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Chapter 1

 


The landing gear of Sheikh Ibrahim Rajhi al
Yameni’s customized jet lowered in preparation for its arrival at
Nice International Airport. When the wheels thumped into place, the
water in the lotus-leaf-shaped tub sloshed gently and the old
emir’s nephew, Khalid Rajhi al Yameni, grunted, pleasantly
exhausted with the Frenchwoman’s lovemaking.

Khalid supposed he had better get out of the
tub before someone sent Hamid in after him. Sometimes the Bedouin
bodyguard could be a pain in the ass with his fervent and
unswerving desire to serve his master.

Khalid stood up and braced his hand on the
tiled wall to balance himself against the big jet’s descent.
Nicole’s hungry eyes followed the droplets of water that sluiced
down the steely plates of his chest and abdominal muscles to catch
in the triangular black thatch where his thighs merged. “Finish
dressing,” he told the blonde.

She flashed him an eager smile and began
maneuvering her breasts into her front-clasp bra. A
twenty-two-year-old, she worked as a secretary for the Monte Carlo
branch of his uncle’s Shalimar Palaces International hotel chain.
Khalid had come across her while she was vacationing at the chain’s
Etruscan hotel in Portofino.

She really wasn’t his type; he preferred older
women, but, he supposed, with her blond hair cut stylishly short
and her charming smile and small breasts, she reminded him slightly
of a younger Lady Philippa—and that reminded him in turn of Helena,
who in reality looked nothing like either woman. Immediately the
steel door of his mind clanged safely shut on his
reminiscences.

He dried off on a thick towel Hamid had
provided and pulled on a pair of white jeans. What was her
name?—Nicole?—sat on the king-size bed in order to slip into her
heels. Nice legs. He always noticed legs first on a woman;
cosmetics could make almost any woman’s face attractive, but
legs—that was another matter. Zipping up his jeans, he strode into
the jet’s main cabin.

Outside the door of Khalid’s private suite,
the devoted Hamid salaamed, his bulldog face expressionless. “Peace
be upon you, lord,” he intoned gravely in the traditional Arab
greeting. The folds of his black thobe concealed his enormous
girth. His brown hair, caught up in a dozen or more braids, was
hidden by a red-checkered ghutra headcloth held in place
with red-and-black head cords, whose design and color signified
that he belonged to the Yameni tribe. Khalid’s uncle, head of the
Yameni, was also the spiritual leader of the fifty thousand Muslims
in the emirate of Baghrashi, a swath of desert and mountains on the
Persian Gulf.

Khalid found most of the company’s employees
in the cabin ahead of the dining and lounge area, already strapping
themselves in for the landing. Giles Hayes-David was in the
communications compartment with the teletype operator. The
tawny-haired Englishman with the hard, clean-cut face was managing
director of Baghrashi Petroleum, but in a sense he was also much
more. He acted as adviser for all of Sheikh Ibrahim’s properties
and projects. Khalid had met him at Oxford and immediately taken a
liking to the dispassionate Giles, whose temperament was such a
polar extreme compared to his own explosive nature. About the only
thing they had in common was their thirty-two years.

The accounting department of the Shalimar
Palace in Monte Carlo was experiencing some difficulties with
S.B.M., or Société des Bains de Mer, which controlled Monaco’s real
estate and casino licenses, and Khalid’s uncle had sent Giles and
Khalid to investigate. Yet another menial project, Khalid
reflected. Ever since he had returned from that year of freedom
fighting in Macedonia, Sheikh Ibrahim had kept him on a tight
rein.

His uncle’s latest gesture had been to appoint
him chief executive officer of Baghrashi Foreign Investments, a
high-flown title that involved him in actually doing little or
nothing. Not that Khalid really cared that much. The trouble with
me, he told himself, is that I just don’t give a damn. With enough
money to visit any place and to buy anything or anyone, he had no
purpose, no challenges. The thought bothered him
slightly.

