


[image: ]











TAKEN BY THE SHEIKH


Kris Pearson


 


Abducted. Seduced. Purring. Laurel de Courcey is captured by terrorists, chained up in a disgusting bunker, and videoed for a ransom demand which is shown worldwide. Ooops—wrong hostage! Who’d expect a shy Kiwi nanny to be worthy anything?


ISBN 978-0-473-20519-5


For more information about me and my books, visit http://www.krispearson.com


Sign up here for my newsletter and receive two FREE novels – the first ebooks in my Wellington and Heartlands series – plus my bear shifter novella ‘Sniffing Her Out’.


Love and thanks to Philip for the unfailing encouragement and computer un-snarling. And to my writer friend Kendra Delugar—whose sharp eyes and quick brain make her a great critique partner.


Cover design by Robin Ludwig Design Inc.


www.gobookcoverdesign.com


 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is co-incidental.


Copyright © 2012 by Kris Pearson






E-Book Distribution: XinXii


 www.xinxii.com


 [image: logo_xinxii]



All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the US Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior permission of the author.


 










Table of Contents


Chapter One — Hostage Horror


Chapter Two — Blood in the Desert


Chapter Three — See-through Robe


Chapter Four — Ash Gets Lucky


Chapter Five — Scars and Emeralds


Chapter Six — Confining His Captive


Chapter Seven — In the Sheikh’s Bed


Chapter Eight — Kiss of Frustration


Chapter Nine — Rafiq Returns


Chapter Ten — Dinnertime Dalliance


Chapter Eleven — Awakened


Chapter Twelve — Reliving the Past


Chapter Thirteen — A Man in Uniform


Chapter Fourteen — Banished and Broken


Chapter Fifteen — Pond Weed


Chapter Sixteen — Wedding at Trinity Stud


 








Chapter One — Hostage Horror


Laurel de Courcey stared at the cliff in dismay. After her exhausting trek through the desert she had to climb that?


The unexpected barrier at the end of the gully rose up steep and crumbling. The tiny stream she’d been following seeped out from under the daunting rock face. What was on the other side? Rafiq hadn’t warned her about this—simply ordered her to walk, and said she’d find ‘a house’.


Well, there was no house in sight. And did she trust him anyway? He might be all taut muscles and flashing eyes, but she had to remember he was only the lesser of two evils. The other men in his group? Her body convulsed in a sudden shudder just thinking about them.


She tried to banish the hideous memory and gulped the last of her water, refilled the bottle from the life-saving trickle, clenched her teeth, and attempted the hazardous scramble up out of her temporary hiding place. How she wished she had his strength and endurance!


Long minutes later she hauled herself over the top and lay panting. Black spots whirled across her vision. She squeezed her eyes closed, and still the spots flickered and jumped. Finally she raised her head.


Indeed there was a house—or some sort of half concealed building anyway. A high plastered wall hid much of it, but an arched gateway, softened by cascades of pink blossom from a gnarled tree, looked inviting.


She rose wearily and staggered onward. Palm fronds and other lush greenery came into focus as she limped nearer, and she feared the unexpected oasis might be a mirage after the endless inhospitable miles of sand and rock.


But no—the gate was real. She stood in the dancing shade of the blossoms and tugged the bell-rope. Within seconds a small wrinkled woman appeared, bustling toward her with colorful long skirts fluttering around her legs.


Laurel pulled Rafiq’s note from her jeans pocket and smoothed it out. Would this be the woman she was supposed to give it to? She held it forward.


The impassive dark face lit up. The gate swung open. The little woman whisked the note from her fingers and became extremely animated, urging her in and rattling away with great enthusiasm.


“Laurel,” Laurel said, tapping her chest with a finger.


“Yasmina,” the woman replied, thumping her own.


“Yasmina,” Laurel tried. This brought nods and smiles.


“Rafiq?” she asked. More nods and smiles, but also an unmistakable gesture of ‘not here now’.


Oh darn.


