head, the glint of self-assurance iny@s and shivered.
Perhaps she knew...? Kurt d'Estier might not alkkogirl even her
own thoughts, never mind anything else! He wouldnohate,
subdue, demand implicit obedience until his victmas utterly
helpless, then he would take everything he wishigdowt a twinge
of conscience. She could feel it in the pressurbi®fhands. They
communicated this frightening intelligence, as gjilohe had spoken
of it aloud.

Suddenly she was nervous of him, here in the dralhtvhich held
only the two of them. Because of the dim lightihgit shadows were
elongated, appearing to merge together and bletid thwve darker
ones about them. The silence was complete, yeémsd to whisper,
to murmur in a language she didn't understanauldchave been the
wind, or a heartbeat, the fluttering of a pulsedtld have been the



quiver of tremulous lips longing to be soothed agha sensuous,
seeking mouth.

Aware that she was staring, and fearful that sutttetio unknown
thoughts might be reflected in her eyes, she jedweay. His hands
fell from her shoulders, releasing some of thengfeatension which
had held her immobile. With a great effort she aehd cool
formality.

'I'm sorry to have intruded on your grieipnsieurput it was at your
own request that | came here. | was only told ¥ gou this letter in
Casablanca, then return straight home.'

'You won't be going home. Not straight away.' Heswaarer again
and so immediately threatening she shrank back.

‘What do you mean?' Maxine felt a tremor run thtohgr. 'l realise |
might not be able to go tonight, but tomorrow... ?'

There is the old saying, is there not, that tomern@ver comes,' he
smiled mirthlessly. 'Nomademoisellefor better or worse you stay
here with me. Your mother sent you.'

"Yes,' Maxine broke in, fear making her voice tréentshe would
have to explain about Mrs Martin. '‘But you're mista about...'

'l would never be mistaken about that woman,' in twe interrupted
grimly. 'Do you think I believe she would send bety daughter all
the way here just to deliver a letter? Peace-offewould be nearer
the mark. She will hope I'll find it possible tormmle myself with
you, until your dear brother and my fiancee retidon't tell me you
were not aware of thisnademoiselle?'

'It's not true," Maxine whispered, aghast.



- 'As if she hadn't protested, he went on, 'She remesnno doubt,
that | was attracted to you when [ first saw youfiist sight | confess
| was struck by your beauty, but on looking clossaw marks of
dissipation which made me wary. Yet you were songoudoubted

for once my own judgment. A few short enquiriesiyheer, and what
did I find out ?'

While infuriated at his arrogance, that he shobldw scorn on any
girl for things he was probably just as guilty ahiself, Maxine could
only feel a horrified curiosity. 'What did you?'sieked.

‘Nothing that should surprise you,' he sneere@n¥Fyour brother
himself | leamt how these so pale locks of youssdyed,' his hand
lifted to touch her hair, disparagingly, ‘and Irlgaalso, though not
from the same source, that even so young, youdkashtiovers. You
had, in fact, before you came with your mother as#&blanca, just
returned from spending a holiday with a man oldugoto .be your
father.'

When Maxine swayed and went white, he proceedednssiessly,

‘You don't have to pretend to be shockaddemoiselleThat week

you spent in Casa, when | held you in my arms & Yo my own

amusement, but even you were aware, when | kissedtlgere was
no spark between us. Maybe you were disappointesht no further

than a casual salute, but I'm afraid my interesappeared. | don't
think you have more than very occasionally crossgdnind. Miss

Martin, not until these last two days.'

'If you would listen --' Maxine began desperately.

‘Spare me,' he drawled. 'I'm not looking for exsugt,mon dieuy
his eyes bored into her as his hand tilted her,chimight, in the
deplorable absence of my fiancee, be willing todbnesrted by a
woman who grows younger, rather than older. It rmakee almost
believe that self-indulgence can be no bad thing!'



'‘Please—stop!

His mouth merely hardened; he had no intentionabi@ any such
thing. The edges of his lips curled in pleasural@asion. 'If we do
not hear from your brother, Miss Martin, and yoe farced to search
in the desert with me, your golden hair might becklagain before
you get back to civilisation.'

‘You can't make me stay!
'‘Until your brother returns my fiancee.' Kurt diéstvas implacable.

Maxine's grey eyes widened, as for a moment shgofdrer own
predicament. 'l find it hard to believe you woubgity want her back,
after this.'

Something about her eyes brought a frown to his.fele answered
absently, 'Don't you believe, then, that true Iskieuld be capable of
forgiving anything?'

Wordlessly she continued staring at him. She cdukjreak from

experience as she had never been in love, butahedad a great
deal. 'l would have thought so,' she whisperedstt Ibut I've read
that men are rarely as forgiving as women. Andyasseem to set
such store by virtue, | can't see you forgivingid who'd been

unfaithful with another man.’

Meeting the black anger in his face, she “realgezlhadn't chosen
her words wisely. In an unhappy attempt to redtig, she blurted
out, 'l do understand you must be very despondboutayour
flancee, and | hope you'll find her, but for mysélfmust return to
London. You've enjoyed teasing me about staying,haut as you
appear to dislike me intensely, I'm sure you'lllydae glad to see the
last of me.



Unfeelingly he shrugged his wide shoulders. 'l assure you again,
mademoiselleyou are not going home.' He paused suavely.diifin
difficult to comprehend why you do not wish to hele find your
brother.'

Maxine made a little unconscious gesture with her white hands.
'You must know,monsieur,that as a complete stranger to thi
country, | wouldn't be much help in frying to fiatiyone.'

'Of this I'm not so suranademoiselleYour brother must have some
affection for you. If ,he were to learn that | hgldu captive here,
might it not bring him to his senses?" ..

Rather wryly she smiled. 'I'm afraid the averagglish family is not
that closemonsieur! don't think many Englishmen would jeopardis
their future happiness for the sake of a sisteapgone else.'

'‘No matter,’ he spoke so decisively, she startedhalf smile fading
swiftly, "You will remain with me Until they are @md. If you are
sensible, Miss Martin, you will try and console egttle.'

Restraint deserting her as nerves took over, Magned, 'Now
you're being stupid! You can't go around acting lsome desert
sheik, because it just won't wash with me!'

'‘But this is exactly what | am. Miss Martin.'
‘You can't be—not possibly...!"

‘Ah, but | am!" His dark eyes pierced her cruadlythough he enjoyed
her apprehension. 'From my great-grandmother, whiosel | have
in my veins, | have, by a devious twist of fatdhented such a title.'

Stilling a gasp of rising terror, because it wadifficult to see now
that he might easily fit the role of a barbaric goeror, she tried to



speak calmly. 'l heard you'd done a lot for som#hefdesert tribes,
that you're very generous with your money.'

'l didn't buy my way in if that is what you medmg'said coldly. 'l help
them as much as | can, as | consider they are opi@dn return they
give me their intense loyalty. We are all brotharg] there is not one
who would help you to escape from me, however glribe.'

'‘But you're French!" Maxine exclaimed, her voieibling.

‘Mostly," he smiled sardonically. 'l have also ip family tree, which
goes back several hundred years, a Spanish aneest@n English
one, which probably makes me a bit of a mongreis,Thowever, is
my land, and heranademoiselld live and will most certainly die.'

He was so wholly adamant, there could be nothingertmsay. They
stared at each other, two antagonists, neithemgilio give way.

Maxine's eyes were held by the intentness of Kéasteer's. She had
the odd sensation of floating, of drifting in thefathomable depth of
some dark seas. A pulse began beating at the b&ss throat as a
wave of fire started sweeping inexorably through b@consciously
she swayed, and his hand reached out to steadputdnis clasp on
her bare arm only seemed to fan the already ledfanges.

'Mademoiselle?"

His voice, suddenly thicker, with more accent tishe had noticed
before, brought her to her senses. Franticallyjstked away from
him, saying the first thing to enter her head, Wwhizecause she was
so confused, had to be what they had just beem¢pfiboout. As if
seeking to offer a reason for her inner agitatstre, whispered, 'What
do you intend doing to Colin and your fiancee, wiyen do find
them ?'

He appraised her narrowly for a further moment teefeplying. 'l
haven't considered this fully," he said grimly, aseie in his strong



jaw tightening. 'For your brother, I'm afraid, tbensequences will
not be pleasant, but you can rest assurediemoisellethat should |
not find them, my reprisals will be equally unpalae.’

The next morning Maxine woke with the continuinghection that

none of this could have actually happened. Lashtnigfter that
cold-blooded observation, Kurt d'Estier had sael\8fas to dine with
him, and he would wait while she changed. Whentstktold him
she had no other clothes but what she was weaheghad
immediately ordered her to return to her room amtdom a djdllaba.
When she had refused, the dark anger with whichwsge rapidly
becoming familiar had appeared on his face, andhwshe still stood
her ground, if with” difficulty, he had outrageddahnorrified her by
picking her up bodily and carrying her upstairse Shight have
weighed no more than a child as he had crushedd#nst his hard
chest and strode lithely upstairs with her, dumpimgr

unceremoniously on her bed.

You will changemademoiselld.do not dine with women dressed a
you are.’

Maxine might have boiled at his arrogance if shentafelt so
frighteningly disorganised, and looking down at hdusty,
dirt-streaked dress, she had been aware that MrsnMaight have
said the same thing. In other circumstances shbktrhaye buried her
pride and gone downstairs dressed in a djellabd,empoyed the
novelty of it. But as it was she had been gladnoéecuse not to face
Kurt d'Estier again that night She had sat in benr, trying to eat the
beautifully prepared meal Vega brought her, trybogstop her
stomach turning upside down every time she thoofkurt d'Estier.

Fear had at first dominated her thoughts, thencal@e curiosity.
Since coming to work for Mrs Martin she had seeress men who



might have been called handsome, but none who tatigh
imagination as Kurt d'Estier did. She could wellidbee he was of
Berber descent. There was a complete ruthlessnasst dnim,
stamped on the lines of his otherwise very westerthfeatures, a hint
of primitive cruelly which might speak of madneshkpuld the lust
for revenge take him. There was also more thanna m the
sensuous curve of his hard mouth, as to what direttis revenge
might take if circumstances drove him to carryingut. He would be
a man well versed in the art of delighting a wontdaxine had no
doubt, but he would know, too, how to put her tigtothell!

Hiding her hot face in her pillows, Maxine had stlexked at such
thoughts which the good nuns would have deplored,read hoped
that in sleep she might forget him. Yet his badanandsome face
had haunted her dreams and several times duringigihe she had
awoken with his dark image in front of her.

Because of her restless night she overslept and/ kine morning
must be well advanced when she woke. Her watchst@aped, but
scarcely waiting to consult it she jumped out ofl beinning to the
window. The glass, she found, set in deep recesfsstone, didn't
open, but through it she could see vast expansésroén hillside
with mountains beyond, nothing which might deny arible
isolation.

As the events of the previous evening came swedpang, she felt
her face pale as she shuddered. What chance dithskbeof leaving
this place until Kurt d'Estier allowed it? Too lake realised how
mistaken Mrs Martin had been in imagining he cdwddrelied on to
act as other men did. Dismally, she wondered how Martin could

have decided it was safe for her to come. It wasools that despite
their business dealings, she didn't know Kurt destell enough to
suspect the dangers of such a mission.



Fighting with what she knew to be rising hysteNg&xine tried to
calm herself. She had no wish to be consideredngiog coward,
and if Vega were to catch her sobbing she woul@gioty report it at
once to her master. If Kurt d'Estier had conteropthler now, what
would his attitude be if he caught her in a stdteotlapse? '

Yet for all her efforts to stiffen her pride it wéseasy to face the day
bravely. What it would hold for her she had no id&&en the thought

of it brought an instinctive shrinking. The firbirng she must do, she
decided, was to find Kurt d'Estier. Somehow shetrpassuade him

to change his mind about keeping her here, if im'halready done

so. Last night he had been tired and naturallghiteady to vent his

despairing rage on anyone, especially a girl wherhdd taken to be
the sister of the man who had so wronged him.

This was something which worried Maxine desperatellgw was

she to extricate herself from the position she w&sDid she even
dare to? If she were to insist he listened to théh+—as he had
refused to do the night before—he might have npatitall on Colin,

or on Mrs Martin, when he found the runaway paicouldn't do any
harm, she supposed, to let him go on thinking sa @olin's sister,
for another day or two. It was easy to see he leagided Colin's real
sister, so Maxine didn't think he would do morenthiareaten with
words. A man like that would only force his attent on a girl if he
was going to derive some pleasure from it, anccbrgempt for Mrs

Martin's daughter seemed such that Maxine doubte@duld even
consider touching her!

Now she must get dressed and ask him to releaséf ter refused
again, then she must tell him in no uncertain maring she was
going! If this didn't work then she must try to gettouch with Mrs

Martin. Kurt d'Estier would be going off to the desagain, to
continue his search, which would give her the opputy. The castle
was isolated, but he must have some means of lgaptouch with

the outside world. A business empire such as hsnitveun by remote



control. He must be in almost constant contacspite of his liking
for assuming the role of a wild desert sheik!

As she hadn't brought anything with her, Maxine hadn forced to
sleep in the brief silken nightdress which Vega laadiout. Glancing
down at the transparent folds of it in dismay, bhgan looking for
her own things, so she might get dressed. Shewsa®¢ginning to
realise they had gone when Vega appeared.

To Maxine's rather heated query, she replied witinocent
politeness. The master took themademoiselleHe commanded
they should be burnt.’

'Burnt? Oh, no!’

‘Yes, mademoiselle.'Vega's smile grew even sweeter as sl
contemplated such masculine authority. 'So nowngast wear what
Vega brings.'While alarm and anger chased througkiné's eyes,
Vega showed her the plain white tunic and trousbescarried. As
usual the material was fine and silky, but shesedlif she wished to
see Kurt d'Estier before he went out, she mustyhiinere was no
time to give vent to her anger, and in any casehstteno right to
make Vega suffer. She must see it was Kurt d'Estirer did that!

"Very well," she shrugged, her compliance in no wepersing the
fury in her heart as she held out her arms foggnenents. 'But you
can find my bra and panties?’

Those, too, burnt,’ Vega, with another happy snpi@ssed what
Maxine could only describe as a mere scraps of lelsave here new
ones for you.'

Maxine stared in total disbelief at the man's effeoy, although she
doubted that Kurt d'Estier had seen to the destructf her clothing
personally. She had offended him, last night, bysiag to change
and dine with him. This would simply be his waysbfowing who



was boss! As she had suspected, he was nothirsgdavage and, for
all she recognised the need for caution, she doaitdly wait to get
downstairs to tell him so.

Temper keeping her courage high, she washed quibkfpre

dressing reluctantly in the garments she desp\segha helped, tying
the brief sash under Maxine's high, pointed breagtdaiming at the
silkiness of her skin which showed between theckthr top of the
trousers. The trousers were full, but as she watkey displayed the
long, slender length of Maxine's limbs. The matesas caught in a
tight band to the narrowness of her ankle, andhigh, arched feet
were thrust into fragile slippers with curved toes.

Unable to look at herself and impatient of. Ved@ae murmurings of

admiration, she quickly brushed out her hair, thied it back. It

didn't look so glamorous as it did when hangingiatbher shoulders
In waves, but the last thing she wanted was to -&itactive to Kurt

d'Estier. Besides, it was this totally unsuitablfio which gave the
false impression of beauty. It had nothing to dthwhe prim and
proper girl inside it!

Ready, but far too conscious of her appearanceiidaan down the
wide stairs. In her room she had drank the hotkotaxffee Vega
brought her but hadn't been able to face the waoissants and
cherry jam. It had looked delicious and her heaitbyng appetite
had clamoured to be satisfied. She had had to cehenself firmly
that the food would probably still be there, afkart d'Estier had
gone.

Rather to her surprise , she caught sight of himewhately, crossing
the great hall. Shaking back the light cloak whitdga had placed
carefully around her shoulders, Maxine approachemn h
courageously. He was obviously dressed to go odthear spirits
lifted as she envisaged his departure.



As she approached he turned to stare at her, Bsgring over her
swiftly, much as they had done on the previous e his time he
lingered even more intently on certain aspectofigure, which the
open front of the cloak exposed seductively.

Hiding a fleeting disgust, at what she regardefdlant sensuality,
Maxine, her cheeks glowing pink, hastily draggee tblds of the
caftan back around héMonsieur,'she began, dispensing with the
more usual greeting, but deciding not to risk aotéging him by
betraying indignation, or complaining about hetloés, 'l must speak
to you.'

'Indeed?' As she did, he ignored the formal 'goodnmg'. Nor did
he appear unduly curious. He merely transferredrbisc glance
from her person, to her softly flushed face. Hiskdaows rose, as if
the protectively fluttering movements of her hasdssed to . amuse
him. That no such action of hers would deter hiomfrdoing what he
wanted was easy to read on his harshly attractiatifes.

'Yes,' she had to take a deep breath but clundpstoly to the firm
line she had decided on, 'l wish to return to Meesh. Before you go
would you please arrange for a driver to take neeethl will pay you
for your trouble, of course.’

'Really, Miss Martin? What makes you think | havedaver
available?'

She had a feeling he was laughing at her, andeiimpdr she was
struggling with rose. She only suppressed it withodlty. The man
who brought me here last night must still be arolimsist you fetch
him for me, as I'm certainly going.'

'‘But not to Marrakesh.' His eyes hardened as Hearde obviously
displeased him. Not apparently willing to be sattmher any longer,
he said curtly, "You are coming to the desert \with'



'‘No!" Startled, she forgot to hide her anger, asgared up at him.
"No, | most certainly am not! You might force me wear your
ridiculous -clothesmonsieurput you can't make me go there. In fac
she drew herself up to her full height, even thobghstill dwarfed
her, 'you can't make me do anything | don't wantdan you,
monsieur!l feel sorry for you, and offer my sympathy, butther
than that | won't go.',

'‘Ah, but yes, my little spitfire, you will'' He caamearer, so Maxine
could see the white glint of his cruel smile. 'VVaat in my heart this
morning,mademoisellep subdue someone. Why not you ? It migl
make me feel somewhat better about your despidabigy if | can
make one of them suffer, even if it is only adittliscomfort.’

Beating back a searing fright, Maxine retorteiaVe the impression
you don't like memonsieur.’

'So?'His brows lifted.

'So it won't be exactly pleasurable to have to pptwith my
company, will it? You might find it's not worth tteatisfaction you
anticipate.'

He shrugged, making her immediately aware of huklers, their
breadth and strength. 'l don't have any great ¢apens. You will
simply be functional—to satisfy my lust,” shall wsay, if | begin
suffering from frustration. Or to enjoy the frugiom of yours,
perhaps, when | don't feel like touching you.'

'‘How dare you!' Rage and fright warred with disgossupremacy as
die backed away from him. 'l refuse to go with yNo.wonder your
fiancee left you!'

His face went so cold she thought for a moment&&going to strike
her, but suddenly he turned away to clap his hakWdsen, like



faithful shadows, Izaak and Vega appeared, he sjpatkem sharply
in a language Maxine failed to understand.

Looking around wildly, in the hope of finding someans of evading

his fury, and whatever diabolical plan he had inanishe realised it

would be impossible to escape. Before she gotyfawds he would be

upon her. like the prowling panther, his lithe bodgs made for

speed as well as power. If she did get as farasddbr, she guessed
there would be men stationed outside.»

Vega, obeying orders, brought a burnous which KilEstier,
returning to Maxine's side, dropped indifferentiyeo her shoulders.
This will keep out the heat, as well as the coldmg&, say your
farewells. We must be on our way.'

Ignoring these brusque instructions, feeling natbat contempt for
the pleading sweetness on Vega's face, Maxine ttiveysurnous to
the ground, crying defiantly, 'l won't allow mysé&df be kidnapped!
You can go and take a jummonsieurjnto the nearest—er— oasis!’

‘Tiens!"he exclaimed, harshly, his eyes black as he gchbhbearm.
'‘Kidnapped? Who would believe you didn't come wdly to the
desert with me, to search for your beloved brothErmoved to
touch her and she backed away. What should shew® As always,
when reminded of what she owed Mrs Matrtin, shethtesi to expose
the duplicity which Kurt d'Estier apparently alrgaaispected. Could
Maxine, no matter how desperate the present suatnake things
worse for her? And, as she kept on telling hersdifle Kurt d'Estier
might enjoy frightening her, he could have no redéntion of
carrying out his absurd threats.

As she hesitated, shrinking from him like a smadifensive cat, he
stunned her completely by calmly bending down ankipg her up.

She tried to speak, but articulation was imposdeleause of the fear
that clutched her throat. Fright even robbed hetedr thought as he



lifted her as easily as he had done the night bedod carried' her
outside, to where a large truck stood waiting.

A man was sitting in the driver's seat, small aagkdextremely
fierce-looking. Without a word, Kurt d'Estier almdistew Maxine in
beside him, then climbed in after her himself.

His long, powerful arm forced her back against lgether as he
slammed the door, while giving the driver instraos to leave. His
voice was clipped, still taut with anger, which @ased in Maxine
uncivilised reactions such as she had never kneforé.

Behind them two more vehicles, laden with men,tstaup, and as
Kurt d'Estier signalled abruptly for them to follpMaxine bent her
fair head, sinking her small white teeth into tlaedal wrist of the arm
he held across her.

Blood appeared, causing her to jerk back in holornot before she
had seen the deep marks she had made on the havd and flesh.
Then the silence was ripped, by Kurt d'Estier'stematl oath, his
anger expressed through the ruthlessness of hisdraher head. As
the grip of his hand tightened to twist her facevdods him, half
dazed with revulsion at what she had done, shenkhiram the

vicious rage in the gaze which he turned on her.



CHAPTER THREE

KURT D'ESTIERSWoOre in French, very softly, yet the quiet toasdis
voice held more menace than Maxine had ever dreavhedhe
driver's attention had been drawn from the road, @ his startled
glance fell on his master's bleeding wrist he eretd in alarm.

Breathing fire, Kurt d'Estier told him to look wigeine was going and
the man reluctantly steadied the lurching vehiglaim

"You will suffer for this,mademoiselleKurt d'Estier snarled harshly.
‘Mon dieu,| will tame you, if it's the last thing | do!"

Feeling totally limp from an excess of drama, M&snface wait
white. 'I'm—I'm sorrymonsieur,she stammered, "but if you will act
like a savage in bringing me here against my w\hien you can't
expect civilised behaviour.'

'It is not | who is acting like a savage,' relegsirer hair from his
painful grasp, he spoke icily.

'l—l—hate you!" she gasped, yet was unable to rheseeyes.. "All
the same, | didn't intentionally bite you.'

'l only wish to hear a sincere apology,' he cowttexcidly. Tiens,'he
drew forth a clean handkerchief from his pocketu'ysound as
though you suspect my blood might poison you!'

'I'm sorry," she repeated, quite truthfully thredi, yet not because she
had hurt him, but rather that she seemed by swttidish action to
have lost what little dignity she had possessed.

'‘Can | tie that for you?' she asked reluctanthhasumbled with the
makeshift bandage. Relief that his quick anger amgukto be fading
made her offer impulsively.



'You may.' Grimly he held out his wrist, as if hevessaged having it
bitten again. 'And before you accuse me of makiggeat fuss over
nothing, let me tell youmademoisellethat the slightest cut left
unattended, in this country, can go septic verglduiin the heat.’

'l see.' Maxine's fingers trembled slightly, as shesidered what this
could mean.

'Do not be so remorseful, Miss Martin," he tauntddst behave
yourself for a while, that is all | ask. My driverill have a long
enough tale to tell without adding more to his wtdiryou had been
his woman, he would have taken you and beaten giuyou begged
for mercy.'

Then perhaps you should explain that | am not yeoman.' She
tried to speak evenly, reminding herself that shghimbe better to
leave well alone and be grateful to have got offcdaly.

'‘Ah, but he does not know that," Kurt d'Estier deivcoolly. 'They
will simply assume, these people, that becausengbyou to the
desert you belong to me. I'm afraid what littleefddave lost through
not immediately chastising you must be made upillamuse me to
pass the next few hours in deciding exactly howill lring this
about.'

Maxine's fingers jerked nervously on the bandagest\as she let it

go. Again she had to remember not to take evenytthirs man said

too seriously. Wrenching her eyes from his coldipassive face, she
gazed through the window, noticing that the cowsitly they were

travelling through so swiftly was still dry and bem.

'‘Where exactly are we goingionsieu?' she asked stiffly.

‘The desert,' he replied, so that she was noneitdes. 'We travel by
car as far as we can, then use horses. If | useg@sa would only
confuse you.'



'In other words,' Maxine said sullenly, "you domant me to know?’

'It is of little consequence.' He sounded boredy 'tibvements are
never that mysterious. Morocco is a richly diverseuntry,
mademoiselleher secrets not easily learnt..| can certainly exéine
various territories as we come to them, but we thms'entering any
of the major towns.'

Sitting as far away from him as possible, Maxinedrto think of
something else, but it wasn't easy, with her stdmsick with
apprehension, to pretend she was just making aaigoorney. They
didn't stop for lunch. Kurt d'Estier simply pasdest a canteen of
water and some sandwiches of rough rye bread, wiadiso shared
with his driver. After this, drowsy with the he&axine drooped in
her seat, then slept. Hours later she woke wittar ® realise they
had stopped.

'‘Come, mademoiselle!Kurt d'Estier was shaking her gently. Sh
must have slumped against him and was lying prabtio his arms.
The cloak had come open at the front, revealingtthesparent
djellaba she wore underneath. His eyes were oshih@owed hollow
between her seductive breasts. How long, she wedddrer face
scarlet with heated resentment, had he been loa@itihgr thus?

Drawing her slim body quickly away from him, sheckxmed
angrily, ‘Why didn't you wake me sooneronsieur?’

'‘No hurry," he drawled, reading her thoughts maglin'You slept
like a baby. For once | enjoyed having you nearsoesuppliant for
the shelter of my hated arms that | could have jeldfor ever.’

Mortified, she scrambled from the truck, aware ag#i a peculiar
excitement running through her. Expecting they fesathed the end
of their journey, at least for that day, she thdugtsee people, and a
small village, or casbah. Instead there was orgyoap of stamping



horses. 'Where do we go now?' She turned to KHdtiér sharply,
her sleepiness fading rapidly.

‘Do you ride mademoiselleMis voice was suave but unconcerned :
to whether she did or not, and he made no attempinswer her
guestion.

Without stopping to wonder if Colin's real sistede or not, she
shook her head. 'No. | would only hold you backnsieur. If you
intend putting me on a horse, especially in thdsculous outfit I'm
wearing, | would only fall off.’

A frown creased his broad brow. 'As you wish, glflyou choose to
ride with me at least you cannot escape, and ngehtan easily carry
two.'

Stubbornly, terror rising again, Maxine stood hexumd. 'l refuse to
go any furthermonsieur.You're nothing but a common criminal, &
despicable tyrant!

"Your language is too strong,' he retorted hardhik/eyes darkening,
the conversation clearly beginning to bore him. dMould believe
you didn't willingly join in the search for your dther? How many
times must | repeat this before | convince you?'

One glimpse at the huge stallion which a Berber leading forward
assured Maxine that Kurt d'Estier was not indulgimgdle threats.
Wholly alarmed, she turned, running wildly awayrfrénim. - before
she had got more than a few yards he caught hesifguunder his
breath, while she struggled fiercely, he threw bpron to the
high-pommelled saddle, mounting swiftly behind hErrusting his
feet into the broad stirrups, he issued a sharpntmmd to the
poker-faced men about him, then moved off.

If he imagined this conceded him victory, he wosden find out his
mistake'. Maxine went on struggling, determinedit@ him so much



trouble that he would be glad to change his minouakaming her.
There was something else she was fighting, too,itomtas too
complex for her to understand. She didn't cardlerfeelings Kurt
d'Estier aroused in her, but what they were exasttly couldn't tell.
The strange kind of tension which sprang up betwleem when they
looked at each other was better ignored. Her haletghed to fists,
she hit out at him until he imprisoned them bothdosgisping her
wrists.

'‘Mademoiselle,he rasped, 'you may wish it were so, but | dasvteh
unending patience. Unless you want to be held ssecllearn to
behave yourself.'

‘Never!" she gasped, her dry lips muffled agaiimst kboaded beyond
measure, she continued, 'l don't know how—considenihat Colin
has done, you can bear to have me near you!

He laughed tauntingly, still holding her handsn'®bow | am losing
all sense of having known you, Miss Martin. It sifyou were a
stranger, yet not a stranger.'

He was enigmatic. 'A stranger?' she faltered, geadlrner efforts laid
in ruins.

‘Yes,mademoiselldt is crazy, is it not, that you are getting betwwe
me and other, far more important things | havea® When | look at
you, it is as if it were for the first time." Hisoixe grated with
self-mockery. 'Perhaps if | can tame you, my snsglitting cat, you
will teach me the secret of eternal youth. | amydhirty-five, yet
sometimes | feel my own youth is fading.'

'l have no secrets,' she choked, forgetting thesbeéhadn't told him,
which would have immediately explained that whiclzzded him.
‘You talk foolishly. Would you be sensible for ament and put me
down!'



As she wriggled unsuccessfully, the saddle andifiening arms
bruised her. She felt his heart thudding heavilgigt her and the
uneven response of her own.

Against her slender thighs she felt the pressuhesdfard leg, and as
though the movements of her soft body provoked &against his

will, his muscles tensed. Feeling an answering hesdt through her,
she tried to draw away from him, but he merely lsaasher closer.

His hand freed her wrists so his fingers mightjeslio her throat,
under her chin. Turning her face up to him, he,s@dce you almost
begged me to hold you thus. | am only obliging,revéam ten years
late. Perhaps we should make up for lost time?'

She made a faint sound which was like a dry sobeinthroat, an
unconscious plea for mercy, but he bent his daddhe&aking her
defenceless mouth with his in a kiss of such féyatiat it removed

all her breath. The world spun and everything,iantd high up on the
huge horse she might well have been floating. Histimburnt as he
forced her slender neck backwards, and under hewseél his

searching hand found her heaving breast. Whent ihetego and she
opened dazed eyes, and his face swam with thebswe der.

'l hate you!" she whispered, when she could firficsent strength to
wrench her eyes from his smouldering gaze. 'Haie gbe repeated,
striving desperately to believe it.

His hands left her to control the prancing horeayrge him to more
speed. As the animal broke into swift canter, he muttered
indifferently, 'l can enjoy a womamademoisellewithout having
her love me. I told you this morning that you wosltdfer. Maybe the
knowledge that my threat was no idle one will b#isent to still
that regrettable tongue of yours and enable usetoog with our
journey.’



It was almost dark when they stopped the next tiRight came,
Maxine had discovered, with an almost alarming sadéss in this
land, but this evening a faint glimmer of dayligkemed to linger as
if, she thought derisively, even the elements sbieyour with the
man who held her so intolerantly before him. HisymseMaxine had
counted about a dozen—had ridden slightly behind, thut she
didn't know whether this was a mark of his rankiorply the age-old
tendency to follow a natural leader. She had leawen in so short a
time, that Kurt d'Estier, with his tall, broad-shdetted figure was a
man who commanded respect. His men, if that wag thleg were,
these Berbers of the desert, called him Sidi, alhys with
deference.

When Kurt d'Estier threw up his arm in a signahé&it they were in

the shelter of a small grove of palm trees. Asteadied the great
stallion so she might slide to the ground, Maxiteged uncertainly
about her. Her limbs felt strangely weak, forcireg to stand still a

moment until the strength flowed back into themhdd been easy
enough sitting on the horse, held there by heroecamtrong arms, but
the effect of being near to him for so long was stinimg she hadn't
bargained for.

