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      A forbidden passion ignites amidst the swirling sands of Sirun...

      English model Sarah Albright's world is turned upside down when she learns the shocking truth about her past. Determined to uncover her roots and avenge her family, Sarah journeys to the foreign land of Sirun. But a stolen backpack and raging sandstorm trap her in a desert castle with a mysterious stranger.
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      Finally, thought Sarah as she jumped off the bottom step from the cool of the air-conditioned tour bus. Sirun! The country she’d been researching madly for the past six months. The country which was as secretive as it was rich in history. A country she hadn’t known was part of her own personal history until only six months ago.

      The hot, dry smell of the desert immediately filled her lungs. For a moment she steadied herself as she gasped for breath. Then she took a few steps, turned and forgot all about the heat.

      Before her, the adobe colored walls of the desert castle soared over twenty feet high, pock-marked with slit windows, which provided dark points in the austere walls. Its bleak facade was broken by the semi-circular towers which framed the massive front entrance. Otherwise, it looked impregnable.

      Sarah frowned and retrieved the map of the area, spreading it in her hands in the quickening wind. She pulled it taut and peered at the lone dot on the map. Yep, there it was. The castle surrounded by desert on all sides, the nearest town miles away. Apparently deserted now, but once owned by the late king—the man responsible for destroying her family.

      Heat glimmered over its austere facade. It looked like the rest of the country—alien to her eyes. She was more accustomed to the small cottage in which her grandfather had raised her, deep in the English countryside. But this place was a million miles from that. And she was from this land? She felt adrift, unable to compute what her grandfather had told her in the last months of his life. Words which had turned her world upside down.

      A harsh shout caused Sarah to look across to where a harried looking tour guide was beckoning people around one side of the castle, away from the gates.

      “This way! This way!” he shouted. “There is only a part of the castle which is open to the public. This way!” But Sarah was itching to step through its mighty walls and see what the public could not see. To see such things as her grandfather had described to her when he’d visited eighty years earlier, when he’d been a child. For a moment she was lost in a dream—a dream of family which had been missing all her life, a dream about a sense of belonging which her grandfather had denied her until he’d realized time was running out and he could no longer deny her the facts of her birth.

      She closed her eyes at the memory of his passing, which was still raw, compounded by the revelation. She gritted her teeth, opened her eyes and swept away the tears. Now wasn’t the time for grief, now was the time to connect with the echoes of a lost past and a lost family. But the doors were locked against her and she had no option but to return to the others.

      She turned abruptly from the castle walls to join the tour group—mostly noisy teenagers from Australia and England creating yet more problems for the tour guide—and she realized she’d been forgotten. From the sounds of things, the group had gone around a corner to a cluster of outbuildings, which was all, it seemed, they had access to. She looked from them back to the enticing door, dark, knotted with scarred and silvered wood, hammered by sand and wind over the ages. Had she come all this way just to look around the remains of a few outhouses, long abandoned?

      Hardly aware she was doing it, she reached out and touched the wall. A wave of heat flowed through her body, absorbed into the walls through the scorching sun. She splayed her fingertips over the rough surface, humbled by its antiquity and size, in awe of its connection to her countrymen and possibly her family. She glanced around and realized she was quite alone now, although she could hear the noisy group. She sighed. She really wasn’t in any hurry to return to them. She’d had enough of their drunken laughter and aggressive flirtation and wanted to be alone to discover more about this place, which called out to her.

      And without a further thought, she walked swiftly the other way. She didn’t stop until she’d turned a corner and the thick high walls completely blocked out the sound of the tour group. In the distance there was a cluster of what looked like uninhabited cottages—dwellings built into a cliff face. But she couldn’t see anybody around. Away from public view, the castle took on a different atmosphere. She closed her eyes once more, but this time to imagine the world in which her grandfather and his family had once lived. A world which had been stolen from her parents—a dangerous world which they’d not survived. And it was a world she’d known nothing about until the last few months of her grandfather’s life when he’d revealed the past which he’d kept secret from her. But it seemed he couldn’t die without her knowing the truth.

      She couldn’t have said how long she stood absorbing the atmosphere, breathing the air, desperately wanting to connect with a past she knew so little about. When, at last, she opened her eyes, she felt the strain of the past months slip away, replaced by a sense of hope. Maybe she would get answers in Sirun? Maybe after a lifetime of feeling like a misfit, she’d find a place she belonged?

