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To my daughter Shari,



for the gift of your youthful insight and wisdom.
 Your laughter and your smile add
 the most wonderous color to my world.
 How did I ever get so lucky?



I love you.
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Chapter 1





Egypt
 1870


Major Michael Fallon squatted on his heels, his face dark with a beard, and squinted against the harsh glare of the Western Sahara. He looked for the object that had caught his eye when hed crested the last dunea dark flutter of silk on sunlight. Finding it now amid the loose clutter on sanda wisp of cloth snagged on rockhe brought the veil to his nose. English roses and something else uniquely feminine touched his senses. Turning the cloth over in his hands, Michael turned his attention to a steel-dust Arabian trailing its reins some distance away. Where was the second rider he had been following?


Bending over the field glasses beside him, he adjusted the leather hood over the lenses to prevent the fading sunlight from reflecting off the glass. An ancient watchtower and stone wall, relegated back to the desert some centuries before, made a somber landmark against the indigo sky as nightfall lowered its sleepy eye over the terrain. He knew that good rifle scope would pick him off at this range if he stepped into the open.


He swore softly as he looked back at his white camel, couched in the sand like some bored Sheba oblivious to the growing chill. He pulled out a tin of peppermints, slid one beneath his tongue, and again brought the veil to his nose before shoving it into his shirt.


Holding the carbine in one hand, his burnoose slapping at his boots, he remained on the backside of the dune and trailed the Arabian on foot through the growing darkness to the outer perimeter of the watchtower. Three days without sleepor perhaps it was the beating three Kharga slavers had given him last monthmade him feel every muscle in his legs as he kept low to the ground.


The horse ambled up a pathand stopped.


Michael dropped to his haunches, his fist tightening around his rifle. He carried a brace of pistols across his chest and a knife in his other hand. Such ancient watchtowers had been built around springs. He didnt see any livestock, but guessed they were corralled behind the tower against the rocks. One small heel print crossed the worn path almost at his feet. Shifting his weight, he raised his eyes to the rocks a heartbeat before he heard the click of a pistol behind him.


And froze.


The only reason youre still alive, said a decidedly feminine voice, is because my rifle is out of bullets.


Michael rose to his feet and turned slowly. His tagilmust hung loose and draped his shoulder. Each hand gripped a weapon. Their eyes met, and for a breathless heartbeat they faced each other. He wasnt sure how many people were present in the camp. Whatever hed expected to find, it wasnt a blue-eyed houri in the Sahara Desert holding a lethal-looking revolver on him.


Wearing a dark robe, half draped in moonlight, her body was detailed against the flimsy cloth as she stood between two boulders. Her cheeks were pale, and a wisp of dark hair had fallen from the wild braid down her back.



His gaze glinting with hard humor, Michael respected grit as much as he did the seven-inch barrel aimed at his chest. It is fortunate for me that your rifle had no bullets, amri, he said impassively, raising his arms in a gesture of submission.


His movement revealed to her the baggy white sirwal beneath his robes, trousers tucked in soft leather knee-high boots.


Her light-colored gaze held his. Those striking eyes had kept him from possibly killing her. That and the fact that shed spoken in Englishand hed answered in kind.


He didnt hear movement behind him, only felt the stars explode in his head. Then he was falling, and his face hit the sand.





Brianna Donally could barely breathe as she held the field glasses to her eyes and scanned the desert, the sick feeling in her gut increasing with every moment. The white camel shed been watching earlier had not moved from its solemn place in the sand. She would have to go out there. Yet, she knew there was someone else in the darkness. Somehow, despite all of her efforts, theyd been tracked. First by the pair this morning. Then by the man on the white camel.


She knew that one man lay on the desert floor because shed put him there earlier that morning, and the man on the white camel lay behind her.


Her sister-in-law slumped against the stone wall, her breath coming in quick heaves. Theyd both been running.


Do you think that I killed him, Brea? Lady Alexandra removed the wide-brimmed beater hat from her head and dropped it onto the sand. A visible bruise marred her cheek. We cant just leave him toto the scavengers. Like the other one.


They had escaped two assassins. Closing her eyes, Brianna lowered her forehead against the stone wall. It was cold against her cheek. How long would it be before those who had pillaged the caravan sent more people to hunt down the two Inglizi missies who had escaped the massacre? She would not allow Lady Alexandras compassion to intrude on her conscience. Nor was she going to expend her energies to bury murderers. Some things were better left alone.


Unlike Brianna, her sister-in-law wore a long-sleeve cotton shirtwaist and collared jacket over a divided skirt, the blouse and jacket torn and spattered with blood. How much came from the wound on her mouth or shoulder, or from the soldier whod been beside her when he was shot, Brianna didnt know.


If that man wished to be buried in accordance to his custom, then he should not have attacked us, my lady.


Blinking to clear her vision, Brianna forced herself to refocus. The moon was a scimitar in the sky, lying over the desert terrain like a half-lit lantern. Nothing moved in the pale stillness, the stark beauty made more terrifying by the absolute silence. They were vulnerable if they stepped out onto open ground. Surely, they would be just as dead if they did not.


Lord, Brea, Lady Alex whispered in the heavy stillness that surrounded them. I think Im going to be sick again. She leaned her forehead against her knees.


Brianna wrapped her sister-in-law tightly in her arms. Me, too, my lady. But we have to remain strong.


A gust of wind blew sand in her face. Shed never been anyones caretaker. It frightened her to think that the intrepid Lady Alexandra might need her when theyd both been strong for so long. That she might somehow fail this moment.


That she already had.


If Alex collapsed, that would leave only her to see them through.


Theyd added two pistols to their arsenal and a very ugly knifewhat kind of man carried a lethal weapon of that size?that she had no idea how to use. Their rifle broke when Alex had hit the man, and she could barely lift the rifle hed carried, which made it practically useless to her in defending off an attack from any distance.


If only one could eat gunpowder, she thought, theyd have a feast.


She knew she should retrieve the camel, but was afraid to go out thereaye, frightened. Brianna Donally, legion activist for all manner of political anarchy, was afraid of the night.


How infinitesimal her problems in England had been, compared to now. How trivial, when everything in her life had come down to murdering another human being for survival.


Starvation was a very real possibility. They had no food. She didnt know how to hunt in the desert. And the only water theyd found in days sat on a patch of land that wasnt safe from intruders.


Brianna laid her palm across Lady Alexs brow. At least you do not have a fever. She gave her sister-in-law the waterskin and helped her sip.