Yasmina re-read the note with close attention, all the while chattering in her own language, and drew Laurel along the path and in through the doorway of a turreted old house with thick stone walls. The blinding light outside made the interior seem dim and restful, and the relative coolness washed over her skin like a blessing.


After progressing through a long hallway, they arrived in a high-ceilinged bedroom. Yasmina threw open a further door, and Laurel stood amazed as the servant started water gushing into a marble bath from an ornate gold spout. She must look desperately hot and dirty if this was how she was welcomed!


The little woman emerged—smiling and gesturing that Laurel was to treat the room as her own. She trotted off, and Laurel sank down on the bed before her legs gave way under her. What on earth would happen next?


The bath looked blissful once she managed to rise to her weary feet again. Yasmina had thrown a handful of fresh rose petals into it. Laurel assumed she’d been tidying up full blown blooms as they proceeded up the path together, but plainly the flowers had been intended for this. Fragrant foam grew ever deeper in the water as the bath filled. A selection of French soaps spilled from a basket at one end of the huge tub. It all seemed way over the top for a semi-deserted relic so far from civilization.


She stripped and bathed, shampooing the gritty sand from her long fair hair and letting the delicious warm scented water soothe away her aches. When she returned to the bedroom she found all her clothes had disappeared and a gauzy mauve robe had been laid on the bed. She slipped it on, admired its bands of amazing gold embroidery, stretched out on the bed to consider the strange turn her life had taken, and plummeted into an exhausted asleep.


~♥~


 


At once the nightmare hit again. The wind from the desert moaned eerily. Palm fronds clattered, but otherwise very little moved as the small seaside resort of Kalal drowsed in the afternoon heat.


A solitary vehicle coasted to a halt just behind her.


Laurel turned when she heard the door creak open, but she had only a split second to register the fast-moving dark shape of a man before brutal hands dragged a bag down over her face. As quickly as that, she’d been trapped.


A scalding cascade of horrendous possibilities flooded her brain. Terrified, she screamed at top volume, dropped her sketching pad, and kicked backward with every ounce of her considerable determination. The heel of her shoe connected with what she hoped was her captor’s shin.


It caused a guttural male voice to let loose a vicious curse in the local language, and she enjoyed a fleeting flash of triumph. But then an iron-hard hand closed over her face, pressing her lips painfully back against her teeth. And a steely arm wrapped around her waist and heaved her forward and face down.


Her scrabbling fingers told her she’d landed on a slab of foam rubber on a hard floor.


Doors banged, a motor revved, and she jerked backward as the vehicle took off at high speed.


Shudders of panic took over then. Huge fluttery tremors ran up and down her spine. 


She was blind. Cruel hands had yanked a drawstring tightly around her neck so the bag was closed, and cut off any vestige of light... any hope of seeing where she was being taken.


She struggled and kicked in the swaying vehicle, and suffered the further insult of a warm weight moving to pin her down to the no doubt filthy mattress.


“Be still!” a man’s deep voice growled close against her ear.


She was so astounded to hear accented but obvious English she momentarily froze before resuming her frenzied bucking and struggling. But she had no hope of escaping from under his strong body.


Hard hands grabbed her wrists, and she heard the snick of handcuffs and felt the smooth hard metal against her skin. Her whirling brain registered she was now one step more helpless.


Fingers trailed from her wrists to her elbows and back to her useless hands. It was almost a caress. Her heart thudded even more rapidly as the implication sank in.


“Be still,” he muttered again. “We do not mean to hurt you as long as you cooperate.”


With her shoulders flattened down under his chest, Laurel’s breasts were squashed against the floor. The man’s hips were exactly above hers. His bony pelvis ground against her bottom as the vehicle swayed and braked. A long hard thigh clamped either side of her own, pinning her down, holding her captive.


And between those impressive thighs the firm masculine bulge felt all too obvious. Desolation engulfed her then.


“Lie still and it will go easier for you,” he growled, lifting his upper torso off her which at least gave her poor breasts some relief.


