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CHAPTER ONE




 


As she exited the courthouse, Cathy Maxwell paused
to let the June sunlight warm her face. She took a deep breath and
enjoyed a profound sense of happiness.

Little Yasmin’s hand shifted in hers, but there was
none of the eager tugging one might expect from a child a month shy
of her fourth birthday. Since infancy, Cathy’s daughter had
regarded the world through calm, dark eyes that seemed to brim with
ancient wisdom.

“Miss Maxwell?” A woman with chin-length
brown hair and a designer suit hurried up the courthouse steps,
followed by a photographer. “Sorry we’re late. Did the adoption go
through?”

This must be the reporter from the Los
Angeles Globe who’d called yesterday. Cathy hadn’t expected her
to actually show up, since her paper was based some forty miles
away.

The Globe had run a brief article
when Yasmin was abandoned three and a half years ago, and done a
few follow-ups about Cathy’s battle to keep her. But it wasn’t an
important enough story to merit major coverage.

“Yasmin’s all mine, forever and ever,” she
told the reporter. “My lawyer can give you the details. He should
be out in a minute, if you’d like to speak to him.”

“I will,” the woman said. “This is such a
heartwarming story. Do you feel it was fate that led you to find
Yasmin?”

Although, privately, Cathy agreed, she
preferred to stick to facts. As assistant manager of a hotel, she
found it helped to be specific. “I didn’t find her, she was given
to me. Her mother put her in my arms and said, ‘Take good care of
her.’ I feel that she made me the guardian. I’m only sorry she
didn’t stick around so I could learn more about her, for Yasmin’s
sake.”

“You felt a responsibility to the mother? Is
that why you’ve been fighting so hard for the baby?”

“No.” Cathy smiled down at her daughter.
“I’ve been fighting for her because I love her.”

It had been a long, costly and invasive
process. Cathy understood the need to protect the child’s interest,
but she’d bonded with Yasmin immediately.

The years-long process had involved applying
to adopt and undergoing screenings and background checks and parent
training. Only with her mother’s help had she been able to afford
an adoption attorney, who’d been invaluable. Still, Cathy had lived
with the fear that a distant relative of Yasmin’s might appear and
stake a claim.

That hadn’t happened. Today, at the Orange
County, California courthouse, she’d finalized the adoption.

Standing straight in her velvet-edged tweed
coat, Yasmin looked as regal as a princess. Dark curls tumbled
around her heart-shaped face, and the only sign of impatience was
the way she fingered one of her tiny half-moon earrings.

The reporter crouched down. “Honey, what do
you think of all this?”

“I think I’d like some ice cream,” Yasmin
said. “Mommy promised me some if I was good.”

The reporter chuckled, then straightened.
“Well, Cathy, congratulations. But tell me, where do you suppose
Yasmin’s real mother is today?”

“That’s no longer my business.” In a level
voice, Cathy said, “I’m her real mother now.”

“Of course.” The woman jotted a note.

Cathy didn’t stick around for any more
questions. Yasmin’s self-control had given way, and the little girl
was dragging her toward the car.

*

“Saw your picture in the paper today,” Bert Lowie,
manager of the Laguna Sand and Stars Hotel, told Cathy late the
next morning. With one minor crisis following another, it was the
first chance her boss had had to speak to her about anything
personal.

“Really? I missed it.” She’d been so tired
after yesterday’s excitement, she’d overslept and barely made it to
work on time.

“I’ll bring you a copy.” Bert ran his
fingers through his thinning brown hair. Seven years ago, when
Cathy started work at the hotel, he’d been stiff and formal, but
he’d lightened up and they’d become friends. “To tell you the
truth, I never thought you’d pull it off.”

“The adoption? Sometimes I didn’t, either.”
Now that it was over, Cathy could admit the truth. “If Mom hadn’t
put a lawyer on the case right away, the social workers would have
taken Yasmin.”

“What will you do now?” Bert glanced across
the lobby from where they stood at the concierge’s desk. A couple
with two teenagers was checking out, being handled efficiently by
the desk clerk. Other than that, the place was mercifully quiet
after a flurry of early arrivals and mixed-up reservations.

