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            Chapter I
   

         

         Susan
       watched fascinatedly as they paced up and down, the handsomest couple she had ever seen in her life.

         The girl was beautifully dressed and slender, with a delicately featured face and enormous eyes that looked dark as night in her somewhat unusual pallor, and her hair seemed to flame under her captivating hat. The man towered above her, had superbly held shoulders and narrow hips, and was essentially masculine, with a masculinity that was almost startling.

         Susan realised that she wasn’t the only one waiting for a flight number to be called who was watching them with open interest. The airport lounge was well filled, and so many of the large, comfortable chairs were occupied that no doubt that was one reason why the couple preferred to promenade. But they also managed to convey the impression that they were completely indifferent to everyone around them, and that they were withdrawn into an aloofness that was almost as good as a protective armour.

         When at last Susan heard her own number being called she forgot all about them in the excitement of joining the little group of people being shepherded by an air hostess across the tarmac. They had been delayed in Paris for over two hours, and that meant that the Baghdad flight was already two hours behind its schedule; but Susan was one of the few who didn’t really mind, because this was all so much of a novelty to her that anything apart from the novelty was temporarily quite unimportant. She felt like someone who had been touched on the shoulder by a fairy godmother – although it was actually her own father who had suddenly done something amazing – whisked away from dull mediocrity, and set upon a road which could lead to anything.

         It was not until they were actually airborne, her seatbelt was unfastened, and she was lying back both looking and feeling relaxed, that she became aware again of the handsome couple, seated close beside her on the other side of the aisle. She had been so absorbed in carrying out instructions flashed on the illuminated panel in front of her, watching the last of Paris drop away below them, and trying to still the wild excitement of all her pulses, that she hadn’t even realised that they had become part of the complement of passengers.

         But now the stewardess approached them with magazines, received an order for black coffee, and smiled as if she recognised that these were experienced travellers – or, at least, the man was. He looked as if he had been born into the world for the express purpose of giving orders which someone would unquestioningly carry out with a great deal of speed, and as if he would be considerably surprised if such a magical effect didn’t always result. In the sun-filled cabin of the airliner his hair was not as fiery as that of the graceful creature beside him, but it, too, held tints like well-seasoned mahogany, and gleamed like a blackbird’s plumage where the shadows touched it. He was extremely bronzed – unless his complexion was naturally dark – with features that reminded Susan of museum marbles, and the most striking thick black eyelashes she had ever observed on a man.

         His linen was immaculate. His tailor quite obviously derived a comfortable income from keeping him faultlessly turned out, and there was something about him that suggested he was neither English, French, nor any other nationality that she could put her finger on.

         As the aircraft climbed into a blue, sunshiny world that seemed divorced from everything but space, freedom, and light, she ceased to observe the couple on the other side of the aisle. Although she occasionally caught the sound of their voices – speaking, somewhat surprisingly, fluent French – her thoughts kept harking back to the letter in her bag, and her father’s extraordinary but ill-expressed plans for her.

         Her father had been a Professor of History at Cambridge University until a couple of years previously, when he had joined a party investigating newly discovered archaeological remains in Iraq. Since then she had heard little or nothing of him. Her mother had died when she was very small, and she had been mostly brought up by an aunt, who had died recently. For the past year, loving antiques, she had been working in a little antique shop in Chelsea, and for the past six months living and looking after herself in a room over the shop.

         When she received Professor Maldon’s letter – like all his letters, quite out of the blue – she had been beginning to feel that the room was cramped, life anything but exciting, and the future rather drab-coloured. But as soon as she read the letter the most amazing new prospects opened out before her.

         
            My dear Sue, the letter ran, you must forgive me if I seem to be a little neglectful sometimes, and allow you to slip out of my thoughts for many months at a time. But this isn’t really so. I have been wanting to get you out here, and now the opportunity has arisen. I have found you an excellent job, and we shall be able to see quite a lot of one another. I am cabling you sufficient funds for your fare, and you must fly out immediately.
   

            Notify me time of arrival.
   