“Giles, get the girl back there a car.
Something flashy.” He remembered Nicoletta—or was it
Nicole?—telling him that she was without wheels and had to make the
daily fifteen-minute trip from Nice to Monte Carlo and back by
Eurorail. “A sports car, maybe. A blue one.” To go with her eyes.
“And find her an apartment in the principality. Le Florestan should
do.”

“Khalid, you’re not listening.” The impeccably
dressed Englishman, looking as if he had just stepped off Bond
Street or Knightsbridge in London, passed him a fax. “It’s from
your uncle.”

Grunting impatiently, Khalid quickly scanned
the text.

 


Badr Masshur al Yameni has staged
a demonstration “to liberate his people and fight in the name of
the Yameni masses.” By the time the dailies pick up on this, Badr
will have joined our Yameni ancestors. P.S. Turn on your cell
phone.

 


Beneath the raffish sweep of his mustache,
Khalid smiled thinly. The Yameni family had been pirates and gulf
brigands in their time. As a Muslim merchant, his uncle had a
natural talent for money and an almost fanatically religious
dedication to accumulating and keeping his wealth. The old man had
made a fortune in arms dealing. At one time all Saudi Arabian arms
purchases had been channeled through him, as well as the
procurement of planes and military vehicles. The affluent Arab
speculator had also made loans to America’s automotive, computer
and other industrial giants. And, after a former United States vice
president, he was the largest private shareholder in a major
Manhattan brokerage firm.

With the discovery of commercial quantities of
oil in Baghrashi, where every reputable geologist had insisted oil
would never be found, his uncle, as emir, had suddenly been put in
a position to control the tidal waves of dollars that had abruptly
inundated the country. The task was difficult in a backward land
that still fought over camel dung for fires, and where computer
printouts invariably began “In the Name of Allah . . .
.”

Just as his uncle controlled Baghrashi’s
wealth, so also would he control the crafty Badr. Thirty-five years
before, the wily Sheikh Ibrahim Rajhi had overthrown his own
father, Khalid’s grandfather. After lopping off his father’s hands
and feet, Sheikh Ibrahim had installed him in a palace in the
depths of the Oman desert and assumed the leadership of the Yameni
tribe.

His uncle was old and reputedly no longer as
quick or foxy as in the days when he had been called the Lion of
the Desert, but Khalid was sure his uncle could still make short
shrift of Badr Masshur.

Khalid looked up from the fax and was startled
to see, reflected in the plane window, the same feral smile his
uncle habitually displayed, beneath the same ferocious
eyes.


 


From across the street where she had parked,
Alyxandra Langford watched her daughter Ginny skip through the
front entrance of the American School, just minutes away from the
Place de la Concorde and the American Embassy, where Ben was
vice-consul. Some afternoons Alyx half feared that Ben would arrive
to pick up their daughter, although that most definitely was not
part of the divorce settlement they had signed the month
before.

They both loved the exuberant six-year-old and
naturally wanted the best for their only child, which was why Alyx
was staying in Paris for another two months, until May, when Ginny
would be finished with the first grade.

For all its culture and history, the French
capital was stifling Alyx. She shouldn’t blame Paris, she thought,
grinding out her cigarette in the car’s ashtray and starting the
engine. It was really her role as a diplomat’s wife that had been
stifling her. Her flimsy patina of sophistication, so assiduously
acquired over the years Ben had been stationed at various embassies
and consulates, barely concealed the scrappy little girl inside,
who had grown up in the poverty-stricken environs of a rough West
Virginia coal town. At thirty-two, she had come to realize she was
bored with the predictable life she was leading and, most
incredibly, that she actually missed the excitement of her
knock-about childhood.