Everything about the Sand and Stars was
low-key, from the unassuming lobby to the scattering of palm trees
and bird-of-paradise plants around the grounds. Guests, mostly
ordinary vacationers, were drawn by the ocean vistas and Laguna
Beach’s art shows.

“What will I do now?” she echoed. “Bert, I
don’t expect any big changes. Mostly I’ll keep working and
supporting my child.”

He shook his head. “You used to be
ambitious. You never intended to spend your whole life being the
assistant manager of a hotel. Having to work all that overtime to
pay the lawyer put you off track, but I imagine you’ll be going for
that M.B.A. soon.”

“Maybe someday.” Cathy shrugged. “Mostly I
want to spend as much time as possible with Yasmin. The most
important thing is being here for her. I have to be her mommy
and her daddy.”

She’d thought about the future a lot, and
how Yasmin would fare without a father. After Cathy’s devastating
experience with her former fiancé, she had no interest in marrying.
But lots of other single mothers succeeded.

“I admire you,” Bert said, “but I also know
you. You want the best for her, and your mother may not always be
around to help out. In the old days, people would have said you
needed a husband.”

He’d hit on her sore spot. “In the old days,
if my fiancé had begged me to help put him through medical school
and then run out on me, some male relative of mine would have gone
after him with a shotgun,” Cathy flared with more ferocity than
she’d intended. “I’d have sued the jerk but I didn’t have the time
or the money.”

Bert hesitated as if about to say more, but
a call came in for Cathy about booking a wedding. While she was on
the phone, a guest arrived in the lobby clad in nothing but a bath
towel, shouting that he couldn’t get any hot water in his room.
Bert hurriedly ushered the man out of sight.

Cathy ran through her wedding checklist,
ensuring enough space was reserved for overnight guests plus
changing rooms for the bridal party. The catering manager took over
the details of the reception, and Cathy retreated into her office
for a bite of homemade lunch.

Three and a half years ago, Cathy had been
the front-desk clerk on a rainy night when a young woman hurried
into the lobby with a baby in her arms. The woman had huddled into
her raincoat and scarf, her young face tense.

“Is someone chasing you?” Cathy had asked.
“I can call for help.”

“No, no.” The woman had a thick accent that
Cathy couldn’t place. “It is nothing like that.”

“Do you need a room?”

Two smoky eyes had bored into Cathy’s. “No,
I must leave. But...” With sudden determination she had thrust the
baby into Cathy’s arms. “You are a kind woman. Take good care of
her. I am sorry.”

With that, she fled into the night.

“Wait!” There hadn’t been anyone else
around, and Cathy didn’t dare set the baby down. By the time she
reached the door, still gingerly holding her charge, the woman had
vanished.

Cathy’s first thought was to turn the infant
over to the authorities. At twenty-three, she’d known nothing about
babies and hadn’t planned on having any. Her youthful fantasies of
being swept away by love had ended a year earlier when her fiancé,
Ralph, dumped her right after receiving his medical degree.

Despite her efforts to move on, the damage
had run deep. She’d lost her ability to dream about anything except
succeeding in the tough, impersonal world of business.

Until, that is, she felt the baby’s little
fingers touch her wrist. She had glanced down into that alert,
inquisitive face, and fallen head over heels in love, hopelessly
and forever.

The only clues to the child’s identity were
the half-moon earrings that pierced her tiny lobes, and a silver
bracelet inscribed with the name Yasmin. Neither the social workers
nor the police had had any reports of a missing baby matching her
description.

After a story appeared in the newspaper,
Cathy had expected relatives to appear and claim the baby, but no
one turned up. Now the child was hers, by law.

Warmth spread through her as she downed her
sandwich. Free to plan Yasmin’s fourth birthday party in blissful
safety, Cathy could hardly wait.

She was cleaning up the remains of lunch
when the desk clerk called, “Wow! You’d better come see this!”

In the lobby, Cathy discovered she wasn’t
the only one who had heard his words. Several members of the staff
plus a half-dozen guests were staring out the glass front.