‘Are you all right,mademoiselle?The harshness of his voice tool
away any illusion of concern, and she nodded $ylentithout
looking at him.

Very quickly she had realised she would just betnvgder breath if
she continued with a verbal battle, and that thtflgm in any other
way was impossible in their present position. Aefoimes the urge
to tell him who she really was crossed her mind, ibdecision

plagued her. Besides, when she had once triedl torte - -hadn't he
merely laughed, and she doubted if there was aydenger of him
molesting her in any way, especially when he obsiypexpected to
find his fiancee at any moment. What sort of wommast his fiancee



be, she found herself wondering, to have capturedcaffections of
two such men ? Men like Kurt d'Estier and Colin dar

Gazing around the waste of sand, made even modatedy a

rising wind which made lonely noises in the trestoghe wondered
fleetingly where Colin could be hiding in such dderness. He had
never struck her as being a very adventurous kindecson. She
could imagine him taking a girl he fancied to sdmeaurious hotel, or

a fiat in a city or famous resort, but never hehere there was only
empty space and silence. All Maxine had seen duheghours in

which they had crossed the desert was a drift ofl.s& distant

sandstorm, Kurt d'Estier had told her grimly, whenhad seen her
looking, but mercifully it wasn't coming their wakhis, apart from a
lone vulture, had been all that had caught her Hg&, as the stars
came out, with a brilliance which might have rieallthe moon in

other lands, she saw how the men were replenishafre they had

lit, on which to cook the evening meal.

One of the rugged bronzed men brought Maxine alsnaaVl of
water. 'lt is all there is to spare.' Kurt d'Estere down on her, on
silent feet, out of the darkness. This is an odmsisit has dried up, so
we must be stringent with our supplies until we cheacamp
tomorrow.’

'l wasn't complainingmonsieur.’

He nodded, leaving her to get on with her ablutidrieere was no
privacy as no tent had been erected for her, baitwasn't unduly
disturbed by the lack of even the basic amenie®ther time she
might have enjoyed it, for she was young, with tra thirst for
adventure occasionally warming her blood. As shiehed the black
silhouettes of the Berbers outlined against th@itegaflames, her
nostrils tantalised by the smell of cooking fodak $elt an odd flicker
of excitement deep within her, a sense of yearamigipation she



couldn't account for. When the tremor of warningneashe was
grateful and began industriously to wash her face.

After drying herself as best as she could on hearchandkerchief,
she combed her hair, then tied it back again. Theas cooler and
after she finished she put the bowl to one sidesatdlown on the
thick burnous she had been wearing.

Kurt d'Estier brought her dinner himself, and shke the plain but
plentiful fare ravenously.

'‘One only learns to appreciate food when away frloencivilisation
of the city,mademoiselle.'

Self-consciously she flushed, aware that she had pea&ctically

gobbling. 'You forget I've had very little to edt day,’ she said
defensively. She wondered why he called her Madssilei so
frequently. Recalling his stated opinion of Mrs Hitals real daughter.
Mademoiselle sounded somehow too young and naivethat

particular lady.

He smiled sardonically, without much humour. 'l daniticise your
appreciation of good food. | only hope you have shee appetite
for—other things.'

Again Maxine felt her cheeks grow hot. What he nhedre wasn't

really sure, but his words brought a thrill of feéataring across at him
over the remains of their meal, she sought detediynto alleviate

her uneasiness by showing a little spirit. He stiire the white,

corded haik he had worn all day. Curiously she veoed what he

would look like without it. Her eyes lifting to fointedly, she asked
with impudent impulsiveness, 'Do you sleep inmgnsieur?'

'‘No, mademoiselld,do not. As you may discover.'



Maxine gulped. The time his meaning was unmistakaHis face
hardened and there was something very like a thnehts voice.
Suddenly she wished he was not so tall and intinmgathat he
would stop acting like a lordly pagan! It didn'tIpethat the
demeanour of his men aided and abetted this impressle was
arrogant, steeped in pride, but whatever happermedist never
guess she was nervous of him.

‘Threats,' she shrugged, staring at him defiatdahg easily uttered,
monsieur. Carrying them out is another thing. England mgggm a
long way off, but | warn you, if anything shouldgpeen to me you
would have to face severe reprisals.'

His eyes, glinting with mockery, proved another iiaton. 'Should
this scare me, my little butterfly?'

If she hadn't eaten every scrap of her dinnernwshed have thrown it
at him! As it was she could only fling defiance dmape the hate he
must read in her eyes might deflate his outsize 'ego

‘You may be amusednonsieur,'she spat, 'but it is | who might get
the last laugh! You forget I'm not used to the dedé | should
collapse and the authorities hear of it, what th&en@®, if | were taken
ill, what use would | be in helping you in your sga for your
flancee!

‘Do not occupy yourselfimademoisellewith constant thoughts of
reprisal. You waste both your time and- mine." Faalirgly he rose.
'l have lived too long in this countmna cherieto pay much attention
to the rantings of women. They are merely chattelgh-their uses.’

Maxine almost choked over her coffee. 'Indeensieur! Now |
begin to understand why your fiancee left you.'

His sudden anger was frightening, if it did onlymentarily show on
his face. Maxine's arm was taken in a grip whick maant to hurt as



his glance flamed down on her. 'You are impertindfiss Martin.
I'm warning you, for your own good, | won't take chumore.'

He didn't need to be more explicit, the glintingyfin his eyes said it
for him. 'Come,' he relented slightly, as her fae¢ed, 'you must
sleep. Perhaps a good rest might help to stiligh&p tongue, which
| don't seem to remember. | don't remember, eithat,you were so
addicted to calling menonsieur?'

With this enigmatical comment he led her away frira fire to
where two rugs were spread beside a pile of saddi¢lse sand. 'I'm
afraid you will have to put up with my company,'dad.

They were some distance from the men, but she tbakkim coldly.
'I'd rather be on my own.'

He took no notice but pointed to the ground asibkep up another
rug. 'Lie down,' he ordered, as though she hagaken, 'and put this
over you. | can protect, you foolish girl, as wael other things.'

This, reminding Maxine of dangers she could notubaware of,
forced her to comply, even while she glared uprat h

Mockingly he dropped the rug over her tense bdulg.dlad you are
willing to see reason.’

The stars were huge and bright above her headshmitturned,
burying her face in her makeshift pillow, not wisgjito see the stars,
to be entranced by them and the magic of the nigtdre was a kind
of erotic affinity between those stars and thoseo vglumbered
beneath them in the desert. In spite of her despairindignation
Maxine couldn't help, being conscious of it. A matuesponse to
something sensuous in the atmosphere permeatedhbér being. It
was a reaction which had something primitive abguénd from
which she shrank. Repelled yet fascinated, shdikeltsome small
creature being lured to its doom. It was makingrikeall vividly how



it had been when Kurt d'Estier had kissed heralderher long, with a
curious restlessness, for something she had neosvrk

Kurt d'Estier lay on his back beside her. She haardmpatient sigh
replaced by another of temporary contentment astteéched and
relaxed after the rigours of the day. Restlesslyuneed, making no
attempt to touch her, yet it was listening to hisvements, as each
small sound was emphasised by the silence of tgbkt,nwhich
eventually sent her to sleep.

Amazingly she slept soundly, awakening to find heaning over
her, propped on his elbow, studying her intentlgr Hair, loosened
from its tie, was spread over her pillow, the syvgold of it glinting
in the rising sun. Her face, faintly flushed frometsweetness of
hersleep under the stars, was smooth and unbletnishe

As she opened her violet-grey eyes to find his tadg a few inches
from her own, her first feelings of contentment dddto fright.
‘Monsieur!'she gasped, a rush of panic pressing her backhsadghe
rugs on which she lay. She saw suddenly that ha'twasaring his
headdress, that he had thick, dark hair with ehshgave to it—a
wave which he mightn't control as easily as hesgliglything else. He
was, she recognised, with a quickening of pulse,eatmemely
good-looking man. His face might be rugged and stitaut, for her,
it might also be unforgettable. 'Please,' she véresgh unsure as to
whether she was reproving her traitorous senstseanan who was
regarding her so closely. How long had he beerystgder thus ?

'‘Don't be disturbed,' he said dryly, the contemgtis voice making
her cheeks grow hot. 'When | wish to make loveow will choose a
more private place. | merely had a curiosity to theecolour of your
eyes in the first light, and no light can revea thuth more clearly
than that of the desert.’



'‘My eyes?' Wholly disturbed by what he had jusd $aiher, Maxine's
thoughts whirled in confusion.

'l have rarely seen eyes more beautifdgdemoiselleThe grey is
particularly memorable. It is making me wonder Hawould forget.'

Goaded by a tremor, which she refused to believejealousy, she
murmured, 'Other eyes must have intrigued you sitloen,
monsieur?"

As he continued to stare at her, he shook his Hdiadbwn eyes she
had taken to be black, but she saw now they weilyr@n extremely
dark blue. It was only when his emotions were mowaed he was
angry, that they took on the hue of this other gnlo

A hint of recklessness drove her to taunt him, "Diatl me you deny
this, Kurt d'Estier!'

Anger rewarded her persistence. His mouth hardanddhis hand
went out to grasp a handful of golden hair. Asoifpunish her, he
jeered, Tour eyes are a beautiful soft gregdemoiselldn Morocco

we have every colour but that. They remind me ef thin which

seldom comes. Your skin is pink and white, your hike a cloud of

gold and your mouth resembles the petals of a fidse desirability
of your body has let me sleep only uneasily throtighnight. Does
that satisfy your insatiable appetite for flattemhich leads you to
dance so beguilingly from one man to another?'

The blow he struck might have been physical agesired upright.
The melting response which he had referred to, that
unconsciously softened her eyes, faded to angddiy\she struck
out at him with the one weapon she possessedwtinah she had
used with such good effect the night before. ros difficult to see
why you couldn't keep your fiancempnsieur A woman needs love



and tenderness, as much as strength, and you &elyumfeeling
brutality.'

To match hers and surpass. it, his anger mourbteelwarned you
already, | won't tolerate your impertinence. Whastime comes that
you have to pay for it, don't complain. Dieu!" dexk eyes bored into
hers as he removal his hand from her hair, 'l dovdiv why | bother
to lose my temper with you! You remind me of a #pdhild, with
your constant lashing out. Sometimes | find itidifft to believe you
are far from being one.’

Maxine shivered, as if all the warmth had gone frdm sun.
Fearfully she gazed at him, her soft mouth trengplivnconsciously
provocative, she moistened dry lips.

'‘By the saints,' he growled threateningly, undsrhreathy his eyes
fixed on her face, 'l am almost looking forward teoming you,
mademoiselle A long time ago you should have had a maste
Perhaps | was a fool to reject you all those yags, but I'm not
likely to repeat such a mistake. In fact, lookig/@u now, | might
not find it difficult to believe | am your first iger. Apart from a
technical point or two, of course.'

Managing to speak, with supreme effort, Maxinedri¥ou can't let
revenge drive you as far as that, surely ?'

'‘Why not?' he asked insolently. 'Maybe we can condach other.
You have a strangely lost look about you, for aly infamous
reputation.’

Feeling coldly helpless, Maxine stared down athaards, anywhere
to escape that harshly unfeeling face. 'lf you woldave," she
muttered, her voice low, 'l would like to tidy myiskeefore you force
me to continue this senseless journey.’



'‘Most certainly." He rose abruptly, but his tonesrevfar from
apologetic as he conceded her request. With a mgdyend of his
dark head he left her, striding towards his men wisoe already
beginning to stir.

Wrenching her eyes from his tall figure, her glanees caught by the
imprint of his body oh the sand. He had scornedide his rug,
making do with only his thick burnous, and at tindesing the night
he must have been very close as their two outippsared to merge.
Again she shivered, hoping uneasily that she hadeh the one to
span the gap first. It had been there between t#eeshe had fallen
asleep, but if he hadn't slept, and he had alcbofessed he hadn't,
then it could only have been herself.

Later that day, after stopping just once to eatlardrugal meal and
water the horses, they came to the Berber encantpriech Kurt
d'Estier had spoken of. Having had to ride in froinbim, held close
to him, Maxine was relieved beyond measure that #ppeared to
have reached their destination. She felt she hddehaugh of his
hard mockery, the long silences interspersed oglhib sarcastic
remarks, to last her a lifetime!

This was a larger oasis than that where they legapet] the previous
night. To her surprise she saw the encampment tnasrswith low
J>lack tents and that there were women among theshe occupied
them. To one tent, much larger than most of therstiKurt d'Estier
led her.

'‘We stay here for a few days," he said curtly,I'dcadvise you to
accept thissnademoiselld,have much work to do as well as busines
of my own to see to, so make yourself comfortafdleen," he
mocked, 'l shall not feel so guilty at having tgodee you of my
constant company.'



For all she was so stiff and sore she could haeel cMaxine found
herself gazing with a kind of awe around the tenhhd brought her
to. She had read how many of the desert tribed likat never had
she imagined she would ever be asked to sharestmanonment. Yet
she couldn't think that this well appointed tepresented the general
living standards of the average, desert nomad.

Guessing something of what was going through herdmKurt
d'Estier glanced at her coldly. "You forget théds in this area at
least look on me as their rightful leader and tneataccordingly. This
tent is always available when | visit them.'

'‘Which can't be so often, surely?' She tried ndddd at the woman
who was spreading mats and putting down cushiongel&ome for
their great lord and master and the woman he haagbt with him,
no doubt?

‘Do not look so sceptical,' he thrust her furthreo ithe first room, a
little away from the door and gestured for the wort@aleave them.
‘There are others of good authority who are alwast®. | do not
pretend to run their lives, but | help in everyeatiway possible.’

'‘With money, | suppose?’

His proud face darkened. 'Money—my monmademoiselle-has

done much for these people. More than Imight hasleeaed by

being with them all the time. The desert is a htaskmaster. It is
rarely willing to support more than a few sheep godts, which
supply food. A nomad very seldom has anything tbiseorder to

obtain cash to buy the things which we considee@essary part of
our everyday living. So do not be so quick to heagrn on men like
myself.’

She shrugged, beating down a quick feeling of shartle a pretence
of indifference. "You can't expect me to interegsaif in that which



| hope to leave as soon as possible. As for gdaijtthat's the last
thing | could feel towards you.'

'l should advise you not to do anything fooliske 'daid coldly. "You
will be allocated a servant and when you batheomfort and eat at
my table you might be wise to remember that | aengtovider.'

'I'd rather starve!

His voice was silky. "My answer to that should bemprison you in
some inferior tent, of which we have several, loutiepriving you,
mademoisellel would also be depriving myself. So | will take n
notice of your childish rantings. I'll leave yobptigh, with a word of
warning. If you refuse to bath and change yourhotgft | will
personally see to it myself. My people would expeetto suitably
chastise a woman who defies me. If | did not therould certainly
lose face.'

‘Do they know the true reason why I'm here?' ckeged.

He laughed in her face. They understand | haverouptes and seek
a woman to comfort me. No one will lift a fingerhelp you.'

Then I'll just have to help myself, won't I!'

His mouth curled, in the sneer she was gettingfémaliar with.,

‘Somehow | can't see you doing tha& cherienot with your usual
expertise, anyway. l've no doubt you've wriggled ofi many
uncomfortable situations by the skin of your chamgnwhite teeth,
but fate has a peculiar habit of catching up wittlel cheats,
especially those who are too promiscuous for them good.'

Taking an involuntary step backwards, she starectupim. Tou
sound both insulting and threatenimgpnsieur,but | don't know
what you're talking about'



‘Yes, you do." Snatching her arm, he dragged loseclo his hard
body, fixing her immobile with his relentless daglkes. "You are
aware of a certain feeling between mdemoiselleAs yet | am not
quite sure what it is myself, but | intend passadew intriguing
hours finding out. And | don't mean to be denieat thhich you've
squandered so generously in the past on other men.’

'l've told you, you're mistaken!" she cried, hexefgoing white as his
words filled her with dread. She knew he spoketthth, there was
something between them. When he looked at her, Wadrad kissed
her there was the sensation of two live wires mgedind fusing, but
whatever the cause it could rally be an illusiontiihg permanent
could develop in so short a time. 'You're quite taken,' she
repeated, tensely.

I'm never mistakermademoiselle.'
'You have been about your fiancee!

His eyes glittered, 'You can't leave that alon&, yau? | won't tell
you again!'

Her own temper rising hotly, die held his smouldgrstare. 'I'm not
that easily intimidated!'

'‘No, you're not, are you?' his anger changed quitl a soft
mockery, which she found even more frightening.uYaren't the
same girl who ran, almost screaming, when you thbagamel was
going to bite you, and who declared hystericalttiine heat of the
sun was ruining your complexion ? This new Maximeuges my
interest, and | have need of this interest—of th&spn you move in
me.'

Before she could reply he let her go abruptly afidthe tent, leaving
her trembling.



With a pounding heart, Maxine tried to steady h&rdeploring the

strange excitement which made her bones feel l&emwOnly a fool

would ignore such danger as she was in. Kurt dEstas a man who
might stir any woman's senses, and the remainsgsolbhe affairs

must be scattered around many countries. He miggtémqd to be a
desert sheik, but this would just be one of his ynates. She didn't
really suppose it would make any difference to harknow she

wasn't Mrs Martin's daughter, and it was simplyngaio be a waste
of breath to continue trying to convince him.

A girl came in, one not unlike Vega, who said hame was Zara.
She spoke no English and only a few words of Frestiviaxine had

some difficulty in making herself understood. KdiEstier must have
sent someone like this on purpose, so that Maxmddn't be able to
guestion her or to enlist her aid in trying to gmcaZara brought
water and while Maxine was glad to bath she indiste managing
herself. As Vega had done, Zara reluctantly coetkierself with

watching, and Maxine decided to let her stay. thimg else, the girl

could assure Kurt d'Estier. that his prisoner washwed and clean.
Which might just happen to put him in a kinder, emoeasonable
mood!



CHAPTER FOUR

DARKNESS fell as Maxine finished her bath and Zara rubbe
delicately scented oils into her aching limbs. Tdd, she had
discovered, was surprisingly efficient and had thest soothing
hands. There was still the difficulty of the langadarrier, but Zara
appeared to know what was needed without being. tdlie
complicated gestures Maxine had envisaged weraet#ssary, and
again she wondered at such expertise. It was rg&tithing to find in
the desert and a frown touched her smooth whitevbitomade her
realise how little one race of people might knowwathanother, and
she sighed regretfully as Zara escorted her bathetanain room.

After Zara had gone, Maxine stood uncertainly, ggzbout her. As

before, a feeling of blind panic attacked her ahd bad to fight

desperately to keep such terror under control. $md®sin her throat,

and she had just managed to pull herself togethenviKurt d'Estier

joined her. It was a while since Zara had left &wed she had been
thinking hopefully that she might not be « seeinm hgain that day.

When he strode into the tent her eyes widened avithsmay she

wasn't quick enough to hide. His mouth curled cgityovhen he saw

it.

To Maxine it seemed incomprehensible that though sas filled
with loathing the sight of him should accelerate heartbeats.
Anxiously she hoped he hadn't caught her swiftiygramvn breath.
Wearing a white, silken tunic, open at the neckhwvide, baggy
trousers similar to her own, he had the look adiadsome, dangerous
animal. His head was bare, his dark hair freshigbed, his skin and
hands, well cared for and clean. Despite the haslo€ his day, he
emanated a hard vitality, a relentlessness whiatterh@r shiver.

Bowing, with a mocking briefness, from the wai# fiicked a glance
over her pale, uneasy young face, resting appreeiaton her long
fair hair which she had left hanging loose as leadhached.



'You don't seem particularly pleased to see memitmenured, 'but |
hope you are feeling better?' When she didn't andwe eyebrow
rose sardonically, 'At least | hope you're feelvgl enough to join
me for dinner?'

'Yes,' she agreed stiffly to this.-But for all skred athim with
apparent hostility, she thought twice of tellingnhshe would much
rather have eaten alone. Already her intuition lesoming quick in
warning her when she was treading on dangerousdrdio have to
put up with, more of his company seemed too mudbetrr, yet she
managed a cool glance which disguised the worseofantipathy,
while not betraying how conscious she was of histudbing

masculinity.

He still stared at her closely, and she felt héigedwing hot as his
eyes roamed her slender body. He had obviouslpnsaience about
embarrassing her. It was as if he considered hédaght and owned
her. A Frenchman, of course, might do this kindtrohg easily,
considering it complimentary, and many women waelgiard such
attention as flattering. For Maxine her only reativas a desire to
flee. She was not so much flattered as frightenédr—a wholly
unfamiliar way. She wished she had been wearingwbellen
sweater she had been wearing the day before sHenigiand. It was
a pity that February in the desert was too hotwool. Yet in the
gauzy outfit she had on now she felt almost indebDefiensively she
crossed her arms in front of her, not caring tlemtdction brought a
glitter of fleeting amusement to Kurt d'Estier'safent eyes.

The woman who brought their meal went out again.tifey sat
down, he said derisively, "You shrink in the masgwmal way when |
look at you, ma cherie. How is it you still retasnich an air of
innocence ?'

'‘Perhaps because | am innocenbnsieur.'



Unpleasantly he laughed, 'Come, Miss Martin. Logg astopped
being that naive!

‘You graduated to being insultingnonsieur,which can't be an
improvement.’

Again his firm mouth twisted. "You're no novice whié comes to
insults yourself," he observed her obstinate Ittién speculatively,
‘You have spiritma chereput if we are to get to know each othe
better then you must call me Kurt. You didn't ugedfind it so
difficult.’

'So you keep on telling mejonsieur.’

'l wish to hear you say it. Now!" the softness of Woice didn't
disguise his determination, as he stared at heenttilly flushed
cheeks.

'Oh, don't be so silly!"" Without complying she begkeliberately to
eat her dinner, yet the odd provocation of his detsdook away the
taste. In other circumstances she knew she wddd lio have called
him Kurt, but the dangers of such intimacy weredpparent for her
to give way on this issue tonight. Once on a doWirend, she might
easily find herself tumbling headlong into the uokm. Better to stay
with what was safe than to risk being carried belyloer depth by the
experienced manipulating of a man like Kurt d'Estie

He was evidently not used to being accused of bfgalish. "You
forget yourself, mademoiselle.His softer mood disappeared ir
coldness.

'‘And you forget your sense of humour," she retostanfully.

' might find that when | find my fiancée," he stsged her by replying
grimly. 'So if my temper doesn't please you, youehanly yourself to
blame—and your -brother!



For the next few minutes they ate in total silefiteen Maxine asked
bitterly, 'While dwelling on your own troubles, gou ever spare a
thought for other people's? Have you ever constémaw Mrs
Martin is going to worry when | don't return ?"

‘Why should 1?'

'‘Because | can't believe anyone could be thatséelshe cried. '‘My
God, you beat everything!

Take care, girl, | don't beat you!" he pausedhasame woman who
had brought their dinner left them coffee. 'Mentloé desert know
how to settle a waspish tongue.'

'It's surely not a crime to speak one's mind?'
'‘Sometimes it is not very wise.'

Over the coffee cup he passed she met his blarelastd would have
liked to have flung the cup at him. 'Perhaps rebt¢ agreed, fear
lending her caution. 'In future I'll try to keep raginions to myself,

but this doesn't mean I'll change them, or stopkihg them.’

Harshly he sighed, "Your opinion of me doesn't hi@vbe verbally
expressedcherie,| can see it in your eyes. It must be up to me
change it for you.'

Some music wafted through the open door of the, temd from
somewhere in the camp came the high, thin notea @foman
singing. The night air was sensuously warm, th&mss bringing a
gentle softness, hiding the barrenness of thelésstsand dunes, the
sight of which could, on occasion, strike fear iat@n the strongest.
Already Maxine was discovering how the night anavilan the
desert could hold a kind of magic, but daylightthsiemperatures
seldom below a hundred, could be a time of enderanc



She made no reply to his last comment but was athatehis eyes
never left her. He didn't appear to care that hedem&er
uncomfortable as he went on studying her face igiidd. 1t was clear
to Maxine that he was still puzzled as to why tkarg had changed
her so little, but by now she knew better than &ste breath trying to
explain.

After they finished their coffee he went to cloke flap on the tent
door. The charcoal burner glowed red, there wag oné lamp and
the tent was. cosy. Quickly Maxine rose, a feeliighervousness
returning which removed; all traces of her formeavado. 'lIf you
will excuse me, I'd like to retire for the night."'

'"Why?'
'‘Because I'm tired,' she said, her eyes defyingtbimake her stay.

His mouth twisted fractionally. "You've done nothpibut sit in front
of me all day, tantalising my senses, yet yountelyou're tired! You
don't expect me to believe it?"

A storm of alarm swept through her as he strod& taber, catching
her in his arms, and because she had refused i@véat could
happen, she felt too stunned to move. She flashedlglance, her
throat dry. 'Please, release me at once, monsieur!

'‘No.' His face hardened as he stared down intdrigtened eyes. 'l
might later," he said almost curtly, 'but somethabgut you won't let
me do it immediately. Just be stifhademoisellewhile | endeavour
to satisfy my curiosity.'

She felt the jar of his gaze through her body,nglkaway her faint

moan of protest as he lowered his head. His maegimed full of a

harsh hunger as it caught hers and his arms ghd @around her. Her
lips, which instinctively she closed, were brutalgsaulted, crushed
until forced open under his.



She kept her eyes closed, her soft mouth burngithaugh the shock
waves from it were composed of flames. Insidiodeliflames,
darted from his warm lips which left no part of hewuth unexplored.
They rushed hither and thither, flicking to evargh of her helplessly
yielding body. It was only when she began trembiajly badly that
he stopped.

Slowly his head came up, his eyes on her bruidetyisg mouth,
studying the damage, the way in which she was lyisibaking. He
said, a trifle thickly, 'All thismademoiselleand we have hardly yet
got started. For one of your experience, I'm sagai

‘You brute!" she found enough voice to. whisperrsea. 'I'll make
you pay for this if it's the last thingdbl'

‘Shush!" As though he was calming a fractious ydillyg he spoke
softly, holding her to him when she would have mashim away.
His hand came out to move the heavy hair from efftiot face as he
bent his lips toher shell-like ear. "Maybe | amrgga little too rough,
cherie,'he kissed the side of her cheek gently, demonsgrétat he
could be other things. His mouth slid with contimgiipersuasion
down her neck, lingering on the more sensory paitisch he found
unerringly, pressing appeasingly against the fcafii beating pulse
at the base of her long white throat, as thoughealought to do was
comfort her. His lips, lazily relaxed, softly dantprmented her now
with tenderness.

'‘Come.' Swiftly he picked her up, carrying her diypto her room and

lowering her to the bed covered with satin cushidts sat down

beside her, still keeping her close. 'l will pldngetgame your way, if

this is what you wantnignonnel'm in no great hurry. Should it take
me one night or one week, your body knows it wdlrbine, even if

your heart, as yet, refuses to acknowledge it.'



‘Your fiancee?' Maxine groaned, her senses swimnwigle
desperately aware that she must grasp at any wesaqgocould find.
She must find some way of resisting his ruthleseatels.

He merely laughed, as if he was no longer thinkihgny other girl
but herself. He was busy undoing the tiny buttarbea front of her
brief blouse and, with her bones turning slowlwater, she could do
nothing to prevent him. With the last of the butamdone he pushed
the filmy material off her shoulders and the peaylgam of her
breasts seemed to rivet him.

‘You are beautifulcherie.'His voice was deep and velvety, as hi
hand came out to mould the shape of her, his Isegsitive fingers
caressing her gently at first, then with increasingency. His hands
moved possessively over her body, arousing indedimigs she hadn't
known about. Moaning, she clung to him and shechkirbreathing
guicken as he lowered himself over her.

As his heavy body crushed hers, his arms tightemet his head
blotted out the light. His mouth hovered over henptouching her
lips lightly before taking full possession, and dedly instead of
fighting, as flames devoured her again, she fowerddif clinging to
him, unable to think. Beyond hearing, she was hksyond caring,
only wanting to know, with a devastating flare @fsde, what lay
over the brink.

‘Kurt ..." she moaned, her arms lacing tightly ambhis strong neck,
unaware that she had spoken his name for theifirst

The wild shouting outside went unheard at firstvéis only when it
drew nearer, increasing in volume, that Kurt redglaber. As he
moved away from her, his dark face changed frorsipago anger as
he cursed impatientlyiMon dieu!Someone will suffer for this!'



Dazed, her eyes dilated with emotion, Maxine waddhien leave her.
It was only then that she-realised he was fully sgdsas indeed so
was she, apart from the disarray of her blouse.ddeeks burning,
she struggled to the edge of the divan, a strangeliation washing
over her. It was quite obvious that he had notosesty intended
making love to her, he had simply been amusing dlimapparently
seeing how far she was prepared to let him go.

Overwhelmingly ashamed of herself because of tilspamse she
hadn't been able to hide, she covered her facetweithbling hands.
And the surge of longing she felt was so ridderhwjtiilt as to be
quickly suppressed and ignored.

After a few seconds, however, she lifted her headdre at the walls
of the tent, wishing she dared disobey Kurt's utdtons about not
leaving the room. She heard his voice, the deepst@arrying so
much authority as to be unmistakable, then aftetrear small spate
of noise there was silence. Only one man's voige 4p a frenzied
outcry, then even this faded in the distance, aggh the culprit was
being quickly removed. Once more there was onljhthenting quiet,
which was such a magical part of the desert night.

Crouched nervously among the cushions, Maxine wdde Kurt to
return. A long time passed before she was conviheedouldn't be
coming. It looked very much as if he had been dalte settle the
dispute, or whatever it was that had caused alfuhgus. He might
be gone hours.

With mixed feelings of relief, Maxine tried to r&lan her bed, while
still incredibly stunned by the emotions Kurt hadused inside her.
How could it be that two people who disliked eatheo so much
could react as they had done in each other's akmg'Estier, she
knew, must be experienced, but Maxine had never ahguloper
boy-friend. After the convent, where life had beamy restricted,
Mrs Martin had kept her busy, and there had beanuwsth to learn.



Apart from a few evenings at the theatre, of whitdis Martin was
passionately fond, and some business entertairNtayine' had
seldom been out. Mrs Martin had said recently #it must have
some social life of her own, but so far nothing badn done about it.
Certainly Maxine had had no idea it was possiblée& as she had
done when Kurt had kissed her. When the one obtwys whom she
had met at the rare party had done so, she hattret thing.

Still puzzling over this, she fell asleep, awakgnat dawn to find
Zara standing over her. Zara appeared to find itsaing that Maxine
had slept fully clothed. Holding up a flimsy nightds, she pointed to

it, giggling.

Shaking back her tumbled hair from off her hot fddexine smiled

uncertainly. Her thoughts suddenly racing backwaste found

herself wondering again what all the commotion Ihee&n about
through the night. More anxious about this thandfeased state of
her clothes, she hurried to get out of bed, herthlkadding, almost

painfully, as she tried to imagine what Kurt wobkle to say to her.
What would the day bring?

Would he be more willing now to listen to the ex@#ons he had
previously not allowed her to express? To a maa kikrt d'Estier a
few kisses might not mean a thing, but while she lartierly aware of
this it didn't prevent her completely from hoping.

Maxine hadn't long to wait AlImost before she haetito bath and
change he was striding unannounced into her bedr¥éearing a
black shirt with a pair of tough-looking breeches looked more like
a handsome brigand than ever. He looked well. Baries eyes were
none of the dark shadows which encircled Maxiraeig, irrationally
she felt resentful. Somewhere, it was obvious,dtedassed the night
in peaceful tranquillity!