Still, that alone was not a good reason to end
a sixteen-year marriage. Even thinking about the more serious
reasons for their divorce left a bad taste in her mouth. Too often
during the last disintegrating months she had caught herself
walking down Avenue Foch in the chic Sixteenth Arrondissement,
where their apartment was located, or along a Printemps department
store aisle, or even browsing in her favorite haunt, the
English-language Shakespeare and Company bookstore, with her hands
doubled into tight balls. She had had no idea she was doing it. Her
clenched fists were but one sign of how she truly felt: as if steel
wires were being wound about her body, throat and head and then
tightened, inexorably tightened.

She leaned across the seat to open the door of
the solid little French car for Ginny. “Hi, babe,” she called. “How
did your day—”

From out of nowhere a car pulled up and
squealed to a skidding stop between them. A car door was thrown
open, and a startled Ginny was snatched and dragged inside. Alyx
screamed. In a flash the other car sped off in the opposite
direction and was instantly lost in the heavy late-afternoon
traffic.

For an eternal second Alyx sat stunned, frozen
despite the sweat that suddenly dampened her palms and armpits. She
felt a sickening thud inside her stomach, as if a bowling ball had
dropped right through her rib cage. Then, in the very next moment,
she gunned her car away from the curb in pursuit. Agonizingly, her
attempts to make a U-turn were frustrated by the steady stream of
schoolchildren clogging the crosswalk.

Her eyes blurred with tears of shock and
frustration, Alyx sat stunned behind the wheel of her car and
watched the crazy traffic swirl and coalesce into an impassable
wall. On that overcast afternoon the only reminder of Ginny lay on
the tarred pavement: gaily scribbled and colored papers that had
been stapled at one corner. The edges of the pages fluttered in the
damp breeze, like dandelion puffs that would soon disappear
forever.


 


"What color? I don’t know! I told you, it all
happened so fast. Black, I think. The car just—”

“Could you tell us what make of car
it was?” the man sitting on her art deco sofa asked patiently but
unfeelingly.

“A Citroen. No. It was . . . Oh
God, I just don’t know!” It was as if she were slogging in slow
motion through a hideous nightmare. Her throat was raw from silent
screaming. She tried to winnow the scream from her voice while she
fought to control the shaking that was pulsing through her. At last
she gave in to it and buried her face, already bruised with
fatigue, in her hands.

“Did you get a look at the license
plate?” asked the other agent, the one closest to her. He was
taking notes with a tooth-marked ballpoint.

The two men could have been identical twins.
Nondescript faces, ordinary gray business suits, monotone voices.
They were with the CIA. Or was it the State Department? She
couldn’t remember. Too many people had come and gone in the haze of
the past forty-eight hours, beginning with the embassy people, then
someone from the Parisian Criminal Brigade, even an agent from
Interpol.

She lifted her head, hands once again clenched
at her sides in the too familiar habit. “I told you, the car was
going in the opposite direction!” For once she appreciated those
ever constricting wires; now their tension was holding her body
together for her.

“They’re only trying to help,
darling,” Ben said. His voice had all the bluntness of a little
boy’s scout knife. The gin and tonic on his breath was as heavy as
a Seine fog at dawn. Even so, she was grateful for his hand, gently
holding hers, although his skin did have the dry, crinkly texture
of old newspaper. The pinched lines around his terrier-blue eyes
told her that he was feeling as much agony as she.

Alyx had fallen in love with that intelligent
and rather handsome face when she was only fifteen. Ben, an army
lieutenant stationed at Fort Bragg, had offered the barefoot
daughter of an Irish coal miner and a Mexican housemaid a peek into
what looked to her in those days like paradise. The maturity of his
twenty-nine years and the stability of his regimented career as an
information officer had appealed to her—and, she admitted to
herself with brutal honesty, so had his relatively affluent
life-style. No wonder she had eloped with him the day she turned
sixteen.

“I’ve told them everything I know,
Ben,” she said, snapping without success at her opal-encrusted
cigarette lighter. The damned thing wouldn’t light. “They can start
helping by hitting the pavement and questioning their
informants.”

The agent on the sofa leaned forward with a
lit match, and she lowered her cigarette toward it. “Your stoolies
should know more than I do,” she added bitterly,
exhaling.