Lord, I feel like Im chewing sand. Her eyes were in the shadow of her tangled hair. I probably just killed a man. I should be thinking what its going to be like seeing him in hell.


Brianna stood. Then well see him together, my lady. Along with all the other murderers who raided our caravan. She hadnt meant her voice to be so sharp. You did what you had to do tonight because I didnt pull the trigger.


Brea


We cant stay here. I know there are more men out there.


Brianna took one of the heavy pistols and walked behind the tower to check on the camel and the Arabian that had followed them into camp. It was different shooting a rifle at two hundred yards in self-defense than it was standing ten feet away from a man. He should have been ugly for the kind of killer he was. Instead, his gaze had touched her with something akin to incredulity, something that went beyond the handsome darkness of his faceand shed hesitated. Fringed in the darkest of lashes, his eyes had been almost silver in the twilight, his rich baritone voice cultured and his words spoken soundly in English. If not for Alex, the tall Bedouin would probably have slain her with that hideous knife hed carried.


She almost started to cry. Shed been holding it in for days.


Her camel stirred at her approach. How are you doing, beautiful? Brianna whispered, rubbing her palm over its long brown nose. The beast growled and protested, but Brianna didnt care. The camel was a notorious windbag. At least well no longer have to ride double. We have a horse now.


She could not have imagined that she and Alex would have made it this far if not for the stout beast. For three days theyd survived the insufferable heat. Theyd found a pothole of an oasis among the scattered rocks where some long ago tribe had built a watchtower. Perhaps to guard their goats, though Brianna could only imagine what sustained the lot. A dozen date palms and spiny thornbushes struggled for life, like the rest of the oasis inhabitants.


They had to leave. Yet, Brianna knew very well that when they did, she and Alex would probably die. She had no idea how to find her brothers camp.


Christopher would know by now that something was wrong.


Brianna looked over her shoulder. She should go back and make sure that the Bedouin was dead.


It had been at least fifteen minutes. He was tied. Shed wrapped the ropes around his arms and ankles herself. They could perhaps stay one day more to sleep and search for food.


If he were only dead.


Opening her fingers, Brianna stared down at the gun in her hand. His gun. The smooth ivory hilt, made for a mans bigger palm, did not fit hers. She thought of Captain Pritchards and all the others who had perished. The dark-eyed youth whom she had befriended. He had been the nephew of one of the caravans guides. And all the soldiers who had gone down in the volley of rifle fire. Those images had burned into her head, and she closed her eyes to dispel them.


Where is my strength? she whispered, her gaze falling on her heavy box camera, still attached to the back of the three-pronged saddle. Shed come to this country with dreams of making something more of herself. Where is some sign that after all of this, were not going to die out here? Ill settle for a lightning bolt, Lord.


Brianna shifted as she tightened the last strap on the saddle. A large lizard shot out of the rocks near her feet. Startled, she watched it waddle, tail flagging in the air, toward the rocks on the other side of the narrow pool of water.


Brianna grabbed her gun and gave chase. This was better than a lightning bolt!


Taking a shortcut to the rock wall, she sloshed through a leg of the freshwater pond, seeking the crevices in the rock wall where the lizard was attempting to flee. If she couldnt catch it with her hands, shed use her bloody gun. Three lizards scampered out and scattered. Brianna grabbed the tail of the bigger one, more by luck than skill, and wrestled to keep hold of the squirming creature. She lost her gun. Tumbling into the waterhole, she held onto her prize with both her hands. Triumph yielded to an excited cry.


The lizard had stopped writhing. Staring at it, wondering what to do next, she sat in water up to her waist, her hair tangled in her face, and for a moment did not register the man standing at the edge of the pool.


His dark-booted foot was propped on a rock, a rope dangling from fingers. His baggy trousers were tucked in soft leather knee-high boots. Heart pounding, she raised her gaze higher, past his thighs. His long hooded robe was all that moved on his body as she met the soft glitter of his silver eyes.



Good God! It was he!


A hint of white flashed in the shadows. Get up, amri, he said in a perfectly affected British accent. Before I drag you out of there.


She looked at the lizard in her hands, barely aware that a part of her decried letting it go. But she did.


Brianna dove backward in the water. Her hand wrapped around the pistol an instant before splashing heralded her capture. The mans hand ruthlessly gripped her wrist. She cried out but he dunked her head. Hand over her mouth, he lifted her bodily out of the water, while she kicked and clawed at the arm that tightened around her waist. Her hair tangled around him like a net. He slipped on the muddy incline then fell. He would have landed heavily on her had he not caught himself.


Her palm still gripping the pistol, she spat obscenities in Arabic. She called him a hwi, snake charmer, and a barracuda.


Indeed. His laugh was unpleasant. You have no idea.


In one furious movement he flipped the little wildcat on her back and slid her beneath him, dragging her robe up to her hips. His thighs imprisoned her naked flanks; his hands held both of hers above her head.


Drop it. His voice was deadly calm. He squeezed his hand over hers, in no mood to grant her clemency. Or I will break your bloody wrist.


Defiance flashed in her eyes. A reluctant smile tilted Michaels mouth. He respected courage. But there was also the matter of why shed tried to kill him, and what had happened to the rider on the steel-dust Arabianand who the hell was she, anyway? He trusted her as far as he could chase her, which, at the moment, wouldnt be far. His skull throbbed. Someone had hit him. And that someone was still about.


Conscious of her hot breath on his chin, he dropped his gaze to her mouth. Stretched over her the way he was, he could feel the softness of her breasts. She looked like a drowned squirrel, but her squirming, rounded body, which even the voluminous robes couldnt conceal, felt purely female.


He made no effort to mask his reaction, one that she clearly recognized, for she stilled her wriggling. Her large eyes reflected the wild tempo of her heartbeat. Go away and pretend you never found us, she said. No one need know. Her tongue touched her dried lips. We havent eaten in days. Well probably die of hunger anyway.


Michael yanked the gun away. His clothes were soaked. Forget the lament. Youre bloody lethal. With her wrists pinioned above her head, he frisked her thoroughly, including her backside and her legs. She tried to strike him. He yanked her to her feet.


At once, she shoved away from him and stumbled. Her hand came away with his blood, and he saw that she was finally afraid. She should be. The fact that he hadnt been braced for the blow to his head had probably kept him from getting his brains splattered. Aye, you cracked my skull. By all rights, any other man would have killed you. How many more of you are there?


Five.


Wrong answer. He checked the load in the pistol; his pistol. Youre on one camel. There must be only two of you. He shoved her toward the camp. Move


Dontplease. She flung herself into his arms. Her body was warm beneath her wet robes. You can be rich if you choose. Im wealthy. My brother is wealthy. You dont have to do this.