      She glanced at her watch. She still had plenty of time while the tour guide herded the students around the other side of the castle. She was in no hurry to join them and lose her newly found sense of peace and so decided to walk to the rocky outcrop, from where she hoped she’d be able to see into the castle grounds.

      It took her longer than she’d expected and she arrived out of breath at the top of the hill. But she was glad she’d made it because the view revealed more of the castle than she’d seen standing at the base of the soaring walls. Enough to see that it wasn’t as austere inside. She heard a stream of shouting and looked across and grinned to see the harassed tour guide trying to wrangle the unruly group into some sort of order. She relaxed. She certainly didn’t intend to lose sight of them! Another glance at her watch showed she still had time to linger a few more moments before returning.

      The glimpses inside the walls intrigued her. It looked more habitable than she’d expected but then the guide had said something about it being in private hands. She supposed the royal family of Sirun still owned it. But it didn’t look as if anyone was in residence now.

      She unsnapped the buckle from around her waist and dropped her backpack to the ground and rummaged in it, eventually bringing forth a tattered old photograph she’d found amongst her grandfather’s things.

      She held it up to eye level and turned to look out at the surrounding land, as if she were looking from one of the turret rooms inside the castle, and from which she guessed the photo had been taken. The horizon shimmered where she knew the city lay just out of sight. Its buildings and individual forms couldn’t be seen; only a gleam of light indicated its location. The same gleam of light which smudged the dark horizon in the photograph. She sighed. A tangible connection at last.

      Then a gust of wind brought with it a strange metallic smell, and she looked up to see the sky wasn’t blue to the south, but the color of a bruised peach. She didn’t know what that meant. Not sunrise for sure, or sunset. It was still only midafternoon. But whatever it was, she decided to return to the coach and wait for the others to finish their tour.

      She turned around to find two young children who’d appeared out of nowhere, running at her. It felt like the world had slipped into slow motion as her yell was knocked out of her as the older one launched himself at her legs with a rugby tackle which knocked her, winded, to the ground. Dust and sand filled her eyes and mouth as she lay helpless for one vital split second, during which the younger child scooped up her backpack and they both tore off down a dusty path.

      “Hey!” She pushed herself to her feet and went running after them, adrenalin pumping through her veins. Her backpack contained everything vital to her trip—passport, money and other papers—which was why she’d refused to leave it on the bus. She should never have put it down, she thought as she stumbled over the stony path, skidding down the other side, to a cluster of houses.

      She glanced back towards the bus and saw that people were making their way back. She was running out of time, so she charged into the nearest cottage, but it was empty. She checked the other houses, but they all had the same air of abandonment. The children had obviously returned to wherever they come from. There was no sign of them.

      By the time she’d checked the last of the deserted stone cottages, she looked up to see the sky had darkened even further and the forbidding clouds were heading her way, swamping the sky with a rapidity which sent a sudden blast of fear through her. She retraced her steps at a run. But she had to go up and over the rugged hill and hadn’t realized how far she’d come. With panic pumping through her, she approached the rear side of the castle, stumbling on the uneven surface and falling, grazing her knees. Ignoring the trickle of blood, she turned the corner and shouted out to the harassed-looking tour guide who was physically pushing the last person back onto the bus. But her shout dissolved into the whining sound of the rising wind and the guide didn’t turn around. She increased her pace, her throat and lungs burning, but the winds had strengthened and swept sand into her eyes, covering the windows of the coach, as it set off on the short ride to safety.

      She knew the hotel wasn’t far away and, as she watched the departing bus, she was hit with the realization that she would have to walk there. Through a desert storm, without a passport. Fear gripped her gut, and she knew she needed to return to the houses she’d just left to take shelter until the storm had passed. But she hadn’t even reached the end of the castle before the wind powered into her. She’d never reach the houses. Instead, she returned to the rear gate of the castle where there was enough shelter for one person. No doubt, centuries earlier, it had accommodated a guard. But surely even a guard wouldn’t have stood outside in such a storm.

      The sand bit into her face and arms and she pulled up her scarf, so it covered her eyes and mouth and tried to breathe as she squatted low, cowering in the corner. She was terrified, choking on the sand, and suddenly realized that she could very well end up there, suffocated, found when the next tour bus went through. She lifted her head briefly to the heavens and let out a loud wail of despair. She immediately regretted it as sand slammed into her eyes and mouth and she coughed as she gasped for air.