But the shift in weight drove his hips even more firmly into hers, and there was no escaping the intimate press of his body. She willed her legs to weld together as shattering images exploded across her brain.


What did they want from her? One minute she’d been wandering happily in the sun, thinking of the children she was caring for, and inventing a family of her own. In an instant, future imaginings had been ripped away and replaced with the desperate danger of the present moment, and this cruel man, and not nearly enough air.


Blind and half deaf, she used the senses she had left to get some sort of fix on her situation. There was him—who was strong and muscular because he now had her firmly confined. There was the driver. And there seemed to be another hoarse voice in the front seat, too. Presumably that was the man who’d grabbed her in the street and pushed her in to be held down by this one?


So three of them at least. Awful odds. She didn’t stand a chance.


Absolute terror engulfed her as she tried to drag big gulps of dead air into her laboring lungs.


“I can’t breathe,” she shrieked in a panic—almost more scared of suffocating than of any other eventual fate.


Hands slid around her neck, probing until they located the drawstring holding the bag fastened. She shuddered to feel callused fingers on her exposed nape... on the tender skin under her jaw. Her heart thudded with a fast panicked beat.


“Not another sound,” the man grated. But at least he’d loosened the drawstring and let in a little light and some much fresher air.


Laurel lay there gasping like a stranded fish, gulping in oxygen—oxygen laced with the oily smell of the vehicle and a soft spiciness from the man who pinned her down on the mattress.


She heard a hoarse and somehow dirty comment from the front seat. Her captor chuckled above her. The vibrations from his body travelled down into hers, setting her nerves even further on edge if that was possible.


“What?” she snapped, with little hope of a translation.


“He says I have the best job,” came the unexpected reply in that deep husky voice. “But only as long as you remain sensible. I don’t want to hurt you, but if you struggle I may have to.”


To her horror a terrified moan escaped from her throat, and a cackle of laughter erupted from the man in the front.


The vehicle—some sort of van, she assumed—continued to career along, swaying from side to side, bumping into hollows, grinding up slopes and tipping down again. They’d left the dusty level streets of Kalal miles behind, and must be out in the desert country by now.


The endless empty inhospitable desert country—where it would be very hard to find her.


The man eased his weight away to one side, which provided a small increase in comfort.


“Thank-you,” she muttered. For surely she should co-operate as fully as possible to ensure her eventual safety?


“My pleasure,” his voice murmured right beside her ear.


His pleasure to move to a more comfortable position for himself? Or to have enjoyed the proximity of her body to his?


Pig! she thought. Utter pig. Disgusting criminal kidnapping terrorist pig.


She tensed as his hands slipped around her neck again, sliding in under her jaw and up over her mouth. The temptation to bite his hateful fingers was almost beyond her conscious control.


But somehow she held still and was rewarded by her suffocating blindfold being eased upward until the air flooded in and her face was in daylight at last. Her red cap—or rather Maddie’s red cap—had been knocked askew when the bag was forced down over her head. Finally she nudged it back up into position so the stiffened peak no longer rasped at her nose. 


She turned and glared at her captor.


He was so close it was difficult to focus, and she wrenched her face away again—but not before she’d registered a pair of very dark eyes under determined straight black brows, and tobacco-brown skin stretched over high cheekbones.


A cruel imperious face—ancient, proud, and unyielding. It could have been carved from stone for all the softness it showed.


Laurel’s heart shrank. It truly seemed to shrivel inside her ribs. There was no compassion evident on his harsh features... no hint she was in anything but the most dire danger.


And then he started stroking her hair, and she shuddered.


“So pale,” he growled. “Not like the women of my country.” He tugged gently at the long blonde tail she’d threaded through the gap at the back of the cap to keep the heat off her neck.


“Leave it!” she snapped, pushed to her limit by his unwelcome attention. Sudden tears spilled down her cheeks. She squeezed her eyes closed and burrowed her face down into the mattress to hide her fear.