He could only stare down at her tangled hair as she babbled in English about ransoms, her words tinged with an Irish accent so faint it could almost pass for cultured.


In the distance, his camel chose that moment to bellow: a sound that resembled a tortuous scream. Magnified by the emptiness of the desert, it ricocheted against the rocks.


Whatever courage the girl had momentarily lost reappeared tenfold in its echo. He barely evaded her knee, and then only because hed felt her body tense. She sidestepped him, but he caught her easily in a few steps.


Let go! Her feet flailing in the air, she kicked wildly at his legs. He saw the shadow of a woman slumped against the far rock wall the same instant the terrier in his arms did. Oh, pleaseher fingers tried to pry him loosesomething has happened to her.


There were tracks in the sand made by stout English boots, clearly female. No fire lit the clearing. He saw no packs, no food, nor any knapsack that might carry utensils, only one waterskin, all of which he glimpsed as he let go of the struggling woman in his arms.


The second woman was lying unconscious with her back to the wall, her pale cheek resting on her outstretched arm. She was also European. Her torn clothes bore the evidence of her flight these past days.


Watching as the dark-haired houri spoke to the woman, cradling the faintly blond head in her lap, he slowly approached.


And stopped.


Michael recognized the unconscious woman.


What Englishman in Egypt didnt know the aristocrat wife of the minister of public works? Though Michael had been present once or twice at a function that included Sir Christopher Donally, not in the three years since his arrival in Egypt had he personally had an occasion to be introduced to his archeologist wife. Like most men, he had admired the lady from afar. From his sources in Cairo, hed known that Donallys sister had arrived in Egypt some months ago.


These two must have been on the caravan due at Donallys base camp.


The caravan hed been going to meet.


Michael lifted his gazestraight into the muzzle of another one of his own damn guns. Shit!


The girl reached one trembling hand to cock the revolver. I swearIll shoot. The hand holding the weapon shook. Lady Alexandras head rested protectively in her lap. Go away and leave us alone.


I cant do that, amri.


He could have attempted to take the gunand might have been killed for the effort. Hunched on his calves, Michael stayed where he was. His burnoose folded around his knees, the tagilmust fell forward off his shoulder. He braced one elbow on his knee and lay one hand across the other. There was a second rider trailing you, he said, keeping his voice level. I am not he. I am not your enemy, Miss Donally.


Her breath caught at the sound of her name. Dont come near us. I mean it. How else would you know who we are if youre not one of them?


Donallys sister hadnt been in Egypt long enough to know who he was. She probably wouldnt believe him anyway. Hell, he wasnt exactly pristine in appearance. Like your brother, I, too, work for the khedive, he quietly said.


The muzzle wavered slightly, but now when their eyes held, he saw that she was confused. Anyone c-could say that. She started to shake from the shock and her wet clothes. The gun was too heavy for her to hold steady. He patiently waited for exhaustion to overtake her.


Ask me where in England Im from, he said, to keep her talking.


You speak perfect English. Her whisper had become strained. Obviously youve l-lived abroad. Thats c-common.


Her head held high, the dark tangled ebony of her hair framed her face. Michael felt tight and strange inside. Shed been through hell, and she still fought him like a tiger-cat. For a man whod known little tenderness in his lifetime and whod found only mystery in his emotions, he was deeply moved by her courage.


Unfortunately, it was a battle of wills that she would lose. But then, the Irish always were tougher than they looked.


She hung on a half hour longer than hed expected.






Brianna opened her eyes and lay still for a time, listening. She was lying on her back inside a tent with both flaps raised. The breeze stirred the striped canvas walls of her shelter. She turned her head. A fire outside the tent had burned low, and the aroma of coffee mingled with the night. Someone had set a kettle and coffeepot atop the heat.


Brianna sat up, the blanket slipping to her waist. Her hair was a tangled mass. She wore only a thin cotton chemise, still damp from her trek through the pond. For a moment she sat unmoving and confused.


Someone had removed her outer clothing and laid a blanket over her.


She twisted to find Alex asleep beside her, her skirt and jacket torn and stained with dust and dried blood. The blanket had slipped to her side, and Brianna covered her. Alex mumbled something, her dreams unsettled, and Brianna realized her sister-in-laws restlessness must have been what awakened her. At once, her heart raced.


She moved to the tents entrance to look out. They were camped against a pair of bent trees near the pool. The English-speaking nomad was nowhere in camp. Neither were any weapons that she could see after shed rummaged through the packs a moment later. But there was food, and Brianna burned her hand lifting the kettle from the fire when she tried to see what was in it.


With a cry, she sucked at her finger. She saw a discarded tin plate and utensils. Grabbing the fork, she dipped it inside the kettle and speared what looked like a piece of meat. She carefully put her tongue to the food to test for heat, then shoved the piece in her mouth. The food was heaven. Delicious beyond anything shed ever had. She ate, shoveling forkfuls into her mouth. She guessed the lizards in the rocks had made it into this pot with the rice.


Bent over the food, she didnt hear the movement until she looked up, her cheeks bulging with food, and saw her captor enter camp. Carrying a spade and rifle in one hand and a knapsack slung over the other, he slowed when he saw her.


Noting that shed gone through his packs, he brought his eyes back to hers. With his other hand, he pulled his wickedly sharp knife from beneath his burnoose and stabbed it in the tree, just out of her reach. Not that I would give you any ideas, he said. I see that you already went through my bags.


Brianna swallowed the chunk of food in her mouth. The blanket had fallen around her hips, and conscious of his male presence, she brought it up to her shoulders. Coming to her feet, she told herself that if hed wanted her dead, she would already be buried. He was taller than most men and broad of shoulder. He and his knife certainly looked capable of carrying out the deed. The growth of beard shadowing his face didnt hide the kind of decadent looks that a woman noticed. Not that it mattered. And she was appalled that shed noticed it at all.


Her chin went up. Where are my clothes?


Spread on the rocks to dry. His footsteps made no sound in the sand as he walked to where she was standing and dropped the shovel and pack. Theyll be dry sometime after the sun rises.


He slid a hairy waterskin off his shoulder. Drink, he offered. It will help with your hunger.


Reluctantly, Brianna placed her lips to the malleable opening. She tasted coffee and a faint hint of something like peppermint where his mouth had been before hers. Her eyes moved to his. Tipping the skin, she drank the warm milk insideand nearly gagged.


Its something to which you have to become accustomed, he said, his eyes faintly amused. But it will give you back your strength.