      Suddenly, there was a loud scraping sound, and she thought the gate was about to fall in on her. But she couldn’t run away and couldn’t figure out what was happening. The world had turned to chaos, where nothing made sense. Sight, sound and smell were consumed and upended, disguised by the sand-filled air and her stinging eyes.

      But, while she couldn’t see anything, there was no disguising the feel of being knocked off her feet, and of two powerful arms scooping her up into the air. Coughing, and gasping for air, she turned her head and found her mouth pressed against warm cloth. As she inhaled a little more freely against it, she realized it wasn’t some foreign djinn reaching down from the heavens to save her, but a real life man with very strong arms who smelled heavenly. The instantaneous, visceral response passed as quickly as it had hit her as he dropped her to her feet.

      She stumbled, clutching at the wall, as she gasped for air. She was dimly aware of the great doors clanging closed, shutting out the worst of the storm. More jolting followed this as she was lifted by the man and carried across the courtyard. A door was pushed open with his foot and she was deposited unceremoniously on a couch.

      As she struggled to breathe, this inner door was also slammed closed against the tumultuous wind and the man uttered a string of Arabic. She had no trouble realizing the words were curses, but she wasn’t in any condition to respond. And she was also in no condition to fight, being picked up roughly once more and carried through the castle to another chamber. Her breathing was coming easier now and whoever this rough man was—his face swathed in cloth, his eyes shaded by dark glasses—at least he’d saved her from certain death outside the castle walls.

      The man’s coarse robe was pressed against her mouth and face. He smelled of leather and heat and ambergris. He kicked another door open and allowed her to slide to standing while he pulled away her scarf from her face. He gripped her shoulders as he peered at her through black sunglasses.

      “Are you all right? Can you breathe?” he asked in a perfect English accent.

      The harsh rasping breaths were easing, and she nodded.

      “How about your eyes?” he asked.

      She tried to open them, but immediately closed them with a cry as the gritty sand stung. She went to rub her eyes, but he uttered another abrupt command and grabbed her hands and brought them down to her sides.

      “It’ll make it worse,” he said. “I’ll get some water, but no rubbing, okay?” He gripped her hands more firmly to emphasize the point. “There’s a chair right behind you. Sit down.” She felt behind her and did as he’d instructed. She thought she’d do anything he suggested right at that moment, such was the relief to be inside, and safe from the world outside the castle walls.

      She held up her head blindly as she listened to the sound of water running and approaching steps.

      “Lay your head back,” he said. He swept a wad of sopping wet cloth over her face before gently wiping away the sand from her eyes. It felt blissful after the sting of the hot sand. “You take it. But take care not to rub in the sand. Squeeze the water to drip it over your face like this.” She blinked at the stream of warm water rinsed the sand from her eyes, allowing her to see his form for the first time.

      He was standing beside a sink, running water into a cup.

      “Come and rinse your mouth out.”

      Again, it was no request. But she’d welcome any command which would rid of the all the grit and sand and dust she’d swallowed.

      “Here,” he said, pressing a glass of water to her lips. “Swill the water around your mouth and spit it out. Get rid of the sand in your mouth before you drink.”

      She groped for the edge of the sink, took a mouthful and spat it out before taking another mouthful and drinking it thirstily down. It seemed forever since she’d last taken a swig from her water bottle. Then she cupped her hands under the running water and brought them to her eyes, rinsing the sand away repeatedly. He pressed a bowl of water into her hands.

      “Open your eyes under the water.”

      She did as he said, blinking to allow the water to clear away the grittiness. He re-filled the water, and she repeated the exercise, only stopping to have one last lung-cleansing cough.

      Relieved, she gripped the basin and looked up at her rescuer. This time she could see. And what she saw wasn’t what she’d expected to see. He had to be the most handsome man she’d ever seen. And, she registered next, the angriest.
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      But those eyes and those lips! Framed by the white keffiyeh and the scarf he’d now pulled off his face, his dark eyes were narrowed and dangerous as he stood with his hands on his hips, glaring at her. It seemed his caring side had vanished along with the sand from her eyes and throat.

      His powerful presence filled her blurry vision, and she suddenly thought that while she might have been saved from one kind of experience, she might very well have fallen into another. What was he doing here in this seemingly uninhabited castle? And, more to the point, was she safe with him?