         

         And that was all! …

         No details of the job – nothing to give her any feeling of confidence that she would be capable of holding it down, whatever it was. Nothing to let her know whether her new employer would be male or female, young or old, a fellow-countryman or countrywoman, or someone her father had met in Iraq, a native of that country. Nothing that required specialist qualifications, at any rate, for no mention had been made of any sort of qualifications at all!

         Which was perhaps as well, for her only qualifications were a fairly sound education and a growing knowledge of the old, the rare, and the sometimes quite breathtakingly beautiful.

         Just before they touched down in Rome she must have been lulled into a doze by the noise of the engines and the warmth of the sunshine falling all about her, for when she awoke suddenly she made a little clumsy movement and her handbag slid off her lap and on to the floor of the aisle.

         The man with the dark eyes bent and picked it up and returned it to her before she could make any movement to recover it herself. As she placed it lightly on her lap, his eyes looked into hers and she was conscious of a distant sensation of shock, for in the midst of the curiously opaque darkness there were tiny lambent lights, like flames, leaping up and down. Or that was the impression she received.

         She also received the impression of curiosity that flickered over her undisguisedly, taking in her slightly ruffled hair – pale, like a primrose, and soft as floss-silk – her flushed cheeks and blue eyes fringed with golden-tipped eyelashes, and flower-like mouth. She knew, too, that he took in her slenderness and the unostentatious perfection of her trim suit. But whether he approved or disapproved she was unable to tell, for the eyes merely seemed to her to become rather cool and mocking.

         “I think you must have fallen asleep,” he remarked, in perfect English. “I noticed some little while ago that your bag was in danger of slipping.”

         “Th-Thank you,” Susan replied, not knowing what else to say, for it added to her confusion to realise that he had been in a position to observe her while she was unconscious even of his presence.

         His eyes seemed to mock her just that little bit more.

         “Your book, too,” he said, and rescued it quickly before it could hit the carpeted floor with a thud. As he handed it back, and she noticed what beautiful, long-fingered hands he had, the fly-leaf flew open, and he read the message inscribed on it in a bold but precise masculine hand.

         For sweet Sue in the hope that she will remember me when she dips into these pages!

         Much love, Nick.

         Susan thrust the book safely away between her and the window side of her seat, and she knew that she didn’t dare look at the dark face so near to her this time, because she could almost feel the amusement that had crept into it. And she knew that he was silently turning over the words “sweet Sue” in his mind – turning them over with a kind of detached interest – and trying to decide whether the man who had described her thus could have any possible justification for such a description, and why it was that he wanted to be remembered by her.

         As she kept her face averted, and felt the colour burning it painfully, she could have told him that Nicholas Arnwood, who had purchased the book especially to beguile the tedium of the journey for her, was an old friend of her father, and that she had been “sweet Sue” to him ever since she could toddle.

         After Rome – where, of course, they arrived another couple of hours late – there were no more stops until Beirut, and they left Beirut at the breathless hour of a starfilled night when dawn seems just about to insert an eager left hand in the sky. Susan was feeling too keyed up to sleep in the sound way some of the passengers managed, and she watched the gradual putting out of the light of the stars, and the glow in the east that heralded the approach of a new day, without actually realising that they were flying over desert.

         But when the light strengthened, and a rush of crimson and gold poured in from the east, she looked downwards and felt the breath catch in her throat, because below her there was a sea of gold, also.

         At first it was unbroken gold, without any shadows, because there were no trees to cast them, and only depressions to hold vague patches of purple. And then the red sun lit the lifeless, dark-blue surface of a salt lake fringed by reeds and thickets of wild palms, and later a rounded hill came into sight, crowned by cave-like dwellings, and topped by a minaret. And after that, for a long while, there was nothing but sand – sand and an occasional wilderness of palms.

         Ever since they left Paris the flight had been remarkably smooth, and altogether without incident but now all at once the regular rhythm of the engines was interfered with by a kind of rending, tearing noise that bored its way through the eardrums. When Susan looked out of the window she saw that the propeller of one of the engines had stopped dead, and at the same time it struck her that they were losing height – that the golden-brown earth was even coming up to meet them.