The longest limousine she had ever seen was
trying to angle down a slope from the busy Pacific Coast Highway
into the narrow turnaround in front of the hotel. The sleek white
vehicle almost made the corner—almost, but not quite. Despite the
driver’s attempts to roll free, it became well and truly stuck.

The only possible escape was to back up, but
she doubted the driver could see very well uphill. Besides, backing
onto the highway was a hair-raising prospect for any size car.

“Were we expecting someone important?” asked
the gaping desk clerk.

“All our guests are important,” Cathy
reminded him. “I’d better see what I can do.”

She strode out of the lobby, aware of the
watchers’ eyes followed her. Where was the doorman, anyway? To make
matters worse, a brisk offshore breeze whipped her skirt around her
thighs and flapped her blazer away from her blouse.

Cathy felt as if her clothes were molded to
her body, revealing the feminine curves she preferred to disguise
when she was working. Thank goodness her sandy hair was cut in a
thick wedge that should fall neatly back into place.

She had just cleared the portico and was
approaching the limousine when a tall, white-robed figure emerged
from the rear compartment. As he closed his door, she noticed a
snowy cloth cascading from the top of his head, anchored by a
coiled black band.

What was a sheikh doing at the Sand and
Stars, especially without advance notice? A wealthy foreign guest
might have tastes and needs that required special preparation, and
usually the staff received ample warning.

Yet Cathy’s reaction to the man had little
to do with her duties as assistant manager. Although, from the
back, the visitor was completely covered by his robe save for a
pair of burnished Italian loafers, she couldn’t help noticing the
width of his shoulders and the decisiveness with which he swung
around, as if he were accustomed to command. Then she got a good
look at his face, and could only hope the sound of the wind covered
her sharp intake of breath.

The sun-bronzed hardness of his face and his
dark, burning eyes gave him the air of a desert warrior. Cathy
could picture him astride an Arabian stallion, leading a charge
against impossible odds.

She gritted her teeth, annoyed at being
distracted by a fantasy. No bold and tender man would ever sweep
through her life, only self-absorbed tricksters like her former
fiancé.

“May I help you?” she asked.

The man surveyed her with no hint of
disrespect, yet there was an intimacy in his gaze that implied he
noticed every exposed inch of her legs. “My driver will need to
back out.” To her surprise, the man spoke English with scarcely a
trace of an accent. Only the arrogant tilt of his head and his
unusual costume revealed that he came from another world.

“I’m Cathy Maxwell, the assistant manager.
If you’ll get back in the car, I’ll be glad to help.”

“Get back in the car?” One eyebrow lifted
imperiously, as if she’d commanded him to bow to her.

“For insurance purposes, pedestrians aren’t
allowed in the driveway,” she explained. “Don’t worry. This isn’t
the first time something like this has happened. I know how to run
interference.”

A front window unrolled in the limo and the
uniformed driver poked his head out. “If one of you would watch
traffic for me, I’ll stop blocking your entrance.”

“Of course.” Cathy gestured toward the rear
door. “Sir? If you would be so good as to...”

Instead of complying, the tall figure strode
up the driveway toward the road, his robes flapping in the wind.
The sight reminded Cathy of a scene from Lawrence of
Arabia.

This was no movie, however. She couldn’t let
a guest expose himself to risk when it was the hotel’s driveway
that fell short of optimum design. Most limousine drivers paid
close enough attention to angle their cars safely, but it took only
a slight misjudgment to get stuck.

“Sir!” She ran after the man so fast, her
high heels slipped on the concrete and she barely maintained her
balance. “Sir, I can’t allow you to do this!”

At the sidewalk, he paused to stare at her.
The angle made him seem even taller than he was. “Allow me?” he
repeated in a deep voice. “No one allows me to do anything, Miss
Maxwell. Or prevents me from it, either.”

Cathy’s temper heated up. Couldn’t the man
see that his macho act might get her in trouble?

“This isn’t my choice,” she snapped as she
reached the sidewalk. “Our insurance requires that only hotel
personnel or law-enforcement officers assist with traffic.”