The mattress, she noticed in her few seconds of proper vision, appeared to be perfectly clean—probably brand new and bought for the job. At least that was better than being held helpless on something filthy and vermin ridden. She felt almost willing to be grateful for such a small mercy. But oh, she didn’t want to cry and let him know how terrified she was.


His hand continued to move over her hair as if it might soothe her, and Laurel had no fight left to repel him.


Would she ever see Mrs. Daniels and the children again? Ever walk once more on New Zealand’s green grass under tall trees? Or would this be the end of her life—in a strange dry foreign land, far away from everything she’d grown up with?


She trembled and shivered as the three men began a rapid conversation in a language she couldn’t hope to comprehend. The faint spicy fragrance continued to waft past her nose, just discernible over the oily smell of the vehicle. At least her captor was civilized enough to use soap or cologne.


After what seemed like forever the vehicle changed to a lower gear, ground up a slope, slowed and braked. The engine coughed and died.


“We’re here. It’s time to get out.”


Laurel’s heart increased its frantic hammering. Where was ‘here’? And what were they planning to do to her? She raised her head and gazed around, knowing her eyes must be wide with fear.


The van looked hard used, the backs of the seats scuffed and pocked. The mattress only partly covered a bare metal floor. And the windows were heavily tinted, giving the sky an odd greenish tinge.


She heard a rattle and a clunk. Behind her, the van’s doors swung open on squealing hinges.


“Out,” her jailer repeated, rearing above her and clamping his hands around her waist. He lifted her without apparent effort, and twisted to set her down with her feet dangling only inches above the sand.


And the blinding desert stretched for miles. She saw nothing but pale rocks and golden sand under harsh sunlight, all the way to the hazy horizon. Undulating dunes and higher hillocks rose up occasionally, but no signs of civilization at all.


Laurel scrunched up her eyes and stared aghast at the short thick-set man who’d opened the doors. Roughly dressed, he cradled a huge black automatic weapon in his arms. Fabric swathed his face to hide his features. Only his keen cruel eyes were visible. Presumably he was the street-grabber? She hoped his shin ached like fury.


He jabbed the black monstrosity viciously higher as a signal she needed to stand.


Laurel shrank back against the man who had, until now, been so terrifying. His whipcord body and husky voice were infinitely preferable to the alternative outside.


He grasped her elbows and pushed her up and out.


“Careful,” he snapped, releasing her. She stepped unsteadily away, and turned to survey the rest of her surroundings. Nothing apart from the white van and the animal with the gun. What in the world were they planning? They could do anything to her in this unobserved place.


The driver’s door swung open and the other occupant slid out, also dressed as roughly as the gunman—coarse-spun trousers tucked into heavy boots, the long shirt/coat garment all the local men wore, and a head-dress arranged to hide most of his features. This third man threw a few amused words in her direction and earned what sounded like a sharp rebuke from the one who’d pinned her down for the terrifying ride.


A hand grasped her long tail of hair to prevent her moving further away and yanked her head back so she almost lost her balance. Another hand fastened about her upper arm and she was turned, very much against her will, to stand nearer to mattress-man.


“Stay close,” he insisted, fixing her with intense black eyes.


She managed a hopeless grim smile. “To you?”


“Yes, if you value your life.”


“You’ve made me feel really safe so far.” Tough if she offended him. How much worse could her situation possibly be?


“I’m a better bet than the others.” His voice sank softly into her ear, and his warm breath stirred the tiny hairs on her neck. “Watch,” he added.


And Laurel did watch—amazed—as the other two started to drag a sand colored cover aside to reveal steps down to a buried building.


“How on earth do you find it?” she gasped.


“I know it well,” came the enigmatic reply.


Then she looked properly at his face for the first time. If she’d seen him in a foreign movie—or at a diplomatic reception, or perhaps a less formal social gathering—she’d have thought him a wildly exotic and handsome man.


He was several inches taller than the other two. Laurel stood a bare five-four; he must be six-two, six-three? He moved with a flexible grace that put her in mind of a gymnast or professional dancer.