      He shook his head in contemptuous disbelief. “What the hell were you doing out there?”

      “Trying to hide from the storm.” She tried to clear her croaky voice. “My tour bus left without me.”

      He shook his head. “The tour operators have strict instructions that you are to stay together! I will inform the authorities. This is serious. If I hadn’t heard you cry out, you would have died out there.” He muttered something in Arabic, which she’d definitely never heard her grandfather say and which she definitely knew wasn’t complimentary. “They’ll never work again!”

      “Oh, no!” she said, remembering how anxious the guide had been that they both behaved and enjoyed themselves. “It was my fault,” she gabbled, remembering the large family the harassed tour guide supported. “No one else’s. My backpack was stolen, and I went running off to find the children who stole it.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “Children, you say? What did they look like?” It was less of a question and more of the command.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. They just looked like kids. I only saw them for a split second before I fell and they disappeared.”

      He gave a brief nod, and Sarah got the impression that he might know where to find them. “Do you know where they might be? Can you get my backpack back? It has everything in it—my passport, my money, my phone.”

      “What?”

      He looked at her as if she were the most stupid thing on this earth. She couldn’t help but agree with him.

      She bit her lip as she felt a surge of emotion well up within her. She was safe now. At least for the time being, and now that the danger of imminent death had passed, she could see what a predicament she was in. She swallowed hard. Now was hardly the time to confirm his opinion of her and to dissolve into tears.

      “It had everything inside.” She shrugged and gave an involuntary sniff. “I thought it was safer than leaving it on the bus.”

      He gave another low, derisive noise. He was beginning to annoy her.

      “And it would have been safer,” she insisted, “if I hadn’t had to unbuckle it for a minute to get something.”

      “No doubt to take a photo of this strange curiosity of a place.” He grunted again. “And those children took advantage of that moment.”

      “No, not to take a photo. To look at a photo, if you must know. It’s hardly a hanging offence. I’m not to blame for having my backpack stolen. That’s down to you people.”

      He scoffed and looked at her, hands on hips. “Us people? Us uncouth foreigners, you mean? I hardly think your backpack would have been any safer in your hometown of London.”

      He was right, but she would not admit it. “I don’t come from London,” she mumbled.

      “I don’t care where you come from, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “I don’t want to be here. But I can hardly go out in this sandstorm, can I?”

      “Well, on that, we agree. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have rescued you.”

      “Is that what you call it?” she muttered grumpily, aware of the cavernous space in which they stood. “Rescued?”

      “What would you call it?”

      “Manhandled, insulted, and…” All further thoughts vanished as she was suddenly aware of how vulnerable she still was, and how correct he was. Whichever way she looked at it, he had, indeed, rescued her. The surge of anger receded, and she looked up and into those eyes, and swallowed. This wasn’t a man to toy with.

      “And?” he asked in a warning voice.

      She could have sworn he took a step closer to her, although she didn’t see him move. He filled her vision. There was nowhere else for her to look. She clenched her fists and drew deep for courage. There was nothing for it but the truth.

      “And yes, you’re right, you rescued me. Without you, I’d have suffocated out there.”

      His triumphant expression was swiftly replaced by a look which, under any other circumstances, she’d have named as interested. It was there in the flare of his nostrils as if he were inhaling her, and in the slight tick in his stubbled jaw, as if he was restraining himself.

      She gulped. She was stranded alone with a stranger in the middle of the desert, her clothes and hair in disarray. Her button-through abaya was now button-free after her fall, and she tried to pull it over her tight jeans and revealing t-shirt beneath, aware of the tension in the air which couldn’t be described now as anything but sexual. But her abaya was also torn and provided no cover. She was aware of her breasts rising and falling more rapidly as she reacted to his proximity. His dark eyes—the color of bitter chocolate—held more now than anger. A lot more. And she couldn’t move away.

      In the end, it was he who, with a swish of his robes, turned. The arrogant tilt of the head made her wonder if she’d imagined the sexual energy she’d seen in their depths. There was no trace of it now as he walked over to a table, pulled out a couple of drawers until he found what he was looking for, and then struck a match. He held the match up to a lantern from which light flared immediately, making her realize how dark it was in that vast hall. She stood silently as he walked around the room, lighting one lantern after another. Finally, he came full circle and turned to face her. Yes, she must have imagined the naked attraction she’d felt before, because now his eyes told her nothing.