The resentment which showed on her face Kurt @Eptit down to
his entering so precipitately. His glance goingfdyiover her, he
bait his head mockingly, i apologiseherie,but after all it is my tent
Perhaps you should put a notice on your door exipl@githe exact
nature of what you are doing, then | will be be#ele to judge if it is
safe for me to enter.’

Tou might appreciate your jokes, but | don't," s#terted truculently,
not quite able to meet his eyes.

'‘Ah, my dear,' the mockery still lingered on hysslias he waved for
Zara to be gone, 'l could have sworn you had aesehsiumour.
When [ kissed you ...'

Not yet feeling up to discussing this with him, ¢lveke in, holding

on desperately to a hint of aggression. 'Will yteape tell me what's
going on? It was scarcely considerate of you tedeae wondering
all night. | couldn't decide whether the camp weisiy taken over by
another tribe or not. You may laughpnsieurputmehear so much
at home about the wars which go on all over thrs glethe World.'

"Was this all that kept you awake. Max?'
‘What else should there be?'

Suddenly he had crossed the space between thearnimssreaching
out to pull her close. As if this was not enougipbta hand under her
chin, lifting it so he might see her face. 'l thimkademoisellethis
show of temper hides something other than frighirright other
than that caused by the ravings of a rabid nomadwandered to our
dark oasis in the night.’

'‘Oh, the poor "man!" Swift compassion caused Maxnoenentarily
to forget her own problems. 'What did you do witim? | hope you
were kind?'



'‘We have our own ways of dealing with such a crizmsl perhaps |
was grateful to have something to keep me occupied. can rest
assured we did everything possible, but I'm aftagdman died.’

'l see.' Her eyes clouded, and through the turmiilin her at being
held so close to Kurt's hard body, she felt cutpaepressed. 'l
suppose you have doctors?'

‘Very good ones, when they are available,’ he dagily. 'But in this
case, no doctor could have helped.'

When she made no reply, he moved his hand atlitibaress her ear,
‘Were you disappointed when | didn't - retumg chere!’

'‘No!" Suddenly aware of his hard muscles diggirig Irer, she began
struggling against him, hoping he couldn't feel hiog&r heart was
pounding. 'Will you stop using me,' she gaspekk 'some woman
you've picked up off the streets!'

‘You put ideas in my head,’ he mocked, forcibly toaiing her

struggles. Holding her in an iron grip, he nuzzted shoulder with
his deeply clefted chin, until her pulse leapt urtoallably. His eyes
flickered over' her with an insolence which semt bfood rushing to
her cheeks, but when she began to protest, hishmowuhediately
clamped down on her parted lips.

Beneath the flaunting sensuality of his kiss haises spun. Without
remorse, he pushed aside her thin top, laying &l lover her full,
curving breast. His thumb he spread over her rdogagt as he raised
his head. 'ls this because of me—or temper?' hedask

'‘Let me go!" she spluttered, through shaking haigh superhuman
effort tearing herself away from him. "You're jastusing yourself at
my expensel’



‘You're scarcely in the position to complain,' &ertted, but made no
attempt to snatch her back to him again.

‘You—you're despicablenonsieur IA fiend, a madman, a rogue! NoO
wonder your...'

"You may well pause,' he said coldly. "Repeat dutin and you will
find me all of those things you have mentioned.aspmg her
shoulders, he shook her. 'Don't tiy to pretendrgandifferent to me.
| wouldn't believe' you. And, as I've already pedhtout, why
shouldn't | enjoy what others have had before me ?'

"No, monsieur.

‘Last night,' he recalled grimly, 'you had no difiity in calling me
Kurt. While I am not over-concerned with what ydwose to call
me, it makes a change from your continomnsieurs! also- found
your warm-blooded response less irritating than yoanstant
assertions that you've never known a man.'

'l didn't respond!" Maxine glared at him defiantd§tempting to cover
a trembling weakness with anger. 'You were so eduaiway by your
own confidencemonsieurthat you didn't realise | was only trying tc
escape you.'

Making no effort to hide a sneer, he exclaimed| H&d more time
this morning | would quickly prove to you the folbf your words.
Miss Martin. You are no shrinking spinsteherie,but perhaps no
man has ever taken the trouble to convince yous iarning | am
not able to change my plans, but | look forwargeeing you later.
Before the evening is out | promise you will beliogl me something
very different frommonsieur,or any of the other names you use s
freely.'

'l don't understand you,' she whispered, backingyatsom him,
flinching from his cold, merciless eyes.



'It isn't necessary,’ he answered curtly, all farrmaces of good
humour gone. He looked grim and hard. Causticalydgarded her
shrinking figure as he prepared to leave. On lps Was an open
sneer. 'Just be ready to welcome me back, thht's al

For the whole day Maxine alternated between angedaspair, not
knowing how seriously to take his arrogant threHtbe loved his
fiancee, surely he couldn't be thinking of involyimimself with
another girl? Maxine was startled to find hersetfarding his fiancee
almost enviously. She was further surprised bystirdit feeling of
jealousy. What must it be like to be loved by a e Kurt d'Estier?
Shivering, she put such thoughts from her. Whefotied his fiancée
he wouldn't be able to get rid of Maxine quicklyoagh, and she
would probably never see him again.

Although Kurt had gone she found she wasn't codfiteethe tent.
Relieved about this, if nothing else, Maxine sp#m morning
wandering around the encampment. Most of the mereapd to
have gone with Kurt, but the women remained. Mahthese were
veiled, as they went quietly about their daily woflhey were too
busy to take much notice of the young Englishwghb wandered in
their midst, but above their black veils their eyese kind, if a little
curious.

The woman who had served their dinner the previagist was never

far from her side. Whether or not this was on ksunt'structions,

Maxine failed to find out. Certainly she was pledsanough, and

very obliging when the heat caused Maxine to asiguently for a

drink "of water. But when it came to informatioretitvoman either

didn't know or had been given orders not to tethxivie suspected the
latter, as when she asked how far it was to theesedown she

received no answer. Which, as Kurt had mentionedthese people
knew the desert like the palms of their hands.



didn't seem to make sense. The woman merely loakety and
shook her head.

There wasn't a great deal to see, nothing to taddari's mind off the
unfortunate position she was in. Often she hadddrig travel but
could find little pleasure in seeing the world he svas doing now—
with the threat of disaster hanging constantly over. She now
wished fervently she had followed her first inst;nand refused to
come to Casablanca. If she had just been an oydimarist she might
have found the desert interesting, even absorBiagas the prisoner
of a man wholly motivated by a desire for revengige found it

difficult to relax, for even a few minutes.

When, with her mind exploring every possible wayestape, she
enquired discreetly if they could communicate wWitarrakesh from
the camp, the woman with her again said no.

'Is it not possible to get in touch with anyonéviaxine asked, trying
to conceal her exasperation. .

'You ask the Sidi when he returns,’ was all the aonrvould say.

Maxine was sure Kurt must have some means of kgapirtouch
with his business, but it was obvious she wasntigyto learn of it
this way. Pretending an interest she didn't rdaly, she explored the
oasis again, but could find nothing that might réeho help her.
Apart from a few pathetic goats and lambs, keptafgqurpose she
preferred not to think about, there was only tredteced black tents,
full of chattering women and children. Short of murg over the
desert, which she knew would be committing suicglee had no
means of escaping from her prison.

It was late when Kurt returned that evening; shevgalmost weary
of waiting for him. She had bathed and changedfroat any desire
to please him, but because even with the greatest clothing



quickly became sticky here with dust and persmratiThis evening
shewore a pair of soft blue trousers with a magghop, the brief
bodice being sewn with tiny silver sequins and Isedara had found
a matching band to confine her hair, which broughtvelcome
coolness to the nape of her neck. The hours irstinehad given to
Maxine's skin a faint bloom of pink which was vérgcoming, and
distracted from the soft violet shadows which appresion had
painted under her grey eyes.

When at last Kurt arrived he didn't surprise hestasheard his horses
approaching the tent. The thud of hooves was ndietanistaken.
This, along with the jingle of bridles and heavyices of men,
suggested they had ridden far and hard, and shedhttfat Kurt
would be too weary to taunt her unduly that nigdtte was in the
main room when he strode in. Having heard his terskers she
wasn't surprised to see him followed immediately dyservant
carrying water.

'‘Good evening, Miss Martin,' his eyes went swifblyer her, her
slender beauty making him pause in approval, ifwéds only
expressed by the extra glint in his eye. 'l seear@uwwaiting for your
dinner. Give me ten minutes to clean up.'

With a slight smile for her increasing colour, heagppeared behind
one of the thin partitions which divided the roos.Maxine tried to

compose herself against a rush of inexplicable mmoher ears were
filled with the sound of splashing water, the vigos swish of towels,
all the embarrassingly unfamiliar sounds of a mamaving the

outward signs of a hard day's work. True to hisdydwe was little

more than the few minutes- he had allocated himaelfi when he
joined her he hadn't the appearance of someoneomigspt over

losing their fiancee.

'Did you find hermonsieur?She was so certain this was what he h:
been trying to do that she kept her sentence liriefs a rather silly



guestion, she realised, as if he had found hic&arshe would have
been with him. Without wondering why, Maxine feltramgely
relieved that she wasn't yet to meet her.

'‘Does it look like it?' he jeered, confirming herspicions that he
would have brought the girl with him.

'l only wondered,' Maxine swallowed a peculiar lumgher throat.
Again he was wearing white silky trousers, but gbiihis tunic was
open almost down to his waist. She was aghasttbdhe couldn't
look at him with any equanimity.

'‘No.' This time his voice was decisive as he satrdioeside her. As if
they had some mysterious means of judging the emsmtent,
servants appeared with their food. 'Allah be pdiisbe smiled
grimly. 'l haven't broken my fast since this mogioherie,and | am
hungry, very hungry!'

Enigmatically his glance rested on Maxine's fulined lips, and she
hoped, with an uncontrollable flash of panic, thatwasn't thinking
of her as well.

After serving the food the servants quietly withdréeaving behind
an uncomfortable silence. Thinking of die littlemlas outside,
Maxine found herself staring at the food withoupeiite.

‘Aren't you going to eat anything?' Kurt asked,igguat her keenly.
'‘Meat here is something of a luxury, you know. ¥all offend these
people greatly if you refuse what they have talkeemsch trouble to
prepare.’

Lowering her head, she tried to explain. 'lt's finsit this morning |
saw the small lambs penned nponsieur.’

'‘And you can't forget them," he added astutelyshes paused. He
sighed tightly. This is a little different from Elagd, you are finding?



There, there might well be no connection betweenpitetty lambs
gambolling in the green fields and the carcassesgjihg in your
butchers' shops. You might find life in the deg®rinitive, cherie,
but at least it is down-to-earth. What use woubditther's shop be to
these people, who might easily be hundreds of naNvesy from the
nearest one. And how could meat be prevented froimygobad, in
temperatures of often over a hundred and thirtyelegy unless it was
kept alive until needed ?'

'l "didn't mean to criticise,' Maxine replied irvary small voice.

Very slightly he relented. 'Ignorance is perhagpoasible for most
of the criticism levelled by strangers in this lard any land, |
suppose, come to that. But, actually, pedite,to the average nomad
meat is a luxury he can seldom afford. Mostly kedion dates and
cereals of rice and maize—a diet which few Europewould
tolerate.’

'But there are rich Moroccans—Arabs in the MiddisE& who are
better off?' she said uncertainly.

'Plenty,' he agreed. 'But the Middle East is alsarsing with the
poor and lowly. Governments try all the time toseathe general
standard of living, but mostly the land is too ptmsupport a healthy
.economy.’

'l have heard of irrigation schemes in the desert?'

Kurt's sigh reached her wryly. 'We have many o$&héut it means a
constant fight against the supremacy of natureo Algh the nature
of the people. Most of the desert tribes are wasrdeat heart; they
don't wish to settle in any one spot.'

Maxine frowned. 'If they enjoy their present waylitd, why change
it ?'



His eyes met hers sardonically. 'l believe it waa who advocated
the change, if only indirectly, not me. You wermatt weeping over
your dinnermademoiselld.feel your heart needs to be harder.’

‘Yes,' she found herself smiling back, half rugfulBut apart from

the lambs, there's a lot here in the desert whiakes me curious.
When | was out, this morningnonsieur,| watched the people
carefully. They may be poor and underprivileged,tbay are always
smiling. Their eyes are kind and they seem comahttheir lot, and

| don't believe it's because they are ignorant.’

'It seems you have observed closely.’

Filled with a warm enthusiasm, Maxine didn't notioes slight
sarcasm. 'l think they have too many children tbeir mothers seem
to have plenty of love and patience. They even sdeimhave some
to spare for me, and I'm a stranger.'

‘You are my woman,' he corrected her sardonicaily,dark eyes
mocking. That alone would ensure you a welcome.cbudren they
will expect to see later.'

Her face went hot, her animosity back, the sympéattyveen them
forgotten. In a way she was glad of her angert, @sickly put a stop
to the odd warmth she had began to feel towards 8hmarply she
said, 'l suppose, if they think I'm your propethgy wouldn't dare do
anything else but welcome me.'

'l wouldn't attach too much importance to it,wére you,' he drawled
carelessly. 'A few more days and we move on. Théyorget you as
easily as they do the wind, which blows one mirand is gone the
next.'

Hopefully, she asked, 'So you don't intend staying?

'Only as long as it takes.'



Puzzled, Maxine stared at him over the rim of h&ffee cup. Her
hands tightened around it, then she put it dowafally. 'As long as
it takes to find Colin and your fiancee, you mean?'

'‘No," he explained coldly, holding her eyes. 'Asdas it takes to
teach you a lesson, Miss Martin.'

'‘What kind of a lessormonsieur?The tremor in her voice betrayed
her fear, in spite of the direct frankness of hesrg

For a few moments he went on looking at her, anletorelief his

face seemed to soften. 'Oh, nothing too draste,s&d suavely,
'nothing you won't enjoy. | intend keeping you hgis long enough
to give your family a fright. As | have said, noofeyou can expect to
escape some form of reprisal.’

This didn't sound too bad. Maxine breathed a sigithvcontained
some relief. His bark might be worse than his bate,with many
people, his outrageous threats only meant to Sd&ait another
relieved sigh which was audible, she nodded, ntengiting to
debate the fairness of his last statement. No lodigeshe feel it was
greatly imperative to try and impress on him heetidentity. Instead
she used her newly formed confidence to ask alwonething which
had been worrying her increasingly all day.

‘What made Colin go off with your fiancee, monsi@ur

Immediately she regretted her apparent inabilityldave Kurt's
affairs alone. His face went cold, but to her siggrhe didn't
altogether refuse to answer. Only for a momenthaéichesitate, his
eyes narrowed, as if he was wondering how muclnbeld tell her. 'l
might have been able to forgive himademoiselleif | had been
convinced that he loved her. This | am sure hendid For years he
has been striving in vain to prove his superiooigr me and failed.
Perhaps he saw this as his last opportunity? Heeglan the feelings



of a bored woman, until she was apparently williegagree to
anything.'

Maxine frowned. 'How could she be bored, when sag @ngaged to
you, monsieu?' she exclaimed without thinking.

He smiled savagely, his eyes on her perplexed f&@ appear to
find this difficult to believe. But then," he museyhically, 'you were
never bored with me, during our short acquaintaticeras a long
time ago, but | haven't forgotten how much you wdnte. Now |
intend finding out if you still do. Come hemjgnonne.'



CHAPTER FIVE

IT was a command which Maxine wasn't prepared to,areywhen
Kurt saw how she intended to defy him he leantsstbe low sofa
on which they sat and pulled her to him. 'l thinknlow sufficient
about women to make a satisfactory lover,' he asgsier coolly.

'‘No, Kurt, please! For heaven's sake!' she crigihg to find the
strength to speak sensibly, to preserve her fdstdasanity. Making
a great effort to ignore the feel of his hands en lbare arms, she
lifted her shining head to look at him. "Wouldn'be better if | left
you? You could have the rest of the night to ydfr$ée only fight,
and you can't find that very relaxing.'

'l have no wish to spend the rest of the night @loma chine,'he
mocked her.

As his eyes glittered his grip tightened, and pavierwhelmed the
composure she had been attempting to hang on twki@ushe

jumped to her feet, jerking away from him, takinghhby surprise.
But she didn't manage more than two or three diefise he caught
her, his face darkening with an all too familiagan

Savagely his arms claimed her, lifting her half dfér feet,
disregarding the dry sob in her throat as he ciisiee to him. Then
he bent his tall head and took her defencelesshmouakissof such
ruthlessness that she knew he was still consumed aby
overwhelming desire for revenge.

Desperately, as on the previous evening, she toidmht him, but
was hampered as much by her own spinning sendas asn hold
on her slender body. In spite of this she managéd but at him with
small, clenched fists, until he grabbed her flgilarms.

When she resorted to kicking him, he simply pickedup, confining
her writhing limbs hard against him. 'Stop it!" firsgers bit into her



menacingly, as he released her numbed lips. 'Itmgemore than
tired of' this pose of yours, this pretence of icence.'

Shooting him a furious glance—all she dared all@ssalf with his
hard face thrust so near—she gasped, 'You're gradhgn | am, but
you can't stop me from speaking my mind. You migbttbelieve it,
as you've such a high opinion of yourself, butrtaialy don't want
you for a—a lover!

'So you're aiming higher now?' The edge of his imogéave a
contemptuous quirk. 'A husband, perhaps? You wdigapert me to
marry you,mignonne?"

'l don't expect anything of the sort,’ her voiceswanse with the
peculiar agony inside her, 'l just want to be &dine!'

He spoke with sudden harshness. 'Before tryingigoigine your
mind, girl, you should have started on your engcbody. It is so
used to a lover that it responds to mine exactly.'

'You're mad!" she shouted, her attitude defian¢ffedsive, her pulse
racing, With what she chose to believe was fright.

Then we both are,' he taunted, dragging her ingtaidser again,
crushing his mouth against her lips and weldingrntbhegether with a
hard, savage passioafervour all the more frightening because o
the leaping response she failed to control.

She felt the fire and urgency of his need and tbddixfaded. As his
hands moulded her to him, his hard body seemedaoleers all the
way down, as if, in the heat of his desire, he wdnd fuse her to him.
She couldn't move, -she soon lost the will to. elgrs closed and she
went limp, as his mouth, moist and urgent, drovehadf crazy. His
lips discovered the shape of hers before pressiagn topen. There
was "a faint hint of coffee on his breath as tps kearched hungrily,



and with a groan Maxine's arms went up to clinghte broad
shoulders.

'‘Maxine!" he muttered thickly, easing his mouthaodeeply drawn
breath.'Mon dieu,you're beautiful! | don't seem to remember! | mu
have been a fool, but in the name of Allah stopip@with me.’

Maxine felt, if she didn't wholly understand, thesules of his hard,
vigorous body contracting. And deep within her caidentical
tremors, as she knew for the first time in herwfeat it was to want a
man. It became an ache, too much to bear, bringit@nging she
found difficult to ignore. His hands, as thouglemiton bringing her
to an irrevocable decision, slipped into her brogf. He touched her
breasts, his mouth lowering to follow his initiadpborations, softly,
relentlessly caressing.

She felt his nostrils tense at the scent of hemwskin, and was
suddenly unable to resist him. Turning her head vgfis kissing him
in return, pressing feverish lips to the side o heck, the hard
smoothness of his cheek, the pulse which throblbddsatemple.
Arching, unconsciously seductive to the impatieemdnds of his
body, she almost begged aloud to have his moutieon again. As
the world turned upside down, the fire in her bloaelted her last bit
of resistance.

Tonight,' Kurt said softly, surveying her flusheaté, 'there will be no
more interruptions. You will belong to me, everytaa you.'

Like a blow falling, she was suddenly shocked. Ndf he hadn't
said anything she doubted if she would have be&ntaldight him,
but the total commitment he spoke of seemed tah@nnnocence
within her. It made her ashamed, even while hesegrlamoured to
surrender. 'No, Kurt. Not like this.' she pleadezhidly.



Arrogantly, his eyes boring into her, he rejoinaddhly, 'l won't send
you back to England until you are —what would vyoall c
it—completely compromised;herie. That will be a scandal which
perhaps your mother will not enjoy.'

The full horror of what he was saying didn't peattrimmediately,
then panic stricken she wrenched away from him.f¥iea moment
she couldn't think he could mean what she thoughdlid. 'l don't
believe you realise what you're saying!" she citneal,face white.

You think not?' he said cuttingly, his eyes rakivag without pity.
‘You're insane!' she whispered, feeling suddenht.fa

Coolly he stood watching her, his dark eyes frgstiver. ‘'No woman
would ever drive me insanpegtite,but | believe | could make you
that way.'

'l refuse to let you touch me!" Wildly she backeohi him, wholly
stunned by what she had leant of his ruthless tioten At the same
time she felt oddly tormented.

He merely smiled at her hysterical words as hevad her retreat,
the strength of his hard body reflected in the fget of his mouth.
Within inches of her he stopped. 'Don't worry, ngad | have no
intention of forcing myself on you—not yet. Suddehlfeel bored
with all this fighting. You weren't fighting thaight | caught you in
Moulay ben Hassoun's arms, which proves, doedt ittinat you can
be bought if not persuaded? But | will do neitledrerie.l will simply
wait until you come begging. Which .won't be muohder, if your
delightful little display of passion a few minut&go is anything to go

by.'

Her face chalky, her hands shaking, Maxine starrédra Putting out
a scornful hand, he caught her chin. 'What a wdaobactress you
are, Maxine! You manage, at thirty, to look sixtéeand now you're



trying to turn yourself into a convincing virgin!lll admit |
occasionally find it hard to believe you share slene duplicity as
your brother, but facts don't lie.'

Maxine tried to speak but couldn't. She felt likgireg, but no tears
came. She wanted to hit out at him for the cruelg$ he said, while
at the same time she knew an urge to cling, tohietl she could
understand his contempt and forgive it, as she ‘Wwésa girl he
thought she was.

But even as such thoughts spun through her headaidemnation
in his eyes kept her silent. She swallowed convelgias a single
tear ran down her pale cheeks, and unsteadily aked a slender
hand to brush it away. In his arms she had beentabowhisper

something very different from the cynical words @hhhad just fallen
from his lips. Words which might have betrayed sercompletely

that he wouldn't have hesitated in taking his ovayvbshe could feel
grateful now that his anger had at least prevethischappening.

'‘Go to your bed. Miss Matrtin." A little of the gnmass left his face as
he watched her, as his voice cut through her thisusgrdonically.
'‘Don't let the past worry you unduly. As | said laight, | have plenty
of patience. It's not as though you were going drgre,ma chere.'

Maxine might have been thankful that forthcomingme proved
him wrong, if the news which was responsible for leaving the
oasis hadn't been so devastatingly tragic!

She went to bed, as he advised, but couldn't sl€empugh the
darkness she was haunted by the terrible suspicaireven if Kurt
never came near her again she wasn't going to @$aap Morocco
unscathed. She wasn't sure what she felt for Kéaster. He was
good-looking enough to turn any woman's head, aisgd ¢dbmbined
with a cool, arrogant confidence, gave him an areh few would
be able to resist. But to imagine she loved himtrbescrazy! What



she was suffering from could be nothing more thachaolgirl crush,

brought on by the romantic if slightly unreal atrplesre of the desert
She might have reason to be grateful that the desgoof Kurt's true

motives for keeping her here had shocked any samotids right out

of her mind.

The next morning, wishing only to leave her tumidded, she slipped
out into the dawn. She wasn't sure of the hourshapected it had
been daylight for some time, although there wdkssstme freshness
In the air. Away from the tent she breathed degmijling her cloak

lightly around her as she walked a little distafnoen the oasis. Either
Kurt wasn't up or he was busy elsewhere, for shé&cee nothing of
him, and she was grateful to have even a few nmsotéerself.

The helicopter, when it came, appeared to whinlaight at her over
the top of a huge sand dune. If She had been igteMaxine
supposed she might have heard it, but it took lwenptetely by
surprise. To her astonishment, after flying overhead, it landed on
a level patch of ground about a hundred yards aweyinctively,
without pausing to think, she ran towards it. lticbbe a means of
escape which might never crane again.

Unfortunately Kurt was there before her, stridingiothe sands, his
face like thunder. Typical! she thought, quick bdtin her heart.
Why was it she could never get the better of him ?

'‘Go back to camp at once!' he commanded grimlghasstruggled up
to him.

Maxine stood where she was, although her heart dastrapidly.
"You'll have to carry me first!" she retorted, fling Jack her hair and
staring at him defiantly.



'In a moment | will,' he returned her cool regandanctly. 'You're
going to be sorrycherie,very sorry indeed for defying me, after I've
dealt with this fool in the helicopter.’

The man whom he spoke of so disparagingly was tlusiping from
his machine. He must have overheard.

Maxine saw he was. a pleasant-looking man, mayleaeor so older
than Kurt d'Estier. If he had hoped for a welcoraadidn't find it in
Kurt's grim face, but this didn't appear to defen.h

'‘Good morning, Kurt,' he said, on reaching the gdyuhis eyes
flickering over Maxine furiously.

Kurt didn't effect an introduction, nor did he netuhe greetings.
'‘What the hell do you think you're doing?' he askedly. 'l told you
not to come here."

'I'm sorry,' the man took out a large handkerctoefub the sweat
from his brow. 'l know you did, Kurt, I'm not a fpbut | have news
which | felt | must bring to you personally.’

'l see.' A sudden wariness came over Kurt's feaasdne frowned, as'
though he had guessed what kind of news his frrealbringing.

The man went on, after another quick glance at N&aXT think you
might prefer to be alone.’

Abruptly Kurt turned to Maxine. "You will go bac& tamp.' He made
no attempt to introduce her, even now.

Hastily Maxine tried to collect her witsMonsieur,' she spoke
quickly to the man, but Kurt immediately forestdlleer.

Obviously anticipating such a contingency, he diftas hand to a
group of Berbers standing behind them. He said guntein their



own language and she found herself surroundéeir intention was
so dear that she went pale. 'It's - quite all rigifite gasped sharply ai
Kurt's impassive 'face, 'you don't have to usedgofm quite capable
of walking.' Her cheeks burning with humiliatiomesturned away, to
be escorted like a defecting prisoner back to &ém She couldn't
imagine what the stranger must be thinking, but $lugped
desperately that he might guess something of leeligament and try
to help.

She didn't see anything more of Kurt until lateattlday. The
helicopter hadn't stayed long. After about halfraur she heard it
leaving, taking with it every hope she had beedarnng of escape.
Tense with nervous frustration, she moved restlesisbut the tent.
She had a hollow feeling that the stranger haddironews of Colin
Martin and Kurt's fiancee, and was soon overwrougtht anxiety. If

something dreadful had happened, and Mrs Martin al@se when
she heard of it, what on earth would she do? Anthely had been
found safe and well, what would Kurt do? He hadeén near her
since the helicopter left, so perhaps he was alreaebaring to go
and meet them.

A frown creased Maxine's brow as she considered aharrible
ordeal this would be for him, having to drag thenvem he loved from
the arms of another man or, worse still, to bectep by her again!
For the first time since she had known him, Maxreart ached for
him. Even if his fiancee had returned and Kurt bt could forgive
her, would he ever be able to forget the unhappisks had caused
him? She shivered, a sob in her throat, wishimgad in her power to
spare Kurt this possible heartache. Not once dedssbp to consider
the ruthless way he had treated her.

It was after noon when at last he came striding thie tent. All
morning she had been imprisoned in it by two guasianding
outside the door, but she had made no attempt éag&nowing it to
be hopeless. Even she knew that the burning seetchdesert sand



would prove a worse deterrent than a hundred menshe had
wondered what was going on around the oasis thetddn't want
her to know about. Or had he only wanted to keembeof the way
until he had recovered from whatever he had |dewnt the stranger?

When he did come he might have looked a little gren but
otherwise was much the same as usual. It wasnltalmg saw his
eyes, and he spoke, that her heart began thuddihdear.

He began without preamble, his voice expressionlgsgs morning |
have received news which has meant making arrangsre leave
immediately.’

'Immediately?’ Why did the word suddenly fill henthvdread?
‘Where are we going?'

'‘Back to the ksar. Where you were before we canme,'hieis icy
glance went over her. 'You'd better bring your bus as the
helicopter will be coming for us at any minute."'

'‘Kurt?' Going up to him, she laid an urgent hantdhisrarm, unable to
contain her curiosity any longer, 'What did thahmant ? Who is he
II

‘Someone who works for me.' He didn't answer herydirectly but
continued to stare at her coldly. 'A man | wouldstrwith my life.’

'You didn't seem very pleased to see him.' Shepwazled, recalling
the tone of Kurt's welcome.

Kurt paused, on his way to his room, his face Hgrsitolerant.
'‘Haven't | just said he works for me? He had ordetso come here.'

'‘Didn't the news which he brought justify the biiegkof these
orders?' Maxine stammered.



'Yes.'

He said no more, and she felt a terrible uneasiagshe did as he
instructed. Collecting her burnous,' she followau from the tent.
On leaving die was consumed by a strange nostalgich surprised
her. She had thought she hated this place, woultthghted to see
the last of it, yet something had happened to bex.WWhile it wasn't
altogether clear what it was, she knew she wowemnagain be quite
so young and naive as the girl who had first coorthis oasis.

Kurt strode ahead, the set of his broad shouldensnyielding she
was filled with alarm. Something was very wrongwés as if he had
sustained a shock, whi¢gimight have felled another man.

'‘Monsieur?'She hurried to keep up with his long stride. t'tlavish
to sound impertinent, but was the news about Coliperhaps your
business?’

'‘Be quiet, can't you!" he snarled, without pity foer shortening
breath, or her almost tearful anxiety. 'I'll satigbur curiosity fully
when we get back to the ksar, but not before. inige all will soon
be explained.’

When Maxine considered their previous journey,he basis, the
considerable discomfort they had endured, she wgsised that

Kurt hadn't used the helicopter before. But whengsdithered enough
courage to ask him about it, he merely shruggetleiW travel in the

desert | use this kind of transport as little asgtae.'

'‘Why not?' With such a frightening uncertainty raging inside her,
Maxine was sure that if she didn't stick to ordynepics she might
go crazy, and to sit too long with her own thoughight produce the
same result.

The questions you asklon dieu,s there no end to them?' His voice
was terse with impatience, yet a quick glance axias taut face



seemed to convince him that her control was onlg bg a thread
and he answered her. 'l prefer keeping to the wagse people are
familiar with. | cannot say more than this. Did yimd your trip out
so uncomfortable?'

'No." She was startled to find this was almost tiiog¢h. In other
circumstances she would have enjoyed it. Thereblead something
exciting and strangely satisfying about sleepindanrthe stars. She
could still feel the night wind caressing her creeakd see the huge
moon overhead. It hadn't been all pleasure, buivsiseyoung enough
to endure, even enjoy a few hardships. No, if drftabeen for what
had lain behind such a journey, she would nevee lganrmbled about
it. 'l didn't find it too uncomfortable,' she adted stiffly. Then, with
a rush of young candour, 'l might even have thougdhn, if | hadn't
been a prisoner.'

This didn't appear to bother Kurt d'Estier one bie lapsed into
silence which, this time, Maxine forced herselpta up with. He was
obviously preoccupied, and she wondered if he wbelgrepared to
enlighten her when they arrived at the ksar. Sometiee could feel
it in her bones that the news he had received tgsad!

It was late afternoon when they reached their dastn.
immediately Kurt removed her from the machine, befshe had a
chance to speak to the pilot. The pilot wasn'tstas@e man who had
been at the oasis that morning, although the hakcowas of a
similar design, Maxine could only assume that wihexfirst man had
returned to wherever he had come from, he had,wtiskorders, sent
this other pilot back in his stead.