Amusement glinted in his dark eyes. “Let me
see exactly how you ‘assist with traffic,’ then.”

“Very well.”

Sensitive to his imperious gaze, Cathy moved
to the edge of the sidewalk. On previous occasions, she had simply
waited a few seconds for a traffic break and then signaled the
driver to back up.

Today, however, the cars flowed seamlessly
along the highway. To make matters worse, motorists in both
directions kept slowing to gape at the sheikh, who stood like an
exotic icon with his arms folded. They would be here a long time if
they waited for the traffic to let up, and in the meantime no cars
could enter the hotel driveway.

Cathy drew herself up, wishing the sea
breeze didn’t keep snapping her skirt and blazer. Stepping toward
the curb lane, she waved her arms in overlapping arcs.

No one stopped. What was wrong with those
idiots?

Actually, she knew what was wrong. Just
before it reached the hotel, the highway curved, blocking the sight
lines so that drivers couldn’t grasp the situation until they were
nearly on top of her. Furthermore, she was so short that truck
drivers might not even notice her.

His Lordship stood watching, his lips
curving into a smile. She couldn’t admit failure. Finally Cathy
spotted a slight break in the flow. As two cars passed, she stepped
into the nearest lane and resumed her semicircular waving.

There was only a panel truck heading her
way, and it had time to stop, although just barely. From the corner
of her eye, she caught a blur of white, and then two powerful arms
lifted her off her feet, pressing her against the man’s hard body
as he swung her onto the sidewalk.

He handled her with an ease that further
ruffled Cathy’s dignity. She wasn’t some child to be picked up and
set aside!

Biting off sharp words, she watched the
sheikh take her place on the highway. The truck had stopped, and
the white-robed man easily held the rest of the oncoming traffic at
bay while the limo backed, straightened and pulled beneath the
hotel’s portico.

Swiveling as if the waiting vehicles didn’t
exist, the sheikh rejoined Cathy. “That wasn’t necessary.” She
shouldn’t use such an angry tone on a guest, but his handling of
her had been outrageous. “I had everything under control.”

“Possibly,” said the man. “However, I cannot
allow a woman to endanger herself on my behalf.”

“I’m not a woman, I’m the assistant manager
of this hotel,” she flared. “Your chivalry on my behalf may be
well-intended but it’s insulting. It implies I can’t do my job.”
Without waiting for his response, Cathy stalked down the slope
toward the lobby.

As she did, the missing doorman appeared
from a side entrance. “Where have you been?” Cathy demanded, unable
to contain her annoyance.

He ducked his head. “I’m sorry, Miss
Maxwell. Something I ate for lunch disagreed with me.”

He did look pale, and the doorman was
usually reliable. “Very well,” she said. “Take care of this
gentleman’s bags, will you, please?”

“Don’t bother. My driver will get them.” The
sheikh strode ahead of Cathy and held the heavy glass door for her.
His action was courteous, she supposed, but it riled her further.
In business situations, men didn’t behave toward each other as if
they were at a tea party, and they shouldn’t behave that way toward
women, either.

He’s a hotel guest. Stop treating him like
a... a... man.

Restraining her impulse to rebuke him, Cathy
marched to the front desk. The employees and guests had dispersed,
and the clerk moved aside to let her take charge.

“Do you have a reservation, sir?” she asked
crisply.

“No.” He leaned on the desk, his face
disturbingly close to hers. The heat of his skin and the almost
subliminal scent of exotic spices threatened to disrupt her
concentration. “Is that a problem?”

“Not in June,” she said. “But if this were
July, after the arts festivals open, you’d be out of luck. What
kind of accommodations did you wish?”

“The bridal suite would be appropriate,” he
said.

So the man was a newlywed. She hadn’t
noticed a woman in the limo, but then, the windows were darkened.
“We don’t have a bridal suite as such, but there’s a large unit
available right above the beach,” she said. “Would you like us to
have flowers delivered for your wife?”

“I have not married her yet,” the man said.
“And I doubt she would be interested in flowers.”