      “There’s no electricity,” he said, as if answering a question she hadn’t asked. “I was about to check the back-up generator when I heard you. It’s too late now,” he said in a chilly, distant tone. She almost missed his previous anger. Almost.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, clearing her throat, forcing herself to shift her thoughts from this stranger’s eyes and what they did to her. “Will everyone be okay?”

      It didn’t work because now, when he turned his eyes to her, they glittered with the reflected lamplight, re-igniting the fire within her. “There is no one else. We are quite alone.”

      A shiver shot down her spine, sending alarm signals to every part of her body. Telling her to run. To get the hell out. But there was nowhere to run to. No one to run to. She pressed together her trembling lips, determined that he wouldn’t see her fear, but his eyes flickered around her face, and his lips briefly twitched into a smile before turning away. “It’s lucky for you I am here.”

      Lucky? She remembered that adage—out of the frying pan and into the fire. “I guess.” She couldn’t help wondering if she’d landed herself in a worse situation with this strange, hypnotic man than if she’d been alone. Outside, she might have survived intact. But inside the castle with this stranger? Intact wasn’t what sprung to mind.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You only guess?” He grunted. “You wouldn’t have lasted many more minutes out there. Listen to it.”

      And she suddenly realized the sounds she’d been hearing, which she’d imagined belonged to other people, were the wailing and whining sounds and rattling of the wind as it buffeted the ancient castle. She glanced around the shadowy roof and pillars before looking back at him. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

      “Will this place hold up?”

      “It’s been ‘holding up’, as you call it, for twelve centuries. I think it will withstand this storm.”

      He certainly could make her feel stupid.

      “Sure, of course.” She looked anywhere but at him. “So, how long do you think it will last?”

      “At least twenty-four hours.”

      Her gaze shot back to him again. “Twenty-four hours? You’re kidding! But…” She looked around the shadowy hall, for the first time truly absorbing her surroundings. “But I can’t stay here.” She stopped short of saying, ‘alone with you’.

      “You have no choice. But you are safe here with me. I will not harm you if that is what you are worried about.”

      She shrugged, not wanting to admit that it would take a long time before she forgot the feel of his hands under her bottom, and his breath hot against her neck. It had aroused her in a way it most definitely shouldn’t have. She didn’t want to be aroused in any way whatsoever. She needed to keep things normal. Talk about everyday things. She racked her brains.

      She turned to him with a fixed, polite smile. “Do you look after this place all by yourself?”

      He answered her smile with an amused one of his own.

      “Coffee?”

      She nodded. It seemed the answer to her question was so supremely obvious he couldn’t be bothered to reply. Of course, he looked after the place by himself. Otherwise other people would be here.

      “Take a seat.”

      She did as he suggested, as it was infinitely preferable to standing with half her clothes hanging off while he removed the other half with his eyes. She made herself comfortable among the cushions on the low sofa, dragging her ragged abaya around her body in a vague attempt at modesty.

      When she looked up, a small gas flame hissed steadily beneath a Dallah and he was grinding coffee beans in a mortar and pestle. There was something primitive about the scene, yet reassuring, too. She leaned back with a sigh against the kelim rug which was draped over the settle as the wind continued to howl and whine around the castle. She was safe here. Well, she corrected herself, at least she wasn’t going to die here. Or, if she was, she at least wanted to know his name.

      “I’m Sarah, by the way.”

      He turned to her. “Just Sarah?”

      She nodded. She didn’t want to give everything away.

      “My name is Kadar.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kadar.”

      His lips tweaked with amusement before he turned away. “Nice to meet you, too,” he said with obvious sarcasm. “Now, if we’ve done with the charming English manners, perhaps you can find some cups in the cupboard while I get some water boiling.”

      “Of course,” she said, opening the first cupboard she came to and plucking out a couple of goblets. She placed them on the worn kitchen table, which dominated the room, and wondered why he didn’t seem to know where the cups were kept. “Will these do?” she asked doubtfully, noting the quality of workmanship on the unusual metal goblets. She twisted them under the lantern light, but they were dull with disuse. “They look pretty valuable.”

      He shrugged. “They’re gold. From around the fifteenth century, by the look of them.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise as she looked from the gold to him. Why was this palace caretaker able to access such treasures?

      He was watching her too, and she blushed and looked away, uneasy under that intense stare. Could he read her mind? She hoped not.