Unlike the others he wore nothing over his face, unless you counted the short well kept black beard which lay close to his lean jaw. The other men appeared to have much bushier efforts just visible beneath the folds of their head-dresses.


His hooded dark eyes bored into hers, inspecting with clinical coldness.


Still a cruel face, she thought. Still primitive and proud and unyielding. The face of a hard disciplined soldier who would deal unswervingly with the task at hand.


A soldier? Maybe not, but he was wearing khaki trousers with lots of pockets and zips, and well worn boots. He seemed somehow military, and right now she knew with bitter certainty she was his task at hand.


“Fayez!” he called.


One of his henchmen jumped to attention. A rapid stream of instructions followed. The man unloaded a box of supplies from the van and carried it down the steps and into the underground lair.


“And now we go,” her captor insisted, steering her firmly by wrists and pony-tail toward the hidden prison.


Laurel had no option but to obey. She stumbled down the rough steps to a low doorway, ducked her head when he tugged on her hair, and entered. A smelly lantern burned fitfully. Its light dispelled the gloom a little, but hardly made the bunker an attractive prison. She stared around, appalled. Spooky caverns in Indiana Jones movies came to mind.


“Nazim!” More curt instructions were issued. The third man dragged the mattress down the stairs, forced it through the doorway, and stood there leering.


Fayez and Nazim, she thought, trying to lodge the names in her memory in case she ever got free of this hell and had the chance to tell anyone. So who was he?


“Rafiq,” he said, as though reading her mind. “I’ll see that as little harm as possible befalls you while you are here.”


He pulled a hard wooden chair from under a rough table, set it close to the wall, and eased her down onto it. Apart from the mattress and a couple of crates, this seemed to be the bunker’s only furniture.


Rafiq, she thought. Handsome vicious Rafiq. I won’t forget your face if I ever get out of here.


He produced a smartphone from one of his many pockets and concentrated on the screen. It was the last thing she’d been expecting right out in the desert. Surely there was no reception?


“Amazing the movies we can make on these little things,” he said, setting it down on the table.


Pornography flashed through her brain, and then, more menacingly, snuff movies. Dear God, surely not. 


She sat there bewildered and terrified, held helpless by the handcuffs and desperate for a pee after the long bouncing trip on the van floor.


“And now,” Rafiq said, “we will video our little American and see what she is worth.”


“America!” echoed Nazim, spitting on the floor beside her feet.


Laurel tensed at his vicious tone, and then her whirling brain registered what they were saying.


“Not American,” she insisted. “Kiwi. New Zealand.”


Rafiq took no notice. Simply pushed the red cap further back so her face was in view and kept recording. She glared first at the evil phone and then up at him.


“I am not,” she repeated. “Who the hell do you think I am? Someone you can use to bargain with?”


Rafiq stopped her by reaching out, tightening his hand around her jaw, and tipping her face back to the angle he wanted. “Quiet!” he roared.


She would have continued arguing, but the man with the automatic weapon took up station beside her, pressed the muzzle against her head and began a hoarse taunt of “America, America,” for the benefit of the recording. She prickled all over as certain death looked her in the face, and time ground to a halt.


“Good,” Rafiq said a few second later. He checked the picture and nodded.


Laurel stayed speechless and frozen until the gun was removed.


“I am not American,” she quavered. “I’m from New Zealand. I’m a nanny. I’m working for an American diplomatic family but I am not American.”


“You are Madison Daniels.”


“I’m Laurel de Courcey.”


Rafiq shook his head, eyes icy. “Don’t lie.”


“I’m Laurel de Courcey,” she insisted. Born in Wellington, New Zealand. I’m twenty-three. This is my first time overseas. I’m the nanny for the younger Daniels children.”


“You are Madsion Daniels. Blue jeans, white shirt, long blonde hair, red baseball cap. You have been watched.”


“I’m Laurel de Courcey!”


There was no-one around to hear, but letting loose with more volume felt wonderful. “Blue jeans, white shirt, long blonde hair and Maddie’s baseball cap. She loaned it to me—my sunhat wouldn’t stay on in the wind.”