She did as she was told, only because shed oft heard that camels milk was a life-giving meal. After she drank, she returned the skin to him and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. That he had undressed her seemed only logical and of no concern to him at all. At least hed left her with some modesty intact.


Tugging the blanket closer, she watched him move around the camp. Moonlight spread silvery ripples over the sand. What do you intend to do with us?


Return you to your brother, he said without looking at her. Hed knelt and was pouring himself coffee.


Christopher? You know where he is?


The firelight caught in his eyes when he raised his gaze. Shed noticed that he seemed to have a perpetual glint of amusement when he looked at her, as if he knew the source of her discomfiture. As if he were used to the way women acted around him. If youd ridden south instead of north, you might have hit his camp. He looked at her from over the top of his cup. Are you the one who shot that man out there?


Without moving nearer to him, she felt her hands clasp the edges of the blanket. I am an excellent shot. Much to my familys chagrin, I used to attend the country fairs back home. She hesitated as she felt her chest tighten. Did you bury him? Her gaze dropped to the spade.


No one will accuse you of murder, he said softly, as if reading her mind. I buried him because I dont want his trail leading back to us.


Brianna wasnt naive. She didnt dare trust him, and find herself sold to some slaver somewhere, or dead. Shed not come this far to throw herself on the mercy of any dangerous-looking stranger with smoked crystal for eyes and a demeanor that compared to his lethal knife. How did she even know that he wasnt the second man whod been following them?


Are you really English?


Born and bred. The succinct clip in his tone bore a faint hint of irony. And here I am in the Sahara talking to a fellow countryman. Who would have thought?


Where did you attend school?



Behind her, Alex made a noise, as something she was dreaming clearly became a nightmare. He sipped his coffee and looked at her consideringly, before tossing the remains of his cup into the sand and standing. How long has she been like this? he asked, reaching behind him for the skin that contained the camels milk.


She needs food.


Brianna also suspected that Lady Alexandra might be pregnant.


Alex was sitting up when the man ducked into the tent, fear evident in her sleepy gaze, until she saw Brianna. Alex looked at the man as he knelt, and she spoke to him in Arabic, to which he responded in kind, his deep voice strangely mesmerizing. She had a wound on her arm, and he checked the makeshift bandage, helping her to sit straight so he could give her the milk.


The milk should help you, my lady.


Brushing the long end of the tagilmust off his cheek, Lady Alex looked up into the Bedouins face. Major Fallon?


Briannas gaze shot to the mans profile. He didnt seem surprised that Lady Alex would know him. Its unfortunate that we could not have met under better circumstances, my lady.


A shadow seemed to cross Alexs face as the memory of the last few days ripped away the gauzy peace that had momentarily enveloped her. Dropping her gaze to her blood-splattered clothing, she wiped her hands over her torn blouse. Brianna, too, felt the terrible sense of desperation drive like a sword thrust into her lungs.


I dont think that Ill ever close my eyes again and not remember, Alex whispered, raising her gaze to the majors face. Are you as dangerous as they say?


Major Fallon tipped her face into the light to look at the bruise. I should be asking you that question, my lady.


Brianna could hear the seriousness in his voice, yet, there seemed to be a hint of deviltry in his words. I think it is I who will have a headache to remember this meeting.



Wiping the strands of damp hair from her eyes, Brianna let her gaze stray to his unshaven profile as they continued to speak.


Shed heard his name mentioned more than once since her arrival in Egypt. Though shed never actually met the British officer whom the khedive called El Tazor, the Barracuda, shed not been immune to the lurid gossip in the ladies parlor at the consulate.


Infamous for his war against the slave and hashish trade in Egypt, Major Fallon was a legend in some circles at the British consulate, heatedly despised by others. To the priggish, he was the man who openly cavorted with a native mistress.


Lady Alexs eyes did not leave Major Fallons face, bent so near to her own. They seemed to have forgotten Briannas presence as he dabbed at her mouth, like some nomadic Prince Charming, which was probably not far from the truth, considering who he was.


Brianna left the tent.


Clasping the blanket, she stood immobilized in the clearing before lifting her face to the cool desert breeze. A morass of glittery stars filled the velvety sky, the beauty a harsh contradiction to the horror it shielded. To the horror inside her.


Afraid to leave the comforting glow of the fire, but ashamed of that fear, Brianna sat on a pack and buried her chin in a blanket.


She and Alex had endured the terror of being chased by murderers. Even now, as she looked out over the desert, she still felt as if she were running for her life.


Behind her, she sensed rather than heard Major Fallons approach. The dusty toe of his boot came into focus. She raised her head. He looked at her sitting near the fire. For a moment she sat frozen beneath the weight of his stare. Then she watched his gaze take in the surrounding area before he crouched in front of her and poured a cup of coffee.


She has a fever. He handed Brianna the cup. But shell sleep better now that she has something in her stomach. Shes been shot.


Yes, I know, Brianna said, her hands wrapped around the cup. Lady Alexandra wanted photos for her book. For a long time she said nothing else, then suddenly the words were on her tongue, and she couldnt pull them back.


We werent in the camp when the raiders attacked, she explained, holding the cup in her hands. Wed gone to find the Coptic temple that wed glimpsed that day. The temple had never been documented. This was to have been a big opportunity for her. Wed left with one of the guides and a soldier to escort us. Brianna drank. We were there longer than we should have been. We must have been less than a mile from the camp when the attack came.


She looked up to find Major Fallons gaze intent on her face. One always imagines how one would react when faced with danger. It wasnt how Id ever expected. I could only stare in frozen horror as riders swarmed over the dunes from the west. I dont know how long we all sat on our camels. Maybe ten seconds, maybe five minutes. I dont know.


Then the manour guideraised his gun and shot the soldier in the back of the head. He turned his gun on Lady Alexandra. But shed pulled the camel around and the bullet hit the camels head. The shot must have grazed her arm. When she went down, I thought the fall had killed her. When the man turned on me, I already had my revolver in my hand. I shot him. Her hands held the tin cup tightly. Much needed heat infused her. After that Brianna raised her gaze. I took the rifle the soldier had been carrying and managed to get Lady Alex from beneath the camel. We rode away on my camel. I stayed to the harder ground for a day. When we reached the sand, I dragged the canvas tent that Id used to develop my photographs to hide our tracks. The sand shifts so fast, you see she said, her voice trailing away. There were merchants families traveling with us. Children.


Who was the officer in charge of the detail, Miss Donally?



Brianna remembered the dashing officer in charge with the sunburn on his nose. Captain Pritchards.