Ben shifted uneasily at her outspokenness. His
eyes flitted from one agent to the other like moths in a helpless
quest for a reassuring place to alight.

Pocketing the matchbook, the agent rose to his
feet, and his shadow immediately followed suit. “Mr. and Mrs.
Langford, we’d like to counsel you to maintain a low profile. Don’t
make any statements to the press. Excessive publicity will only
endanger your daughter’s life.”

“We understand,” Ben said, walking
with the two men to the door.

Alyx didn’t understand.

During the frustration of the ensuing weeks,
it seemed to her that the mighty U.S. government was accomplishing
exactly nothing. Oh, the State Department still made weekly phone
calls with whatever new information it had about her daughter’s
plight, but the reports remained discouragingly thin.

For the first few days the French newspapers
had run articles on the kidnapping. France Soir, the widely
read afternoon daily, reported that the police had very little to
go on, since there were virtually no witnesses. Le Monde
stated, “The vice-consul’s wife was shocked and gave a report that
was completely subjective.”

Several times the state-owned television
network had flashed a photograph of Ginny, taken at the beginning
of the school year. A crooked little smile with the two upper front
teeth missing, eyes as big as two blue balloons, and that
impossibly wild mop of orange-red hair that made a mother
despair.

Then the summit meeting between the U.S. and
Russia stole the headlines. With nothing newsworthy to report on
Ginny’s kidnapping, the media abandoned the story
altogether.

Now the waiting was destroying Alyx. All she
did was chain-smoke and stalk through the apartment, which was
built around a large interior garden that she had once decided
would be green all year round. Four big magnolia trees, a stand of
bamboo, asparagus ferns, lots of different-colored ivy and a
magnificent weeping white birch were all spotlighted, so that at
night or on grim days, she could turn the spots on and feel as if
she were in the tropics. These days, she kept the atrium lit all
the time.

Ben came over often, but they had nothing much
to say to each other. But then, they had never had much to say. She
would offer him a gin and tonic, but wouldn’t fix one for herself.
Though she had learned at embassy functions to tolerate the fluted
glasses that were mandatory for filling an empty hand, she was
afraid her misery could easily make drinking but another dangerous
crutch. Her smoking was not a crutch. It was a coffin
nail.

Besides, she had never really enjoyed the
cocktail party circuit. That had been just one of her many
shortcomings as a diplomat’s wife.

Poor Ben, he looked as if he were drinking far
too much. Darkened pouches rimmed his lower eyelids. He was with
her the evening the six o’clock news announced that it had received
a communiqué from the Paris-based Islamic Revolutionary Brigade
concerning the abduction of Genevieve Langford. Both Alyx and Ben
leaped to their feet in front of the television.

“The stark notice, addressed to the
French and American governments, was received today at our station
headquarters,” announced the dapper French newscaster. “The letter
was sent in a plain envelope and the statement was typed in Arabic,
warning, and I quote, ‘For the last time we wish to stress that
all contact with Genevieve Langford will be cut off and the
consequences will be catastrophic if you do not act seriously and
intervene at once for the release of the Islamic Revolutionary
Brigade members being held as prisoners in Baghrashi.’
”

After more than four years in Paris, Alyx had
nearly perfected her French, but the newscaster’s rapid speech and
her own turmoil left her playing catch-up, though she got the gist
of the announcement.

“When contacted about this latest
development,” the newscaster continued, “the U.S. deputy press
secretary replied that the United States would not be intimidated
by terrorist threats, nor permit such threats to compromise
America’s fundamental policies and values. The deputy press
secretary is quoted as having said, ‘Negotiating with terrorists is
a dead-end game, one which we refuse to play, and that remains our
policy.’ ”

Alyx turned to Ben. “What did he mean—does
that mean they won’t negotiate?”