As she walked resignedly towards the ksar she H@atdspeaking in
rapid French to the' man before he came afterTiner helicopter, she
noticed, didn't take off again, and hope flareddeudly in her heart.
Could it be that he was waiting to take them baxckCasablanca ?
Kurt was devious, he also hated her. He wouldrlingly provide



the comfort such information would give to the gwhose family he
considered had wronged him!

Inside the huge, castle-like structure all was qurethe high, wide
hallway, the faithful Izaak came bowing to meetnthand was
instantly dismissed. Kurt waved an impatient haftdrasking one
abrupt question and receiving a swift answer. Thelrew Maxine
into a small nearby room.

'‘We have to talk, Maxine, and quickly. We don't éamuch time to
spare if the helicopter is to leave before dark.'

While this ought to have given strength to her Isopé leaving,

somehow it didn't. She waited, not this time hawangthing to say,
but a kind of unconscious dread darkened her gyeg a@s lzaak
brought in a tray of coffee. Dully she wondered wKkyrt had

bothered with it if he Was in such a hurry.

Again Izaak was abruptly dismissed and, as Kurr@dihe coffee,
she noticed how his face remained grim. Suddenéysished he
would get on with whatever it was he had to tell lker nerves wore
strung tightly and she felt a sharp panic risingiolr she might not be
able to control much longer.

All desire for coffee fading, she shook her heaulvst when he
offered her a cup. "You'd better take it, my ddag,advised coldly.
'You might need-it.'

'Please, Kurt,’ she entreated, as though begging toi stop

tormenting her thus, but he didn't say anythingenamtil she had
taken the small cup and drained the contents. $tieed he didn't
have any himself, but. found it difficult to belhe had only been
thinking of her.

‘Now,' he said curtly, as she stared up at him Ipusdter replacing
the cup in its small, ornamental saucer, 'l willfyeu what you are so



anxious to know. Noel Franck, the man who caméhéodasis this
morning, did bring news. Bad news. Word about rapdiee and your
brother.'

Maxine went cold, but could only think of poor Mvirtin. ‘Oh, no!
she gasped.

They have both been killed." He made no attempotten the blow.
'‘But how ?' Maxine moved her stiff lips with diftitty.

He might have been discussing something which ldlding to do
with him, his voice was so steely impassive. Theyeiron their way
to Mexico, apparently, when the plane crashed.’

Stunned with shock, Maxine could scarcely bringhHEito believe it.
Her face went white, and she was vaguely glad stk Had the
coffee. Colin had been selfish, in many ways iroesible, but surely
he hadn't deserved this! Then she remembered tirathidd lost his
flancee. 'I'm sorry,monsieur,'she whispered hoarsely, wishing
fervently that she could help him. Her eyes widemeth quick
compassion. 'You must have loved her very muchaltérrible thing
to have happened. You must be heartbroken ...'

He frowned in distaste, making it clear he didmté&nd discussing his
feelings with anyone. 'l don't think we'll wastené on the usual
condolences, Miss Martin. They were both old enotmlknow
exactly what they were doing.’

'Yes. All the same...." Before his harsh stare, iN@&xaltered into
silence, making an obvious attempt to restraingigr. '| must go

straight back to London. There must be a lot | darto help.' Mrs
Martin would be distraught. While she might haveikgal Colin, she
had loved him very much. Maxine felt overwhelmedhwsadness,
for the good nuns had taught her that it was rigltare about other
people, and she was naturally kind-hearted. Slaeggackly, 'Ifs still



a dreadful thing to have happenadpnsieur,and | must make
arrangements to go home. Anyway, you won't wanhare.'

She hoped he didn't detect the odd bleakness" nirvdiee. For a
moment, as he looked at her, she fancied he ditislaa lowered her
eyes so he shouldn't read anything more in thenedee him, not to
see him again, wasn't bringing any of the relief skpected, and she
felt confused. Yet what could she do? He wouldnitnsich as accept
her sympathy. From her he didn't appear to wanthamy, not even
that. Her heart flooded with pity at the sight a$ grim face. She
couldn't think of anything else. To leave him likas might be
Impossible. Surely he was in need of somebody?

Kurt continued to gaze at her contemptuously astsed to find
words to express something of what she was feeld, when
eventually he spoke she was so horrified thatalidompassion fled.
'You won't be going anywhere, Maxine, not yet. Yeutainly won't
be returning to England until you have my ring auryfinger.'

"Your ring, monsieur?As he towered over her, so tall and dark in h
flowing white burnous, she felt herself go cold.

'Yes, my ring," he repeated, as if he were speakisgmeone slow of
understanding. 'We are to be married, Maxine,afternoon. Within
the hour, as a matter of fact. The good priestaging.'

‘Married!" A terrible sickness rose inside herslas examined his face
closely to see that he was merely teasing her. Yane crazy,
monsieur? Is this some poor kind of joke?'

'No joke. Miss Martin.' He appeared to find some ligmant
amusement in anticipating the trembling accusatbich came to
her lips. 'No, | don't love you. In normal circumstes | would never
marry a girl with your reputation, but | don't intk letting such a
chance slip through my fingers.'



'‘What chancemonsieur?Maxine continued to stare at him, trying
desperately to hang on to her shaking composunehvehe felt was
in danger of going completely. He couldn't be sesidHe must just
be taking a last opportunity to torment her.

, He laughed softly, his insolent glance takingplee in her shocked
face as he answered her taut query. The chancake the Martin
family suffer for the wrong they have done me, ppdh My fiancee,
Maxine, was a wealthy woman, - having inheritedr@ag deal of
money. Now | see a way to compensate myself fort wbiar brother
has done to me. You will, | believe, now inheritegxthing your
mother has to leave, which must be considerable.'

‘You can't be serious!" She was too stunned to italexactly what
this meant but was convinced more than ever tleashiock he had
sustained regarding his fiancee must have at lesasporarily

deranged him,

'‘Absolutely! His decisiveness was such it could he mistaken.
‘Your family have used me despicably, Maxine, esbgcwhen,
without me, they could never have survived. Whe&rok you to the
desert it was to make you suffer a little for ytwother's sins. | see
now how fate has played into my hands. It will amose,cherie,to
see your mother's face when | present you as n®. Wif course she
may decide to sell out and give her money to cphabtt | could
break her before she could take such a step.’

'‘Why not buy her out right away?' Maxine cried. thidut Colin |
don't, think she will have the heart to go on.'

His eyebrows rose tauntingly. 'Why should | go lie expense of
buying her out, when by marrying you | will getail for nothing?
Don't worry, cherie,' he sneered, cruelly, 'l thydu will find, your
mother has enough confidence in my business abditynore than
welcome me as her son-in-law.'



Suddenly Maxine started, wondering why she wasmgeih such a
state. "You must know, Kurt, I'm not Mrs Martingugjhter. I've been
trying to convince you of this since | came henat, you refuse to
listen.'

His dark eyes glittering with anger, he cut inpfSwasting both my
time and your own, girl. | won't warn you again.'

'‘But, Kurt, | only have the same name! | told you..

The anger in his eyes leapt, startling her toghfened silence. "You
will not utter another word!

Quaking with fear, she stared like a hypnotiseditalhaving little
doubt that he would resort to violence, if needtbget his own way.
Before his contempt, a perverse devil of insanéty through her
shaking body. Why should she try any further tovoece him of
anything? Why not allow him the unpleasant shoattietovering the
truth for himself, as he undoubtedly would? He s@sure of himself
that not even the losing of his fiancee to anothan had shaken his
confidence Wasn't it time something did? Perhapsdakea lesson to
learn as well as other people ?

Yet marriage to him Was out of the question. Makinew; no matter
how much she toyed with the desire for revenge,csldn't do it.
His kisses were one thing. The peculiar magnetidnchwvexisted
between Kurt and herself made these resemble atydarly potent
.wine which, once tasted, made one crave for nBu¢.marriage
involved much more than a few kisses, and with distrust they
shared Maxine couldn't feel it would do either bém any good.
And, if she had to struggle constantly with panoevnwhat would
she be reduced to in the future, married to a mam ated her?



Disobeying his instructions not to utter anotherdyshe tried to find
another way of deterring him. 'When Mrs -Martinadigers, how you
practically abducted me she'll go to the police.’

He smiled detestably. 'l shall tell her you jum@dhe chance of
marrying me.'

Mrs Martin would believe that. She was all too nedd believe
people would do anything for money. It was becalmsewas so fond
of it herself. Dully Maxine heard Kurt adding:

'l think she knew you would have married me yeaxs, & I'd asked
you, and since you came here no one has heardcyeansing for
help.'

Mortified, she whispered, 'Simply because | wowdsldnbeen wasting
my breath!

'You aren't totally unresponsive in my arms,' hisce might have
softened slightly, 'In factzherie,| think once we are married, your
feelings may surprise you. Over the years you lchemged.'

'‘No!" Wild panic kept attacking her in waves, foesvas very young
and frightened. He didn't realise how frightenesiha imagined her
ten years older than she actually was.

'‘Come,' Kurt commanded, seemingly at the end ophtgence, his
glance smouldering, 'the priest awaits uS, as theagilot to take him
back to his home.'

'Please!" Maxine made one final attempt to perstadeof his folly.
She was about to insist that he checked up onwieen the floor
suddenly began heaving under her feet, the waltgihg before her
very eyes, and she found herself caught in Kunmt'sas she fainted.



In vain she tried to push him away, to bring themndack into focus,
but it still whirled about her. 'Kurt,' she whispdr a sob in her voice,
'l can't seem to see properly.'

'It doesn't matter," his voice came from a distaatthough he held
her closely, 'perhaps it is better like this. Hisexactly as | tell you.'

Laying her carefully on a couch, he left her, retog a few minutes
later with Izaak, who carried something in a glagseeling on one
knee beside her, Kurt raised her head. 'Drink'théssaid, .'and you'll
soon feel better.'

Not able to do anything but what she was told, MaxXound herself
obeying feebly, but contrary to his assurance thekdseemed to
make her feel worse instead of better. While shén'tilose

consciousness again, the ability to focus propeidy't return. She
grew alarmed. 'Kurt,' she entreated, clinging t® lmands, "please
don't leave me!

Staring down at her pale face, he studied her fiytefihen, as she
began to relax, he gently released his hands ankigparms around
her, not remonstrating even when she hung on to llkensomeone
drowning.

When he told her they were to be married immediasdle made no
further protest. 'Just repeat what the priest t@lls,' he said slowly.
"You will also know when to say yes. | assure yoa chirie,
everything is going to be all right.'

Later, much later, when the world stopped spinniigxine
discovered she was a married woman. She had p@ebing to the
priest, but whatever Kurt had put in her drink ldagrived her of the
ability to speak her mind. She puzzled as to whjdun't given her
something straight away, but suspected he had hslpedould agree
to marrying him without having to be over- persuadéagry



frustration made her tremble as she realised sthenlaae all the right
responses, and the priest had appeared to belevevas merely
suffering from a touch of heat-stroke.

The man had gone to great lengths to assure herakeproperly
ordained. He even gave the name of the city chwhere he could be
contacted at any time. Maxine had nodded hazilytombemused to
understand what he was saying, but not yet recdvaréficiently to
fully comprehend the enormity of what was happening

It wasn't until after the priest had gone and Kasked mockingly
how she felt about being his wife that she fullaliged what had
taken place.

‘You've tricked me!" she cried, her grey eyes syomith anger.
‘You're nothing but a low-down ...'

'‘Don't say it,' he warned, grabbing her by the kters, every small
fraction of tolerance fading from his eyes. 'Remeniow you are
my wife and, as such, will not only obey but regpee!

Maxine glared up at him, her throat pounding wigmvousness and
fright, which she did her best to conceal" Withide€e. "You might
be able to make me obey you, but respect is antiimey. You've

done nothing so far to earn it, and never will, astfar as I'm
concerned.’

He uttered a low laugh, wholly diabolical, his eygittering with a
harsh fury as he drew her closer.

'‘What do | care for the respect of someone like?ybe jeered. 'But
there will be other things | do care about, andwanning you, you'd
better be prepared to be generaugnonne.'



CHAPTER SIX

As his mouth dropped to assault the jumping nettbeabase of her
throat, and his hands closed possessively ovauttving slimness of
her hips, Maxine quivered at his touch. She coedd the warmth of
his lips lighting fires deep down in her treacherdnody, and the
effort it took to push him away filled her with afa

Her eyes were wide as she backed from him. "We barproperly
married?' she gasped.

'‘We are properly married. At least, we soon wil|' baurt d'Estier
mocked, his meaning inescapable, his hard, goodrgokace
taunting.

He made no further attempt to touch her, yet despis she knew she
was entirely at his mercy. She would never, howey®e in to him
willingly. 'You put something in my drink!" she ed, clinging to
anger like an armour.

‘A few harmless herbs,' he agreed cynically. 'Qtfss& you might
have embarrassed the priest with your raving antn@ | seem to
recall you have quite a vocabulary, when you gated.'

He was referring to Mrs Matrtin's real daughterjgwring what he
said, Maxine rushed/on, desperate to find a waybtlie mess she
was in, 'We can't be properly married in the eyfggar people. I've
read about Berber weddings.'

The quality of his grim smile told her he was wallare of her desire
to escape him. 'l am not a true Berbm@ cherie,as I've already
explained, although | do have their blood in myngeiBut because
they consider me one of them, | will one day take yack to the
desert and introduce you to these good people asifaylf you had

been, an innocent young girl we might even have lnesrried there.



| did think about it, but | feared they might hadetected that you are
not all you should be, and have been insulted.’

That you didn't offer them the best, you mean?'iNks cheeks were
scarlet.

‘Something like that," his firm mouth twisted as \watched her
closely. 'They have a deep-rooted belief that dhlg pure and
unsullied is good enough for me. But do not alaourgelf, petite.
All things considered, | am well satisfied with whave got. My
flancee was descended from the old French nobibiyt, as a
considerable heiress you will do much to help myrad pride. My
friends won't be so quick to mock when | produce.yo

Maxine felt her hot cheeks pale to coldness. Wisatriends thought
didn't concern her, nor, she suspected, did thmans bother him.
It was what he would do to her when they met MratMaand he
discovered he had married her secretary, not heghder, which
almost stopped Maxine's heart in terror. Quakihg, sontemplated
Kurt's anger. He might have brought this all ondeithby refusing to
listen, but had she been firm enough? Guilt supgadfully as doubt
consumed her, curling her hands into agitated Wish she laid on
her fast beating breast.

From a distance she heard Kurt saying abruptlygdves here,
Maxine. You will be glad to rest, and | have a gré@al to see to.
Later Vega will help you to dress and we will dingether.’

As Maxine followed the serving girl upstairs, shengered what 'a
great deal to see to' entailed. Did he intend gt touch with Mrs

Martin? How long would it be before he told hehaf marriage? He
had given no hint as to whether Mrs Martin knevaef son's death or
not? She bit her lip anxiously, feeling she ougitto have forgotten
to ask about that. Being married in such a huoyrexpectedly, had



put everything else from her mind. Mrs Martin wotiddke it badly
and she should have been there to help.

Nervously, Maxine's thoughts veered. What did Koténd doing
with her? As in the desert, there was nowhere ghkelcun to. Here it
wasn't so much the sand as the high mountain pekkso twelve
thousand feet, they shimmered with dry heat undenanse blue
skies, like huge stone fortresses, tumbling dowroothe plateaux
where other frightening heights stretched out tetmbeem. There
was no way she could find her way out as the rthég had come by
was twisting and tortuous. A prisoner she was amel £he would
undoubtedly remain until they returned to civilieat

Kurt, she sensed, was attracted to her, but shédwmaia fool to
iImagine he loved her. As for herself, Maxine sh&gkruneasily
aware that if she were to examine her heart thdmgighe might find
she was far more deeply involved than she cartdrik about. When
Kurt kissed her their lips clung, as if some potehémistry was
working between them, but it wouldn't be sensibleall this love.
Lust might be more like it, she confessed to hédshmefacedly,
conscious that until meeting Kurt d'Estier she hakimwn what it
was to long, even vaguely, for a man to make loveetr.

As Vega, with beaming smiles, ran her bath, Masaek listlessly
into a chair, forcing herself to examine the sitwatvithout breaking
down. Not for the first time she felt grateful fdre strictness of
convent life, which eliminated any tendency to wallin self-pity.
Staunchly she put aside the urgent desire to wgdputimg her lip
until it almost bled. In all probability, Kurt wodih't be convinced she
wasn't Mrs Martin's daughter until they reached &gy and Mrs
Martin told him so herself. Confronted by Mrs Martand perhaps
her real daughter, he would be left with no othsiram but to believe.
What would he do then? Divorce was the most likelytion, but she
wasn't sure. His religion must preclude this altfloshe guessed
there were ways—if one had as much influence as distier. But



until he met Mrs Martin he wasn't going to listenMaxine's story,
and she contemplated days, maybe weeks of haviligtea to him
expressing sardonic satisfaction with a situatiémctv simply didn't
exist.

Maxine might be young; but she suddenly felt twiex age. She
might be innocent, but she was no fool. No oneraeyes and ears
in their head could remain ignorant these daysabotit the facts of
life. Not for a moment did Maxine doubt that Kureamt to present
Mrs Martin with a real marriage, possibly a pregnaifie. This, she
admitted truthfully, if with an inward tremor, mighot have been so
terrible, not the way she felt about him; it was thought of his fury
when he discovered the truth which brought beagesedpiration to
her brow. Even the thought of it made her feel When this
happened she had no illusions as to what her bigda\be afterwards,
whether he succeeded in divorcing her or not.

After she had bathed she lay down on the wide bddraed to relax.
At once she realised this was impossible; her hedbd and the
muscles at the back of her neck were so tenseahé lcave cried.

Vega, seeing her white face, was all concern. Beldaxine could
protest she had turned her over and began gentbsagag her
shoulders and back. Lying on her stomach, Maxineefd herself to
endure; hoping that it would at least stop her ftbmking wholly of

Kurt and perhaps going mad. Hadn't she heard tha@sanagic in the
fingers of these women of the East, born of ceasuaf yearning to
please their men? It must have been remarkablgteféemagic as in
a very short time she fell asleep.

When she woke, Vega helped her dress. Holding atthdonumb
submissiveness which still gripped her from Vegatsothing
administrations, she allowed the girl to drape &lsw transparent
skirt around her hips and a brief matching top dvershoulders. Her
midriff was bare and she fancied she had the Idak @ancing girl,



dressed and perfumed, glinting with star-spangiathedishments
which glittered in all the right places. Even hairhvega brushed
until it shone like a thick skein of pale yelloviksinder the fine, silky
veil she threw lightly across it. The longing fareoof her own more
conventional dresses faded as Maxine stared atlhdintly
intrigued. In the mirror she saw a beautiful stemgflected, a young
girl no longer but a woman, lovely enough to attthe attention of
even a man such as Kurt d'Estier. She must bekaisté could only
be a trick of the light, and Kurt d'Estier was ®@erienced a man to
be taken in by a little superficial glamour. Withdafeated sigh
Maxine turned away to follow Vega downstairs.

To her surprise Kurt was waiting for her, a sligimile on his
sensuous mouth, as though he congratulated himsddfinging his
bride quickly to heel. All Maxine's protective nundss disappeared
as he relieved her of the velvet caftan which Viegg slipped around
her shoulders before leaving the bedroom.

If he appeared to tense slightly at the sight of, lie quickly
recovered. She even discovered a hint of amusemetitought she
did, at the back of his eyes.

‘Vega certainly has surpassed herself this evériigyglance rested
on the satin smooth skin at Maxine's waist. Toughinwith an
experimental finger, he asked mockingly, 'Is ielikis all over?'

A flush came slowly up Maxine's neck. Under his Iceearching
gaze she felt the heat of it scorching her fac&imgaher heart race.
Quickly she sat down as the servants brought iin direner. 'I'm not
allowed my own clothes, but if | was, | can assgoa | wouldn't be
wearing this." She flicked a hand scornfully to fiensy skirt, "You
might remember this before you start thinking ldressed up for
your benefit.'



His eyes glinted and, as she looked at him, Maximegath caught, in
spite of herself, at his virile handsomeness. He tak and bronzed,
his shoulders broad and powerful beneath the labste djellaba he
wore. Curiously she wondered what he would look lika European
suit, but guessed he might be just as attractieevblld only have to
flick his fingers to have women running.

Finding the thought oddly disquieting, she lowened head as he sat
down beside her so that her eyes might not giveaway. For
distraction she began to eat and was surpriseddshe was hungry.
As on her first night here she had scarcely eateday and felt
almost ashamed of her appetite. It was as if haltlineyoung body
refused to do without that which her mind would ylén

Replete at last, she found she couldn't managed#iectable
sweetmeats which were set before them. She onlyedan cup of
coffee.

After filling her cup, Kurt said suavely, 'If youake love as well as
you eat,cherie | shall be more than satisfied.’

Flinching from what she considered crudeness, Maxieplied
stiffly, 'l don't always eat so much. | was hungry.

This | realise,' he paused, his eyes reflectivehen pink cheeks.
'‘None the less, | feel we might deal well togethgsu and I,
especially since we have discovered we are notgether
incompatible. We are alone here, we might be wisenjoy the next
few days, or weeks, rather than waste them inlésstargument.’

Her voice came with difficulty through a decideditation. 'And
when we get back to civilisation?'

'‘When we get back to civilisation, as you put dph't think we need
disrupt our respective lives too much, Maxine.'



Maxine couldn't keep the sharpness from her vaathough she
knew he thought he was speaking to another giou 'iviean | can do
as | wish, you won't care ?"

That wasn't quite what | meant,' he retorted coldlg my wife you
will find you have a certain position to uphold,dayou will act
circumspectly, but | won't require your help in ampart of the
business. | have various residences, both heranafdance. You
might amuse yourself by devoting some attentidiése.'

*Confine myself to the domestic side of things, yoean?' Maxine,
in bitter indignation, quite forgot that once Kuras convinced of her
true identity he wouldn't be asking her to devaeshlf to anything!

He sighed impatiently. Tou will feel happier if yoesign yourself,
ma cherel imagine, by the time we leave here, our bri¢éiast in
each other will have exhausted itself. It mightphé#lyou keep in
mind how your brother repaid me for all | did fanfh and resolve to
make some recompense for his sins.'

Something of what he said hurt so much she hactidiate. 'He
couldn't force your fiancee into doing what she'did

He smiled indifferently. 'How can we tell? Nor wille ever know,

now. It is sufficient for me that | have you andttthings have turned
out tolerably well. | have a wife who is not unattive, and through
whom | will greatly benefit in the way of busine€3ne, moreover,
who need not trouble my conscience, should | detadBave an

evening out with a woman friend.’

So this was what he meant when he talked of noaili®ig his life!
Maxine's breath caught and hurt in her throat. et could she
object when, from every angle, their marriage waharade. If he
intended acting it out it might be wiser to try appng to the better
side of him. She was sure he had one.



Controlling her painful reactions to his last rekyahe looked at him
entreatingly. 'We don't even know each other, noperly, Kurt, and
you've just lost youfiancee.'

'‘What are you trying to say?' he drawled.

That | understand, for all you like to tease mat tihis marriage is
only to be a business affair. That you are stilinaurning, and you
don't love me.'

His mouth twisted cynically. 'l lost my fiancee bef she was ever
killed, Maxine, and you never had a great regard/éaur brother, or
your mother, despite your recent exaggerated cantdon't believe
either of us has any sincere mourning to do.’

'You are heartless!'

'‘Better to be so than a hypocrite, pretending tdhéatbroken,' he
sneered. 'As for our marriage being a busines# ayfau are quite
right, it is, but | certainly intend taking it seusly. As long as | have
you, my dear, your mother is going to suffer, as'lshever know
whether you married me willingly or not. | recalhes was quite
obsessive over her son and daughter.’

Unable to endure any more, Maxine jumped to het. féfeyou'll
excuse me, I'm tired. |—I think I'll go to bed.’

His brief laugh smote her. 'l thought you wouldret able to wait
much longer.’

'‘Wait much longer? | don't understand. You caname?' Horrified,
she broke off, staring at him.

His eyes glinted with something indefinable asdserto tower over
her. 'lIf you imagine our marriage isn't going togbproper one, then
you're mistaken. | don't intend leaving you an e@sy out.'



Panic-stricken at his words, she turned to leane hut was. caught,
pulled back to him, her cry of despair smothereairagj his lips as he
kissed her bruisingly. When he took his mouth avefng was
shivering, fast in the merciless grip of somethimgch stronger than
herself.

"You understand?' His fingers under her chin tutmedface towards
him, so he could take his fill of her trembling ntlou

'‘God, you're a beast! You're cruel—' She scarcedydwhat she was
saying through the hammering of her heart as shedyap at him,
into the dark glitter of his eyes.

His face was grim as he released her, thrustinglneyst impatiently
from him. 'Stop trying to act the injured innocelaxine. It might
help if you were to remember we are married, austavf
respectability which you've never had before. Anainmage to me
can't be all that tragic, surely ?'

'It could be,' she whispered, thinking of the fetur

'You aren't totally indifferent to me.' His eyestexl with satisfaction
on her palpitating breast.

Maxine's head dropped. How could she deny the veagnade her
feel, when his hands touched her body and hisardaat mouth
plundered the soft redness of her own? She wasmeshaf her
complete response to his ruthless masculinity,kizges were one
thing. She couldn't bear to think what it wouldlike if he went any
further.

She heard Kurt taunting, "You must realise thatleviiou might be
able to cleverly disguise your true age, the yeaust soon catch up
with you. Your chances of finding the right kindrafsband can only
get more remote, and, | repeat, we might yet dbtegéther. In fact,
cherie,l find myself quite looking forward to my weddimgght.'



His harsh laughter, low though it was, followed Muexas she fled
from the room. All the way to her bedroom she tiedit the devil was
after her, and an inescapable fear lent wings tddwss.

In her room Vega waited, obviously eager to helgppre her new
mistress for the pleasure of her lord and mastérMaxine quickly

dismissed her, uncaring for once for the hurt esgiom on the girl's
face. Stubbornly Vega hesitated. It was not untédxMe rather
desperately assured her that she would explainutd that the girl

reluctantly departed.

When Vega had gone, Maxine sank down weakly onaar,cher
mind curiously dull when she wanted to think clgatf only Kurt
had been kinder! Already she was more than a irtleve with him,
Perhaps it was foolish to try measuring emotion she did not know
why, when he was near, she had often an urgentedisbe in his
arms, and during the few times he had been away frer, she had
been beset by all kinds of anxieties. That he loaigkal tenderness for
her might have been hard enough to bear, but éheatd married her
merely to ensure revenge and further his busim#sseists made her
want to cry out with pain. It also made h”r awaféher incredible
foolishness in allowing herself to care for hinthe first place.

How long she sat there torn by nervous uncertastig,couldn't tell,
but she felt shock plunge through her afresh asldloe pushed open
and Kurt strode in. It was as if she had just leafihis intentions, so
startled was she.

His strong mouth tightening arrogantly, he staredea, and no less
intently she returned his regard, though her ovasaeyidened against
the narrowed impatience in his. 'Aren't you ready lbed yet?
Where's VegaPtold her to help you.'

He might truly have been a desert sheik, so usédéisound to
having his every order obeyed. Maxine tried to laskay from him



but couldn't He wore a loose kind of robe, butetiéht from that
which he had worn at dinner. This had a sash wiecharound his
broad but lean waist, and she had a shaken feklmgs more of a
dressing gown and that he had nothing on underneathvas hard,
determined, totally without feeling, and she knawldenly that up
until this moment she hadn't taken him altogetleeossly.

'l sent her away,' she said, trying to hide a miogrfear with sullen
defiance. 'l refuse to be dressed and undressed Ighild.'

‘Whether you like it or not, you will conform,' teewas menacing
softness in his well-bred voice. 'From now chgrie,you will do
exactly as you are told."'

‘No!'

In an instant he was beside her, pulling her toféetr She heard his
teeth snap. '"Your first lesson is not to disobeyVWleen my temper is
aroused you will find me a dangerous man to cross.'

‘Let me go!" She beat at him with small clenchetsfi

She might have been pelting him with paper peftall the notice
he took. He caught her hands in one of his, holdivem easily
against the hardness of his chest. 'If you refaseave Vega undress
you and won't do it yourself, then | must.' He gighhis eyes resting
with a kind of sardonic tolerance on her apprehensgace. 'If it
amuses youma cherefo play the innocent bride, then it appears
must humour you in some ways.'

'Don't touch me!'

His laughter was insolent as he released her vamgtshis arms went
around her. 'l might not, if | hadn't discoveretikang for touching
you, and you hadn't been my wife. Or if | couldi&ed you were
really mourning Colin. Are you ?'



She couldn't lie about this. As his arms tighteskd trembled but
shook her head. Colin Martin had beenalmost ag#mrarso, too, was
this man who held her so closely, yet Kurt madehsart race as no
other man had ever done.

As his hands slid over her slender back she to@d¢nch away. This
must have been a mistake, as it appeared to inbéms&elentlessly
his mouth closed over hers, remorselessly sensudagine felt

within her trembling body a frightening, primitiveeaction. Her
blood quickened as his hold imprisoned her andnfosith began
exploring hers deeply. His arms held her, bendieg backwards,
slightly away from him, to give him freer accesshe softness of her
breasts. He moved quickly, impatient of her clotheasd took a
savage hold of her bodice, as if prepared to rip.

'‘No!" Desperation lending her strength, Maxine ab&nd spluttered
as she pushed away from him. The blood rushed ghrtver head.
Before her self- control went completely she must@mething. If he
had loved her how different it might have beené&k, Kurt,' she
entreated, 'l would rather undress myself, if yauld leave me for
ten minutes?'

'‘Mon dieu!"His voice thickening with anger, he made no attetop
do as she asked. He stared at her intently, lookimgugh the
uncertainty and fright at what seemed very mucé filassion at the
back of her shadowed eyes. 'l don't intend leaymg for even ten
seconds,' he assured her. 'Come, sweetheartéree jgavagely, 'itis
years ago, but | remember how the man you were wi$ taking
your clothes off, and you were almost purring. Y@auld surely
grant your husband the same privilege? To see lpvety body is
something you can't deny me. If you are sensitiéne, | will be
kind. But | won't promise anything if you continteedefy me.’

‘No...""



Taking no notice, he began unfastening the siluéobs at her throat
with deliberate fingers. His knuckles pressed imto skin. She felt
the flames from their contact licking through henglting her
resistance. Too shaken to move, she felt the wiisis mouth on the
shadowed cleft between her breasts, as he sligdiliden cloth from
her shoulders.

'l had forgotten,' he said huskily, ‘just how b&alyou are.’

‘Kurt, you don't understand!" she groaned, heresehgginning to
swim as he demanded surrender. She could feelatundss of his
strong thighs against hers, as he made no effodidquise his
growing desire.

Suddenly, with a strength normally beyond her, jghleed quickly
away from him. As she turned to escape him, shghtdus face, her
nails ripping his deeply tanned skin and drawingodl With a
frightened gasp she saw what she had done, but didp. Taking
him by surprise, she rushed to the door, as hisl pamped to his
cheek. But like an animal, the loss of his defeneas only
momentary. His reflex was that of the desert tigestantaneous, and
just as merciless.

He caught at her hair, flying long and thickly behher, as she ran in
wild panic. Grasping it with what seemed intentioneuelty, he
halted her headlong flight from the room. His faeein lines of harsh
anger, he hauled her back against him until sleel ¢ar mercy.