They glared at each other. Rafiq reached over and twitched the Cincinnati Reds cap from her head. Her pony-tail slid easily through the hole in the cap’s back.


“You are a western woman,” he snarled. “You will do.” He followed this pronouncement with a long and incomprehensible rant in the direction of one of the other men. Laurel wondered if he was being reprimanded for kidnapping the wrong woman.


Whatever, Rafiq was not deterred. He pulled a rattling handful of chain from one of the crates and began to wind it around her wrists until the handcuffs were obscured. She flinched as the links pressed against bones. Then he reached behind her.


She twisted, and saw he was unhooking a large clock from the wall, altering the time by several hours, and replacing it.


“Take two,” he said with no apparent irony. He resumed his place and produced a second phone.


“You have to believe me,” she insisted. “I am Laurel de Courcey.”


“So you’re intent on talking? Tell us more.”


“Pig!” she spat back. “I’ll tell you nothing if you’re too stupid to even kidnap the right woman.”


Rafiq’s big hand clamped around her face again. “Be careful who you insult, little one,” he said with silky menace. “It’s unwise to speak like that in your current position.”


She sat there glaring at him, willing herself not to dissolve into tears.


Again he checked his recording and looked satisfied. He barked an instruction and one of the other men took the clock down and altered the time.


But it was Rafiq who busied himself with her hair, gently removing the elastic tie that held the long glistening strands together, and combing them through with his fingers to arrange it over her shoulders in a pale tousled waterfall. Laurel shivered as he touched her. Even here in the burning desert he sent cold tremors right down her spine.


He unwound the heavy chain from her wrists and then unlocked the handcuffs. She chafed at her skin to bring some feeling back after the constriction of the chains. But her relief was short-lived. He crouched in front of her, unwound a length of bright orange polyester rope, and tied it around each of her wrists, leaving perhaps two feet of it between her hands.


“Hold very still,” he instructed, producing a cigarette lighter from one of his trouser pockets, and proceeding to weld the knots together by melting the rope into unyielding lumps. Her relief at being freed ebbed away. The flame licked against her flesh, although he was careful not to burn her. He tied a much longer length to the first one and handed it to Fayez or Nazim—she still couldn’t tell them apart.


“Forgive me this,” Rafiq said, brushing his fingers along the dusty floor and spreading grimy smears onto Laurel’s face and the front of her high-necked long-sleeved white shirt. His fingers felt hot through the thin cotton fabric, and she shrank away from his touch on her breasts.


“We need to make it look as though several days have gone by. As though you are now dirty and desperate. Fayez?”


Fayez grasped the rope in one brown hand as though she was a poor sad mongrel on a lead and stood impassively beside her.


Rafiq produced yet another phone and began recording again. Then he muttered something. Suddenly Laurel’s head was dragged backward and a huge curved knife pressed against her throat. She screamed in total terror.


“No, please! Please don’t! I’m not who you think I am!” At last she burst into the tears that had never been far away.


“America...” Fayez sneered as he allowed her to slump forward in a sobbing heap.


“Good, it’s all done,” Rafiq confirmed in a businesslike tone, checking his work and setting the final phone aside. He let her cry for several more minutes and then asked, “Are you thirsty? We have Coca Cola or orange juice, both quite cold.”


She raised her ruined face and stared at him in disbelief. “You think you can put me through that and then act all hospitable?” 


He shrugged. “It’s hot. You need to drink.”


“You’re a maniac. You’re all maniacs. What the hell was that filming charade all about?”


“Dear young lady—whoever you are—you are the currency we will bargain with. The first recording will let the authorities know we have you, safe and alive. The second, which they will receive in a few days’ time, will show them you are still alive but in grave danger. The third—that your plight is now desperate.” He shrugged again. “It’s the way we achieve what we need.”


“Is this religious or political?”


“One is tied so closely to the other.”