Ben took hold of her shoulders. His face
looked like a photo that had crumpled in on itself. “We have to let
the State Department handle this. They know what
they’re—”

She shrugged off his grasp. “You haven’t told
me everything, have you?” She was furious, and her driving
fingernails dug half-moons deep into her palms.

He sighed and went over to the bar, where he
had set his near-empty glass. “The I.R.B.—”

“The what?”

“The Islamic Revolutionary Brigade
is holding Ginny hostage against six I.R.B. prisoners that an
insignificant Arab emirate took in some kind of internal holy
war.”

“You knew about this and you didn’t
tell me!”

“The State Department is doing
everything it can.”

“They’re making only token efforts
at finding Ginny!”

“Alyx, the best thing we can do is
to follow the prescribed government approach to Ginny’s kidnapping.
After all, they’ve had experience with this sort of
thing.”

The intercom buzzed, announcing a
visitor—another of the State Department’s colorless agents. When he
walked into the apartment his face was so blank that it was
impossible to determine the intent of his visit. Her heart seemed
to stop as she waited for him to say something.

“You saw the newscast?” the State
Department man asked.

“Yes.” At her sides, her hands
clenched and unclenched. From behind her, Ben’s fingers bit into
her shoulders. She didn’t like him to touch her anymore, but she
barely noticed.

“We’re sorry you had to learn this
way. But we wanted you to know your daughter’s all right. With the
letter we received this photo.” He passed it to her. “We were able
to stop the station from broadcasting it.”

She stared at the picture of Ginny. She was
standing in front of a bare wall, clutching what appeared to be a
stuffed toy dinosaur. She looked pathetically bewildered. “Ginny,”
Alyx whispered, and blinked back tears.

“Mrs. Langford and I appreciate all
you’re doing,” Ben said.

Alyx’s eyes snapped upward. “Doing? They’re
doing nothing, Ben! The State Department’s playing politics with
our daughter’s life.”

“Now, Mrs. Langford, we’re
determined to obtain her release. This is an issue of the highest
priority for the Administration. You must believe that we think we
are presently following the best course to obtain this result in a
quiet, nonpublic manner.”

“My God!” she groaned. The
bureaucratese of the United States was unbelievable. She felt about
as much warmth toward this intruder as she would toward the angel
of death. “Get out. Get out of my apartment. Now!”




 


“Helena?”

“Yes?” the throaty voice replied
into the receiver, faintly puzzled.

“This is Alyx.”

“Alyx! God, it’s so good to hear
your voice. How long has it been? Two years, at least.”

“Helena, something terrible has
happened and I need your help.” Alyx was intensely patriotic, and
had a strong sense of duty. This call was the hardest thing she had
ever had to do.

“Well, of course. After all, you
did rescue me from that lecherous Brazilian
industrialist.”

Alyx heard the amusement in Helena’s voice and
recalled the occasion—a reception at the American embassy in
Brasilia for the Pope. It was the first time she had ever met
Helena Hamilton, the world-famous journalist. “Helena, my
daughter’s been kidnapped!”

“Ginny? Oh, no! Damon and I have
been so caught up with the approach of Macedonia’s Midsummer
Midnight functions that we haven’t been following the world news
that much.”

“She’s been abducted by Arab
terrorists.” Alyx tried to keep her voice calm. “The State
Department feels that to negotiate with them would be to open the
door for more terrorists . . . that it would be an incentive to
take more hostages.”

“What group is behind
it?”

“The Islamic Revolutionary
Brigade.” Alyx sucked on her cigarette and released a slow but
unsteady plume of smoke.

“Never heard of them.”

“They’re a new group, I think.
Listen, I’m using a phone here at a booth in the metro, so I can’t
talk long. I don’t know if our government people have tapped my
apartment phone or even tracing my cell phone calls. I’m not going
to wait a year or so like other hostages’ families have in order to
hear a State Department report. Can you recommend someone to help
me find Ginny? I need the best person possible, Helena. If anyone
would know, you would, with all your international
contacts.”