         The aircraft seemed suddenly possessed, recovering its loss of altitude for a short while by banking steeply, and then imparting a sensation like being on a scenic railway to the passengers by rushing desertwards again. The stewardess made her appearance in the aisle, having just emerged from the crew’s quarters, and she straightened her cap with a jaunty movement as she leaned against the door and told them, smiling a calm smile, that she had received instructions to ask them to fasten their seat-belts, because the pilot had decided upon an unscheduled landing. But, she reiterated more than once, there was absolutely no danger.

         Susan felt, rather than saw, eyes grow anxious on all sides of her – except immediately across the gangway, where the pair whose nationality she found it impossible to decide upon betrayed no emotion whatsoever. The man leaned across the girl and helped her with her safety-strap, but there was nothing about her that suggested that she couldn’t have coped with it herself.

         Susan fumbled with her own strap, and eventually got it fastened, and by that time there was no question about it – the earth was simply leaping up to meet them. The stewardess had vanished to strap herself into her own seat, and Susan was filled with dread for the first time in her life.

         An unscheduled landing? … What sort of a landing was that? A forced landing. … A crash! …

         Did this mean that she was never going to see Baghdad after all? That she was never going to see her father again? …

         Panic-stricken, she looked across the aisle, and met the eyes of the dark man. There was something in them that instantly quelled the panic, especially as he actually seemed to be leaning towards her. … His lips moved, as if he was attempting to say something to her, but what that something was she couldn’t possibly hear above the discordant noise that filled all the space about her.

         And then she shut her eyes, because it seemed the only thing to do, and something hit her sharply on the head.

          
   

         The first thing Susan realised, when she opened her eyes again, was that someone was trying to lift her out of her seat. Her seat-belt had been unfastened, and a man was bending over her, his hands urgently grasping and lifting her, and while she was still wondering what it was that had hit her on the head he bore her swiftly out into blinding sunshine.

         It really was blinding – searing was perhaps a better word. It made her gasp, as if something had struck out at her unexpectedly, and she turned her face into the shoulder of the man who was carrying her so easily, and quivered from her first contact with the power of the sun in Iraq. He set her down in the shade of a group of palms, where the girl with the flaming hair was already deposited, and the latter half rose into a kneeling position to look at her.

         “Is she all right?” she asked, her English almost without trace of an accent, just as was the man’s. “I think she probably knocked herself out on the seat in front of her.”

         “Quite,” the man agreed curtly. He ripped off Susan’s suit jacket for her, so that she felt less as if she was literally dying from heat, and then produced a silver spirit flask from his pocket and poured her a little into the cup. “I think,” he said, “that if you just take a sip of this you’ll feel better.”

         Susan was amazed to find that all around her people were lying limply in the shelter of the palms, and that the huge bulk of their aircraft seemed to be partially embedded in sand. Later she was to realise that it was the sand, hard-blown by one of the freak winds of the district, that had saved them from a far worse shock than had been theirs when the wheels of their undercarriage had made contact with the earth, for it had been like sinking into a soft cushion, and the skill of the pilot had done the rest. At that moment he was directing operations involving the recovery of as much of the luggage as possible before the ever– present danger of fire – especially in a temperature that seemed to be practically sizzling – became a reality.

         But no one appeared to have been hurt – no one, that is, apart from herself, and apparently she had more or less knocked herself out. She felt a little sick from the blow, the shock, and the subsequent bewilderment, and she looked quite colourless in the shelter of the palms – so colourless that the man beside her urged her to drink more of the neat spirit, whilst keeping a supporting arm about her.

         His companion looked quite cool and composed in her Paris clothes, and in spite of her elegance and faint air of unapproachability was unexpectedly friendly and concerned. She produced some frozen eau-de-Cologne from her handbag and offered it to Susan, and the latter smiled at her gratefully.

         “I seem to be the only one causing any trouble,” she said.

         “That’s because your seat-belt wasn’t securely fastened,” the man told her. He looked at her out of those strange eyes of his, with the greenish-golden lights in them that looked as if they could so easily become tiny flames, and seemed to be studying her reflectively. “Is this your first trip by air?”