His quiet oath focused her gaze on his. You knew him?


He was looking at her, or rather, through her, when she felt herself come into focus in his gaze. The contact brought breath into her lungs.


You should sleep before we leave in a few hours.


She stood when he stood. He hesitated when her palm touched his forearm. She felt the coiled strength of him beneath her fingertips. What about the other man who was trailing us?


Major Fallon looked down at her hand before raising his gaze back to hers. She felt her pulse quicken. His expression was half indolent and halfsomething no decent woman should ever think about with a stranger. Brianna could feel it pulsing through her.


With a hot flush, she removed her hand and stepped away.


The second man is no longer a threat, Miss Donally.


His footsteps made no sound in the soft sand as he walked fifty feet to a place at the wall to set up watch.


Shed heard no gunfire. But then, gunfire would carry for a long distance, and Major Fallon didnt seem the kind of man who would advertise his presence. Brianna remembered the lethal-looking knife.


Later, when she lay down to sleep, she tried to find comfort from her position on the sand. The tent remained open to the breeze. She smelled Turkish tobacco. Turning into the crook of her arm, she found the robed figure of Major Fallon. He sat against the stone wall, the rifle casually drawn against his knees. He was half facing the tent. The tip of a cigarette glowed orange as he inhaled. As if sensing her eyes on him, he turned his face, and she felt the strange impact of his gaze.


It was a long time before Morpheus claimed her in his arms.














Chapter 2





I know that the captain was a friend, Major Fallon. Halid al-Nahars shadow lay over the perfectly square hole painstakingly dug in the hardened earth. Hed spoken the words in Arabic.


What of the women and children who belonged to the merchant families on that caravan? Michael observed Halid from over the tagilmust that covered his mouth and his nose. Miss Donally said there were many.


We found only the men. Glancing up the horseshoe-shaped berm behind them, Halids fingers tightened on the serviceable-looking talwar at his side. The jackals uncovered the mass grave, or Donally Pashas men might have missed it entirely.


It would have taken hours to prepare such a pit. The ground was hard. Inhospitable. The dry wadi bed fraught with long-thorned fragments of dead Loranthus. Why spend the time to bury the men at all?


And with every question, Michael wondered what had gone so wrong that an armed escort could be ambushed, where only two English women had survived against all odds. Climbing the steep grade past a dead olive tree, he let his eyes go across the barren landscape and waited for instinct to whisper into the silence. Out here, living or dying depended on seeing with more than his eyes. The site had already become known as the Well of the Dead. There was no well or water, though, the most numerous living inhabitants being the black flies thick in the air.


Donallys camp had been the caravans destination. Tents of the workers, laying the telegraph, pocked the distant landscape like termite mounds. Thanks to Donallys efforts, modern technology would soon stretch from Cairo to this outer desert oasis.


Except a week ago, Donallys base camp had been forty miles southeast of this place. The thought stopped him cold. The caravan had been miles off-course.


Who hires the guides, Halid?


Most probably the arrangements come from the chief of the general staff. Donally Pasha might know, he said mildly. You could ask him, if he had not left here yesterday.


Michael turned. Donally left? Where?


Halids shrug was as elegant as his clothes. The son of a wealthy sheikh, Halid savored the unlikely conviction that civilization sprouted from men who sported fashionable attire. Educated in England, he commanded the outpost near this oasis.


I only know that when the caravan was overdue, he sent out patrols. After his men found this site, I am told that he went mad. He then gathered two rifles, a pistol, and supplies and headed to El-Musa.


Not Cairo? Staring across the sands, Michael no longer saw the swirling hot currents. What would compel a man like Donally to go racing across the desert wasteland to a town where the reigning sheikh is a notorious hashish smuggler?


No man who works as hard as Donally Pasha does for the fellaheen can be a thief or murderer. I believe he has a reason.


I want men sent to the outer oases to search for those missing from this attack. Michael maneuvered downhill, his burnoose sailing outward with his pace. Follow the old slave route


It has been too longHalid caught up with Michaels long-legged strideeven if the women did survive, everyone knows what befalls those the slavers bring to market.


Michael despised the didactic drivel that hovered over female chastity as if virtue alone elevated women to the status of sainthood, or the lack of it defiled them. Who can account for the intrepid compassion that weighs moral convenience above life? Give me justice, Halid. Not sanctimonious fervor.


You are angry. This is not your fault.


Captain Pritchards was carrying payroll currency that Donally was supposed to use to pay those workers out there. Currency that you are supposed to use to pay your own troops. Information about that shipment was classified, Halid. How many people knew? Think about what that means.


The implication was as far-reaching as the moon, too dangerous to ignore. How many other caravans had vanished carrying governmental stores and precious antiquities? Just enough that until now the attacks had looked random.


Major Halid placed a restraining hand on Michaels arm, stopping him before they reached the other men. Without proof, they will court-martial you if you so much as make an insinuating remark against any high public official.


Spare me your Byronic version of decorum, Halid. You speak the Bedouin dialect. Your family lives in the desert. Find someone who might know someones cousin or uncle. These raiders have to hide somewhere. The prodigal son needs to return and ask some questions.


A faint flush spread across Halids face. I think that you are a He waved an indignant hand about the air in front of Michaels nose. What is a more descriptive word for the penis of a donkey?



The word is ass, Halid. A-S-S.


Unamused, Halid spat in the dirt. Wā hasratan, God has afflicted you, O Acerbic One. It is fortunate for you that I am your friend, Englishman. Or you would have nothing left but your barren soul to rule.


Watching him swing onto his mount, Michael reached into his robe and pulled out the makings for a cigarette. Wear blue, he called. I wouldnt want your relatives to mistake you for an Englishman and shoot you.


Halids arm shot up in a universal gesture that needed no interpretation. Staring moodily at the cigarette hed rolled, Michael struck a match to the tip. His gaze went to the sky. The day had already turned to leaden gray, and hed learned one thing since his arrival in Egypt. Out here in the desert, sanity was relative to the heat.


Discounting any excuse for his black mood, Michael knew he wasnt decent company for anyone. Besides, Halid no doubt noticed that the imposing effendi, lord of a million souls in his jurisdiction, had nearly lost his stomach back there at the pit.


Nor was he indifferent to Halids words. Halid had erred if he didnt think he understood military bureaucracy. The military was no different in its moral perception of justice from any other establishment in Britain.


But this had become personal in a way hed not expected.


The British captain buried in that mass grave had not only been his friend since Eton, but his colleague. Michael had served with Captain Pritchards in China before theyd both come to Egypt almost three years ago. Hed made a toast at Pritchardss wedding last year.