After a long pause Helena said, “Well, there
is one man. Khalid Rajhi.”

“What?” Even she had heard of
him—and vaguely remembered some society photos of him. One of those
handsome, mysterious-looking Arabs. “That playboy!”

“I assure you, Alyx, he has all the
necessary qualifications. He works for his uncle, who is a major
international figure in the world of finance and petroleum and is
also the emir of a Gulf emirate called Baghrashi.”

“Baghrashi! Helena, that’s the
place where this I.R.B. is fighting.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me a bit. The
Arabs are big on family rivalries. But back to Khalid. His job with
his uncle is to coordinate and carry through any project. Khalid
specializes in planning and organization and spotting loopholes.
He’s a political-science graduate of both Oxford and Yale. He knows
the most remote places like the back of his hand, and can mix in
any stratum of society.

“Besides, he worked right alongside
Damon as a freedom fighter in Macedonia. He became an expert at
finding what others couldn’t, and in evading agents and assassins.
Believe me, if anyone can help you, Khalid can.”

Alyx thought she detected a note of what might
have been strong affection in Helena’s voice when she mentioned the
Arab playboy’s name. “Where can I find this Khalid Rajhi?” she
asked, lowering her voice to a near whisper. Nearby, sitting on one
of the plastic modular benches that were all over subways and
airports and train stations, was a man in a jaunty gray felt hat.
He was reading a newspaper, but sitting close enough to
overhear.

“I’m not sure,” Helena said. “I
haven’t seen or heard from him for over a year, and getting through
to Sheikh Ibrahim is more difficult than reaching the President.
And speaking of difficult, Khalid can be. You must remember that he
has been thoroughly spoiled all his life, one of those supreme Arab
males. So, I don’t know if he’ll help you, even if you are
successful in finding him. But, if you are, tell him I sent you.
I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, Alyx.”

“Giving me a name is a place to
start. Thanks, Helena.”

When Alyx replaced the receiver and looked
around, the man in the felt hat was gone. On the bench was his
discarded newspaper, folded to reveal a photo of none other than
Khalid Rajhi, with the headline, “S.A.S. la Princesse Caroline
de Monaco— Princess Caroline Presents Monte Carlo’s Charity Amateur
Tennis Trophy to Arab Sheikh.”

Immediately, Alyx picked up the newspaper and
unfolded it to read the caption:

 


Khalid Rajhi, an Arab aristocrat
of one of the Persian Gulf sheikhdoms and heir to a vast oil
fortune, defeated the German film star, Hans Richter, in Straight
sets to take the Monte Carlo International Amateur and Professional
Tennis Championships on Sunday.

 


Monte Carlo. It was a place to
start.




Chapter 2

 


As Khalid and Giles, trailed by Hamid,
strolled through the celebrated mirrored lobby of the Monte Carlo
Shalimar Palace, well-dressed but not otherwise ostentatious men
stationed throughout the ground-floor premises went into action.
The antennae of their ear pieces transmitted Khalid’s progress
through the rotunda with its beautiful polychromed glass. The
observers noted suspicious persons and other irregularities along
the route to his waiting limousine.

This precautionary exercise took place
whenever Khalid was in residence, even though his preference was
for maintaining a low public profile. His black tie and tails were
in keeping with the prevalent image of the Riviera’s nightlife; he
only donned Arab ceremonial dress when he was negotiating with
American oil companies, who thought they would outsmart the
backward Arab. The British knew better. Through centuries of
association with the Middle East, they knew that the Arabs were
streetwise and could never be out-bargained.

From the corner of his eye Khalid saw an
attractively leggy woman rise from a Louis XIII settee, partially
concealed by fronds of lush potted palms, and start to walk toward
him. At once one of his security men—a short, wiry Italian—stepped
in front of her, identified himself quietly and politely asked her
to show him the contents of her purse. The striking redhead looked
momentarily startled; her lovely face was strained.