         “Yes,” she answered.

         “I thought so,” he told her, and smiled slightly.

         “As a matter of fact,” she confessed, “it’s my first trip abroad.”

         The smile became somehow inexplicable, and very white-toothed.

         “When I caught sight of you in Paris before ever we boarded the plane I thought you looked a little – ready for adventure, shall we say?” he remarked, surprising her considerably because she would have been prepared to swear that he hadn’t even noticed her in spite of the many times he had passed close to her seat in the airport lounge.

         A thin colour struggled into her cheeks, and he removed his arm from her shoulders.

         “In that case, I – I seem to have found it, don’t I?” she murmured ruefully, touching the place on her head, under the soft gold hair, where a bump was already forming.

         “Certainly not,” he replied coolly. “This isn’t an adventure. This is merely a temporary inconvenience, and in a couple of hours from now, insh’– Allah, you will be back upon the road which could lead to anything,” and his smile this time was a trifle mocking and much more inexplicable as he rolled up his own coat, which he had just taken off, and made it into a pillow for her to rest her head upon.

         But before she was persuaded to lower her head to the improvised pillow, Susan looked about her at the apparently limitless desert, and wanted to know why he was so sure they would be released from it in a couple of hours. To her the only alternative from dry sand and pebbles, tufts of stunted grass and thorn bushes seemed to be a low ridge of hills in the distance, and the group of palms beneath which they sheltered from the swooning warmth of the sun.

         “Because, if you’re imagining that we’re lost, and miles from civilisation, we’re not,” he replied, his eyes glinting with amusement. “Nothing so dramatic as that. We’re only about an hour’s journey by car from Baghdad. The captain has already stopped a lorry going into the city, and the driver will have help here very soon now. You should be safely at the end of your journey, as I said, in a couple of hours.”

         “I see,” Susan said, feeling for some reason completely foolish, and looking very young and attractive with her tumbled hair and the colour stealing back into her face, her eyes the dark blue of the salt lake they had passed over. She lay back on her pillow and, whilst he was looking at her, looked away from him, but when she sensed he was no longer apparently interested in her she looked carefully at him.

         Before any decision about a forced landing had been taken she had disliked him, but now, in spite of a throbbing head, she had the feeling that she would think quite a lot about him in future. It was he who had carried her out of the aircraft, who had said something to try to reassure her before they crashed, and with those red gleams in his hair, and those extraordinary eyes, he was the most unusual man she had ever met.

         If he had been a fellow-countryman – which she wascertain he was not – he would have introduced himself and his companion by now, but he had not done so. And yet she was certain they were related, and by ties of blood. Brother and sister, perhaps. There were obviously several years between them – the man could be somewhere in his early thirties, whereas the girl looked scarcely twenty – but they had the same cast of features, exciting colouring perfect teeth. They had the same high-bred, patrician look – like thoroughbred Arab horses!

         She wondered why she thought of that, and decided that it was the heat, and the desert. One came upon Arab horses in the desert.

         And he had used strange words … Insh’-Allah …

         She was to find out later that they meant God Willing, but just then they puzzled her. And she found it impossible to keep her eyes open because of the glare, even beneath the palms, and after a time she drifted into an uneasy doze from which she was presently awakened by hands shaking her quite gently.

         “The cars are here,” a masculine voice said, with just that trace of something about it that was to haunt her for hours until she had placed it. “You are to go with the stewardess. Are you feeling all right?”

         “Quite all right,” she answered dazedly, saw the girl who was so like him smiling at her, and then realised that this was probably farewell. “Good-bye,” she said stiltedly. “And thank you very much!”

         He smiled at her with that touch of mockery she now found fascinating.

         “Au revoir, mademoiselle!”

         As she sat beside the stewardess in the back of a highpowered car and was driven at speed between long lines of palms that seemed to extend for miles before they reached Baghdad and the hotel her father had directed her to put up at, Susan kept thinking to herself:

         “He speaks French and English fluently – but he is not English, and I don’t think he’s French! What is he? …”

         Later that day she found out.