Michael drew deeply on his cigarette before tossing it in the sand. Mounting his camel, he went in search of the site foreman. Later, he interviewed the five men who had found the gravesite. The foreman then took him to Donallys tent, an hour away. No one questioned Michaels motives for asking to go there. Hospitality was as automatic to a man of his rank as it would have been to the sultan himself.



A striped awning stretched the length of the entrance where a table and chairs remained on a carpet overlooking a small pond. It was the first touch of greenery Michael had seen in months. Cautiously, he stepped through the entryway. The skirt of the tent was raised to let in the desert breezes. His gaze scanned the strewn cushions, the shelves filled with photos, books, and maps. A red carpet covered the desert floor. It was unbelievable that so bare a place could be made to look like a home.


I will have your personal things brought in here, effendi, a servant said.


No. He turned. Where are Lady Alexandra and Miss Donally?


The servant waved his hand over the sheet of heavy silk that divided the room. They are asleep. They have not moved in hours.


Michaels gaze went to the screen. He stopped the foreman as he turned to leave. Is someone attending to my mount?


Yes, effendi. He bowed slightly before he left.


The lamplighter, who also served as Donallys personal steward, sidled apologetically around the close quarters to light the paraffin lamps. Waiting for the servant to leave, Michael leaned over the maps on the desk. Dust had already settled over everything. Behind him, photographs lined the makeshift shelves. One picture caught his attention.


Drawn by some elemental response he couldnt name, Michael picked up the image of a man and woman atop a camel, his arm around her waist in a racy pose. Her face was turned adoringly toward his profile. In the background, seen through a gossamer halo of light, the shadows of an approaching eclipse stretched across the pyramids of Giza.


Compelled by a combination of interest and admiration for the photographer, he held the photograph nearer to the paraffin lamp. The photograph was arresting. Poetic in its contrasts of past and present, darkness and light. Michael switched his attention to the bottom of the frame, where another photo was wedged inside. Edging it out, he found that it was Alexandra Donally, wearing a veiled costume of a belly dancer. The daughter of an earl, Donallys wife was an interesting study in cultural diversity. Amused, Michael shoved the photograph back into the frame. He again considered her husband and the questions his absence raised.


The Donally Pashas sister, she is a good image taker, yes?


Michael returned the frame to the shelf, the visual memory of the girl standing unflinchingly with a gun trained on him predominant in his thoughts. Miss Donally took all of these?


The servant tipped his head toward the photograph that had been taken in Giza. Lady Alexandra has been traveling Egypt writing a book for the British Museum. You know her, yes?


By choice, Michael didnt walk the same social circles of Egypts anointed elite. Having had enough pomposity in his life to last until his eternal leap into purgatory, hed left Captain Pritchards to stoke the home fires of social fortitude. Now, he regretted the neglect.


Why did Donally go to El-Musa? he asked.


Donally Pasha was not himself, effendi. When he returned from the gravesite, he was a man possessed. He packed only a few of his belongings, took his rifle and pistols, and left.


Alone? Over a hundred miles across the desert with no guard?


You travel alone. What does it matter when numbers do not protect a man? He speaks the language and has traveled much.


Finding no logical argument, Michael dropped his gaze to the photograph. Maybe Donally was no milquetoast Eurocrat. If he possessed half the courage of his sister, then he was a man who could survive hell.


Michael certainly appreciated his taste in photography.


I will bring lamb stew. The servant bowed.



That will be fine, he told the servant.


I am Abdul, he said. I will revisit this evening with dinner.


Returning his gaze to the loving pair in the photograph taken in Giza, Michael started to roll a cigarette before he caught himself. It wasnt smoking the Turkish tobacco that had stopped him. It was the craving that he refused to let control himand something else that he hadnt felt in a long time as he looked at the photograph.


Lady Alexandra had been raised in the same elitist society that had surrounded him his whole life. That she had somehow escaped the narrow confines of her world intrigued him. That shed married an Irish commoner impressed him.


Hell, Pritchardss death had unhinged him. The man the last ten years had shaped was not prone to either whimsy or regret. Michael lay on the cot, both feet rooted to the floor, a position he favored. With one hand behind his head, he closed his eyes. He never wanted to get too comfortable, as if staying in one place for too long would somehow grow on him. He was bone weary in every part of his body. He should be thinking about his plans to get back to Cairo. To hunting Donally down, if only to return the mans sister and his wife to him. A position that had fallen to him by virtue of default.


But for just a moment he would remain here.




He didnt awaken when Brianna approached that evening, as the sun had set and the air grew cold, with a blanket. She looked down at his unshaven features refined by the shadows, the dark smudge of his lashes resting on his cheek. Even in repose he exuded a vibrant, male vitality that contradicted the vulnerability she saw.


Lying on the cot, Major Fallon looked uncommonly long and lean, with broad shoulders that she remembered all too well when hed fairly frisked her bones. His burnoose had fallen open, revealing the knife tucked in the crimson sash at his hip. His thighs were well formed beneath the once silky white sirwal trousers. They had ridden for three days in the dirt and the grit. They had ridden when she thought she could go no more, and hed carried Alex when there had been no more strength for her to sit atop a camel.


Brianna covered him with the blanket. Then, turning, she started to extinguish the lamp beside the cot, and felt his fingers wrap around her wrist.


With a start, her gaze slammed directly into his.


His eyes, half lidded and astonishingly silver in the light, eased over her. He was still asleep, settled in the shadows of some dream.


Brianna held her hand still and returned his look, but for all of her talk about equality for women, and her emboldened demeanor, she still possessed more Victorian mores than she cared to admit. Michael Fallon made her nervous. And she was never nervous around men.


For the most part, members of the opposite gender annoyed her with their condescending nature and patronizing platitudes, and shed never had a problem dismissing them. Except for Stephan. Her once betrothed.


There had been security in the predictability that shed found with Stephan. Security that shed never appreciated, and on more than one occasion taken for granted. At twenty-five, he was three years older than she, and studying to become a barrister, a crown jewel in Englands justice system. Shed never loved anyone but him. They might have been married upon his graduation, except for one fatal flaw in her plans.


Stephan had wanted children and a wife who would make him a home in his perfectly respectable, sedate life. Yet, for all her dreams of being in love, not once had she looked upon Stephan Williams with anything more than a girlish adorationwhich faded immeasurably compared to the curious intensity she felt when she looked upon Major Fallon.


A dangerous thrill ran through her.


Dangerous because shed had her hands on him before and ached to do so again.