'‘Why should | stop hurting you?' His voice was caflhe released
her hair, only to trap her in his arms.

His fury was aroused, and Maxine, feeling bitt@rsesting her eyes,
realised she had gone about things in the worsilgesvay. Taking
no notice of her wet cheeks, he twisted her heddbroad shoulder
and took her mouth—in a kiss designed wholly to iiarte.



"You'll be sorry, Kurt,' she wept, when minutegfdie was staring at
her bruised lips.

'l intend teaching you to be sorry, you little vaéd," he retorted
harshly, his hold on her trembling body not lessgran inch. 'l am a
man, and I'll have an obedient wife. Your littlenggs no longer
amuse me, | am tired of them. | am also impatieetite.'

'‘Give me time, Kurt.'

That is something | won't give you.' His month dgred against the
fluttering pulse in her throat. His lips were insi#t, as though he
hungered for her, although he took them away tyser fluctuating

colour. 'Before you leave here there must be ngtoqueof your ever

being able to escape muaignonneYou understand?'

'‘No!" Maxine's protesting cry was almost a scredgt.deep within
her something jerked and moved, responding torimstpve threat as
if her body had a will of its own. Her voice criadlenial, while all the
strength left her limbs.

'‘But yes."' He kissed her now, with an expertiseciieft her reeling.

Her legs gave way under her as he picked her upamied her to the
bed. There he removed the last of her clothinghamls catching her
roughly as he did so, stirring flickers of respotisat disturbed her
terribly.

'Stop fighting me,' he ordered curtly, his eyes slehering darkly, as
he looked down on her bare limbs. 'Let us at lgassome pleasure
out of our unwanted alliance. As a woman of comrsidie
experience, Maxine, you must know how to pleaseaa.riow to
give a little satisfaction, as well as receiv€ibme, let us enjoy what
we can, while we can.’

As he lay down beside her she felt his mouth expdoner face, the
soft skin of her cheeks and throat. When she wend he bit the



small pink lobe of her ear quite painfully and eataunting hand over
her shoulders and breast. She couldn't open hey leyas when she
heard him fling his robe to the floor, but she fel nakedness as he
crushed her against him.

In one last desperate attempt to be free of himfihgers wrenched
at his hair as he forced her beneath his poweddlypbut as his
mouth returned to hers, her own opened on an uraiatle little
gasp as she was swept by a sensuous surge ofjfeelin

As her arms went up around his shoulders, and aedshcurved
tightly on the nape of his neck, she felt the tplmant laughter
moving softly through him. Yet a full surge of ingsible longing
heated her blood to molten desire, as his holdtdigdd, and she
surrendered helplessly.

‘That's better,' he murmured against her mouthjdice deep with an
arrogant satisfaction, as he felt her slim bodgtsling sensuously
up to him.

For Maxine everything but the man who held herasspnately was
fading. She could feel the beat of his heart, that lof his skin, and
potent nerves began fluttering in the depth ofdtemach. Clinging
to him, her lips parted, she submitted to his detmahe felt him
groan, and knew she must be arousing him to the seigency they
both seemed to share. He made love to her unplespof sensation
darted through her body and she felt so weak slseuwable to utter
one word of protest as he did what he liked with he

His weight pinned her, making her aware of his itigrece, but for all
she knew he expected to find her experienced sbe'iy@epared for
the unleashed savageness of his desire. He thbaghtwoman who
had known many lovers, but because she hadn't lea@rone she
hadn't quite realised what this might mean. Thédéaer soft body
yielding at last appeared to shatter what wasldfis self-control.



He crushed her devouringly, his practised lovenmgknwakening her
to heights of dark desire, while the skilful pregsuof his muscular
body removed all her strength. Her hands left #eklof his head to
dig frantically into the hard muscles of his shauk] moving

backwards and forwards with a mounting urgency.

The damp warmth of his mouth tortured her, andohesith dragged
deep. 'l've wanted you since | met you again, andcan't deny you
want me. | can feel your heart beating right thfooge,cherie.'

When he took her for a moment everything went hlankoment of
total shock, almost annihilating the burning waes inside her.
Like a small, desperate animal she flung her aratk lacross the
pillows, shrinking convulsively away from him. Sheard him rasp
something guttural in French, then from a thickelagf excruciating
fog she felt him pause. If he had been angry befarresh fury
appeared to shake him, but whatever the causeasn'tvstrong
enough at this late hour to conquer his searingales

His passion overwhelmed her as pain gave way swwdtsomething
else, something which had her clinging to him omoee and swept
her into total abandonment. She seemed to dissoéfere an
electrical storm of sensation which was so intexss® make heary
out. There was no escape, nor did she seek tafigdas the purely
physical took over, merging body and mind until thileole world
seemed to explode in her face.

Afterwards, as he rolled away from her, she layedaonnly slowly
becoming conscious that, while she hurt, she hagoereenced
something else, something more devastating yet arfuidthan she
had ever dreamt possible.

Her hands felt numb as she groped to rub the feans her hot
cheeks. Some fell saltily on her unsteady mouttkimgaher flinch.
Her lips were sore, bruised from Kurt's hard kissBarling,' she



murmured weakly, not wholly conscious of what slas\saying, her
arms reaching out, longing to have him holdingdgain. In spite of
the agony she had endured she had also seemdadhaagiimpse of
heaven.

‘Kurt?' she repeated, the eyes she turned to hige huth half
pleading uncertainty, her former enmity forgotten.

It took her several seconds to understand thatitiedrawal and
silence was not of remorse but of anger. A black field him and, if
he partly controlled it, it blazed unmistakablyrfrdnis face, denying
the primitive passion which had been there only s ago.

Picking up his robe from the floor, he pulled itvagely around his
wide, naked shoulders. As he loomed over her ad@snjaw was
rigid with menace and he had no pity at all for hesmbling
bewilderment. 'Who are you?' he asked roughlyhasgh she was a
complete stranger.

Who am 1? The question went round and round in Negihead,
making no sense whatsoever. 'l suppose —I| medmught | was
your wife ..."

'Fool!" he rasped. 'l want to know who you realtg.d realise now
you aren't Mrs Martin's daughter.' His . eyes@flittg with an unholy
rage, he suddenly reached down and took hold af Hisr hands
closed over her pale shoulders and he shook hiéhenthead rolled
helplessly on her slender neck and her whimpeawnf pecame a sob.

'l told you,' she wept, 'but you refused to believe

‘You told me!" Kurt's anger didn't diminish, Maxisewhite face
apparently moving him not one bit. 'You told mesafgfou had been
here some time, but not before. Initially you madeclear effort to
correct my belief that you were Colin Martin's srst



'Mrs Martin asked me not to.'
'‘Why not, in God's name ?'

'‘Because she wanted you to think she had sent smmebreal
Importance,' Maxine whispered, finding it difficutefore his terrible
fury to speak at all.

'‘And you were fool enough to agree, but clever ghojust to
enlighten me enough to make me believe you wetenguin an act.’

Her arms felt sore and bruised like the rest of bietrhe didn't release
his relentless grasp. Maxine felt sick with misand very unsure of
herself. How could she answer him ? Momentarily slosed her
eyes, attempting to shut out the hatred she caddas he stared at
her. She had, she supposed, with Mrs Martin's wgsnand pleading
in mind, been anything but clear, to begin withwaay, as to her true
identity. She must have been guilty of deceptioa imay, yet hadn't
she done all she possibly could to convince hirtheftruth in the
end?

Feeling in a greater muddle than ever, she saicdppily, 'Mrs
Martin only intended that | should bring you a naggsof sympathy.
| know she never dreamt | would have to go furthan Casablanca,
and she thought | would only be seeing you forrg g@ort time.'

'‘She didn't hope to deceive me, | suppose? Sheét didpe that |
would console myself with you, and that by the tindéscovered the
truth my anger would have died down?'

The words were bitten off with such cold anger tiaixine shook.
'I—I couldn't tell you if this was her intentionybl'm sure it was not.
You must realise she was distraught.'

'Sacre dieu!'suddenly he thrust Maxine away from him, seeirg tl
nakedness which, in her distress, she had forgd@ewer yourself,



you little tramp. Don't ever let me see you likestagain.' Reaching
for a crumpled sheet he flung it over her, waitivigle she pulled it
numbly up to her chin before continuing his atta&k.their shared
passion was forgotten, the desire he had felt &y klaxine could

see, had turned to hate. A hatred impaled firmly ho& dark,
unforgiving face.



CHAPTER SEVEN

CoLb with humiliation, Maxine whisperet expect you'll try to get a
divorce ?'

'Yes,' she saw his nostrils tense savagely withlves'l certainly will

arrange something, but not in the near future. &owish people to
laugh at me again? First | allow my fiancee to offnwith another
man, then | am fooled into marrying the wrong dgidleu, when |

realised that you had never known a man | couldeHaNed you!

How did you expect to get away with it, | wonder?'

'l didn't know,' she replied painfully, colour surg to her white

cheeks as her eyes fell on the ruined bed. 'Perhiapad,’ she added,
with bitter frankness, 'l might have invited youfited out, before we
were married.’

Her tortured irony passed unnoticed as the dark bluhis eyes
chilled like Arctic seas. 'More fool me,' he gratéddmight have
known such a look of youthfulness couldn't be fakéet not even
when Vega assured me that your fair hair was genwvas |
convinced.' Vindictively he stared at the tears Meaxvas trying hard
to control, without compassion for the traumatipexence she had
just gone through. 'You are, of course, of goodilfafhYour parents

?I

'Both dead.'

No word of sympathy, only a curious pause. "Whtren, were you
brought up ?"

Did it matter? Maxine wondered hysterically. 'lh@me. At least....'

'‘Mon dieu!" furiously she was cut off and the look he flunghat
made her actually cringe away from him. 'An orpHaom a



children's home! A nobody, and | had to marry ylocouldn't have
done Worse if I'd searched the back streets oflTasea.'

White to the lips, Maxine cried, 'An orphan is asama human being
as anyone else, Kurt, and just as much in needaddngtanding and
sympathy.'

As soon as the words were out, she wished shetlattied that last
bit, it sounded too much like pleading. She nedadawe worried as
his face closed against her completely. His hantkaaut to grasp her
arm so painfully it brought fresh tears to her eyl@e not weary me,
madameYour defence of your kind may be admirable, bdidl not
want one of you for my wife.'

She didn't know what to say to this as she reallssdupbringing
would have taught him to put most other considenstibefore love.
Yet surely he couldn't have been so bothered alisutancee if he
hadn't loved her?

‘Have you any money of your own?' he snarled.

Would this have improved matters? Wishing futildhgt she might
have been a millionairess, if only for the pleasafrélinging it in his

arrogant face, Maxine clenched her hands unhapNiby-I'm sorry,

Kurt.'

'‘God!" his voice was as cutting as steel, 'so iéd to a lowborn,
penniless nobody.' His hands slid up her arms tesheulders and
tightened menacingly. 'But do not worry," he sditkly, 'the joke
will be on you. | will make you suffer, my young postor, as you've
never suffered in your life!’

Helplessly Maxine stared up at him, almost obligiai his painful
grip. He had been ruthless before, now he appeaé so. She
could understand his pride had suffered a sevew,ds she was
indeed a nobody, and his arrogance was such hedwind it



Impossible to forgive her. Yet she couldn't fortlet rapport they had
shared, the moments when a mutual desire had batlueh
irrevocably together. When every touch of lips asteand thighs had
blazed with a kind of poetical magic, with an uniadsde, mounting
excitement which could surely never have been éspesd by either
one of them if the other hadn't reciprocated fulbpne knew little
about such physical matters, but it seemed thekhadn a rare kind
of rapture.

Tomorrow,' Kurt continued grimly, ‘we will talk, yoand I. By the
morning my head will be clear and | will tell yoxaetly what | mean
to do. But don't imagine you can escape me, Maxoe. will never
do that until the day | choose to get rid of you.'

So saying, he thrust her back against her pilldesying her with

such harshly contained fury in his face that shexkhis reactions, on
discovering the truth of her identity, had goneldayond that which
was usual in a man who considered himself deceivedthe first

time in his life, perhaps, Kurt d'Estier's brilltaintelligence had let
him down, and someone was to suffer. With a hofles¥ing of utter

misery, Maxine was aware that this someone couldlws herself.

Contrary to her trembling expectations, Kurt dic@hd for her next
morning. Instead he sent a note with Vega, requgsier to be ready
to leave for Casablanca before noon. Surprisirigdyctothes she had
come here in were returned. With Vega watching, iNeput them
on again, feeling, as she did so, that the periomeshe had last worn
them was something she had dreamt. It had beerngwahen Vega
had taken them away. Now it was morning. The dayseiween had
all the frightening unreality of a nightmare.

Unfortunately, unlike a nightmare, what had happetiaring these
last few days couldn't be so easily dismissed. Nagain would she
be the same innocent girl who had come so blirmliMorocco. Kurt
had married her and then considered he had bexdedri His pride



was suffering as he had discovered he had marrigdl af no
importance, a girl who would certainly never inbévirs Martin's
considerable wealth, which would have proved a lalthe injustice
her son had done him —a subtle form of revenge.

Kurt would never forgive her, and Maxine knew sheswulnerable
enough where he was concerned to find such a pusishbeyond
enduring. Already, even after a sleepless nighlonély anguish,
some treacherous part of her was longing to be hackis

arms—arms which, on his sworn assurance, wouldrrapen to her
again.

Dressed, she said goodbye to Vega, who gazed atittepuzzled
eyes. She knew the girl couldn't understand whyt lKadn't been
near the bedroom all morning, and sensed that egaered, from
the rumpled state of the bed, how he had ever bitohgnself to
leave it. Maxine was tempted to explain that theas no amour in
Kurt's heart, but such a declaration would be lsbildish and futile.
She thanked Vega wanly as she left the room, laatwhas all.

The girl bobbed a quaint little curtsy, which tdlthxine clearly that
she wasn't used to appreciation, and smikadrevoir, madameshe
said, 'l will be here when you come again.'

Why did she sound so sure? Maxine sighed deepbhaswalked
away. Downstairs Kurt waited for her, though nathie same manner
as he had done the previous evening. He came iempigtirom the
back of the hall, a stranger in a dark suit, imp&bg cut, the jacket
fitting his broad shoulders in a way only achievsdthe very best
tailoring. With it he wore a white shirt which" doasted effectively
with his deep tan. Looking at him, she felt sligigtunned yet oddly
grateful. He might have been any well-groomed bgsimean from
any European city. This morning his good looks Bezhwith a suave
sophistication which made Maxine feel naive ingkereme. Without
his haik and white burnous he was something ofamger, but she



felt grateful that in some way this seemed to lnepkeep a tighter
rein over her unsteady emotions.

This morning his eyes were hard, the coldness anfdie even
repelling as he looked at her. 'Good morning,'dd formally, as if
she had merely been a casual acquaintance whqbkattiae night,
although she doubted if he would ever look at supkrson with such
dislike. 'We leave by truck, but a helicopter vpitk us up after we
clear the mountains. We should be in Casablancaidiytfall." He

offered no other explanation.

If he noticed Maxine's paleness, her deeply shadmyes, he took
no notice. Earlier she had felt relieved that he decided not to talk,
but now she felt an urge for some kind of commutiiocawith him.
Surely something could be dredged out of the ashibeir marriage?
There must be some way of redeeming somethingd#ferfire went
out completely? She didn't know why she wantedatee sanything,
but there was inside her a sudden urgency.

‘Kurt!" she cried, as he turned away. And, as hs@d, she entreated,
'‘Couldn't we—we talk things over?'

‘Madame,he said curtly, his eyes cruelly critical on hearaged face,
finding her so plain as to be uninteresting, 'l waseng last night.
There is nothing to talk about. There are a fewrurcsions | will give

you in Casablanca, but there is nothing else | wostliscuss.' - Still
she tried, lowering her head so he wouldn't seglinemer of tears.
'‘We must have something to say to each other, Kurt?

‘You are mistakermadame.His deep voice was smooth. 'From no\
on we are strangers, even though for a while we hwesin the same
house. | have no use for a woman who lives by hiest'w

'‘No, Kurt..." in agony she stared at him beseedpihgu've got it all
wrong!'



They were alone. lzaac was outside, talking totthek driver, so
Kurt didn't bother to lower his voice. '"You keptuydbody and sold it
to the highest bidder, but if a buyer doesn't hagpédike what he has
bought then he is at liberty to throw such goods ofi the
window—out of his life. Thatmadameis what is going to happen to
you, eventually. In the meantime,' he paused, nghis eyes over
her insolently, 'do not come running to me beggmglove. You
would simply be wasting your time.'

The journey to Casablanca didn't take too long,foutMaxine the

hours were interminable. She was frightened arglditin't help her
to think clearly, to devise a plan which might eleaber to escape
Kurt, and the immediate fate he was planning far Bg the time

they reached Casablanca she felt ill, and somethinogit her must
have warned him she wouldn't be able to hold outhmionger.

Without hesitation, at the airport, he thrust h@aight into his

waiting car and drove her to his flat.

His flat astonished her, as had all his homesrm flihis one, set in a
sprawling department block, was large, ultra-modard luxurious,
such a complete contrast to the ksar and his desgstthat she could
only stare numbly. Mrs Martin had taught her quatdot about
antigues and although the flat was modern, Maxhmught she
recognised one or two choice pieces. There wasaamthg gilt
campi, upholstered in gold silk, and an enchanting srizaéinch
bonheur du joukvith a French clock incorporated within the topdan
at the other side of the hall, a really superbte@eth- century French
bureauplat on cabriole supports. Mrs Martin had one very like
There were other elegant pieces she didn't recegmd she found
she could no longer concentrate. Perhaps Kurt willdher about
them some time.

From the hall Kurt indicated a long passage. Ttdrdmmms are over
there. You can choose which one you like, aparhfraine, which is
on the end. You can scarcely expect me to accommgda there.'



Would he have done if she had been Mrs Martin'sgllu?

Accepting the cool drink he put in her hands almetuctantly,

Maxine stood, nervously undecided. Did he expectdhehoose now
? She had a discouraging picture of herself ingpgaach room,
weighing each one up. She didn't want to stay aeadl. Already, in

spite of the luxury and comfort, the flat felt likgprison.

To put off the moment of decision, she glanced @t las he stood
watching her closely. 'l didn't bring many clothdsist what I'm
wearing, actually, apart from one long dress.’

'‘What is that supposed to convey?' he asked witle ienpatience, as
if he had other, more important things to see to.

Again she was shattered by his coldness and hédhbwith the
lump in her throat. 'Just that | can't spend alltime in one dress.

'‘No one expects you to,' he asserted coolly. "llgat my secretary to
open accounts for you in some of the larger staed,if we go to
Paris you can choose what you like there. You wit lack for

material thingsmadame.'

Why did he keep calling her that? And did he re#tipk material
things mattered so much to a woman when he depheedf—of
other things? He was so distant, it was difficalbelieve he was the
same man who had made passionate love to her onhg lago. She
averted her suddenly flushed face lest he showddgher thoughts. 'l
could collect what | have from the hotel where aysd, in the
morning, and you don't have to open any account& | still have
enough money to buy a few clothes.'

His eyes blazed as he came nearer, taking herddrsulin what
seemed his favourite act of cruelty. 'While you amg wife, in the
eyes of the world, you will wear only what | progid do not wish
my wife to be seen in cheap rags. As for your thjidhad your case



removed from your hotel several days ago. You ¥t it here
somewhere.'

Again she felt his breath on her face, but it waal,cwith no hint of
passion unlesswas anger. His eyes did hold a hint of interbat, it
too was without warmth as he surveyed the bruised lof her
mouth, the darker shadows of bruising on her thxelaere his mouth
had exerted pressure when she had tried to resist h

As she shrank back he smiled caustically. 'Do edfbaid, Maxine, |
have no intention of slaking my thirst at the moméhl feel like

pandering to my male needs and there is no oneagkéable, we
might come to some arrangement.’

Maxine's hand shot out, before she could prevennia wholly

primitive attempt to strike him. The humility whidmad kept her
submissive all day dissolved in a surge of hateclvisiought some
definite outlet.

Catching her hand before it could do any damagbeltkit tightly. A
dull flush mounted his hard cheeks and he lookeflreeswould have
liked to have broken her in two. So convincing was impression
that she was trembling convulsively when behindrttieere came a
slight cough and a woman appeared.

Glancing at Maxine curiously, she spoke to Kurthe rapid French
Maxine found almost impossible to follow. She coafdy make out,
as Kurt released her, that someone had been ttgimgntact him
urgently, and might call later.

After replying, Kurt introduced Maxine. This is nafe.'

If the woman was startled she quickly suppressedinprise, but it
returned again to her rounded eyes when Kurt exgthbriefly that
he and Maxine had been married the day before.



'‘Madame Lange comes in each day and looks aftdtatyehe said,
ignoring both the woman's obvious astonishment Bfakine's
discomfort.

Maxine could think of nothing to say. She couldyowonder what
she was going to find to do all day if Madame Ladmgkall the work.

Madame Lange, removing her eyes with apparentcditff from
Maxine's strained face, asked Kurt if he woulddspuiring dinner as
usual, at eight.

'Yes,' he replied. 'And as we may have a guesthailibetter lay
another place, just in case.’

Unable to arouse any interest in the expected gasstoon as the
woman had gone, Maxine asked if she could go torbem. If
someone was coming to see Kurt, he might prefeeéothem alone.
Even if he requested her to be present she feltceh&n't face
anyone until she felt better.

Before he spoke he looked as if he was deep irgtitpbut he turned
to her immediately. 'l told you," he said curttp, Choose your own.
You'll probably find your suitcase in one, if tisaéiny help.'

Maxine did find her case in one of them, the roosmtrio Kurt's,
down the passage. It was too near to him, but didat matter? The
way he thought of her, a few feet would be the sas& few hundred
miles.

This bedroom, she was relieved to find, had its dvathroom,
making it entirely self-contained. Bathing quickéfne lay on the bed,
her legs weak from a terrible exhaustion. Aftemganothing all day
she couldn't be in need of rest, but she felt teadful to do anything
else. Sobs shaking her slender body, she crietlsidifell asleep.
When she woke an hour later she took another shamedressed.



The one long dress she had brought was uncrusaatleame out of
her suitcase ready to wear. In better shape tlsaowher! Maxine
gave a mirthless giggle as she smoothed the silkgmal over her
hips and adjusted the simple, rounded necklineakn't a dress to
Impress anybody, least of all a man like Kurt,hlneband who didn't
want her. Uneasily she stared at her reflectiothe mirror, well

aware of what he would think.

Giving a deep sigh, she tried to do something ati@utear stains on
her face, but while make-up partly disguised thentidn't hide the
young misery in her clouded grey eyes. It was @nigle that drove
her from her room to face whatever else the dayhtnygt have in
store for her.

Kurt said they would dine at eight and it was dmlyf past seven, but
Maxine knew if she didn't go now she might nevekenda. Going
down the passage to the hall, she found herseihgppowardly, that
Kurt might have gone out, yet dreading to find mat there. It was
frightening to realise how she could scarcely be#rse sight of him,
despite his opinion of her.

He was in the lounge, which led straight off thél-haa modern
room, without a fire, with deep chairs placed awits rug-strewn
floor. Its appearance, though pleasing, was culyoungpersonal. It
contained knick-knacks, but nothing like the bealiahtiques in the
hall. She liked the hall better.

When she came through the door Kurt stared atdh#raaugh he was
contemplating another piece of furniture. 'lf thdtie sort of dress
you favour then you can get rid of it. I'm not rumman orphanage
here.’

The colour ran painfully under Maxine's fair skiut she pretended
she hadn't heard him. 'ls that woman, Madame Larygey
housekeeper?'



His eyebrows rose, 'ls it so important?' Then, whaxine didn't
speak, 'Yes. She doesn't sleep here, but she doksafter me. |
suppose you could call her that.’

'You hadn't told her we were married?'
His mouth curled. There was scarcely time.’
'‘But she knew about your—your fiancee.'

Abruptly he answered, his voice chilly, '"Most peoghow about my
flancee, Maxine, but they will soon forget. Just @se day, they!'ll
forget about you.'

Again, while daggers plunged inside her, Maxinedrto take no
notice. Unconsciously she drew nearer to him, legkiup at him
anxiously. 'If Madame Lange does all the work, Kurat will | do
with myself all day?'

'Find some other way of amusing yourself.' His siméls he took a
deep drink of his whisky, was cruel. 'Usually, raikce, a young wife
enjoys preserving her energy for her husband'ssptea but I'm

afraid you might have to find another way of gejtird of yours.'

Although she lifted her chin, Maxine felt her fage scarlet. 'I'm
afraid | don't care for that kind of talk,' shedsprimly.

'l can do better than that,’ he jeered, suddenliinguher close.
Moulding her to him, before she could retreat, dwdred his head
and his mouth crushed down on hers. His arms wenid her, his
hands so rough on her shoulders and waist thatlibgy Yet this
didn't stop her from surrendering weakly, as thiotlge very centre
of her body a flood of warm feeling swept, makingr lcome
immediately alive. His face was dark with quickenjpassion, and
the hardness of his mouth was arousing in her d &ndesperate
delight.



Just as her arms began curving around-his nedrast her away.
'‘Kurt?' His kisses had made the room spin. Wheputbhé@er from him
she almost fell.

A pulse jerked at the side of his mouth, but hikz@avas low and
mocking. 'Collect yourself, Maxine. Our guest vk here at any
moment.'

She couldn't bear to be treated with such scornélifference. How
could he make love to her like this and expect teeremain
undisturbed? Resentfully she cried, "You promiseden to kiss me
again. | didn't ask you to, and it was more ofradh..'

'In the heat of the moment, perhaps | did," hic@avas silky, 'but
there might be better forms of punishment thanewgFrustration,
for example. You say you hate me, but in my armss@em to deny
it.'

At this stage Madame Lange put her head arounddtioe. She
announced the visitor while Maxine sank gratefutlyo a chair,
aghast at Kurt's astuteness.

'Miss Martin,monsieur.’

Miss Martin! In the act of brushing her rumpledrifaom off her hot
forehead, Maxine froze. It couldn't be! It would to® incredible!
Mrs Martin's daughter was in Mexico. Mrs Martin hdacekven tried to
get in touch with her, after they had heard abalinC

'‘Maxine!" Hearing the warm recognition in Kurt'sic® Maxine
knew, without a shadow of doubt, this must indeedviss Martin's
daughter.

Slowly, as though it hurt, she turned her headamesat the charming
woman who swept towards Kurt, her hands outstretdd@xine had
never met her; she had only seen photographs of @algp looked



very like herself. The woman who bore down on timaw did bear a
slight resemblance, but that was all. In fact, Maxiealised, unless
one looked for it, there just wasn't any.

This woman had Maxine's height, much the same sbpese and
grey eyes but little more. Her waist, which mightva been slender at
twenty; had thickened considerably, but if her fegwas heavier it
was so superbly gowned as to allow this to passstimnnoticed.
Her furs alone must have cost a small fortune.

Kurt toot; her hands. 'l seem to remember you \eéyede last time
we met,' he smiled.

''ve been in Mexico,' the woman smiled straigl inis eyes as she
shook her beautifully waved brown head. 'lt wasortvenient, where
| was, to have it retinted.’

Her eyes swung past Kurt to rest Maxine. For a moment she
looked startled, then glancing back at Kurt, shdamed. That must
be the girl who Mother says she sent ? My double-seoMother
seems to think.'

‘Something like what you used to be," Kurt repliedh smooth
disparagement, 'when you were rather young andaresting. She
even had the same name.'

'Had?'

‘You're still as sharp, Maxine,' his eyes slid goolver the woman
whose hands he held flatteringly. 'Now she is MexafEstier, my
wife. We were married yesterday.'

‘Married!" the other woman gasped.

'‘Don't look so startledcherie,' he smiled. 'lt might have been &
mistake, but it is unfortunately true.’



'‘But why, Kurt?' Maxine, now cold all over, saw MMartin's
daughter gazing up at him imploringly. ‘Mother osgnt her to bring
you a message. | was on my way.'

'‘Why...I' Maxine sat up, but Kurt silenced her wahsharp look,
wholly forbidding, before he turned to Colin's seisagain, shrugging
his broad shoulders regretfully. 'I'm afraid thehms been
misunderstandings all round, but nothing that #elitime and
patience can't put right. Now tell maa chereare you here to stay?'

Before Maxine's anguished eyes, he led the womantbe room and
gave her a drink. Then he proceeded to questioguietly as to why
she was here, all the time gazing down at her gtiogsher as though
she were someone very special.

A little while later, when he excused himself tovhaa word with
Madame Lange about dinner, Mrs Martin's daughtemgpnaround to
Maxine vindictively. Gone was the purring softnesg had shown
Kurt. In its place was a spiteful anger.

‘You little cheat!" she cried. 'l don't know whatuy game is, but it's
quite clear Kurt can't wait to get rid of you.'

Maxine felt so wounded and humiliated she couldhirtk of a word
to say. Kurt had as good as admitted their marnegga mistake, so
what would be the use of denying it?

'‘He must have thought, because you looked likethae,you would
do,' the woman muttered. 'He would have marrieqeaes ago if I'd
given him any encouragement.’

Half desperately, Maxine said, 'But you're marnea.'

'‘No, I'm not. Did Kurt really think so? | could habeen, of course,
but | decided not to. | got back just after you.léfwas tired of
Mexico.'



‘Then you know about Colin?'

‘You don't have to whisper! Yes, | know, but whysld | mourn?
We never liked each other.'

‘But your mother?"

'Oh, she'll get over it, especially as I've promisebe good and carry
on with the family business. I've twice the brainli@ had. Kurt and |
will work well together.'

‘You don't mean to stay?'

'l definitely do, my girl. Hasn't Kurt just denigkat you have a real
marriage? | have no doubt he means to have itssg#,cone way or
another. In a few months, weeks maybe, | coulddygoeng into your
shoes. Before that, unofficially. If you follow?' d&ine Martin
sneered.

All through dinner, from which Kurt refused to léer escape,
Maxine sat in a cold kind of daze. Mrs Matrtin's glaier—Max, as
she apparently preferred to be called —remindedohex ruthless
predator, as unscrupulous as Kurt himself. Pertltapsvas why they
appeared to appreciate each other so much. Shetthakled Maxine
immediately, entirely viciously and to the poiriteh ignored her, as
had Kurt. The two of them, with as little emotianthey might apply
to a stranger, discussed Colin's death, how it evatfect the various
companies, the problems of the law which" stated Moroccans
must hold the greatest number of shares. Kurt'stiposthough
Maxine didn't completely understand it, seemed mmcine secure
than Mrs Martin's, but as no one explained anythmber she was
made to feel very much the odd man out—an imprassitch she
gathered neither was reluctant to bestow on her.

Hollowly Maxine realised that though Colin's sisteas hard and
sophisticated, she was also attractive and inggltigand that Kurt not



only enjoyed talking to her but was not adversenaking discreet
love to her, even with his wife looking on. Thisvadusly didn't
disturb him. He laid his hand on Max Martin's baren and smiled
into her eyes as if his wife didn't exist. Muchelatwhen Max rose to
go and he said he would see her back to her iéaiine felt quite ill
as she met his coldly derisive glance. Yet, as,\sb# was aware of a
faint relief that he hadn't insisted the woman athlyere with them.

She didn't see Kurt again until the next eveniftgra day which she
spent alone, without any knowledge of where he avaghat he was
doing. She rose early to find him already gonewdsn't there and
she couldn't help wondering if he had spent thatrugth Max at the
hotel. When Madame Lange said he had had breakfalsbur ago,
her heart lightened beyond what seemed sensible.