          
   

         It was much later in the day, and her father had not long put in an appearance at the hotel, which was quite modem and up to date. Professor Maldon had always had an eccentric idea about keeping appointments, but he really was almost upset because he hadn’t been there to greet her when she arrived. Especially as she had apparently survived an air crash – or something which had come perilously close to a crash – and was looking pale and washed out as a result of her experiences.

         “Poor little Sue,” he said, and patted her hand as he ordered an aperitif to be brought to her before dinner. She was wearing a simple white dress that greatly enhanced the fragility of her appearance, and her eyes were enormous and very darkly blue, and reminded him of the eyes of her mother, whom he had adored and lost so early in his married life.

         Susan could see that he was as careless as ever about his clothes; his white suit looked badly crumpled and she longed to straighten his tie. But he was a young man still, with her own fair type of looks, and very bronzed and fitlooking. She felt happiness well over her just to look at him, and was delighted that they were together again. When he had exhausted all his anxious enquiries about herself and her journey, she encouraged him to talk about himself and the things that kept him so preoccupied that he hardly ever found time to write to her, but he declined to be put off a subject that he obviously thought was very important.

         “No, Sue,” he said – his wife had been Sue, and it came more naturally to his tongue than Susan – “I’m not going to start boring you with all the things I’ve done in the past two years until we’ve got this business of your future settled. You do realise that I’ve found a job for you?”

         “You said so in your letter.”

         “Yes; and I think it’s a job you’ll like.”

         He tried to persuade her to have another drink, but she declined, and he summoned a waiter to repeat his own order. There was the pleasant chinking of ice after the heat of the day, a whirring of fans, although already a coolness was beginning to descend with the near approach of sunset. Susan was almost startled suddenly by the voice of the muezzin from the minaret of the mosque calling the Faithful to prayer. … Allahu akbar. … Come to prayer, come to prayer. Hasten to everlasting happiness! …

         She sat upright and listened, while the Professor watched her with a smile. Around her the shadows fell, and although modern Baghdad has absolutely nothing to do with the Baghdad of Harun-al-Raschid and Arabian Nights splendour, to Susan it was the first taste of the East, the first time she had ever been abroad, and every sense was tingling with the strangeness of it.

         Only a few hours before she had been in England, and now …!

         “Listen, Sue,” her father said, touching her hand again a little anxiously. “I want to get this thing settled – tell you all about this particular job I’ve, found for you! Unless you’re feeling too tired tonight, and would rather wait?…”

         “No, no! Please go on,” she begged. “I’m simply dying to hear all about it.”

         “Then you’ll be glad to hear that it carries with it a firstclass salary.”

         “That isn’t so very important. But go on – what do I do?”

         “Do?” He looked faintly suprised. “Well, I don’t know that you’ll have anything very particular to do, except act as a kind of companion to a young woman who hasn’t long left school. By that I mean a very exclusive finishing-school in Paris. She left about six months ago, but when she returned here to Baghdad there was a bit of trouble. … I don’t quite know what it was.” Again he looked slightly vague, but that was so often his expression that his daughter was not particularly surprised. “She was sent back to Paris to stay with her mother’s relatives, but she’s due home any day now – in fact, she may even have arrived.”

         “What is she like?” Susan asked, looking at him with great curiosity.

         “Oh, typical of her ancestry – a mixture of Turkish, Arab, and French blood. Fifty per cent French, it’s true, and the family are so wealthy that she’s had every possible advantage. I think she’s quite a nice girl, and very pretty. The father died not so long ago, and her brother is more or less responsible for her now. It was he who asked me whether I knew anyone suitable to keep an eye on her – I think there was some sort of an undesirable love affair, and that’s why she was packed off to Paris – and I instantly thought of you!”

         “To act as a spy on someone round about my own age?” “Well, my dear” – he looked vaguely uncomfortable – “I don’t think there would be very much spying attached to the job, but naturally Mehmet Bey doesn’t want a repeat performance of what happened before. Ayse, his sister, is more or less promised to some connection of the family in Istanbul, and it’s simply that she’s a bit young, and no doubt susceptible to flatteries.”

         Susan looked horrified.