“I see.” She didn’t, really, but her guest’s
private life was none of Cathy’s business. “May I have your name,
sir?”

“I am Sheikh Kedar Bahram.” He announced his
title in a booming voice that must have carried all the way to the
hotel restaurant. He handed over a diplomatic passport, and she
copied his name into the computer.

“How many are in your party, sir?”

“At present, one, but the Secret Service
will catch up with me sooner or later,” he said. “They will take
care of their own accommodations, I presume.”

“The Secret Service?” she said.

“I am the foreign minister of the Emirate of
Marakite,” he announced in stentorian tones. Cathy swallowed hard.
She hadn’t considered that he might be a highly placed government
official, even in a tiny kingdom. If he required Secret Service
protection, that might mean there was danger.

“Are you expecting any trouble?” She kept
her tone even. Or nearly so.

“Nothing I cannot handle.” He braced,
half-smiling, as if he might enjoy mixing it up.

“You’re not planning to kidnap this bride or
anything, are you?” The words slipped out before it occurred to
Cathy he might not realize she was joking.

Sheikh Kedar Bahram pinned her with a stare
that might have felled a more timid soul. “It should not be
necessary. We have been betrothed since she was a month old.”

That long? His passport gave his age as
twenty-nine. That meant that either his bride had been waiting many
years, or she was much younger. Still, it seemed odd that she
should live here. “You’re sure she’s in Laguna Beach?”

“Positive.” He drew a newspaper clipping
from a pocket inside his robe. “You are Miss Catherine Maxwell, are
you not?”

Dread curled inside her. She nodded curtly.
“I believe I introduced myself outside.”

The sheikh sketched a slight bow. “I wish to
greet you formally and beg your forgiveness for any offense I have
given. It seems we are going to be related.”

Related? He was either unbelievably
presumptuous or hallucinating. “I don’t think so.”

She wondered if she should call Bert to run
interference with this kook. Yet if he really was the foreign
minister of Marakite, she didn’t want to insult him. Also, she’d be
undercutting her point, that she could take care of herself.
“Please explain yourself.”

“My dear Miss Maxwell, you are about to
become my mother-in-law,” the sheikh said. “My betrothed is Yasmin
Al-Haroum and she is, I believe, your daughter.”

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


This had to be a joke, Cathy thought irritably. “Of
all the sick ideas! I don’t know who you are—”

“Of course you do. You have my passport.”
The man didn’t flinch. Apparently he’d been expecting this kind of
reaction.

She glanced down at the dark vinyl-covered
booklet, with no idea what a passport from the Emirate of Marakite
was supposed to look like. “Obviously you got hold of that
newspaper clipping and thought you could blackmail me. Well, I’m
sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not that gullible. Besides, I
don’t have any money.”

“Fortunately, I do.” The sheikh was still
leaning on the counter, his dark, dramatic face wearing the same
calm expression. “My wife will be a very wealthy woman.”

“The operative word here is woman,” Cathy
snapped. “You’re trying to tell me you’re engaged to a
three-year-old? I’m not buying it.”

“You are right to be cautious,” said the
sheikh, or whatever he was. “I suggest you place a call to my
country’s consulate in Los Angeles. They will verify that I am here
to claim my bride.”

After a moment’s hesitation, she looked up
the number and dialed it. To her amazement, the consul took her
call personally and confirmed that yes, his country’s esteemed
foreign minister, Sheikh Kedar Bahram. had left the consulate an
hour ago for Laguna Beach.

To claim his bride? Oh, yes, yes, a young
girl from the Al-Haroum family. A very prominent family. The
situation was most delicate. Please to accommodate the sheikh in
any way that she could; he was a cousin and adviser to the emir
himself.

Maybe due to her exertions of a few minutes
earlier, or simply the effort to absorb this fantastic story, but
as soon as she hung up, Cathy felt her head whirl. She must have
wavered visibly, because the sheikh reached over and caught her
arm. His grasp was firm, just enough to steady her. “You should sit
down, Miss Maxwell.”

The desk clerk had been watching them
anxiously. “Should I call Bert?”