The curious exhaustion which she had known sinaeing the ksar
was still with her, but not even when Madame Lasgggested a
walk might do her good did she go out. All day Mestayed in the
flat, hoping Kurt would ring, but the telephone sned silent and
time dragged dismally.

She had nothing to do but plenty to think aboud, stme would rather
it had been more the other way around. Or if slieh@@ someone to
share her worries they might not have hurt so m8btke. had no one
to confide in and, for the first time in her lif@as very aware of it.
The shock of meeting Mrs Martin's daughter had bexhing to the
unease she had known when Kurt had been so nitbe tirl. Only
now was she beginning to understand what it wastbkbe tied to a
man who had nothing but revenge in his heart. Hirstad been
against Colin, now his hatred had transferred tsdie Nothing
mattered but that his wife should suffer, and bierigioof.

At the ksar he had said if anyone was to discoedrdd been tricked
into marrying Maxine, he would become an objectidicule. Yet
wouldn't Colin's sister demand an explanation awig Kurt had



married her mother's secretary so precipitatelyRiiawished she
knew. There was nothing, she supposed, to stoprdw@r going to
Colin's sister herself and giving her . the whateys But she shrank
from this, not eager to do anything which mightthurt, regardless
of how badly he treated her.

That night when he came, he strode into her bedrastnout
knocking. Having bathed but not dressed, she watsr@gaching for
her hairbrush when she glanced up and saw him.

‘Kurt?' Dropping the brush, she turned to him. lraght he had been
immaculate but coldly unapproachable. Now he loadtedined, his
hair rumpled. There were lines around his mouth, 8omehow she
felt a quick compassion. 'You're tired?' she falter

He took the hairbrush from her. She had a fancwbeld liked to
have beaten her with it. 'Not so much tired,' happed, 'as wearied
by my own foolishness.'

‘Well, I wish you wouldn't look at me like thathes cried, wondering
how to bear his chilling stare. 'What have | dooe/?'

He went on staring at her, his eyes roaming moalibr her fragile
figure before returning to the faint tremble on theve of her soft
mouth, which belied the note of aggression in leecer. 'l wonder if
you guessed,' he asked slowly, 'that when Colinmapdate fiancee
married, as they apparently did, she had alreadyged to leave him
all her money?'

'‘No," she protested with sharp surprise, 'how cd@ldPausing
suddenly, she realised what he was getting at. st mean, then
that Mrs Martin and her daughter will inherit it,ah the end?"

'‘Every penny,' he snarled.



'So ..."' Maxine floundered, 'if you'd waited, andrmed the girl who
really is Colin's sister...?"'

‘Don't worry,' he bit off savagely, 'l will haveatl in time. When a
little time has passed and | am free of you.'

'‘Kurt,' she gulped, her face white, unable to velibe could be so
mercenary but conscious that the French might densuch things
important, 'lI've told you before, you can't blame aompletely for
what happened.'

'‘Don't let me hear that again.' His long, lean dirsgtensed on the
brush he still held.

Maxine drew a quick breath, clenching her handavéyou told
Max yet why you married me?.'

'‘No," he exclaimed grimly, ‘and you'd better nthei. She believes it
was something which happened on impulse, becausbsar a faint
resemblance to how she once looked, long ago.’

'‘And she would never believe | was able to holdryoterest?'

'I'm afraid not." Again his glance travelled thadéh of her slender
body, the pale, anxious lines of her face. 'Max tteanged. She is
guite a woman, even if she has no longer your exrgouthfulness.’

‘She—she has more experience.'

‘By far.' Putting down the brush, he put his handar Maxine's chin,
turning her face up to his tauntingly. 'Rosebudghinbe sweet, but
one need never be so careful of the rose in fabol.'

Maxine jerked her chin away, which didn't seem leape him. 'l
don't want to listen to your stupid comparisonsttKu



'‘Be careful! in his voice was a taut stirring ofgar. "Those who call
me stupid, Maxine, have lived to regret it. Fortehafew have.'

Drawing her closer, before she moved away from hishands went
deviously under her robe to explore her smooth Islens, the hard
angle of his jaw daring her to protest. With a sterdshe stood very
still, feeling the bitterness go out of her, wagtanly, in spite of what
he thought, to melt against him, to feel his mawrters.

When he pushed her robe away with his hands, sirergd again.
Through thoughts which were beginning to whirl sfedered why
he liked looking at her when he hated her so m&tte heard the
callous satisfaction in his voice as he spoke to'he not too stupid
to know you aren't indifferent to me. If you petdis arousing my
anger, you could be sorry. If | liked, | could sofam your very
responsive emotions into flames. | could have yegging to be in
my arms, in my bed. On our wedding night..." Suddérmystopped,
drawing a deeply furious breath. With beads of peation on his
forehead, his eyes came alive with a glinting anger

'Tiens,'he cursed, whipping her thin gown back overdmmulders,
thrusting her away from him, 'l must be going cta@wce the first
time | saw you ...'

As his,. voice thickened, he paused abruptly, itigkhis dark hair
back with an unsteady hand.

‘Kurt,"” Maxine murmured his name, no more coheyaithn-he had

finished his last sentence. Vaguely she knew tmatgh he had come
to her room, he had never intended touching hed vhen he had
spoken so savagely of their wedding night it haenbeo carefully

rehearsed speech he had been delivering but sagetragged from

the depths of his soul. He had been startled, psrhgnically, but

whatever he had discovered of his feelings shedceeg it had only
succeeded in making him angrier than ever.



Taking no notice of the desperate appeal in hes,dygeturned grimly
from her, speaking half over his shoulder as hiethef room. 'l am
dining out tonight, so you don't have to dress sglgou wish to. If
you like | will tell Madame Lange to bring you ay, then you can go
early to bed.’



CHAPTER EIGHT

DURING the next few weeks Maxine saw little of her nevsland.
Occasionally, after dining with her, he would spanchour talking to
her, but more often, if he wasn't going out, he Malisappear to his
study where she dared not disturb him. To Madamegéat must
have seemed a very strange sort of marriage, bxitglavas grateful
that she Said nothing. Through the day Maxine ltethe woman as
much as she could but there was really little taddhere were too
few people in the flat to cause untidiness.

Maxine passed the time in exploring the city asashops. It was the
largest city in Morocco, she had learnt, with thegést port and
commercial centre. It was supposed to be white,nbary of the
buildings , she found, though Moorish in constructiwere ochre or
pink, or just a dusty concrete colour. It was,antf a modern city on
an ancient settlement. Anfa, now a Casablanca bulppeared in
the twelfth century, and the city itself had beatupied by the
Portuguese and Moors as well as the Spanish amthr@®ver the
centuries it had gathered importance because ofjbam an easy
route to Marrakesh and gathering point for producs the Sahara
regions and the immediate vicinity, which was nekdy rich and
fertile. The port was large and busy and the wetlgest phosphate
exporting centre. Also there, she had discoveredethe factories of
firms with many universally well known names.

Feeling driven to it, she tried discreetly to fiodt something of
Kurt's business, but met with little success. Tame d'Estier merely
made people glance at her warily and seem unwilbrgart with any
information. There was the same respect she hamuatered in the
desert, but that, curiously enough, seemed to frkmd of blank

wall which she couldn't penetrate. In the end sheegup and
concentrated on things which disturbed her lesd) ag the shops.



Kurt insisted she was smartly dressed, althoughyeishe had
introduced her to few of his friends. Many of tiegs being fine and
modern, Maxine knew she might have enjoyed buyaw clothes, if

her relationship with her husband had been hapgientually she
had most of her new dresses made by a small dreesmdnom

Madame Lange introduced her to. Maxine, . uncedsfirst, had her
doubts dispelled when the dressmaker completedadweautifully

styled gowns at a very low price. When she sugdestte should be
willing to pay more, Madame Lange shook her head.

'If you pay more she will expect it from everyomégddame cautioned
sharply.

It seemed a strange philosophy to Maxine, but sida'tdfeel
confident enough to argue. Privately she decidddt@ a word with
Kurt about it, if she got the opportunity—and he whb listen.
Madame Lange, although a Moroccan, was half Fremzh never
believed in paying a penny more than she had to.

Maxine was wondering moodily when she would evet ge
opportunity to wear her new dresses when Kurt ssegdrher. One
morning, before she was up, he came into her bedroo

'‘Don't disturb yourself,' he said, as she raisstheled, charmingly
tousled head from her pillows to stare at him. &k going out this
evening with Max and a friend. Have you done amghabout your
new wardrobe yet?'

‘Yes.' Suddenly happier, she didn't remind him ithaas he who had
received and paid the bill. His indifference, siticey had arrived in
Casablanca, had amounted to what, in other ciramoss, could
only have been described as neglect. Was thisatimit a sign that
Kurt could be relenting towards her? It might nottd let him see
what pleasure his invitation had given her, butsthddn't altogether



subdue the sparkle of delight in her eyes as shenced looking at
him.

'I'd like to go out,' she said shyly. Then, afraite had betrayed too
much, she asked, 'Who is this other friend? A man?'

‘Naturally," he replied dryly. 'Noel Franck, themrmaho came to me
in the desert.’

'‘Who brought you the bad news—'
The same.'

Max Martin must have taken up with him. What coble more

natural-when Noel held a position of some authant¥urt's firm?

Yet, if Kurt wasn't seeing Max when he went out tne@genings,

where did he go? Would she be foolish to think & jast been going
about his business ? Common sense refused to lafiote believe it
but, for once, her heart won.

'l think you will like what I've bought, Kurt," sh@miled, sitting up
straighter in the big bed, suddenly not caring that nightgown
revealed more than it managed to conceal. A decmgatonness
swept through her, making her gentle grey eyesesbaftly as she
went on to tell him of the wonderful dressmaker $lael found.
Somehow this didn't seem the moment to confesatinees she had
on this score. To have him with her for even a feaymonious
moments was not to be threatened by somethingHekie

'‘Be ready by eight.'" He had listened to her eagacevwithout
impatience, even prompted her to talk longer byipgia question or
two. As she paused at last he took his keen glaweg from her with
seeming reluctance. 'You'd better tell Madame Lamgavon't be in
for dinner.’

'Yes, Kurt.'



The wistful tone she used, as she sensed his immaeparture,
brought the usual wariness back to his eyes'. ldistmwent hard and
he spoke harshly. ‘Next time | come into your rokimdly cover
yourself up. | don't accept the kind of invitatipou're throwing out,
not at this time of morning."'

He was a stranger again, Maxine's face went wattesr than pink as
she pulled her knees up to her chin, wrapping hasaround them
protectively. Immediately he made her feel guilty sorry, Kurt.'

Into his eyes there sprang a glint of cruel satigda, but he merely
shrugged as he turned away. 'You might check tlyathite jacket is
back from the cleaners. Madame Lange is ratherseatout such
things.'

For all he could hurt like the devil, it gave Maginomfort to be able
to do something for him. Time dragged as she w#sowt the peace
of mind which a stable marriage would have givefte®she felt
suspended in a vacuum, floating in clouds of unessgality, just
waiting for the terrible moment when Kurt's finakalsion must
plunge her to her death on the rocks of completatbeeak down
below.

To be able to go to his room, with his full permoss was like a ray
of sunshine after weeks of rain, although shesedlsuch a metaphor
was idiotic in a country where the sun never seetonetiop shining.
If anything she was rather surprised that Kurt h@sk about one
particular jacket, as he must have dozens. Madasngéd. spoke of
his tailor with considerable awe.

Venturing into his room was like entering the hofyholies. She had
not been here before, had never dared to so myadeasin. Now she
went cautiously with nervously held breath, wondgyi with a

shaken look on her face, what it would have fk# tio have been able
to sleep here beside him every night, as a trukebmight have done.



In the middle of the bedroom, she stood quite fetrla few moments,
breathing in the faint, clean masculine tang whvels so much a part
of him, and which lingered tantalisingly even thbuge was gone.
Her nerves tingling, she looked at the bed, vergewand long to
accommodate his big masculine body. How many woheh he

entertained there? How many women had he heldsratms and
loved, as he had loved his wife at the ksar?

Such a memory brought a choking sensation to Mé&xiheoat and
she pushed it from her. Had he ever brought Mag,legrsome of the
beautiful, exotic women she had caught glimpses thfe shops? She
tried not to imagine his fine body, stretched ontthe wide,
shadowed bed, relaxed after a night of loving. dnet to see him
awakening in the early dawn to overwhelm the githis arms again
with passion.

Her cheeks hot, Maxine practically dived into Ksust’ardrobe. This
was what came from spending too much time alondredming too
much of a man who didn't want her, who considened imarriage a
mistake. The jacket was there, hanging with thitbers, and again
she felt oddly bewildered. The wardrobe was fulel#gant clothes,
more than he could possibly use in several evenihgkdn't make
sense that he had asked her to look out one partjagket. She was
just about to give up and leave when her eyesdella small
photograph standing on the dressing table. Songethimout it
drawing her to it, she went over, picking it upkifg it nearer to the
window, she felt herself growing cold. It was MaxaMn, and had
obviously been taken recently. Maxine was in nobdakiat this was
what Kurt had intended her to see. His jacket hrdg loeen an excuse
to make her aware he still intended marrying Maxtias soon as
he could. Across the bottom of the beautifully fehsnapshot Max
had written with a loving hand, 'In memory of tlieeenoon we spent
yesterday.'



With a helpless gasp of agony, Maxine dropped tietqgraph and
flinging herself on the bed began to weep.

By the time she was dressed she felt better. Hat s still heavy,
but a dull kind of resignation covered the worshef pain. Kurt was
perhaps being kind to leave her in no doubt assttukure intentions.
The agony of knowing definitely that he and Max &vspending time
together would remain, but the shock of discovenyld never come
again.

Hearing Kurt come in, she didn't go to meet him &atyed in her
room until she heard him go to his. After checkirey face to ensure
that there were no signs of the afternoon's copiears, she went to
wait for him in the lounge. It hadn't done to wondestfully if he
might look in to ask how she was getting on, bueast he wasn't
putting her out of his life completely. It was obus now that he had
asked her out to prevent immediate gossip abousdifnand Max,
but nothing, Maxine felt, could be worse than hgvia stay in the
flat almost every evening by herself.

She hadn't meant him to catch her watching the,dmdrit didn't

seem to matter that he did. When he appeared theaying, tall,

dark and handsome, sprang to Maxine's mind, anglskered with

something very near excitement—an emotion, aflested had gone
through, which she couldn't understand.

His eyes went over her very slender figure. "Yookla@harming,
madame.’

His cynicism startled, but she was used to it thed to do my best.'
With determination she managed a grave smile.

'‘No doubt Noel will appreciate it,' he returnedryeoolly.

Suddenly, with a returning feeling of hopelessnésars sprang to
her eyes. Ruthlessly he pounced on them. 'For hé&asake learn to



control yourself! If you're going to weep each tilngpeak sharply,
you'll soon be doing nothing else. And talking eérs,’ he added
passively, gazing down at her strained face, 'ltdgpreciate finding
my bed in such a state. My pillow is soaked!

Actually frightened, Maxine felt herself trembleow could she have
been such a fool? Madame Lange had been callirigefaaind she had
had to rinse her face and leave the room in a h8ihrg had forgotten
to go back. 'I'm sorry," she muttered miserablyg, tdst shreds of
composure dwindling before humiliation. 'l—I hatieadache.’

'l didn't ask the cause,' he rejoined harshly.'Atbuld ask is a little
self-control. When two people are forced to live dibgr it is
necessary.'

God, didn't he have any compassion? Averting hadhshe said
dully, 'I'll see it doesn't happen again.’

He took her arm in steely fingers, but before held&dsay anything
more, Madame Lange knocked to say that their guests waiting.

They went straight down to join them. Kurt saigviduld save them
the bother of coming up. Noel Franck was drivinilprag luxurious

car, which must have cost many thousands, and Ma sitting

beside him. Noel, whom Maxine had only seen onderbebut

immediately recognised, didn't look altogether ases beside his
attractive companion. He glanced at Kurt and hife wiith what

looked suspiciously like relief. Maxine smiled athas Kurt put her
in the back beside him.

They drove west, out of town, along the coastalld@rd, where
huge breakers could be heard pounding the jaggeks rof the
Atlantic shore. Further on there were many batmetablishments
and opposite these some of Casablanca's best Inightand
restaurants. In the city itself there was littleciab activity after



midnight. The high old houses of the boulevardsegaay to the
outskirts where they passed many new hotels. Nipared to know
the area like the back of his hand as he drovetlgvahd never
hesitated.

Max leaned over the back of her seat, talking totKwho bent
towards her attentively, all the time ignoring @ing wife who sat
silently beside him.

They dined well, in a luxurious Moorish-styled nighb, and
afterwards danced. Maxine had eaten little. Labtelyhealthy young
appetite appeared to have deserted her and sheskeewas too thin.
Even so, the sight of so much food and wine seeomdyl to take
away her appetite, rather than increase it.

Noel, Maxine was discovering, was a very pleasaart and he paid
her a very flattering attention. She wasn't sum &loe could have got
through the evening without him. He wished to danttk her, after
they had eaten, and was so politely courteous abdtht she was
grateful. It was as if he sensed some faint antagom Kurt and
wanted to avert any repercussions which might adheraffect
Maxine.

‘May | dance with your wife, Kurt?' he asked quiet!
‘Certainly." Kurt flicked a mocking glance at MagiiGo ahead.’

Maxine flinched. Kurt must have known his voice wadally
indifferent. She wondered if he had made it delbsly so to hurt
her. Lately he seemed to go out of his way to a®, thith the odd
remark laden with derisive undertones. He might | wehve
announced out loud that he had no interest in \kimtwife did.
During dinner he had scarcely spoken to her buéectid his
conversation almost wholly on Max, who sat purtikg a contented
cat. Maxine knew Noel was curious, but he probagnly Kurt's



neglect down to a lovers' quarrel. She in no wagngbted to
enlighten him as she danced in his arms. Clearkl fait sorry for
her, and this was enough to make her squirm. ltavasef that, after
only knowing her for so short a time, he didn'l f'@nfident enough
to offer sympathy.

But when he took her back to the table, after @ecd finished, and
neither Kurt nor Max were anywhere to be seen, W&sgilook of
stark anguish moved him to. exclaim. 'Do not be s,
mademoiselle-my apologies,’ he hurried on, 'l mesr@adameYou
look so young | forget. Kurt will surely be herearminute.’

Making a great attempt to pull herself togetherxMa murmured,
'Of course,' but was unable to get rid of the amxifeeling of being
deserted. Rather desperately she smiled, "Youkramen Kurt long,
monsieur?'

‘Call me Noel," he begged, his eyes approving otharage. 'Yes, |
have known him for many years. We are much the sageeand |
work for him.'

She was surprised; she had thought him oldersdmy | didn't get
an opportunity to speak to you at the oasis," alieréd, uncertain as
to whether she should be mentioning the oasis.&atl's eyes were
kind, it might be too easy to talk to him.

‘It was scarcely a time for making new acquaintanddis gentle
smile removed any hint of reproach, and in spitei®fvords, Maxine
sensed he was now more interested in herself théneinews he had
brought that day.

Because she couldn't stop thinking of Kurt, espigorhen he didn't
appear, she found herself asking questions abaomtguestions
which she realised must make Noel wonder why slim'hasked
Kurt himself, but which he was disposed to ansvggttlly.



'‘Kurt's parents were both French, but he was bere,las was his
father. If he has little actual Moroccan blood is taeins, Morocco
does possess all his loyalty.'

'He told me he is part Berber.'

'Yes, through an ancestor of long ago, but he niergets. He does
much for them. He does indeed devote much timelgitg the poor
of the country, no matter who they are.’

‘All his spare time?'

Noel smiled, ‘A little to himmours, madame will admit, although,'
he hastened, 'it must be different now he is maurriée is a man
attractive to women, you understand.’

Maxine understood only too well. Didn't her own tieaats refuse to
dispute his wile attractiveness, though she treed ho ignore it.

A waiter came up and passed Noel a note. As heitdasl mouth
tightened, in a way which reminded Maxine faintiykart. ‘What is
it?' she asked anxiously.

'l --" he hesitated, with some embarrassment, &parlyou'd better
read it yourselfma chere.’

'I'll take your word for it." Suddenly Maxine coultibear to look at it.
What was Kurt doing, writing her notes?

‘Yes, well,' lowering his eyes to the paper aghiael frowned, ‘it
appears that he and Miss Martin have gone elsewHerasks me to
take you straight home.'

'‘Oh, no!" Maxine's face went white and she coulgndvent her
startled cry.



With a flick of his hand Noel waved the waiter awd3o not be too
upset, Maxine," his voice was gentle. 'All lovetsaqgel, if only for

the pleasure of making up. | can't say | approvevisht Kurt has
done, but he might have good reasons. Unfortunatelg unused to
having to explain his actions, especially to a worma

‘But I'm his wife.
'Yes,' Noel agreed, looking strangely helpless.

.Then, before Maxine could stop herself, it came. du was a
mistake, our marriage. He doesn't love me.'

In bed, later that evening, she still felt she Hen foolish in
confessing the truth. She must have been wrongttditterness
loosen her silly tongue. Yet her heart did feel tmted by the quiet
sympathy she had received. She hadn't told Noel#weg, but it
had eased her mind to feel she wasn't quite s@ @oy more.

Noel might be loyal to Kurt, but Kurt's wife appedlto him in quite a
different way. She was small, gentle and quite llovde wanted to
protect her. Instead of taking her straight home, Kaurt had
requested, he had insisted she had more coffe¢ghandhey dance
again. No good would come, he had said, of lyinged ceaselessly
worrying.

Time had passed, and to Maxine's surprise it washours later

before they had arrived back at the flat. Going imer room, she had
fancied she heard a faint noise from Kurt's, bsitmissed this wearily
as imagination. It didn't do to let him haunt hersalistically.

Noel had been right, she thought as she undressdxt tired and
miserable was better than just being miserabletirgento bed, she
slept almost immediately, which must have been \bahtended.



Unfortunately Noel's soothing therapy was soonalisd by Kurt at
breakfast. He rarely joined her at breakfast; sba'dthink he had
ever done so. Usually he was gone long before sheug. This
morning, thinking he would be gone, and feelingdirshe trailed out
in search of a cup of coffee wearing only a satglige. She was
startled beyond everything to find him sitting iretkitchen pouring
what looked like his second cup. He was dressedhforoffice but
hadn't yet put on his jacket. He was immaculateisasi, but looked
tired. Angry unhappiness throbbing through her, Mexwondered
how he and Max had spent the night. He made 'fioot ¢b disguise
that he had had little sleep. Didn't he have amgci@nce whatsoever
about a wife who— who loved him?

As she was about to beat a quick retreat, his coice jerked her
back as he lifted his head and saw her. 'Dontt\gant to talk to you.'

'‘Why?' Maxine didn't turn around.

He rose, the noise of him pushing his chair baeknaihgly loud,
bringing her quickly around to face him. With twan, pantherish
strides he reached her. He reminded her of howaldebleen in the
desert, all dominating male, bent on having his away. Quickly he
took hold of her, pushing her down in the chaihbd vacated, while
he sat on the table, one hand resting on the sedubbrface as he
bent over her.

‘You were late coming home last night,’ he said.

There was a small, pulsing silence. Maxine trembbed forced
herself to look at him. 'How did you know?'

'l heard you come in.'

Sheer astonishment kept her silent for a secondh&tadn't dreamt
the small noise from his room. Yet why should st uilty? 'Well,



what about it?' she stared up at him provokinglyah't see how you
can complain when it was you who was guilty of b@ahners.'

'If we had been a normal husband and wife, yeswiguaren't.'
'‘But you said that everyone must be made to believavere/

His handsome face was implacable. 'l suppose Naekponsible for
this new aggression? | shouldn't have left you With.'

'It's a bit late to think of that now, isn't itRlesretorted. She was rathe
pleased with her own coolness, but had to spby iadding, 'l think
you've a nerve to say anything at all, when youtwé&nwith Max.'

'l was back over an hour before you were,' he edaturtly.
Startled, her eyes blinked before his. "You were?"
'‘Max had a headache.'

Somehow Maxine couldn't believe it. Max had flirtedh Kurt too

blatantly to allow a mere headache to deprive Henes obvious
objective. 'Oh, well,' she laughed with bitter figncy, 'you can't win
"em all. Even | know that!'

'‘What's that supposed to mean?' he demanded imihatie
'It doesn't matter.'

'‘Maxine, if there's one thing | dislike it's peopl¥do keep on telling
me it doesn't matter, when | don't know what th# they're on
about!'

His sudden anger alarmed her, making her stiffenisatone. She
didn't think he would ever speak to Max like th@he sighed, not
realising he heard. Kurt was a busy man, he haddotio. Surely he



hadn't waited this morning just to tell her she wagpid? He hadn't
been with Max last night, they must have quarrebedvhy wasn't he
hastening to her side with his apologies? Why vwebrgering here,
risking Max's disapproval when he hadn't tried ieerhow much he
wanted her?

A tremor of unhappiness shook Maxine as she coresidehat she
was about to lose. The day stretching , endlessigrb her seemed
more than she could face with only these thougbiscompany.

'‘Kurt,' she pleaded impulsively, 'couldn't you finte something to
do? I can type.'

He laughed, without amusement. 'You're my wifd.'stil
'‘Which means | can't work?'
'‘Definitely not,cherie.'

Never could she recall feeling so hopeless. Inagrste cried, 'If you
were a proper husband, Kurt, you would find me gbimg to do.’

'If | were a proper husband,' he taunted, 'l wdird other ways of
keeping you occupied.’

'How?' she muttered mutinously, thinking he wakitgl of some of
the good, causes Noel had told her Kurt suppotteseemed too
much to hope he would tell her about them, so skd to hide her
guickening interest.

Her mind fixed on some charitable occupation, sas wnprepared to
find him rising to his feet, drawing her up and fhyito him.

'You ask the most foolish questions," he mocketis"way,' he
murmured, as he slid a searching hand under tinestitin of her
negligee and his mouth found the softness of per li



'‘No!" Maxine wrenched herself away from him, teedf of the
torment which ran through her. Kurt didn't want,e¥ only wanted
to punish her, again and again.

She tried to get away, but felt him grasp her tathick handful of it
to pull her head back against his shoulder. He heldstruggling
body against him as he kissed her mouth again|, ciediberate
kisses which had her reeling with anguish, yet agla& her own
response.

He was aware of this because he looked down athlerfiendish
little lights in his eyes, reading the desire whailone in hers so
clearly. Maxine's eyes were honest, she coulddé¢ lthe way he
could so easily make her feel. His long fingers atbwacross her
cheek, then down the side of her neck while sheclveat him
helplessly.

His mouth dropped to the corner of her quiveringg lisensitively
coaxing. 'Maxine,' he muttered, huskily, 'you waha blood in my
veins to madness, you make me want what | cané.hav

Her head was spinning. Caution warned her thatdseomnly amusing
himself, that this was part' of his revenge, bet ¢lkamouring of her
own needs silenced the whispering voice of dartdeavily her eyes
closed, her head tilting back as their lips metaotide of mutual
passion. Turning fully to him, she put her armsua his neck.
Tensely her fingers raked through his dark hageuatly she clung to
him, lost in mindless desire. Recklessly she gawelack kiss for
kiss, feeling herself growing more dazed and subines

His hands were touching her hungrily, running esstly Over her, as
though torn between a growing need of her and #rd bommon
sense he could usually rely on. His muscles teaseshe pressed
softly against him and his eyes smouldered darkhhia burning



glance devoured her. 'Maxine,' he groaned despgéirindo you
know what you're doing ?'

Maxine could feel her pulse beating so fast shddoduspeak. She
wanted to pull his head down again, to feel hertm@wshed again
under his. She wanted to plead with him to do vediked with her,

yet his hoarse query slowly penetrated the hazyneaf her brain,

convincing her she was acting immodestly. She gudleay from

him, but his hand was still around her waist. Shald feel the

warmth of his strong fingers refusing to let her go

They were still so close she could see each smalbih his face, the
sensuous curve of his disciplined mouth, the thiekk lashes which
half hid the blue eyes which looked down on hee &buld not help
closing her own eyes. She felt dizzy.

His breath shuddered, she could feel his heartgingras his arms
tightened and he began to pick her up. It was tih@Madame Lange
interrupted.

She stared at them curiously, as she came thrdweglddor, like a
bright little bird but without embarrassment. Low@as something
Madame Lange understood. If she was bewildered,imd¢aknew it
was because she was unused to finding Kurt hetkisattime of
morning. Nor would she be used to seeing him malong to his
wife.

Maxine's cheeks were hot as Kurt put her down agiaashgrew hotter
still as Madame Lange asked tartly if neither afnthhad heard the
telephone. 'Miss Martin wishes to speak to yoonsieur Will | tell
her you are engaged?'

'No. There is no need.’

He went to answer, pushing Maxine almost savaggigeabefore
striding past Madame Lange, out of the kitchen.



Madame was not easily shocked. As she surveyatistharangement
of Maxine's neglige, she said coyly, as she reafiretie percolator,
'‘My late husband always said morning was the @et 't

Biting her lip, Maxine began retying her sash viinds which were
not yet quite steady.

Grinding fresh coffee, Madame added, 'l don't kwalyy Monsieur
should give me such a killing look. He knows | comeat the same
time each day, and it is my duty to answer theptedee, if everyone
else is otherwise engaged.'

'‘We won't talk about it, if you don't mind," Maximeas surprised to
hear herself replying firmly. As Madame Lange smjlend then
shrugged, she wished she could share a little rofesggnation. How
was it neither Kurt nor she had heard the teleph@iee supposed it
was simply that they had both been stupidly caramdy. She could
feel herself still quivering to the depth of heoratch, still feel the
imprint of Kurt's strong body pressing ‘there. Wi he torment her
so? He must know how vulnerable she was, yet heigbed in
arousing emotions he had no intention of satisfying

What had he been going to do if Madame Lange hadmnie in when
she had? Probably he would have taken her to ltepbm, thrown
her on the bed and laughed at her. The haste vhithvihe had gone
to answer Max's summons confirmed this. He wouldeneisk
spoiling his chances with Max.

Maxine eyed the kitchen door, which he had pulightly shut after
him, not sure what she would say to him if he claek. He didn't.
Madame Lange, singing idly to herself, set aboukinua coffee;
then, as they " drank it, they heard Kurt leavihg flat. Madame
Lange glanced at Maxine's stricken face and begdiing of
something else. »



The rest of the day proved uneventful, apart frolati@r from Mrs
Martin. Unable to stop thinking of Kurt, Maxine wésankful for
anything which might divert her thoughts, even dofew minutes.
She had written to Mrs Martin soon after she hadirned to
Casablanca. In her letter she had expressed hg@asgyrabout Colin
and told Mrs Martin briefly of her marriage to Kuit had been
difficult to write at all, but she had felt she mtell her something.

Mrs Martin hadn't replied until now and she was@xtely reticent.
On practically the same line, she said Colin'sldead been a shock
and she hoped Maxine's marriage wouldn't provepg@ating.

Staring at the letter, Maxine shook her head uhappily. Kurt
seemed to have left both of them without anythngay. Mrs Martin
did add that if Maxine ever wanted her old job batie was
welcome. Max, she finished, was in Casablanca ettling well, but
she didn't know yet what she would do about theness.

Maxine didn't know what to make of the letter. Véhih parts it was
ambiguous there seemed something rather pathetiat &b Colin's
death must have completely shattered Mrs Martinetivr she
realised it or not, yet Maxine knew she could ne@back to her. It
would be much too painful, for one thing, Mrs Martiad used her,
perhaps not intending that Maxine, because of ghisuld finish up
married to a man who disliked her, but Maxine cawdder trust her
again. Besides, once away from Kurt, she wantedimgtwhich
would continually remind her of him.