         “But that’s dreadful! ” she exclaimed. “If she’s being forced to marry someone she doesn’t want to marry!”

         The Professor shrugged his shoulders.

         “It’s happening all the time in Eastern countries.”

         “But you say she’s half French.”

         “And in France, too – and not such a bad thing if it safeguards a girl’s future! But you mustn’t forget that she’s also a quarter Arab, and a quarter Turkish! That does rather complicate things. Also, she’s very wealthy, and her brother has the right to say whom she shall marry. This fellow she fancied she wanted to marry wouldn’t, apparently, have done at all.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because Mehmet Bey decided he wouldn’t.”

         “And what is Mehmet Bey like? He sounds – detestable!”

         “He isn’t, I assure you, my dear.” The Professor sounded suddenly concerned, lest she should decide that she didn’t want the job. “He’s very modern, very pleasant, very cultured, and, I believe, very fond of his sister. They live out at Zor Oasis, where they have a wonderful house, and do quite a bit of entertaining. Raoul – that’s also his name – allows Ayse quite a lot of freedom, actually, and I don’t think you’d find life at all dull.”

         “Then I wouldn’t have to share a kind of harem quarters with her?”

         “Good heavens, no! Their mode of life is very much the same as our own – only far more luxurious.”

         “Raoul and Ayse,” Susan said slowly, feeling quite certain now that she already knew them. “And have they red hair – or rather, the girl has very red hair, but her brother’s is darker, and very thick, and glossy, and rather beautiful – and strange dark eyes, and a rather haughty, unapproachable manner? And do they talk French between themselves, and is it difficult to guess at their nationality?”

         The Professor admitted all these things, and then looked surprised.

         “But how do you know?”

         “Because I travelled with them in the plane from Paris,” Susan explained, and then gave him a few more details.

         She remembered Raoul’s coldly beautiful mouth and his implacable eyes, and felt her heart go out to Ayse, understanding now why she had worn that strange indifferent look, which was undoubtedly a blend of unhappy resignation and fatalistic Eastern acceptance of a fate she could do nothing to alter. She also remembered Mehmet Bey’s slightly mocking “Au revoir, mademoiselle,” when he said good-bye to her, and wondered whether it was anywhere within the realms of possibility that he had known who she was and felt reasonably certain that they would meet again.

         Her father felt suddenly conscience-stricken because she still looked rather pale and wan after her experiences of the morning, and he insisted on having dinner before they discussed the matter further. But when they returned for coffee to the glassed-in verandah where they had sipped their aperitifs, a young and rather elegantly-dressed man seated alone at one of the tables rose up instantly and accosted the Professor.

         Susan had noticed him before dinner and thought that his eyes often strayed in their direction, and she had felt slightly incensed because he had actually smiled at her once or twice. She was not the sort of girl to encourage smiles from strange young men – not even when they were typically English like this one, with crisp fair hair and an attractively tanned skin, and eyes that were even bluer than her own. In fact, she had never in her life encountered such audaciously blue eyes, or eyes that roved over her with such frank admiration.

         “I’d no idea you were in Baghdad, Professor,” he exclaimed, as he stepped towards them. “I thought you were somewhere up in Mosul, unearthing the secrets of long-dead civilisations. Or does a mere thousand years or so prevent them from being described as ‘long-dead’?”

         There was a kind of good-humoured contempt in his voice, which Susan instantly resented; but her father obviously was only too delighted to seize every opportunity to discuss his favourite preoccupation with anyone who was willing. And he invited the young man to join them at their table, after introducing him to his daughter as Nicholas Carlton.

         Nicholas Carlton’s eyes seldom left Susan’s face as they discussed ancient Nineveh, and the banks of the Tigris, and the many discoveries that had been made in that region. He thought she looked extraordinarily attractive, if a little immature, in her white dress, with the lights shining down on her soft, pale hair and her white arms and shoulders. Someone young, and fresh, and straight out from England, with a schoolgirl’s lack of knowledge in her face, but eyes that reminded him of gentians behind their fascinating, gold-tipped eyelashes.