Cathy nodded. “Tell him I’m taking a break,
okay?”

“Sure.”

Everything around her seemed so normal: the
limousine driver carrying in expensive leather suitcases, the
tourist family heading out the door with Donald Duck hats on their
heads. This man standing in front of her couldn’t really expect to
marry three-year-old Yasmin.

“There is a restaurant on the premises?”
asked the sheikh. “We shall go there and have coffee.”

His suggestion reminded Cathy that she’d
skipped her usual midmorning cup. That must be why she wasn’t
feeling quite herself. “All right.”

Surely this whole mess would disappear as
quickly as it had distorted her world. None of this was possible.
Yet here he was, a man in sheikh’s clothing, whose story had just
been confirmed.

They walked down a carpeted hallway lined
with seascape paintings. It seemed to Cathy that the floor had
tilted and the lights glared more than usual. She definitely needed
coffee.

A lunch crowd jammed the restaurant, but
because of the brisk breeze, no one was sitting on the deck. Sheikh
Bahram escorted her outside and held a chair for her at one of the
half-dozen tables. She dropped into it gratefully.

A waitress appeared at once. Cathy guessed
that gossip had spread quickly among the hotel staff about their
lordly arrival, because the service was speedy even for the Sand
and Stars. Before she knew it, they had been presented with mugs
filled with black steaming liquid.

“I think we’d better run through this
again,” she told the sheikh when they were alone. “With names,
addresses and serial numbers.”

“As you wish,” he said gravely.

Where to start? “You claim you know my
daughter’s birth family, Mr. Bahram?”

“You must call me Dar. I attended university
in your country and graduate school in Britain. I am accustomed to
the use of first names.” He took his time, choosing his words
carefully and discreetly, like a man accustomed to handling complex
diplomatic situations.

Someone this sophisticated was new to her
experience, and she no longer felt so certain she could hold her
own. But Cathy had the home court advantage, she told herself. And
she was fighting for her child. “I will call you by any name you
like, but I will never call you my son-in-law.”

The sheikh held out the news picture of
Cathy smiling down at Yasmin. “You see the unusual earrings? She
was given those by her grandmother.”

Cathy swallowed. She had always known that
somewhere Yasmin must have relatives, but adoptions were supposed
to be final. Yet during the past few years, Cathy had read every
horror story on the internet about birth parents changing their
minds, and she knew that nothing was carved in stone. Particularly
with an official from a foreign government involved.

Although the law might take her side—she
wasn’t entirely sure of that—the fact remained that paying lawyers
to get this far had nearly broken her. She couldn’t afford to
battle a rich family.

“DNA confirmation should be simple. Also, we
have footprints and fingerprints taken at birth,” the sheikh went
on.

Cathy swallowed a gulp of coffee. “Her
mother gave her to me.”

“That was not her mother.” Dar spoke softly,
the arrogance gone from his face. “That was her nanny.”

It was as if the deck had dropped from
beneath her. Never had Cathy questioned the assumption that the
woman who bequeathed her Yasmin was the child’s mother.

Had the girl been kidnapped? It would be
unthinkable to withhold her from distraught parents. Yet Dar hadn’t
said he was here to take Yasmin home, but to marry her.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Where are
her parents?”

His jaw tightened. “Dead.”

A shiver ran through Cathy. “What
happened?”

“They died in a plane crash when she was six
months old,” he said. “They were on a trade mission to this
country. It was believed the baby and the nanny died with
them.”

Although the story sounded logical, there
were plenty of holes in it. She seized on an obvious one. “Why
would the nanny abandon her?”

Dar stretched in his chair. He moved with
such grace that it was easy to forget how solid the man was. “She
believed the child to be cursed,” he said. “She blamed that curse
for the plane crash. Only last year did we hear reports that the
nanny had been seen alive, but we have not been able to find
her.”

A curse? What superstitious nonsense. “And
you just stumbled across the photo?”

“As it happened, I was in Los Angeles and
saw it in the newspaper,” Dar said gently. “I visit here frequently
on behalf of my country’s pharmaceutical industry. There is no oil
in Marakite, but we are located on the ancient frankincense trail.
We have discovered another sort of riches in our medicinal
plants.”