He pushed up on one elbow and looked around the tent. What are you doing here? His voice was raspy, awake now.


She raised a brow fractionally and her gaze dropped to the band of steel still holding her wrist. Are you going to kiss me, Major? Or let me go?


Shed seen the look in his eyes when he first touched her, and wondered now, as he awakened fully, who hed been thinking about.


Their eyes held for a fraction longer before he looked around again as if to reaffirm his surroundings. Ive been asleep.


He released her. For the whole day, it would seem, sir.


Her hair had come undone, and she tucked a wisp behind her ear. Shed given up trying to comb it out and had tied the mass off her face with a leather thong. Where do you have to go, Major? she asked readily. Why dont you remove your boots and sleep?


The tent flap opened and Christophers servant entered. He stopped when he saw her standing beside the cot, and a smile lit his bearded countenance. Sitt Donally, I am so glad that you are well. I did not get to see you when you arrived.


Abdul. She took the wizened hands clasped in front of him. Its good to see you as well.


He wore his white turban and a belted long-sleeve tunic that reached his knees. If only your brother had waited another day before he left. You would not have known him, Sitt.


His voice was quiet, and afraid that Alex might be awake, Brianna turned to Fallon, whod not moved from his position on the edge of the cot. Abdul, please bring in his gear. Hell be sleeping here.


But he asked that I not do so.


Do it, Abdul, Fallon said tiredly, one eye squinted up at her. And a bowl of water if you will. I need to wash.


And to shave as well, Major. Brianna smiled after Abdul scurried out. Pity the poor woman youd kiss tonight, otherwise.


A slow grin curved the edges of his mouth, a flash of white in the shadows of his face. Are you always so bold with men, Miss Donally?


Only with those who have already seen me undressed. Weve rather bypassed polite formalities, have we not, Major Fallon?


She could tell by the wary look that came into his eyes that she wasnt at all what hed expected. That was just fine with her. There was nothing worse than being predictable. Putting space between them, Brianna escaped the tent when Abdul entered with a tray of food.


Christophers tent had been erected near a large pool of water. An enormous star hung low on the horizon. It was ironic that such stark beauty gave life to a barren plateau of sand. Some distance away, a boy herded bleating goats. Behind Brianna, the tent flap opened. Major Fallons robed figure filled the opening. His gaze found her standing near the fire. Then she watched him take in the surrounding area.


He didnt like their neighbors; she could see that in the narrow look that came into his eyes. Turning her head, she tried to see what he saw. Did he think they were still being followed?


Abdul squeezed through the opening. I have dinner prepared, Sitt. Shall I have food brought to her ladyship?


Only if shes awake. Where has the baggage that was brought in on my camel been stowed? I havent found my camera.


Come with me, Sitt.


Without a backward glance at Major Fallon, Brianna followed Abdul. She glimpsed a woman leaving the pond. Why arent some women veiled? she asked as he led her around the larger tent to one in back.


It is not uncommon among nomadic women to go unveiled. Abdul held back the flap and Briannas heart leapt.


Shed found her camera.



Nothing seemed broken in the trunk holding the photo chemicals, black cloth, and plates. Shed been carrying that trunk with her since the day she and Alex had left to photograph the temple. Youre from the desert, arent you, Abdul? Doesnt that make you a nomad?


Pah! His large black eyes rounded with insult. I am the son of a merchant, he said, as if speaking to someone whom Allah had afflicted with feeble-mindedness. I used to travel often from the cities to the oases to trade, and would be rich from the Damascus silk that my father sold had he not a problem with dice. Alas, I am now a steward. But your brother pays his staff well. That is good for me.


Abdul was also one of the few men shed seen in this country who treated women with any respect. Not that her own countrymen behaved any better most of the time. Shed gotten to know Abdul in Cairo and was glad that he was here. Brianna lifted her camera.


I will carry that, Sitt Donally.


Take the trunk, please.


She set her camera outside as he dragged the trunk to her feet. Kneeling, she worked the knots out of the leather straps that bound the chest lid. Im lucky that I have anything left at all, I suppose.


You are most fortunate that it was El Tazar who found you.


Still crouched, she braced an elbow on her knee. How is it that youre so familiar with someone called the Barracuda, Abdul?


My cousin, he gives Fallon effendi information. The major, he allows my cousin to live another day. It is a simple trade.


Simple? She was appalled.


At which point he smiled. The major could have left my foolish cousin to rot in the gaol last year. Abdul shrugged. He did not.


She lifted the trunk lid. No doubt extortion is an acceptable road to paradise.



He looked offended. Show me a man without vice, missy, and I will show you a man who does not breathe.


Her attention was drawn to the top photograph in the pile. One of the few that came from the positives that had survived the massacre, only because shed developed the plates, along with the others that shed taken at the Coptic temple. It was the reason she and Alex had returned late to the caravan that fateful evening.


Leaning closer, Brianna pulled a photograph off the pile and held it to the light. The young man featured was posed with his rifle across his chest. Shed only known him as Selim. Wearing the loose-fitting, ankle-length garment and headdress of his people, he stood with Napoleonic fervor beside a camel. Hed befriended her over a meal of couscous, joking because men did not do the cooking. Yet, he had shown her how to prepare the meal. And now he was dead.


Will her ladyship be all right? Abdul asked after a moment.


Replacing the photographs, Brianna looked across the desert. If only Christopher had been here. Tension that had gripped her since the attack tightened. She worried about how she would get Alex back to Cairo. Aristocrats were inherently helpless by birth. It was natural that she felt protective of her sister-in-law, considering all theyd been through.


You just find a way to get us back to Cairo. I dont know if Major Fallon will see us that far. I only know that I cant stay here.


Do not worry, Sitt. His arms filled with her camera pod, Brianna watched him weave a path around the cooking fire, before dragging the trunk filled with her chemicals back inside the tent. She wasnt worried, she told herself.


Major Fallon was leaning with his back against a tree when she passed the corner of the tent. She didnt see him in the darkness until he spoke. If you insist on walking around out here, he said, and she swung around, I suggest that you go armed.



It piqued her that hed startled her with such ease. Unfolding his arms, he stepped toward her. She dropped her gaze to his hand. Its loaded. He handed her the revolver that hed taken from her at the watchtower. Vigilance is the way of life out here, Miss Donally. Id hate to see that with everything youve survived, you end up getting yourself killed because of negligence.


The message of his warning was punctuated by the glimpse of two guards standing at the camps edge. Major Fallon? She grabbed his forearm as hed started to turn. Thank you for everything that youve done. We would not be alive but for you.