         “You must let me show you something of Baghdad, Miss Maldon,” he said, when he learned the reason why she had come out from England. “You won’t be taking up this new job of yours for a few days, I imagine, and it would give me the greatest pleasure to show you what little there is to be seen. Your father will tell you that the Mongols destroyed most of the magnificence of Old Baghdad, but for present-day consumption there’s the bazaar – the Great Bazaar, as it’s called. You might find a certain amount of diversion there.”

         But his eyes told her that he would find a great deal of diversion in her company.

         She looked rather doubtfully at her father, but he said at once that of course she wasn’t going to rush off immediately to her new job, and that he planned to see something of her himself for a few days before they had to part again. He looked at her so proudly, and with such evident contentment because she was near to him again, that Susan felt her own heart swell with love for him, and she made up her mind that if he really wanted her to take on this new job she would take it on – at any rate for a time – and that, if he thought Nicholas Carlton a suitable escort for her, she would ignore the voice inside her that warned her that he could be wrong. That he could be very wrong.

         So, the very next morning, she visited the bazaar, with its barrel-roofed passageways, in his company, and was both interested and repelled by some of the sights that she saw. The narrow lanes of Baghdad, the walled courtyards behind some of the houses, struck her as vaguely, and rather mysteriously, exciting, but in the bazaar some of the faces she saw depressed her. They were the faces of people with heavy blood in their veins, people who moved sluggishly because of the immense heat – the fiery heat of the Persian Gulf that lay over everything – and were only occasionally interspersed with a handsome Arab face.

         Afterwards Nicholas took her down to the river, the muddy-green, gurgling Tigris, flowing between its palm-fringed banks as it had flowed for centuries, overlaid by the fierce heat shimmer. But although the palm orchards seemed to extend for miles, they offered little coolness and she was glad when they returned to the hotel for lunch.

         That night Carlton joined them again for coffee and liqueurs, and Susan was disappointed, because she had hoped that she and her father would enjoy a quiet evening for the discussion of their own strictly private concerns. When she had asked the Professor about this attractive fellow-countryman of theirs who, for some reason, did not attract her, all he had been able to tell her was that Carlton had seemed to be mixed up in oil until the last few months, when he seemed to be more or less drifting. He was one of those men who, having turned their backs on their own country, are extremely loath to return to it.

         “So am I, if it comes to that,” the Professor confessed, smiling apologetically at his daughter. “So you can’t expect me to blame Carlton.”

         She didn’t exactly blame Carlton, either, but she did wonder a little when he said to her, just before they parted for the right:

         “I have a friend who lives in the Zor Oasis, and I shall almost certainly see something of you there. I’ve promised your father to keep an eye on you when he returns to Mosul.”

         But Susan – who was to be employed to keep an eye on someone else – felt little desire to have anyone of his type keeping an eye on her.

          
   

         The next evening, at sunset, a car came for her and took her away from the hotel. Although she had been prepared during he afternoon for its arrival, when the actual moment of saying good-bye to her father arrived, an absurd sensation, almost like panic, rushed over her.

         She was going to live amongst people she knew absolutely nothing about, in the middle of an oasis that sounded strange and far away. The Professor was returning to Mosul, and she would be more or less at the mercy of a man with hard eyes, and a hard, cold mouth, who was treating his sister without very much consideration, and as Susan was merely a woman might conceive the idea that she required little consideration, either.

         Although, of course, as she told herself, she could always leave. …

         The car – huge and cream-coloured and extremely luxurious, with a liveried chauffeur at the wheel – slid away from the front of the hotel, and Susan felt small and somehow lost in the back.

         She felt so lost, and so conscious that the one human being who really belonged to her was left behind in the hotel, that she even knew a sensation bordering on pleasure when someone stopped the car in a narrow lane, and Nicholas Carlton slid on to the back seat beside her.

         “It’s all right,” he said, smiling at her – and his shrewd look told him that she welcomed his presence just then – “the chauffeur knows me, and I’m cadging a lift to the oasis. I’ve decided to spend a few days with the friend I told you about. He’s one of those fellows who’ve become interested in a study of Islam and its ways, and he lives like a recluse. But I find him refreshing sometimes – I’m a bit interested in the mysticism of Islam myself.”