When he talked about business, Dar sounded
both rational and Western. A few minutes earlier, when he’d
mentioned a curse, he had seemed to Cathy like a figure from
Arabian folklore.

“Look, I’m not entirely ignorant,” she said.
“I realize people in other parts of the world have different
customs from ours. But under the laws of our country, I’m Yasmin’s
mother now, and there is no way I would even consider allowing her
to get married.”

“I have not explained myself well.”
Impatiently Dar waved away the waitress’s attempt to refill his
cup. “I am not talking about anything that would give you cause for
concern. This would be a mere formality until Yasmin is grown.
There is a great deal that rides on this marriage. It must take
place.”

“No!” Cathy stood so abruptly, she bumped
the table. Thank goodness their cups were nearly empty. “It’s
outrageous. It’s disgusting. I can’t believe you seriously expect
me to entertain such an idea!”

The sheikh also rose. A shaft of afternoon
sunlight gleamed on his hawklike face. “You have no idea how many
have died already!”

What did he mean? “Are you threatening
me?”

Below on the beach, people were sunbathing
and playing volleyball. Inside, visible through the glass, a
roomful of diners chattered blithely. But standing here alone with
this menacing figure, Cathy felt suddenly vulnerable. The man could
pitch her over the railing, or pull out a dagger, and what would
happen to Yasmin then?

He made no move toward her, however. “You
are frightened. I did not mean to alarm you. I assure you, Cathy,
you are in no danger from me.”

His deep voice pronounced her name with an
enticing lilt. She stood transfixed by the intensity with which he
studied her. Her fear had vanished; for some reason, she wanted to
trust him. But trust him to do what?

Doors at either end of the deck flew open
with a crash that sent Cathy’s heart racing. Men in gray suits ran
out, their hands thrust inside their coats as if clutching guns.
One appeared to be talking into his sleeve.

“Sheikh Bahram?” said the leader. “Are you
all right, sir?”

For a moment, Cathy had thought they were
being attacked by terrorists. Now she realized these must be the
Secret Service agents Dar had mentioned.

“Impeccable timing,” he muttered before
responding more clearly, “Yes, I am fine. Miss Maxwell presents no
threat to me, I assure you. In fact, gentlemen, you are speaking to
my future mother-in-law.”

Surprise registered on several faces before
the men resumed their impassive expressions. “Excuse us, Miss
Maxwell,” said one who appeared to be in charge.

Cathy struggled for her normal composure.
“If you gentlemen will inquire at the desk, I am sure rooms can be
arranged.” Heading for the inner door, she couldn’t resist adding.
“However, any future relationship between Sheikh Bahram and me
exists purely in his imagination.”

She left the deck with her head high, proud
of her exit line until she remembered Dar’s reference to people
dying. What on earth had he been talking about?

*

As soon as he was alone in his room overlooking the
beach, Dar removed his headdress and shrugged out of his robes. As
usual, he wore a Western-style business suit beneath it.

As he yanked a brush through his hair, he
silently swore at the Secret Service agents who had barged into his
conversation. How could he ever make his case to Cathy Maxwell
without privacy?

On the other hand, honesty compelled him to
admit that he had had ample time to lay out his case but had done a
poor job of it. For reasons he didn’t understand, he found himself
distracted by her concerns for her daughter, and by the woman
herself.

In her face, he had read honesty and
forthrightness, but also a deep-seated anger. That sort of
underlying emotion usually sprang from a tragic loss or betrayal.
Who had hurt this woman, and why should it matter to him?

Restlessly he picked up the phone. It would
be very late in Marakite, but Ezzat had a habit of reading into the
small hours, when the palace lay quiet.

The private line rang only twice before it
was answered. “Yes, my friend?” Ezzat Al-Aziz sounded faintly
puzzled, which was in character. He often seemed to be lost in deep
thought, and surprised to awaken in the modern world.

“It is I—Dar.”

“Ah. Have you found the child?”