      “I’m sorry, I’m just surprised. Where I come from, such objects are kept under lock and key.”

      “And where exactly do you come from, Sarah? You just don’t look like a Sarah from the English suburbs, or cities come to that.”

      She frowned. She’d been hearing that all her life.

      “No, my family isn’t from England originally. Anyway,” she said, determined to head him off from any interrogation into her background. “You don’t look like what you are, either.”

      “And what exactly do you think I am?” His lips twisted with an amusement he appeared to be trying to suppress. She sensed he didn’t smile much.

      She shrugged. “You’re alone in a castle in the middle of nowhere. I guess you’re some kind of live-in caretaker-handyman. And yet you don’t talk like a man who lives alone, looking after a castle deep in the desert. And yet you are.”

      “And yet I am,” he repeated slowly. “It is hard to know what to believe, sometimes, isn’t it, Sarah?”

      A shiver ran through her body by the way he said her name. The sibilance sounded like a caress.

      He took a step closer to her. “Should we believe what we think we know?” He tapped his head. “In here? Or should we believe what we feel?” He tapped his gut. “In here? Instinct. Which do you think?”

      Think? There was no way she could think at all with him standing so close to her, his intense gaze fixed on her.

      She shook her head to rid it of the ridiculous fantasies which had suddenly sprung up in her mind. “I think…” She licked her lips, and she noticed his gaze drop to her mouth. She shivered. “I think,” she said more strongly this time, “that the coffee has just boiled.”

      His lips tweaked. “Of course. I should have known.”

      She frowned at his strange response. “Should have known what?”

      He glanced at her, but continued to make the coffee. “That such a conversation would be too revealing for an Englishwoman.” He turned and leaned against the table. “You prefer to speak without saying anything of meaning, do you not?”

      “No!” she said, wondering if he was, in fact, correct.

      “Then tell me the truth. Who are you? You understood some of my Arabic earlier. Not the kind of thing a guidebook would help you with. You don’t look English. And you’re here, in Sirun.” He narrowed his gaze. “What was your surname again?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t give it.”

      She didn’t know why, but she felt a strange reluctance to tell him exactly who she was. Knowledge was power, and she certainly didn’t want to give him any more than he already had.

      He poured coffee into the cup and handed it to her. His gaze looked more thoughtful now. He opened his mouth to speak and then closed it again, as if he’d had second thoughts. “Are you hungry?”

      She shook her head. “I think I’ve eaten enough sand to fill me up,” she said with a half-smile. Food was the last thing on her mind.

      “Then we will drink our coffee and then I will take you to the bedroom.”

      “The bedroom?” she repeated faintly.

      “Yes. There is only one prepared. I’ll sleep down here.”

      She exhaled a held breath. “Right.” She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved.

      “The bathroom is also there. I’m sure after your ordeal you’d like to bathe while I find us something to eat for dinner.”

      “Right,” was all she could say. “I mean, yes, thank you.” She took another gulp of coffee and examined the goblet. Yes, definitely gold. It seemed first impressions were definitely deceptive here.

      She raised her gaze to him. Her first impressions of Kadar had been one of strength and power, and she’d been scared by the way he’d taken control. Even if that had led to her safety. And now? He was still taking control, but she was no longer scared. She found she wanted to confide in him a little more. She found she wanted him to know her.

      “You wanted to know my full name. It’s Sarah Albright. My grandfather—he died recently—was from Sirun. That is why I don’t look like I’m from England. Because I’m not.”

      

      Kadar immediately looked away from Sarah. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her ever since he’d carried her into the castle, out of the storm. But now he could. As he busied himself turning off the gas beneath the Dallah, his mind raced.

      He’d come to the castle alone to have time to think—a brief respite before he did as his vizier advised and declared war on the one tribe who threatened his reign and the peace of his country—the Al-Barraq tribe. And then she appeared out of nowhere, like an answer to a prayer.

      Albright was the English transliteration of Al-Barraq.

      It all made sense now. From the first moment he’d clapped eyes on her, he’d thought she looked familiar. And it turned out he was right. But it wasn’t any particular person she resembled, it was a tribe. And not just any tribe. A tribe that his vizier advised he should declare war on. He’d wanted a more peaceable solution. And, he thought, he might have just found one. Especially as she seemed to have no idea of her true identity. Which was even better.
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