Khalid continued on toward the imposing glass
door at the entrance, forgetting her at once. On the Cote d’Azur
there were more lovely women than a perfume factory had blossoms.
Outside, lined up in front of the hotel, behind the usual racy
sedans from Rome, limousines with London plates and sporty red
German cars, was a fleet of nine canvas-topped trucks. Giles had
informed Khalid that the fleet was the baggage train of a young
Saudi Arabian princess who had reserved sixty-four rooms for six
weeks.

Immediately under the Shalimar’s striped
canopy waited, instead of the customary bulletproof black
limousine, a Stutz Black Hawk. Khalid arched an inquiring brow at
the twenty-two carat, gold-plated grill, then turned his black gaze
on Baghrashi Petroleum’s managing director.

“A gift from your uncle,” Giles said
evenly.

Khalid leaned on the door and looked in at the
sleek white leather interior. On the passenger side an engraved
gold plaque had been affixed to the burled walnut dashboard. It
read:

Handcrafted in Torino

especially for His Serene
Highness

Prince Khalid Rajhi al
Yameni

“A gift to pacify a bored child?”

The Englishman’s cool features hardened in
exasperation. “A gift of appreciation for your services as chief
executive officer of Baghrashi Foreign Investments.”

“A mere shuffling of papers, Giles. You are
just too damned tactful to say what we both know—that the various
departments of Baghrashi Foreign Investments do absolutely nothing
without specific instructions from my uncle.”

He waved a negligent hand, and his personal
chauffeur immediately opened the rear door. He rode with Hamid,
while outriders preceded and flanked them. During the five-minute
winding drive up to the three nerve centers of Monte Carlo—the
Casino, the Hotel de Paris and the Cafe de Paris—Khalid brooded
over his relationship with his uncle. The old man had no sons to
inherit the title of Emir of Baghrashi, so more than a dozen of his
nephews, each of whom possessed the nominal title of Prince, were
angling for the right to succession.

The army-minded Badr Masshur, whose title was
Minister of Protocol and who probably didn’t even know where that
office was located, was the most determined of the princes and—as
the crudest—probably deserved the right to leadership of the
Yamenis.

Khalid was indifferent to the whole damned
affair. He didn’t think he could ever live up to his uncle
Ibrahim’s expectations. He sure as hell didn’t take kindly to any
new responsibility that demanded more of himself than he was
willing to offer.

In fact, the only time he had bothered to go
the whole route was when he made his love gift to Helena by
arranging for the escape of her lover from the infamous Toridallos
Prison. The unwanted image of raven-haired Helena haunted him as he
strode through the opulent Belle-Epoque gaming room of the Salon
Ordinaire, and the ghost of her husky voice crowded out the cascade
of money falling as a prize to some lucky gambler.

Well, he was finished with noble gestures.
Unlucky in love, lucky at cards, he told himself, entering the
Salon Privé. Unless one was an internationally known high roller or
had connections in high places, one did not get past the door into
the small leather-lined chamber. Hamid, clad in his eye-catching
desert robes, posted himself adroitly just inside the rococo gilt
doors of the inner sanctum.

There were hushed conversations in many
languages, providing a steady, mumbling undercurrent of tension
beneath the soft click of dice, the shuffling of playing cards and
the clattering whirl of the roulette wheel.

At the chemin de fer table, under the
flattering glow of a shimmering crystal chandelier, sat the usual
big-spending habitués of Monte Carlo, those platinum-, gold- and
silver-edged people who filled the world’s society gossip columns.
Khalid recognized Sophia Dumantaros and her emeralds. As the
soignée widow of a famed Greek shipping magnate, she was determined
to invest her late husband’s fortune in Monaco’s upkeep. Her
constant late nights were leaving her with umber circles under her
eyes.

Taking over as banker for the next round was
Giuseppe Belloti, the Bolivian tin impresario. The man had
inherited his fortune and had the brain of an ostrich.