“I have found her adoptive mother.” Dar
hesitated. It was his duty to report to the emir, but the emir also
happened to be his cousin and his best friend. How much should he
tell, and how much should he leave until matters became clearer?
“We are in negotiations.”

“She wants money?” Ezzat asked.

“Not exactly.”

“What does she want, then?”

“I believe she wants me to scatter myself on
the four winds and never trouble her again.”

His cousin laughed. It was a merry
sound—unrestrained and genuine. “I did not expect she would
cooperate easily. We must be patient.”

“Fasad Al-Haroum will not be patient.”
Distressed, Dar ran his hand through his hair, undoing the brush’s
works. “The other rebels will not be, either.”

“Does she understand that she need not give
up the child?” Ezzat pressed.

“Are you so sure of that?” Dar knew the
urgency of his marrying Yasmin, but it went against everything he
believed to lie to Cathy. “Do you really think Fasad will leave his
granddaughter in America?”

“The mother could come to Marakite with
her.”

“The mother is an American woman with a
career. She is not going to give that up. Nor will she sit quietly
in the background while her daughter’s future is shaped by other
people.” He already knew that much about Cathy.

“It sounds as if you admire her,” Ezzat said
softly. “Be careful, my cousin. I have never known you to show such
weakness.”

“Is it weakness, what you feel for Leila?”
Dar bit off the words when he realized what he’d said. Leila was
Ezzat’s wife. Cathy Maxwell was a stranger, an outsider and, at
present, an obstacle to the welfare of his country. “I apologize. I
spoke out of turn.”

“I can tell you are troubled.” Ezzat could
be firm when necessary, but he also possessed keen insight into the
people close to him. “You believe that, no matter what you do, you
will bring pain to this woman.”

He had clarified the situation perfectly.
“Either she must agree to something I know she can never accept, or
we will be forced to act against her with whatever means are
necessary.” A possibility—a slim one—occurred to him. “Ezzat, will
you do me one favor?”

“Certainly,” said his cousin.

“Will you consult the Three-Eyed Woman?
Perhaps there is another way than for me to marry this child.”

Ezzat clicked his tongue. “In three and a
half years, do you not think I have asked this question?”

While Dar knew the chances were slim that
the prophecy would alter, he could not proceed in good conscience
without making sure. “Sometimes a change in external circumstances
will bring a broader vision to the oracle,” he reminded the emir.
“It might offer us a new approach.”

“You believe that having located this
Maxwell woman presents such a change in circumstances?” Skepticism
colored his cousin’s voice.

Dar searched for a rational underpinning to
his hope. “Not the mere fact that we have found her, but that
yesterday, under the laws of her country, she became Yasmin’s
mother. That is something new, is it not?”

A long silence followed. Dar took it to mean
his cousin was considering the suggestion.

“Prophesying is hard on the Three-Eyed
Woman,” the emir said at last. “However, it is my obligation to
present the Council of Elders with this information. I cannot
guarantee a swift response, however.”

“I know you will do your best,” Dar
said.

They exchanged wishes of good health, and
cut the connection. Dar remained where he stood by the bed, staring
out the sliding glass doors at the Pacific Ocean. True to its name,
it lapped quietly at the beach, a contrast to his own turbulent
thoughts.

Never before had he been so sharply aware of
living in two worlds. He had not imagined he could find himself
this strongly attracted to an American woman, nor had he
considered, in his quest to find Yasmin, that he might entertain
second thoughts about marrying her.

The marriage was a matter of duty, and would
exist in name only until it could be dissolved. However, his
strongest reservations sprang from his unexpected feelings about
Cathy. He sensed in her a reservoir of strength and dignity that he
greatly admired.

What he felt for the blond woman, he
conceded, was also partly physical. She moved with a fresh, healthy
vigor that hinted at natural sensuality. He liked the defiant way
her hair flew in the wind and then fell stubbornly into place. But
what future could there be for them?

Ultimately Dar owed both his loyalty and his
life to Marakite and to Ezzat. If not for his cousin, Dar would
still live a nomadic life with the tribe into which he had been
born. Although
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