She didn't see Kurt again that day, nor did herg&tuch to give her
any idea of what he was doing. It was after midbwghen she heard
him come in, but although she had decided to poetiebe asleep, he
never looked into her bedroom. The next, mornirg gbt up early,
but he was gone and another day stretched dreafitgnt of her. If
she didn't get something to do soon, she would gd! m



Convinced of this, she was more pleased than sghtrotherwise
have been when Noel rang. He asked how she wasf simel would
have lunch with him, almost in the same breath. iMakesitated, her
first thought always being of Kurt. Then, realising wouldn't care
what she did so long as she was discreet, shechdieel knew Kurt
didn't love her, which made her feel she was goungwith a friend.

Ordinarily she wouldn't have bothered much, buthfer pride's sake
she felt she must make a special effort. Kurt nmaste dined with
Max last night and, after that, spent some houtis agr. He couldn't
object to his wife and his manager having an innoogeal together.

Noel took her to a very nice restaurant in the.dityvas obviously
one of the best and she was glad she had taketintbeto make
herself look attractive. She wore one of the siitld gowns her new
dressmaker had finished for her. It was a sofgrosewhite voile and
she had narrow, four-inch heels which flattereddtender legs and
arched her small feet elegantly. Her hair she haghad until it
shone, then pinned it in a thick coil at the baickey head. The heavy
fairness of it made her neck look very long antdde and gave to
her young fate a delicate, more mature beauty.

Noel, as if he couldn't help himself, took her hamd kissed it. He
told her she looked charming. They had met in tdyeilf and, as he
bent over her hand, Maxine found herself thinkiogvlmice he was.
She wondered why he wasn't married. Kurt had tad e was
single.

Before they left he asked if she would dine wittnlhater in the week
and she was surprised to hear herself agreeing-h&tdehad no
intention of going out with him regularly. Maybeitg& couldn't be
termed that, but she sensed he was attracted hnehfy.

Just as they were ready to go, with Noel wishingfully, and
audibly, that they had had the whole day, Maxirakéa up to find



Kurt and Max Martin standing beside them. Startsdeh felt a guilty
pink creep to her cheeks, but to her relief Kurs waniling, if a little
thinly.

'‘Can we join you?' he asked, although Max was lgieat keen.

'‘We're just leaving, I'm afraid," Maxine stammerearnscious of his
glinting eyes all over her.

'Oh, too bad," Kurt replied indifferently, taking lis wife's enticing
loveliness. 'Another time, perhaps, Noel?'

With a careless nod of his dark head, he took Maxtidfs arm in an
intimate clasp as they moved off, leaving Maxirexiay after them
in unhappy confusion.



CHAPTER NINE

TwiICE more in the course of the next few weeks Maximelhed with
Noel Franck and had dinner with him frequently. Roel's sake she
tried to restrict the number of times she wentvaithh him. He would
have taken her somewhere every day, but she knewahd never
return the feelings he was beginning to betray tdwer. Yet she
found it difficult to refuse his invitations altodper when Kurt saw
more and more of Max Matrtin.

She was aware it must be public knowledge that tharriage was a
failure, although people still accepted her as Kwrife. She had met
many of his friends, several had asked them toadliand been quite
charming to her. Surprisingly Kurt had asked if gleaild mind if he

returned this hospitality, and the party she haemihad proved a
great success. Mrs Martin had done some busingéedganing and

had trained Maxine Well as to how to go about @t 6nhce Maxine

felt grateful, when she caught Kurt's look of agpmgon as he
realised she was quite capable of receiving histguand keeping
them amused.

Not having dared ask him not to invite Max MartMaxine had
dreaded the moment when she would have to welc@meTlo her
astonishment Max hadn't turned up, but becaudeeafelief she had
felt, she hadn't asked Kurt why. She had pretendstgad, that Kurt
hadn't invited her, even while she knew it mustsbenething else
which kept Max away.

Soon Maxine had more invitations than she coulcecwfth, but it
was a while before she realised they, were mostlgtring the day.
Perhaps once a week she and Kurt would dine withesof his
friends, but it was as if they knew he was usuaiherwise engaged
of an evening and had decided to be discreet.



None the less, it was gratifying to know she wagingasome small
impact of her own in Kurt's circle, most of whomrevef various
nationalities as well as Moroccan. It gave hernat iglow of pleasure
that she was becoming quite sought after, and af wauld have
exchanged everything and everyone for a deseratehKurt's love,
she put on such a brave face that no one everegpliess

No one perhaps but Noel. One night, after beingvatlt him, she
was unable to sleep. For the first time in week$&dud talked to her
seriously, putting things which she liked to prekehdn't exist into
words.

They had dined in a nightclub where the lights baen too low and
intimate. Not for many of the other patrons, whorevebviously
lovers, but dangerous for those such as Noel arstlhe

Maxine knew her uneasiness had been justified wiael spoke.
'I've fallen in love with you, Maxine. | know itfso good. You love
Kurt.'

‘Yes,' she had agreed. There was no use denyibgtiher face was
despondent.

'Oh, cherie...!"

'‘Don't, Noel!" She had spoken quite sharply andilyasithdrawn
from the hand he put out to lay over hers. 'l—I'titmink it would
really help to talk about it.'

'‘But this is what | want to do—help,' he had iressthis kindly face
shining with anxious adoration. 'Maxingherie,you're surely lovely
enough to satisfy any man, yet he ignores you.'

'Noel!"

'‘But he does, Maxine. | don't know why.'



'Please, Noel,' she had pleaded, suddenly weatythi&king how
right he was. Kurt did ignore her. It seemed a lonmg since he had
come near her, and she had such a yearning fortimemea few polite
words.

'‘Never mind, petite," Noel had sighed, his eyes compassional
'‘Perhaps you'll be able to tell me about it one @me day you might
be free.'

'‘Perhaps,' she had replied, dully, secretly wondehow soon that
time would arrive.

'‘Doesn't he ever talk about it?' Noel went on, dedper protesting
glance.'Tiens,| work for him. He has one of the best brainshe t
country and drives himself endlessly. For this maé him. It is his

treatment of you which arouses my contempt. Heheeivants you
nor will let you go. However did you come to getrred?'

This she had promised Kurt not to confess, and ew#mout such a
promise it would have been too painful to put imtords. Quickly,
her face white, she had jumped to her feet, begyvgj to take her
home, for once not listening to his plea that tigltnwas still young.

It was still young. This must be why she was sdess and couldn't
sleep. What Noel had said had stirred pain, batghe was well used
to, so it couldn't be that. It made her uneasyriovk without doubt
that he loved her, but she knew it was somethimghsid suspected
for some time. Nor did the thought of having Naekting to, after
Kurt divorced her, fill her exactly with dismay. M&s good and kind
and she could do worse, and he might not alway& YoorKurt.

No, it couldn't be Noel. With a sigh she got up amenht to the
kitchen, making a hot drink which she carried backed. The steam
from it tickled her small nose as she set the magfally on her



bedside table before looking for a book. With daieation she tried
to read.

The soft glow of the lamp played over her shouldgheing on the
pages, yet they constantly blurred as unhappingeptsover her in
waves. Where was Kurt? What was he doing? Was hklar
Martin's bed, laying the foundations for a future which she,
Maxine, had no place?

She didn't hear Kurt come in. He must have, shaeghbwith a
frown, a way of entering the flat very quietly, ahe couldn't
remember the last time she had heard him comesdnt Wwas only
midnight she was surprised to hear him moving adldarhis room.
He appeared to be doing a lot of it. There wassthend of doors
closing, the creak of something she couldn't idgmtater running as
a tap turned.

She took a deep breath, wishing he would go to bleav did he

suppose anyone else was going to sleep when hesualde noise?
She saw him removing his shirt, taking a showenqveel wrapped

around the waist of his powerful body. She tooktheodeep breath
which almost ended, this time, in a cry of defegieatest. His skin
was supple and firm and he always looked like spagan God. Dear
heavens, why could she not simply forget him!

Her eyes closed, then opened wide as her door d@areehe came
in. She didn't reproach him, as she usually didnéd knocking—she
didn't even think about it; Contrary to what shel hhought, he
looked as if he had already been in bed as his wam dark with

tomorrow's growth and his hair was ruffled from usual thick

smoothness. It looked as if he had been runningdyndimgers

through it. Certainly he didn't look like a man whad been dining
out with someone he loved.



Maxine didn't speak and, after her first startlddnge, her eyes
refused to go higher than his chin. To her surgreseame right up to
her bed and removed the book from her hands. 'Maxims lips

twisted, as if he doubted his own common sengdjKe to speak to
you.'

'If you like." She hadn't meant to shrug so casiyedput who did he
think he was, striding in here, demanding attentidren she had
scarcely seen him in days?

She saw, because her gaze was fixed on jt, higigdaen. 'l won't
have my wife speaking to me like that!'

'If I'd been your proper wife --' she began hatign paused warily. It
was no use taking this line with Kurt. He was aamtgand had his
own forms of reprisal. She might be wiser to hear dut quietly.

When she fell silent, he smiled tauntingly. 'Sol ddave to do to get
your respect is to treat you as a proper wifeemaber you as a
nervous virgin,cherie, but now perhaps you are that no longer?
know you respond to mejignonneijt's no use trying to pretend you
don't.'

Flushing scarlet, she clenched her hands untihthis bit into her
palms. 'Please,' she begged in a low voice, 'withiyou want to
speak to me about?’'

Kurt frowned, as though he had forgotten. 'Ah, wé=y well. It is
about Noel. You are seeing quite a lot of him, Naxi

'It's entirely harmless,' she cried, then feltliead drop guiltily.

'l wonder ?' His eyes rested intently on her defenfsgure. He might
have been realising for the first time how veryntshe was. 'Noel
seems to wine and dine you enough, yet you dooo#tas if you eat
the pricey meals he buys you.'



She let a heavy fall of hair continue to half hiter face. 'If | ate
everything I'd get fat.’

'l doubt you'll ever be that, and | don't like yimoking as though a
wind might blow you away.' He sighed shortly. '"Maj | want you
to promise not to see Noel for a while.’

‘Are you concerned for me or him?' she asked dryly.

'He is a normal man, Maxine. At work he is briliamvaluable to.
me, but he is fast losing his powers of concemnaWe have several
important deals coming up and | need him.'

We—he must be referring to himself and Max Marth3haking
agony prompted Maxine to cry recklessly, 'If yooldry and divorce
me, perhaps | would marry him, then all would bdl.we

Kurt straightened slowly, his eyes narrowed to tglop slits.
‘Maxine," he said harshly, 'stop making jokes.’

Jokes? Dear God, what did he expect? Hadn't helaaywhat he was
doing to her? The sickness he was making m herastionthe need of
him and his love which she longed for but he demied Wasn't he
aware of how much she longed for him, while he dtower her,
cheapening even the little there had been betwssm twith a few
thoughtless words? As a painful, primitive yearniogk hold of her
she almost moaned aloud. 'Should | think it a jatee choked, 'when
you spend so much time with Miss Martin? If | fekeé seeing Noel,
I will!’

With a hint of savagery he retorted, 'You don'teldim, Maxine.
Why ruin another man's life ?'

Kurt was angry. She felt afraid of him, yet hadsk, "'The other man
being you, | suppose?



'‘Moil dieu!" He ran impatient fingers through his hair. 'How yevist
a man's words! | try to offer a little advice, fewveryone's sake, and
what do | get?'

Suddenly, without warning, she burst into teardplees tears which
she tried to hide. Her nerves were ragged. Shahadhing sense of
loss and felt emotionally drained, but the lastgnshe'd wanted was
to break down in front of Kurt. Never had she glth inner turmoil.
It was tearing her to little pieces, and she onnted to be alone.
'Please,' she sobbed, burying her wet face in aedd) 'please go
away!'

'‘Maxine!" The sight of her tears seemed to shake Hiis jaw went
tense. With a harsh exclamation he came down bésideyathering
her up in his arms. 'Don't,’ he murmured thickBnything else |
might stand, but not your tears. Surely Noel ha=rhe to mean so
much to you?'

'‘No—' About to confess that Kurt himself was thdyoone who

mattered, she stopped short. It would only embainas to tell him

this, yet she hadn't the strength of mind to pushdway. His arms
were comforting and comfort was one of the things gearned for.
Comfort and love, but if the latter wasn't avaitalthen the other
would, do.

She was very small in his arms. For a few minute$éld her, just
letting her weep, not asking what she had beenggtmn say.
Forgetting about Noel, Maxine was only consciousbeing with
Kurt. Being in his arms fulfilled all her immediatembitions, even
though she knew all he felt for her was a fleetogpassion.

His shoulder was soaked, she could feel the hagti®mwnder her
cheek growing damp and warmer. 'I'm sorry," sheepil making
some attempt to regain control, while still relunttto leave him. For



long years Max Martin would have him, she couldh&grudge his
wife a few blissful moments.

'‘Maxine?' His chest heaved on a deep sigh. Heeshifer weight a
little, lifting her wet face so he could see it malearly. '‘Are you so
miserable?’

Blindly she shook her head, like a child. 'Women at the least
thing.'

His voice was soft. He went on regarding her ckps&omehow |
think your problem is bigger than that. Perhapsatld help to talk
about it. Is it because | took you into my bedntheglected you?"

Only a man like Kurt could be so frank. In spitehafr tears colour
edged its way to her pale cheeks. Afraid he migepsct she loved
him, she settled for half truths, which might prowere convincing
than an outright lie. 'Maybe—in a way,' she mumblbeén added,
with a helplessly innocent candour, 'lt's somethingon't really

understand.'

Wryly he smiled, his fingers pushing back a clo@idg@d hair from

off her hot forehead. His movements were carefudam to be
consoling, his mouth even tender as he gently led/@ragainst her
wide, smooth brow. 'You don't have the experienaaiderstandna

cherie,but I don't want Noel to be the one to enlighten.yHe hasn't
the finesse to love you as you should be loved,therdepth, to
satisfy your passionate nature. | found you enchgnMaxine, and
you will be even more so.'

His words stabbed her, making her tremble. He haderve,

reminding her of that, when he had scarcely spaeed kind glance
since. Noel might have his faults, but he was ngolyite. 'Noel is
kind,' she said tersely. "You didn't want me, Kurt.



He went quite still, then laughed softly; holdingrirmly as he felt
her stiffen away from him. The struggling movemeottdier slight
body might have excited him. Or it might have be@&ger which
brought the dull flush to his face. 'l am very dalpaof wanting you.
A beautiful woman can drive a man mad, especiallyloe is holding
like this. You shouldn't underestimate your owrraattions, mon
chou.'

Was this what she had been doing? His, glance,eslyldhurning,

devoured her. The blood pounded through her veie was

terrified of her response, but she just didn't kinmw to manage him,
or, come to that, her own feelings. She longeday m his arms, to
beg him not to leave her, but that would be toogéaous. If , she
pulled them both deeper into the mire of their ssnke would be the
one to walk away unscathed. She who would be teftvding in the

sea of her wayward emotions, in a worse state bappiness than
before.

Yet it was already too late. While her mind pondemad was afraid,
her body reacted feverishly. Unconsciously her amosed to his
wide shoulders. She began to cling, lifting a hemtbuch his cheek,
his hair. The tips of her fingers slid downwardagéring on the
curve of his mouth, ardent with longing.

She heard him say thickly, as he put up a handitcls off the light,
'‘Don't be frightened;herie.l won't go too fast this time. You will see
| can be gentle." His mouth left her brow, reachivey ear, the
sensitive area below it, while she lay in his asimgken and helpless.
With a swiftly indrawn breath, which told of her akeening
resistance, Maxine's grip tightened at the backi®iheck, and she
turned her lips to meet his.

He didn't move to reciprocate what she blindly glmdmmediately,
but edged her gently back against the pillowghalltime his gaze on
her submissive face. She tried to look at him,tbats and sensuous



emotions made her lethargic, and the smoulderargdlin the depth
of his eyes impossible to meet. As her heavy lelsife searched
beneath her long gold hair to push the narrow sifdger nightgown
off her white shoulders, so that his mouth mighplese the pale
hollows of her satiny skin.

Dreamily, lulled by his gentle caresses, she relaa® he stretched
out beside her. He leaned forward, brushing admesheet that
covered her, his hard, arrogant features softease stifled her sob
of entreaty with his mouth.

As the moments lengthened a reckless feeling afsple swamped
her. She closed her eyes as passion drove her hearm, losing all

sense of time and consequence. Their mouths, partéchungry,

explored each other as her body leapt with eretnsation.

She felt the fire and urgency of his kisses deep®hgrow hot. His
body crushed against her, forcing her down to thmnkess of the
mattress. Fiercely his hands gripped her, slidingpé slight swell of
her hips as he felt her avid response. Each paerdffted, curving to
him. Her recollection of the first time he had madale to her might
have created a barrier, but desire was too strAmgre that her
clinging arms and lips must be urging him to takeatwvhe wanted,
she could feel no shame.

He talked softly in French, his voice low and pasue, this and his
passionate kisses removing the last of her resistaHis mouth

moved over her until she felt almost desperatehbads and fingers
digging into his broad back, alive with wanting him

'l can't let you go,' he said hoarsely. 'When ttoyou, Maxine, | go
up in flames. | want you, | must have you!

Some of the tenderness was gone, his dark blue eyes



held a certain cruelty and his mouth was suddenlysimg. Her
hands locked behind his head and again the nemvhsristomach
jerked as he released inside her a primitive respdivhen he kissed
her she was no longer in control of her emotiom® Jtrong bones of
hint were an agony and delight, the hardness afbisth a torment.
As waves of passion swept over them she could ne rsibuggle
against him than she could a marauding sea.

'‘Kurt, darling ..." She hadn't time to wonder ifcduld be her own
voice begging weakly, before she was washed ursildnmnerged,
drowned in a vast ocean of mindless abandonment.

At ten-thirty next morning Noel rang, arousing Maxifrom a heavy
sleep. Before she was properly awake, her hanchedator the
receiver. She heard him ask teasingly, ‘Not stibed?’

The jerk with which she sat up must have startled. The- line
crackled as he asked abruptly, '‘Darling, are ybughit?'

'Yes.'

'‘Now you sound wooden.' He paused, as if forcimgskeif to speak
lightly, 'What's going on this morninggtite? Kurt came in looking
like murder. I've been keeping out of his way, phtitell you, but
there are others who haven't been so lucky.’

‘What did you want, Noel ?'

'‘What...? Oh, yes. | wondered if you would likehi@ve lunch with
me.'

Because it seemed the quickest way of gettingfridro, she agreed.
He named a restaurant and she put down the receiver



She sat staring at the white telephone for a fuhute before
dragging herself to the bathroom, under the sho8@Kurt was in a
rage? What a fool she had been to hope that het heiglhdifferently
about her this morning. The water from the showsed softly over
her skin, where she could still feel the touch & mouth. She
couldn't remember falling asleep, or of Kurt leaviner bed, but
when he had done so he must have been cursingtienhich had
driven him there in the first place.

Having forgotten that Kurt had asked her not toNdeel again, she
thought now it was the best thing to in Kurt's moasl described by
Noel, seemed to prove how much he regretted spgrtim night

with his wife. He would be relieved to know she wasitting at

home waiting to reproach him with it. Poor Kurt,esheflected

bitterly, with a wisdom which had grown overnighte wouldn't be

the first man to be caught by circumstances whath$omehow got
out of control. It must be up to her to convincetthat his wife had
too much pride to even so much as mention whahlaggened.

While a small voice whispered that he had foun@epdsatisfaction
in her arms, another voice told her firmly thastivas merely wishful
thinking. It was clearly certain he was filled witbgret, otherwise
wouldn't he have woken her, before he had leftHeroffice, if only

to reassure her? No, he had simply been affectedny man might
have been, by a few tears and a pair of clingimgsaFor herself it
had been quite different. She loved him, love hadnbbehind the
passionate response he had aroused in her, butvuld believe she
had made .a deliberate attempt to trap him.

Sighing, again on the verge of foolish tears, sgeemed from the
shower, reaching for a thick towel. Carefully shied herself, then
dressed, choosing something which was too elab&oata. simple
lunch but which supplied herewith a little Dutchucage. It took a lot
of make-up to hide the dark shadows under her dydsshe went
easy with the lipstick on her sore mouth. As Maddmaage was



having the morning off, there was no one to cortseiibre she left. In
the hall, however, she found a note from Kurt. Hiel ie-was sorry
but he wouldn't be in to dinner as he had madaqus\arrangements
to dine with a friend. This friend, Maxine knew, wd be Max
Martin.

It was almost one when she met Noel. They luncbgether, but she
didn't enjoy it. She might have done if she hadnbakle to stop
thinking of Kurt. Kurt beside her, kissing her, mak love to her.
Wearily she realised he was becoming an obsession.

Her dull depression failed to respond even to Naelikious cajoling,
but it did make her forget the passing time. Attexry had eaten Noel
took her for a drive along the shore to Anfa whtey drank mint tea
at another restaurant and watched the huge breaiéng up the
Atlantic shore. It was almost five when Noel drogper at the flat.
To her astonishment Kurt was at home.

All day Maxine, since reading his note, had felsenable because
she wouldn't be seeing him. Now she found hersalhiwg
desperately that he had stayed away. She would Wwalmmed a
chance to pull herself together, and this she hadd' while she had
been out with Noel.

Bracing herself, she lifted her chin to meet hisagproval, as he
asked grimly if she had enjoyed her lunch. 'Whése did Noel take
you?' he snapped, positively glaring at his wristlva

‘Along the coast.' Her eyes dropped from his gimtones to the fine
gold watch strapped firmly over the dark hairs aléan wrist, and
her breath caught.

'l've been waiting some time.'

'‘What for?' she whispered. 'You left word you watiidoe in. |
thought you'd be dining with Miss Martin.'



That's off," he said roughly. 'We have somewhegotoyou and I.'

'‘Where, Kurt?' She could see he was in a pecul@wdnand felt
suddenly frightened. He was pale, his eyes glittehe seemed to
have murder on his mind. She remembered this veaw/dly he had
looked on the morning after their marriage, wherh&é discovered
she wasn't the girl he had thought he had mar@édourse he would
be annoyed because she had disobeyed him and gongtlo Noel,
but this surely couldn't have put him in such aerdfithings had been
different she would have been here, in Kurt's amftgr last night,
yet while she longed to be there she could seast his intention to
pretend that last night had never happened. 'Wdrere/e going?' she
asked again.

‘We are going to the desert.'
‘The desert?'

Her startled dismay must have shown, for he Statdaer grimly.
‘You have been there beforeadame.’

'‘Oh, Kurt!" Suddenly, impulsively she ran to hiyihg an entreating
hand on his arm. It seemed incredible, after thedbe had spent in
her room, through the night, that they should beakmg to each
other like strangers. But as soon as she touchmdhe drew back,
aware that some things weren't so easily put right. sorry," she
whispered, her face white, then red with mortifimat

He considered her embarrassment coldly. 'l shaugdty anything
you might regret, and | refer to actions as weWasds. My friends in
the desert have heard of my marriage and natusedlly to meet my
bride.'

Shaken and bemused, she couldn't drag her eyedifroppondering
what kind of a man was this, whom she had marttedight help if
she could see him belonging in one definite nidhethe desert,



where she had first known him, the role of a Bethbesman had sat
easily and convincingly on his broad shoulders.eHerCasablanca
he seemed even more convincingly a hard, intemaltio
cosmopolitan business man, bent on wringing thedesds from life,
especially when it came to marriage. He confuseddssmayed her,
yet she only loved him more and wanted the beshifor Her heart
concentrating on this, she began, 'lf you take oneé¢et them, will
you ever be able to divorce me?’

'‘Not easily,' he snarled, the anger she dreadéedrglg afresh. "You
saw to that with your tears and entreaties lastthdjd you not? It is
an old trick, one | stupidly fell for, but if youeso determined on a
loveless marriage then you must be prepared toresthe full duties
of a wife.'

Stunned, Maxine faltered, her grey eyes darkeniry anguish,
‘Duties, Kurt?'

His full, straight mouth, which could be so senshardened. 'Social
duties,madameOne day we might escape the mess we find oursel’
in. Until then we must —how is it, you say, make test of it.'

'l see.' Her eyes fell. She couldn't look at hims, face was a cold,
savage mask. When the doorbell rang she felt algraseful.

With a muttered curse he went to answer it, Madiaamgje not being
in. It added to Maxine's despair when she saw MaxtiM stepping
inside.

Miss Martin halted, glancing quickly from one teetbther, her face
nearly as unfriendly as Kurt's as she stared atifvdaxt wasn't at all
unfriendly as she turned again to Kurt. Ignoring\ife, she went up
to him. Sliding both arms around his waist, sheegaap at him
appealingly, looking straight into his eyes. 'l wahto speak to you,



Kurt. After what you told me , at lunch, | thougiu wouldn't mind
if | came here.’

'Of course notgherie.'Putting a gentle finger under her chin, he tilte
her deep red mouth, kissing it lightl¢Zela n'est egal, ma chere.'

‘Kurt!" Maxine whispered.

Hearing her low protest, he raised his head, batead of responding
to the hurt in her voice, he told her harshly tagbeet. Tais-toi!'

Taking Miss Martin's arm, he smiled at her, thad saMaxine, "You
must excuse us.'

Maxine watched dully as they went to the lounge@ased the door.
She noticed the door didn't close completely, lelittbo paralysed
with misery to do anything about it. She could hE&art talking
quietly, but Miss Martin's voice was suddenly rdis®uite clearly
Maxine heard her say. 'When will you tell her, Kurt

'I'm not sure, but | have definitely made up my dninthat we are
finished. During the next few days | will think thfe best way. | don't
want to hurt her any more than is necessary.'

Her heart thudding heavily with anguish, Maxinedft® her room.

Nothing made sense any more, but it was cleakhetwas making

final arrangements to get rid of his marriage. Ydty was he

arranging this crazy trip to the desert? He spdk@bwishing to hurt

her in the same breath as he did of getting ridesf Hadn't he any
idea of how she felt ? If he was trying to make final break as
gently as possible it showed he wasn't entirelhauit consideration,
but no matter how he did it, he could never softech a blow.

After Miss Martin left, a few minutes later, he camo find her. She
didn't ask what Max had wanted to speak to him abaod he made



no comment. His temper didn't seem improved, bw Bhdn't
expected it to be, not after overhearing the caat@n in the lounge.

'‘Pack a few things,' he frowned as he caught bedstg listlessly in
front of the dressing unit. There should have ls®®neone .here to
do it for you—a servant.’

'l can manage,' she laughed lightly, in order twehhow she was
distraught. 'I've often wondered, though, why yon'tthave hordes
of servants here, like you have at the ksar.'

'It's different here. In a bachelor flat they aregally necessary.'

'‘Perhaps not,' she agreed carefully, averting dee.fHow long will
we be gone, Kurt?'

‘A few days. A week maybe.'
‘We'll be coming back here ?'
‘Yes.' He shot her a quick glance. 'Why do you ‘ask?

Again the necessity to take a deep, steadyinghorédgfayou still think

It's a good idea to take me to see your —your fiserthen | must
know what to take. The— the first time, rememberrived with far

too little.'

‘Must you remind me of that ?'

'No." She almost apologised but stopped hersdifna. She hadn't
meant to remind him of anything.. It had just sédmut. '"Will | want
any dresses,' she persisted, 'or just a pair cksPa

‘Slacks, yes.' Impatiently, when she made no efforimove, he
opened the door of the wardrobe and began sottirayugh it. He
threw out several long dresses followed by two sboes. "You will



have to take something formal,' he said, 'as we'llspending the
night in Marrakesh. It is now too late to go anytlfier.'

A car took them to the airport. Nouasseur Airpast $ome nineteen
miles from the city. From here they flew to Marrakevhere another
car waited to transfer them to their hotel. Theglmihave been any
normal couple, Maxine thought cynically, as Kurtilrarely spoken

to her since they set out. He had been silent @pldne, busy all the
time with what appeared to be business papersstmididn't look

closely. As she was still unused to air travel &hnend plenty of

interest in what was going on around her. The d¢mlyg she found

Impossible to ignore was Kurt's nearness. Oncevaretshe even
heard him sigh, and once when she moved her archéouhis,

making her breath catch at the spark of fire wtilaBhed through

her.

She thought it likely that Kurt would simply go tiee first hotel he
thought of and hope they had some rooms to spahenWhe car
pulled up before a smart, luxurious-looking builglinshe was
surprised. At the reception desk they were obvioagpected, so he
must have made reservations. Yet when?

'l was sure you would like it," he smiled faintly lzer astonished
expression. 'This is the best hotel in Marrakesimes say in the
whole of North Africa."

Maxine did like it, or it might have been more bfutl to say she
would have liked it better if she had felt happlgaving puzzled all
the way here as to Kurt's exact intentions, she feathed the
bewildering conclusion that he might merely be plgywith both

Max Martin arid herself. It didn't make sense thay man would
consider a trip into the desert as a necessanympnalry to getting rid
of his wife, or that a man with serious intentidowards another girl
should seek to fob her off with such a story. Hestthink both her
and Max Martin fools! Because of this Maxine fadt hent per rising.



She must find some way of making sure Kurt paidrigi@r his
ruthlessness. A little revenge might mitigate sahthe pain he had
caused. It was as she wondered how she could tmeigbout that
she found herself floundering hopelessly.

They were given a complete suite of rooms with omhe door
leading on to the corridor. Maxine had never staypeahything like
it; the luxury was almost overpowering. Again herrpsised
expression appeared to amuse her husband.

He made no comment, however, but indicated towards of the
bedrooms. 'You'd better have that one. | know howoahan can
dither if she's given a choice, and I'm too hurtgryvait much longer
for my dinner.’

‘Yes, Kurt.'
‘The shower will be over there. You won't have tbméake a bath.'
'l suppose you know how a woman can dither in tioat?'

He glanced at her suspiciously, but she met his e\ies innocently,
smiling coolly. 'If you don't mind," she murmurddhink I'll do with
a quick wash and shower later. | feel hungry, nfysel

‘Just as you like,' removing his narrowed eyes,thened away. Ten
minutes, then.'

Her bedroom was like some boudoir out of the AnalNgghts. It was
luxuriously furnished and comfortable in the extegrbut Maxine
allowed herself little more than a quick glance umgb before
beginning to dress. Off came her blue cotton pantssilky top, her
brief cream satin cami-knickers. Quickly she washeighing she
hadn't decided against a shower. Ten minutes kxactly, she was
ready.






CHAPTER TEN

THE dress she wore was brown and gold with a sligkiegtto the
filmy material. The little dressmaker in Casa hiasisted it was the
latest thing. So, too, she had said, was the lasklme, but Maxine
gazed p. it doubtfully. It seemed too low, and fdieshe would have
been much happier with something higher. She conlg hope that
Kurt would be so used to seeing women in sophtsittalothes he
wouldn't notice. Her hair she caught in a thick oaitop of her small,
graceful head, with only a few loose, shining stisaascaping. As at
lunch she used quite a lot of make-up, hoping &md her dress
would draw Kurt's attention from her pallor.

‘You look lovely,ma cherie,Kurt, extremely good to look at himself,
took her arm as they went down to the restauramsutiprised her by
adding teasingly, 'We make a handsome couple, gon'think?'

Maxine knew she wasn't tall enough to compare wéh Kurt's
height and breadth, but she couldn't suppress dl shidl of
pleasure. In spite of the animosity between thdémaret was also a
kind of tense awareness which left her hungering, fand
appreciating even a few kind words.