Khalid figured the evening would offer little
in the way of a challenge. The money he won or lost was nothing to
him. It merely derived from a secret number in Zurich, an abstract
game on New York’s Wall Street or a threat to one’s life in Milano.
In Monte Carlo that cash was converted into extreme, but serene,
pleasure.

The evening turned out to be dull until almost
eleven, when the redhead he had noticed earlier in the Shalimar
lobby entered the exclusive domain. She seemed to be accompanied by
Lord Rothingham, though as they approached the chemin de fer
table she relinquished the arm of the Scotsman, who watched her
leave with a wistful expression, then shrugged his sloping
shoulders and sauntered over to the roulette table to hobnob with a
famed Italian film director.

With women all over the Casino almost
overflowing their evening gowns, she alone was dressed differently,
in a black velvet dress with a high neck and long sleeves. The gown
had a hint of a man’s tuxedo about it, with a bibbed front bodice
and a demi-bow of black ribbon at the neck. The demure almost
Victorian dress could not hide her lissome, flawless and
exquisitely slender body as she approached his table.

For a while she studied the baccarat game. He
studied her.

Though she was actually of average height, she
appeared to be much taller. Her untamed mane of blazing orange-red
hair was natural, if the invasion of silvery strands was anything
to go by. The effect of her coiffure was definitely engaging—a
touch of individuality without which mere beauty became vapid. She
was an arresting woman.

He wondered how old she was. Her youthful
features and translucent, almost incandescent, complexion gave the
lie to the few smoke-gray streaks. Moral decency was evident in the
set of her jaw, and also in her eyes. They were a rich brown,
emphasized by long, spidery black lashes. Oddly, there was
something almost virginal in her eyes as she glanced covertly at
him in a contemplative sort of way.

Who was she? Royalty? A celebrity? One of the
nouveaux riches . . . ?

When Belotti lost his coup she took a position
next to a balding Birmingham small-arms tycoon and to the right of
the previous banker, Ostrich Head. Khalid, next in line as banker,
could only guess what she was up to.

She surprised him by completely ignoring him
while he dealt the cards. When she lifted one corner of her card
and ran her tongue over her expressive mouth in indecision, his
strong Arab sensuality reared its head. His desert instincts sensed
that she was emotionally highly charged, though certainly without
being blatant about it. He imagined that she was a very interesting
woman indeed.

After he dealt the second card from the wooden
shoe to the aging Contessa Claudia Delfino, he came to her. Her
eyes met his gaze boldly, and her finely arched brows lifted, as if
challenging him in some way beyond the game at hand.

In front of her, on the green baize table à
cheval, was a mound of the exclusive Monte Carlo gaming coins,
discreetly used for private play in this salon that was normally
barred to the public. She surprised him again. "Banco, ” she said
firmly, meaning that she intended to bet individually, on one coup,
as much as there was in the bank. He had been waiting to hear her
voice and was hard put to determine her nationality. She had spoken
in French, but there was a foreign undertone in her delightfully
cultivated voice.

He dealt the second card facedown. She peeked
at her cards and her frown threw him. The women of his experience
didn’t frown. Either they looked blank, they laughed or they pouted
prettily. Frowning was too subtle an expression for them. It
required some thinking. She looked at him then, her face a
tabula rasa. “Do you seriously think you can outguess me?”
she asked quietly. “I doubt it.”

For the first time in more than a year he felt
adrenaline surging through him, that change in body chemistry that
added zest to life. And this woman was responsible.

“I warn you, I do not play as other women do,”
she said, this time more softly, as if for his ears
alone.

A double entendre? For a long minute he
studied her smooth expression, ignoring the watchful eyes of the
other players. Finally he decided against taking a third card for
himself.

At that she flipped over her cards.
“Punto, ” she said, smiling at last, her mouth wide and
temperamental. Her cards were closer in total to nine, her eight
against his seven.

He nodded. “You are a savvy lady, I
think.”

She smiled perfunctorily and raked her
winnings into a white beaded evening bag. The lights
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