         But his eyes didn’t look at all the eyes of a mystic, and Susan couldn’t be certain that he wasn’t indulging in a gentle form of mockery. But she said, relieved to have someone to talk to on the journey:

         “Then it was very sensible of you to cadge a lift, as you call it. And it’s such a huge car that I felt like a pea in a drum on my own.”

         He laughed softly.

         “Poor little Susan! Feeling nervous?”

         “No.” But she was. And she quickly resented his calling her Susan. “Not in the least, Mr. Carlton.”

         “The name’s Nick,” he told her. “All my friends call me Nick.”

         She decided not to remind him that they were hardly yet acquaintances.

         He offered her a cigarette from quite an expensive-looking case, and then for a time there was silence between them. And then he said suddenly:

         “Don’t let Mehmet Bey treat you as if you were some sort of domestic attachment to the household. And don’t let him treat you as he does his sister.”

         “Do you know how he treats his sister?” she asked. “Yes,” he answered, and although the light was fading fast she saw that his face went dark with an extraordinary kind of anger – an anger that swept up over it in a dark red wave and made it almost ugly for a few moments. “Yes,”he repeated, “I do,” and tossed his half-smoked cigarette out of the window.

         It was a much longer drive than Susan had been prepared for, and there were moments before the moon rose when she was heartily glad that there was someone on the seat beside her. She had never before known such blackness as that which had swept down over the open face of the desert on all sides of her, and had it not been for their powerful headlights, which cut through it like a knife, it was a blackness she would have found almost terrifying.

         When they swept through a pair of enormous gates on to a kind of drive, and gleaming white buildings showed up in front of them, Susan was taken completely by surprise. The headlights played on flaming growth, like hibiscus, covering a sharp angle of one of the outer walls, and slender white pillars supporting a balcony were smothered by another kind of vivid-hued plant. In the sudden silence, as the car came to rest, she caught the sound of water falling – or such was her impression – into a marble basin, and on the sweet coldness of the desert night the scent of flowers was carried to her.

         Nick Carlton smiled at her quite unhurriedly, and made a leisurely descent from the car.

         “I’ll be seeing you,” he said. “The village isn’t far from here.”

         And then he vanished as if he had never been, swallowed up by the shadows.

         A great door swung wide, and a flood of golden light poured out to embrace Susan. A white– robed figure held open the car door for her, and another extracted her luggage from the boot.

         Inside, in the mellow golden light, she stood in the middle of a glorious silk Bokhara carpet and looked about her as if she was certain now that she had trespassed into a world wherein she had no rights at all. She felt lost, and forlorn, and afraid, staring at silk curtains swaying gently in a slight current of air, and at the space beyond that was filled with comfortable couches and armchairs, the floor gleaming and tessellated and strewn thickly with rugs like jewels cast down carelessly on a sea of marble.

         And then, without any previous warning of footsteps, she heard a voice addressing her coldly and furiously from behind.

         “So you brought your friend Nicholas with you, did you, Miss Maldon? I imagined it was a friend in England who described you as his ‘sweet Sue,’ but now things are a little more clear!”

         When she spun round to confront him, Susan had been so much taken by surprise that she looked quite white and startled. He was the same man with whom she had travelled in the aircraft from Paris, but she felt that she was really seeing him for the first time. He was wearing a white dinner-jacket so beautifully tailored that under ordinary circumstances its perfection would have filled her with admiration, and his hair formed a kind of rich, burnished wave above one strikingly dark eyebrow. His skin was superbly bronzed, and his features almost too perfect, but his eyes were dark pools of utter fury in which the tawny gold lights leapt frighteningly up and down.

         “I don’t know what you mean!” she said, and withdrew from him as if she feared some sort of actual violence from him.

         “Don’t you?” His lips curled. “And you don’t know, either, I suppose, that Nicholas Carlton is the very last person I would welcome here at this time? That the last time he came here I had him thrown out!”

         “No,” she said, and looked suddenly very pale indeed.

         “No, I – didn’t know!”
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