The service in the restaurant was quiet and gbadfadod excellent,
They ate well. Maxine was coming to love Moroccaolang. The
herbs and spices which were used made an incrediiitdeence to
the plainest of dishes. They had some French disbesof which
there was a great variety. She finished with fwdtile Kurt had
cheese. During the meal, as though to make upidardyglect on the
plane, Kurt talked a lot about Marrakesh, his ey@y occasionally
leaving Maxine's absorbed face to linger on theldepher cleavage.

The hotel had a nightclub, and when Kurt mentionesthie asked if
they could go for a while. The wine she had druitk #he meal, and
Kurt's kinder attention had taken the edge off in@nappiness and



apprehension. The immediate past and future recésidng a more
pleasurable glow. As the evening progressed shelftiuher surprise
she was enjoying herself. Yet when Kurt suggestedas time to
retire, she found all her tension returning.

Nevertheless, not able to think of a plausible esgdw linger longer,
she didn't demur.

Upstairs, Kurt was .close behind her as they edtdr@r suite. As he
closed the door he asked abruptly, ‘Are you goingight to bed,
Maxine ?'

'l think I will," she managed a careless littlewghwhile avoiding his
intent eyes. 'lt seems to have been quite a day.'

He smiled tightly, and seeing his better humouingdshe wished
she hadn't reminded him. 'l hope,' he said, 'yodenm further plans
to meet Noel ?'

Deliberately she laughed, recalling her resolvetamd up to him. 'At
least he doesn't come chasing all over the flat!

'You mean Max, of course.'
‘Yes.'
His eyes glinting with anger, he turned on her XMa..."

'‘Please, Kurt," she interrupted hastily, 'don'tnDtet's spoil what |
think has been a pleasant evening. I'll say goddnig

In her bedroom she lay half panting against the,deondering at the
ease of her escape. The force of his personalitgnwhe was
displeased always made her feel battered, but adenb wish to
provoke him into anything.



Breathing a sigh of relief that he made no attetoptollow, she
undressed and took a shower, putting a cap ovdraieto prevent it
getting wet at this late hour. Wrapped in her dngsgown, she went
back to her room, smelling sweetly, her hair, fseéthe shower cap, a
loose cloud over her shoulders.

Her heart jerked as she found Kurt lounging on lbled, resting

sardonically on a pile of pillows he had pushedirzgjathe deep,

quilted headboard. Her fingers clenching nervolsdig, paused in the
doorway. 'Did you want something, Kurt?'

'‘Only you," he smiled tauntingly. This bed is ag & mine, so | will
be just as comfortable here.'

Now her heart raced. "You must be joking!" shedcrie

His dark brows rose as his eyes flickered over hn, yes, |
understand. Nanonchou, | am not pretending for the fun of it—to
alarm you. You are my wife.'

Maxine stared at him, her colour mounting. Hadh& seard him
telling Miss Martin he wanted rid of her, but didwant her hurt ? He
was choosing a funny way of going about it! Lagjhti—yes. That
had been something which had just happened. It ‘thdmien

intentional; Kurt had confessed as much himself.tBeome here, to
her room, was deliberate. 'l don't understand ging 'breathed.

His mouth twisted indifferently. 'I'm not interedt&n whether you
understand me or not. | only want you to—' Surpg§i he broke off,
but he couldn't, she felt sure, have been goisp¢ak of love. 'Never
mind," he shrugged, as with a lithe movement he awakis feet, by
her side, picking her up. Holding her tightly irsgtrong arms, he
looked down on her startled face. 'Am | always ¢opleading with
you, girl ? Don't you ever wish to come to me ofiyown accord ?'



Before she could find words to protest, he had redder to the bed
and begun removing her robe. 'Stop it, Kurt!" shinfl her voice at
last as she tried to push him away. 'Don't you knavat you're
doing?'

'‘Most certainly,cherie.' There was a warm, sensual intensity in h
eyes which sent the blood flowing wildly throughrhesins. 'l
wouldn't be much of a man if | didn't.’

‘Well, let me go, you beast!" His face swam befaeg and she knew
if she didn't get rid of him quickly her own desimgght leap to meet
his. Already her body was responding urgently.

'‘Non, ma belle his white teeth glinted as he held her fast, tdyoad
me. | will have you, whether you like it or not. W't you been
tempting me all evening?'

‘You'll only make me hate you more.'

For a moment he went rigid, then with a small ha@ind he caught
her closer, seeking her mouth with his. His dresgiown was open,
their bodies touched and ecstasy consumed Maxineisabands
roved over her. For a dizzy moment, with his motdalcefully
demanding, she lay quite still, dazed by the gneates of excitement
which washed over her. Then she was clinging hedbe
exchanging kiss for kiss, until passion and desreve out
everything but their urgent mounting need of eatieio

Next morning Maxine stirred with the dawn to finduK sleeping
peacefully beside her. Wonderingly she gazed at ims was the
first time she had seen him like this, and she ghouhe looked
younger. Greatly daring, she raised herself on @lbew. Only a
sheet covered the bottom half of his body. It ditelto disguise the
powerful lines of it. She had to visibly restrarself from caressing
the dark, silky hairs which covered his bare chesshe had done an



hour or so ago. She had an urge, which she knbe $thameful, as he
hadn't long been asleep, to put her arms aroundahonwaken him
with soft little kisses. But, through the nighthalugh he had drawn a
mindless response from her, he hadn't been patigind, and she
thought twice about arousing him so soon.

Turning over quickly, she slid quietly from the bé&bvering herself
with her robe, she went out on to the balcony. Aidtel was near the
wide walls of the city and the sky was slowly lighing. Down in the
garden, and beyond the walls, in the palm groveslsbwere
beginning to sing, the first few notes a prelude tgreat orchestra.
Somewhere in the city thmuezzircalled the faithful to prayer, and
was endlessly echoed by neighbours. Then the sgamlie rise over
the Atlas mountains, tipping the snow-covered pemikls crimson
and gold, and the individual sounds began slowlgnérge with the
more general ones of the awakening streets.

Something immediately behind her made her turnkiyidut she
was too late. It was Kurt. Kurt with her best cattaightdress tied
sarong-like around his waist, wearing nothing &sea wry smile.
She tried not to look at the muscles which ripptelis powerful legs
as he came towards her.

'You and the dawn beat me to it, child.’

'I must have remembered how | liked getting upyearithe desert,’
she rejoined shyly, some of the pink of the risng reflecting in her
cheeks. Nervously she swallowed, unable to meetyss.

'So you are sampling now the delights of Marrakdsé,sounded
amused. 'l must show you more, later.'

'If you have time,' she agreed, not daring to lyelver eagerness in
case he was merely being polite. "What time issiti2¢' asked, trying



to disguise a weakness inside her which was respgnuoigently to
his superb vitality.

'It is too early," he grumbled, his eyes leaving tfiountains to return
to her body, reminding her tantalisingly of the mess they had
shared in the night. '‘Much too eantga belle Come back to bed.'

She wasn't sure if she had been going to objettybatever it was it
died in her throat as his arms closed possessigalyd her. His lips
were suddenly fierce on hers, then with a smothgredn he lifted
her, carrying her with him back to the wide, wagtived.

At breakfast, which was brought to their suite solater, Maxine
was pale. This didn't appear to please her hushemal sat down to
join her when the waiter had gone. 'You are nopssgpd to look pale
and interesting until you are enceinte, Maxine.'

Prowling around, still undressed, he had the Idok gensuous tiger.
She remembered his mouth against her throat, tioeskr@ngth of his
male body. Taking in what he had just said, shehieiself flushing

scarlet. He could" be cruelly callous when he cht&su don't need
to worry about that,' she returned bitterly.

'Eh bien,who is worrying?' he retorted impatiently. 'l mgreonder
why, when you weren't exactly an icicle in my arast night, you
should be looking so distraught. Did | fail to deayou,cherie?'

How easy it would be to hate him, if she hadn'etbhim so much.
How could he taunt, her by asking that when heswvasell aware of
her passionate response. Lowering her fair heaal pshtended to
concentrate on her croissant, spreading it withebuhen delicious
cherry jam. The freshly baked roll was still warndacrusty and she
shouldn't have been able to wait to get her tedthit. Instead she
stared at it helplessly, forgetting she was expktteeat it. How



could she tell Kurt she couldn't ever forget whathad said about
being married to a nobody?

Unhappily she whispered, 'I'm sorry, Kurt.'

Lifting her head to look at him, she was startiede¢e an expression
of tenderness crossing his face. She couldn'tireeaing it before. It
softened his harsh features, making him seem alamsiachable
again. . He halted his restless prowling. Gettidgf his coffee cup,
he came down by her side. Putting a gentle armnartwer slender
shoulders, he drew her carefully back against hts.I who should
be sorrymamie You are pale because you are not used to havin
man in your bed. Perhaps,' his eyes glinted wigkedke should stay
in this morning. It's almost noon now, anyway.'

As his arms tightened, she pulled herself franiicalvay from him.

'Please, Kurt,” she gasped furiously, 'l - thinks thas gone far
enough. You can either show me Marrakesh or takeortiee desert.
| just want to finish what we came to do, then gak. And this time
| mean England. One thing is certain, | won't beagon any more
bedrooms with you, not ever!

Too late she regretted her impulsive speech, yeé gt her roughly
from him she could see no possibility of changimg mind. If all
Kurt wanted was a little fun, he shouldn't contirhaving it at her
expense.

'‘Get dressed, then,' he said grimly, his jaw tauih \&nger. 'l will

show you the city, if you think you can still enjiyand tomorrow we
will visit the oasis. But keep this in mind," hedad savagely, 'if | feel
like coming to your room, | will. You are my wifeja belleand, as |
have already told you, | don't intend you shouldéa it.'

When Maxine had passed through Marrakesh, wherhabefirst
come to Morocco, she had wished she had beenabkv/e a proper



look around. She soon realised she might easilye hgot lost
exploring on her own, and that Kurt made a wondguide. A guide
with a far from smiling face, perhaps, but one wkdainly knew his
way around. They visited mosques and markets, gglacd tombs.
They pursued endless alleyways with endless twaiststurns, saw
ruins and gardens and the city's encircling wallsontinuance of that
which could be seen from the hotel bedroom.

In a French restaurant on one of the wide boulevirely ate a quick
lunch—quick, Maxine supposed, because neither einthwas
disposed to linger. Kurt talked politely but wasega stranger, and
her heart felt so heavy she knew she would nevéappy again.

After lunch she asked if they could revisit onetloé souks—the
markets, where, with so much going on, it wouldilnpossible to

dwell on her own misery. The Djemaael-Ena seemeddikwonderful

fairground, with dancers and snake-charmers, dhisis and

storytellers, but she also liked the market stdilere there were
heaps of dates, sacks of grain, many things sewn siins, bottles
of stuff which Kurt told her was rancid fat for dang, pieces of meat
covered with flies. Women sat on mats covered géhdy articles,

beads, trinkets, woven baskets and clothes. Legtimts abounded,
many of them beautifully stitched and fringed. Temas everything,
jackets and handbags, the flat, moccasin-like shodsslippers. On
another stall she was fascinated by the large dlisliespices, the
bunches of grapes and herbs, the dried figs strutang ropes, the
net sacks of various nuts.

'Marbaba,'one of the stallholders, a dark, stout woman, esasinéind
nodded at Maxine as she stopped to admire antategatring of the
most colourful beads.

Kurt told her this meant welcome. After a littlghit haggling he
bought the necklace for her. He even draped it) asit ironical twist
to his mouth, around her slim neck.



‘Thank you,' she said shyly. Rather uncomfortably glanced up at
him through thick, curling lashes. 'It's been a denful day, Kurt.'

'I'm glad you've enjoyed it,' he rejoined coollla@ng a hand on her
arm to guide her back to the wider streets. Heredliled a car to take
them to the hotel.

Despondently she stared out of the window whiledmeooth white
fingers played nervously with the gift he had givem. The inflection
in his voice had clearly indicated that he hadréred her enjoyment,
and she wondered how much more she could endure.

Later that evening, after they had dined, he wdtedao the
telephone. When he returned he said that a busoodlssgue had a
problem, and that he had agreed to see him on dhewing
afternoon. This meant they would have to stay inrbdesh another
day, but, as he would have the morning free, hddvake her to see
Something of the surrounding countryside.

That night, in spite of his threats, he didn't caméer room. Lying
awake in the huge bed, Maxine found she missediesperately.

This insidious feeling of being bereft persistedreafter she got up,
and as she dressed. She hadn't risked going dbedralcony to see
the dawn, but she had seen Kurt's tall silhouétteugh the tinted
glass of her window. She had been confused atesieamt it had
taken to prevent herself from going out and joinmmg.

Kurt hired a car which was brought around to theehiout which he
chose to drive himself. He had decided to showlreeOurika valley,
which always reminded him of Switzerland, whereastonally he
went to ski. The road was fairly new and fast, betadjusted his
speed so she could take everything in. The HiglasAtlillages
Maxine found particularly interesting, especialps$e on the road to
the Tizi n' Test pass.



They had lunch in a very good hotel at Ouirgane, lneautiful green
mountain setting, after which Kurt said they musturn to
Marrakesh, or he would be late for his appointment.

Looking at him, Maxine bit her lip. This morning had been smiling

and polite, but she hadn't seemed able to getmeaiPerhaps it was
better this way, as the empty hours through thbtriigd proved how
vulnerable she was, but she couldn't forget howmsine loved him.

Yet what sense was there in loving a man who omgted to get rid

of you ? Wasn't he only using her to satisfy himediate needs, and
maybe some sadistic streak in his nature? As sete dad satisfied
the tribal customs of the people whom he appardatited on as

blood brothers, he would set about getting ridhef wife he was so
arrogantly going to present to them. In such a asyould not hurt

her! Bitterly Maxine regarded her tall, dark husthaas he paid the
bill for their meal and accepted what she thoughs wnarkedly

deferential treatment from the staff. How, she weyed, did he

intend doing this?

Kurt drove the car he had hired as expertly as densd to do
everything else. Maxine, sitting quietly beside hoiid nothing to
break his concentration. She would liked to havedsguestions
about the different districts they were passing she guessed he was
thinking of .the man he was to meet. It was whezy thad almost
reached the city that she did something she hadrnmagined she
could ever do.

Staring blindly out at the approaching walls, hanarcentred wholly
on Kurt and his confusing way of going about thingfgee saw a man
beating an old donkey. The poor animal was thirth® point of
emaciation and the man had a large stick.

'‘Oh, Kurt!" Suddenly, without warning, she grabld@d arm and,
because in that same second he had taken hishatheémomentarily
off the steering wheel, the big car shot straightte road.



Afterwards it always made Maxine shudder to thihk sould have
done anything so-foolish. As the car left the handaxe, the scream
of tyres combined with Kurt's warning shout cameaggly to her
ears. Things seemed to whirl past, in a nightmatehidoscope of
donkeys and sticks and big men. Of city walls, kumcredulous
face and stony sand. Then people shouting. Nothaxg clear until
the moment when she realised she was kneeling éesid
unconscious Kurt crying, '‘Darling,' oh, darling¥es and over again.

It appeared she had been thrown clear while Kust tnagoped in the
overturned car and had to be dragged free by angassotorist.

Strangely enough this man happened to be a fammusan surgeon,
who actually knew Kurt. He earned Maxine's etempaltitude by

declaring he didn't think Kurt was at all badly huide hadn't been
unconscious when the surgeon had first reachedahitnhad been
able to help fairly freely with his own rescue. oW on the head
might account for his subsequent concussion.

'Is he your husband?' The man, who had introduceddif as Alan
Davers-Clarke, frowned as he stared at Maxine'sediséd young
face. His eyes went to the heavy gold band on ingef. As she
nodded, he said, 'l had no idea he'd married.’

Kurt was taken to hospital but, after tests and y&ravas allowed out
the next afternoon. Maxine passed a terrible twmiy hours. When
the police had arrived on the scene, she had eddabat it had all
been her fault. Not being familiar with foreign jgel she had thought
they might either shoot her on the spot or hauldfieto prison. She
had been humbly surprised when they had assurethdtesis no one
else was involved there would be no proceedinggyTiad been
nice, extremely pleasant. They had treated her ldgalty and
begged her not to worry.

This only made her feel worse as she felt she shbale been
punished for what she had done. Instead, every@sese kind. At



the hospital, where they had firmly removed henfridurt's side so

they might examine him, she had tried to pull hérmegether and

ring the hotel. She had taken what she had thowghtthe sensible
precaution of booking their suite for another webke staff here had
told her that even if Kurt was sent out he woulddhseveral days of
rest and quiet.

The manager of the hotel had come and spoken tdhineself,
assuring her, as the police had, not to worry Nfomnsieur d'Estier he
and his staff would do anything. Monsieur was apartant man.
Dazed, Maxine began feeling rather like a V.I1.P.

Although badly shaken herself, she had stayedeatdispital all day.
For a long time she had refused to leave Kurthgrguietly over him
as he lay so still and white, unable to stop. Sieehteld his hand and
whispered his name while tears had poured dowrpaler cheeks.
Then they had given her a bed and made her rasthardoctor had
examined her, too. He had hummed and hawed, \tithfiowns and
quick intelligent glances at her tear-stained yodage, asking
several questions which she had scarcely been aameswering.
When she had asked whadswrong with her, he had merely smilec
slightly and replied that he didn't think it wasy#dmng to worry
about.

She had been so worn out with despair that shédtlad asleep and
when later she had woken, a nurse had given harawrink and
told her that, if she liked, she could stay for thght. Maxine had
asked to see Kurt again, but they had said he {gapiag soundly
and would rather he wasn't disturbed. He was metiey however,
and would almost certainly be leaving in the mognin

On hearing this, Maxine decided to go back to thtelhit was only
after nine, and if Kurt hadn't suffered any serimjigry, there was no
reason why she should stay—apart from her own géhgonal ones
which didn't matter. After what she had done KuduWl only be



embarrassed by her presence, and it might do him halose his
temper at this stage of his recovery. It would egdy to wait for him
at the hotel where, by the time he reached it, baldvbe strong
enough to give free expression to his rage.

To her surprise a nurse came with her and stayledigiit, only
leaving next morning when Maxine insisted she whasght. Apart
from a slight uneasiness when she first got updgihéeel better, and
the nurse must have many more patients who wellg iik&o see to.
After a light breakfast she put on a soft whitesgrand a pair of
matching sandals. Then, after ringing the hospibalut Kurt, she sat
down to await his arrival.

All morning she waited anxiously, but it wasn't iumtell into the
afternoon that he appeared. Hearing voices in ¢gnedor outside,
she knew instinctively it was he, but he enterexighite alone and
closed the door.

Maxine raised her head slowly; her eyes wide wjprahension. He
still wore a bandage around his brow. It remindeddtf the haik he
had worn in the desert. She stood looking at heslimg sick with
fright. He had a temper, she knew, she also rehkbe deserved
everything he was about to say.

'I'm sorry | was so stupid, Kurt," she got outagt] as the silence
threatened to stifle her. If he didn't say somegtgaon, she thought
she would scream. The tension inside her had begairig up all
morning. He could have no idea how she had suffeved him. How
she had just wanted to die, too, when she had tii@lg had killed
him. She was still suffering from the shock ofllf ke a festering
sore which refused to heal. If he didn't speakdoihwould prove
irrevocably the strength of his hate. 'l—I don'pgase you'll ever
forgive me,' she muttered miserably.



He completely dumbfounded her by looking almostewed and
sitting down, rather promptly. 'I'll most certairflyrgive you,' he said
lightly, 'if you'll find me a drink. | still feel & if I'd been hit with a
bargepolechine.’

Rushing to do as he asked, she felt a crazy kindyathat he didn't
want to kill her. 'l thought you'd feel like murdey me," she gulped.

‘Yes, well," his smile was faintly sardonic, 'Irtkil can just recall
feeling quite murderous when you grabbed - my auhwiho am | to
complain when I'm really none the worse?'

'Oh, Kurt...!"

His glance falling from her anguished face, he toiskdrink from her
soberly. 'l think | might have preferred to havestdeft a helpless
invalid, ma belle which might have kept you chained to my side fc
the rest of your life.'

Pain flickered in her eyes. "You know you could ergvave tolerated
that. Oh, Kurt," unable to help herself, she kbelside him on the
settee, very young-looking in her simple, buttoretiyh dress, her
fair hair now a tumbled, silky mass about her stietd, 'I've been so
worried t How do you really feel?'

"Well enough, apart from this crack on my heads'dyes darkened.
‘And you,cherie!’

'‘Me? Oh, I'm fine," Colour touched her cheeks aigudden glow, for
his voice was kind. 'My tummy's been a bit upsat, lbkexpect that
was because I've been so worried about you. dllbeght now.'

'l hope so.' His eyes went grimly over hfon dieu,the risks you
take!'



'It was that poor donkey, Kurt!" She hadn't dareshtion it to anyone,
not since she had explained to the police. 'A mas Weating it
cruelly.’'

'It's quite a common occurrence, I'm afraid.'
Indignantly she moved back an inch. 'Well, it slaooé stopped!
'‘Oh, Maxine!'

She wouldn't have believed she would be glarirgratso scornfully,
within seconds of his leaving hospital. ' You'llteling me next that
the poor creature never felt a thing!

'‘No,' he replied soberly, 'l wouldn't do that, btink if you'd been
able to see the whole thing you would have fourad the donkey
wasn't beaten over-much. It certainly doesn't appeanake much
difference to their affection for their masters.tihe U.K., Maxine,
I've known people do worse things to their childagwl dogs. In a lot
of people | believe there is some degree of crualtg | doubt if it
could be got rid of completely. Not that it's exable, of course.’

'I—I suppose you're right,’ she agreed ruefullyokiag at him, she
felt the familiar urge to touch him. For fear heosll guess, she
hurried on, The man who rescued you from the adrlsaknew you.'

‘Yes, we're old friends, actually. He came to sedghrs morning. He
and his wife are staying in Marrakesh for a fewdagd he wants us
to dine with them one evening.'

'He seemed nice. I'd like that.'

"Would you, Maxine?'

Feeling the sting of tears, she nodded. They wikegWwo strangers.
She found it difficult to bear.



When he said softly, "Maxine, | want to talk to yoshe could still
only nod. Then noticing his paleness, she

cried out in alarm, forgetting her tear-bright eyé&h, Kurt, do you
think you should? | mean, you've only just comeafutospital, and
if it's something which can wait...’

'I'm afraid it won't—darling." With an enigmaticamile at her
suddenly flushed face, he reached over, takindvaed in his.

As suddenly she recoiled from him, with a swift semf alarm. A
fright which she realised was fully justified, a® lwent on
remorselessly.

‘Before the darkness of hell descended on me ylstanignonne]
seem to remember someone calling me darling, agalragain.’

Closing her eyes quickly, Maxine prayed for compesu—I was
frightened, of course.'

‘You don't deny it, then ?'
Numbly she shook her head.

'l know many English girls use the word indiscriati@ly, Maxine,
but | hadn't heard it from you before.'

She felt a miserable wave of jealousy. 'Just froother girls?'

‘A few,' he answered, with a wicked gleam at theimyun a pair of
beautiful grey eyes. 'From them it meant littled ahey knew what
they were about. But | don't believe you would utteunless you
loved a man, cherie?'



Helplessly, knowing the time for denial had passbée, stared down
at the wonderful oriental carpet which covered fiber. 'Perhaps
not.’

She heard his deep sigh, even as his tug on thieHeaheld brought
her tumbling against him, and the eyes which bawrdinto her
distressed ones glittered with triumph.

'‘Perhaps not!" he echoed thickly. 'Is that the pestcan doTiens
ma mie,do you not know how I've been almost out of my anin
worrying about you? How, this morning, | refused reamain in
hospital? The need to have you in my arms was teatgo be
ignored any longer. When | realised we might batiehgone to our
deaths with nothing resolved between us— Oh, @Gumh) amourjt
was to realise there are more fools on earth tleadgossibly be
imagined!

‘You—you can't mean you love me?'" Open-mouthed w
astonishment, she raised her head to stare atdmin,to find her
breath removed in a merciless grip and her lipsheed under his
until she felt the room fading. She heard him répgaoarsely how
much he loved her, felt his lips exploring her bogitface, his hands
undoing the buttons on her bodice. His damp mouwth on her bared
flesh, arousing her swiftly as he held her savagatyif intent on
satisfying the passionate needs of his demandimty.bde didn't
have to speak of the intense hunger that drove &hm.felt it, too,
and reciprocated it, as everything inside her rdeltea mindless
dream.

Yet suddenly it wasn't enough. 'No, Kurt, wait!"iftggs what little
strength she had left, she escaped from his archstambled to her
feet. She was weak and distraught, but things tnée right between
them. He had said that he loved her, but was liesdtrong enough to
override his initial contempt of her as a pennilegzhan, his desire
for a divorce? 'You were right,' she gasped, ‘'wstrtalk.'



He straightened, glancing at her quizzically, ame fjuivered,
wishing she had some of his iron control. "You mvisld me all |
have to know ...'

His eyebrows rose sardonically. 'l thought | wapregsing myself
rather well.'

She drew a quick breath at this. "You've told ma lave me, but
since we were married all you've wanted was a defor

‘Not any morecherie.'He rose, and before she could retreat he w
beside her, his hand under her chin, his eyes,sgdrgr now, fixed on
her white face. 'l haven't wanted a divorce for egime, not since |
came to my senses and learnt how much | loved you.'

'‘But you've told me so often,' she breathed, 'haehmyou hated me.

'‘Not you,' he replied curtly. 'In fact | doubt ifelver really hated
anyone. The blow to my pride, perhaps, when myckanvent away
with another man. The even worse one when | diseoavé had
married the wrong girl, but you aroused differemiogions.’

He turned across the room, then came back to hHexrenshe could
still see his face. 'When a bachelor approachesnidsle thirties,

Maxine, he sometimes comes to the conclusion teamight do

worse than get married and provide himself witloa and heir. The
girl | chose was French, a wealthy widow of thetagracy, without
any children of her own. She seemed ideal. We hawk each other
many years. Then she met Colin Martin. | can seethat because |
had no strong affection for her that | neglected hgut business first
and she had too much time alone. So—Colin andedhmflove and

eloped. Thus the first blow to my regrettable pritféhen you

arrived, believing you were Colin's sister | deddlewas fitting that
you should suffer a little too. Hence our journetpithe desert.’



'‘Didn't you ever suspect | wasn't the Maxine Mamrhom you
thought | was?'

He smiled, half in self-derision. 'l certainly knoke difference now.
But you do seana bellejt had been ten years, and you didn't exact
deny you were her to begin with. When | first met,twith her hair
tinted, she did Resemble you closely, but she ndast your
innocence. | soon began to find differences whaifused me, but at
the ksar, when you first arrived, | was too fullawfogance and pride
to see clearly.'

Maxine felt she had to ask it. 'Didn't you fall love with Miss
Martin? She always implied that you did.'

He shook his head. 'No, | was young and impresbienhut she had
a certain hardness which put me off. Then | fousdiith other men,
once in circumstances | do not care to recall.’

Maxine said slowly, 'Yet you did marry her, or yimought you did.
When Noel brought the news of the plane crasheam#sis, you still
believed | was Miss Martin, although | tried to &ip again.'

Pulling her close, Kurt threaded his hand throughhair, drawing
her head against his shoulder. 'l know. | was tasyhbtrying to
convince myself that by marrying you | would notyoachieve the
perfect revenge, but also get all my mother-indawthes. My
people in the desert are often poor, Maxine. Thosey would have
helped them in many ways, but it was no excusenfaking you
suffer as | did.'

Somehow this didn't seem important any more, yetiacouldn't
help asking curiously, 'If | had been Colin's giskart, do you think
our marriage would have worked?'



'l was going to see that it did. Already | was aethio find myself
attracted to you, in a way | never remembered bbefgre. | found
myself unable to stay away from you.'

‘Then you found out the truth ...’

"Yes,' his voice went harsh. 'You have no ideadge | felt then. For
the second time in a matter of days it seemed lbleath made a fool
of. And oh,mondieu,what a fool! Yet pride was only the half of it. |
hadn't been none too gentpestite,but | thought I'd found heaven in
your arms, on our wedding night. Pride alone fonoedto deny this,
to declare nothing would prevent me from gettirthaf you. It was a
thousand times worse when later | realised | wasve with you.
The other night, when | made love to you agaimdw it was useless
to go on fighting. My fate was sealed, my love.dnwout early next
morning, determined to have everything put righblkeetelling you
all this, but there were complications.’

Frowning a little, because she didn't understanaxiie said, "You
left a note saying you—you were dining out?'

'It was foolish of me, but | expected | would berkwng. | should
have been, but suddenly | couldn't stay away froon any longer. |
decided to leave and take you to the desert. TiHewped you would
discover you loved me.'

‘Kurt," Maxine swallowed quickly, 'did you everlt®iss Martin you
were going to get rid of me?"

'‘No, cherie.l said such things to you but never to her. Theeee
times, too, when | was crazily jealous of Noel aadl things just to
hurt you.'

'‘But,’ Maxine rushed on, knowing that if she waiské@ might never
again find the courage to mention it, 'l overheand talking to her in
the lounge—the door wasn't properly closed. Yod gau'd made up



your mind we were finished, but you didn't wanhtot me more than
was necessary.'

For a moment he stared down at her, his face palerthis tan. 'Oh,
Maxine,' he groaned, 'darling, | could have spamed that! | was

talking about Mrs Martin, Colin's mother. I'm leagithe company
I've been running for her. | have too many othemeuoments

anyway. The government are taking over, and | ladneady put the
necessary machinery into action. Mrs Martin woa&el out. | do
realise, in spite of what I've, said, that she ninaste suffered, and |
mean to make things as easy as possible for heridvigoing home
permanently, which should help.’

'I'm so glad.' Maxine felt tears touch her eyesrgdaut whether it

was because of Kurt's compassion, or Mrs Martie, whsn't sure.
Perhaps both. 'Mrs Martin did ask me not to pra@stmuch if you

were to mistake me for her daughter, but | doubhé ever imagined
the situation would change as it did. She was avwaryd to me—a
poor orphan,' she finished, with a teasing , thosigghtly anxious

smile.

He groaned again, against her warm neck. 'So Nmarrie be allowed
to forget calling you that, am I? Thoughon dieuhow | could have
said it, loving you as much as | do, | just domow?'

'‘And doing as much for orphans as you do,' shekexbgoftly, her
eyes full of tender derision. 'Noel has told meteja lot about the
time and money you give to them.'

'‘Don't mention that man to me!" he growled. 'l stithsee the way he
looks at you." As if to punish her, he bent herkbager his arm,
kissing her until every nerve in her body throbbeith painful

longing. Minutes later, ruthlessly surveying heowjing cheeks, he
asked huskily, 'Maxine, do you love me enough talble to forgive
me and live here with me? You'd have to be preparstiare my life



in the desert as well as the cities. | want yologar my children, to be
with me wherever | might have to travel. But mdslbl want you to
love me?

'‘Oh, but | do, Kurt, | do!" Trying to steady hecirag heart, she spoke
fervently. Then she started, as he put a sudded taris head.
‘Kurt,' she cried anxiously, 'you should be in bed!

Smiling mockingly, he swung her up into his arthavas merely
preventing the bandage from slipping over my eyesn chouput
you could be right about bed. Feeling as | do &pou, | can't think
of a better place.’

Hiding her hot face against his broad shoulder, iN@xwasn't
prepared to argue. It still seemed incredible Kat cared for her,
wanted her, but amazingly he did.

'l love you, darling,' she whispered, as he madeddas threat by
carrying her straight into the bedroom.

He smiled gently and closed the door.