The corners of his lips relaxed. Youre no quitter, Miss Donally. Ill give you that much.


With five older brothers, if Id have quit at anything, Id have been trampled. One learns to survive.


His gaze went over her. They werent separated by more than a hands width between his arm and her shoulder. His tagilmust hung loose. The beard bothers you, does it?


Excuse me? Amusement lurked in his gray eyes as he watched her flustered response. The unexpected question had thrown her off her guard, and her heart did a ridiculous flutter in her chest.


Did you want me to kiss you, Miss Donally? he asked clearly, reading the look in her eyes, and remembering her comment in the tent.


Dont be ridiculous. I dont know any woman who finds facial hair inviting, Major Fallon.


Then you speak from experience?


You wont shock me. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. Ive kissed many times.


Aye, amri. Brianna felt his gaze go down the front of her caftan, the part not covered by the dark robe. The part only he could see. And she wasnt wearing underclothing. But how many were grown men?


Her fingers thrummed her elbows, waiting for him to return his attention to her face. Come to think of itshe flashed him a cheeky smileonly one. But I fear he spoiled me for life.


She dismissed him and walked back inside the tent.


Stroking the offending beard in question, Michael grinned appreciatively into the darkness. Miss Donally had a nice body.




How do you do it, Brea? Alex said for the fourth time that morning, listlessly stirring a fork around in her bowl.


I dont think about it, my lady. Sitting on a carpet, legs crossed, Brianna continued to rub at the camera lens.


I wish there was some way Christopher knew that we were alive. I cant bear to think what hes going through.


This was a conversation theyd had a hundred times in the two days since they arrived. No reassurances seemed to soothe Alex. Shed wept, argued, and slept, all in the hopeless human need to do battle with forces over which she had no control. Clean from her bath and wearing a dark red caftan, at least she was finally eating something. Do you think Major Fallon will get us back to Cairo? she asked.


Brianna looked up from beneath her caftan hood toward the pool where the subject of their conversation was bent over a small square mirror. A long rifle leaned against a date palm beside his burnoose. Hed ridden into the camp earlier and, after handing off the horse, walked straight past them to the pond. Her camera lay beside her, and her hands paused in their cleaning.


Hed tried to insult her last night by suggesting shed never kissed a real man, only boys. Though the insult hadnt workedmostly it hadnt workedhed had nerve to imply that a mans facial hair was a measurement of his masculinity.


Yet, that side of Major Fallon had caught her pleasantly by surprise, contrasting 180 degrees to the man who wielded a knife with ruthless proficiency.


To the man she watched shaving now.


Hed removed his shirt and turban. Brianna raised a cup of tea to her mouth and took a drink. His hair was not nearly as black or as long as shed expected. Indeed, it was cropped to his nape, thick and wavy at the top, shorter on the sides. His chest was tan, as if he spent a lot of time without his shirt. The defined, corded tendons and muscles of his shoulders were visible with each swipe of the razor.


Brianna knew she should have been appalled that two grown women would be observing a man performing so intimate an ablution as shaving. Except she wasnt finished looking. Do you know him well, my lady?


Alex turned her head. Do I detect a hint of malcontent, Brea?


Suddenly annoyed with herself, Brianna returned her attention to her camera, where shed removed the outer box casing. I think that Im dissatisfied with the whole world order of things.


You always are. Alexs voice seemed to smile. Ive seen Major Fallon at various functions since weve been in Egypt. But no one knows anything about him. Women have tried. Lady Alex studied her fork with an intensity borne of a new perception. Its better they pant over him rather than my husband. She resumed eating. Cairo pulls in quite a winter crowd. Fortunately, this is also the time of year when sites open for excavation and I spend most of my time out of town. I try to stay busy and not think about anything else.


All of which Brianna understood. God only knew that shed made her fair share of mistakes to end up in Egypt in the first place, but the thrill of adventure had waned considerably since her arrival.


It didnt help that a derailed train had stranded them in an antiquated village for a week in September. Then there had been that dangerous altercation with their camel driver in October. As there was no notoriety in falling sacrifice to anyones brutal passions, Brianna had actually drawn her pistol on the turbaned brigand who was supposed to have been their guard. Then there was the horrible event last week



Major Fallon was very disturbed when hed heard that Captain Pritchards was the officer in charge of the caravan, Brianna said.


The major was supposed to have been in charge of the caravan.


I see. Brianna focused on the lens in her hands.


Christopher didnt want me to make the trip, Alex quietly said. You wouldnt be here now if not for me, Brea.


Im here because I choose to be, my lady. Finished cleaning her camera, she began to put it back together. Although the morning was crisp, the air was rapidly becoming hot. Within an hour they would have to return inside. Does Christopher know about the baby? She changed the subject.


No. Alex dabbed the edge of her sleeve against her eye. Im thirty-two years old. Neither of us ever thought it possible.


My lady


Brea There was unexpected affection in Alexs tone. Why do you remain so stubborn? Youve always had permission to use my name.


Brianna respected her sister-in-law more than any other person in the world. Alex was everything that she struggled to be. Intelligent. Daring. Independent. Shed made people proud of her. Be still, my heart. Brianna laughed. Your real name? All ten of them?


Youre such a fraud, sister-of-mine. And far more headstrong than you should be. Alex thrust her fork into her bowl and speared a piece of meat. Did you know that this tastes almost as good as Major Fallons chicken stew?


Truly, my ladythe absurdity of the statement coming from someone so worldly hit Briannadid you see any chickens clucking about the watchtower?


Alexs green eyes widened. Suddenly they were both laughing. Hysteria bubbled at the surface, but Brianna didnt care. They were raving lunatics in a hostile world. Heaven only knew their will to survive had been all that had stood between them and vanishing forever in the desert. Better to lose ones mind now. Instead, it was as if a safety valve had suddenly opened to let out the steam.


Alexandra lay back on the sand. It hurts to laugh.


Brianna fell beside her and nearly on top of the pair of dusty boots that had suddenly appeared. Major Fallon was looking down at them. He no longer had a beard, and if he had been noteworthy before, he was devastating to her female psyche now. Brianna turned on her stomach. A woman could drown in eyes like his.


Major Fallon. Alex struggled to her elbow. We were just touting your culinary expertise.


Your praise is obvious. If he felt insulted, it didnt show.


Beneath an open caftan that hung to his knees, his torso was bare save for the dark thatch of hair that narrowed and disappeared in the low waist of his baggy pants. In one hand he carried the long rifle. He knelt, bringing with him the scent of his shaving soap. Fine black hair shadowed his armpits.
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