“In this part of the world, yes,” she sneered. “I thought it would be exotic and beautiful and cultural when Mrs. Daniels said they’d been posted to Al Sounam.”


“We are undoubtedly exotic and beautiful and cultural, as you say.”


“Not from where I’m looking.” She stared around the bunker in panic. One wall appeared to be made of huge boulders. She assumed it was disguised as a rocky outcrop on the outside.


 Slivers of light shone through in places, so at least she wouldn’t run out of fresh air. “How long are you keeping me here?”


“For as long as it takes for certain people to see sense.”


“But what about... plumbing,” she asked in a very small voice, feeling the blush spread up her neck and over her face.


“We have that most admirable invention, the Porta Pottie.” He pointed to the far corner and she suddenly realized what the other boxy object was.


“And decadent American Coca Cola,” she muttered.


“As you say.” 


She was almost certain there was a tiny quirk at one end of his stern mouth.


Rafiq tied the longer piece of tough orange rope around one of the heavy table legs so she was tethered, dissolved the knot together, and motioned the other men to leave. “We will give you some privacy for a few minutes. We have important things to arrange outside.”


She stayed sitting, acutely embarrassed, until his long legs disappeared from view, then she crept across to the corner.


Minutes later, she knew she was never going to be able to unpick the melted-together knots. She’d worried at them unceasingly since the men had retreated outside, and all she’d achieved were very sore fingertips and one broken nail. Finally she gave in, fixed her hair back into its pony-tail again, and reclaimed the red cap.


She heaved a deep sigh. Almost anything would be better than this. She’d settle for the noisy hostel, or her dump of a flat, or even the Gorridge’s awful foster home in preference to her current situation. If life had seemed bad before, it was infinitely worse now.


Snatches of conversation drifted down the steps. She had no idea what was being discussed because her grasp of the local language was restricted to the most basic words yet.


The wind still sounded high. It whistled over the dunes and sent a sifting of sand down the stairs. She heard the van engine fire up, and then the vehicle ground away, leaving eerie silence. She trembled with fear and disbelief. Surely they hadn’t abandoned her here, albeit with toilet facilities, Coca Cola, orange juice, and possibly some sort of food if there was drink? There was no way she could bear to be confined in the dismal bunker all alone for heaven knows how many days. She eyed the foam mattress warily. It seemed a very real possibility. 


And then terror engulfed her again as she detected footsteps on the stairs, followed by one masculine silhouette against the rectangle of daylight. Which of them had returned?


It was the pig.


 








Chapter Two — Blood in the Desert


“Up,” Rafiq urged, grasping her wrists and helping her to stand on trembling legs. He produced small clippers from one of his pockets and severed the tough rope. Laurel rubbed at her sore skin and watched numbly as he fashioned new loops to make it look as though she’d somehow slipped free.


“Quickly.” He grabbed two bottles of orange juice in one big hand and her arm in the other and hustled her up the stairs.


“The wind should shift enough sand to cover our tracks before they get back from delivering the first recording. Walk exactly in my footprints so it looks like one person’s feet, just in case.”


The sudden turn of events confused her so thoroughly that Laurel became like a mechanical toy. She followed without protest, fitting her sneakers into the dents made by his boots, plodding across the endless sand in the whistling, stinging wind.


“Are you okay?” he called back after a time.


“Yes!” she yelled, panting hard. He’d set a blistering pace.


After twenty mind-numbing minutes they reached a deep hidden gully. Rafiq picked his way down the crumbling side, turning to offer his hand so she could negotiate the steepest parts. She trembled as she touched him, but knew she was likely to fall if she spurned his help. She still felt his fingers in her hair, on her neck, on her breasts. She burned with confusion and fear, but resigned herself to following him and hoping for better than the hideous bunker.


It was more sheltered on the gully floor, and a tiny unexpected trickling stream ran through amongst large stones and rocks. He retrieved the original piece of rope from his pocket, heaved one of the rocks up, and concealed the rope beneath it. Then he quickly scooped up a few handfuls of water and drank.


“You must take this,” he said, wiping his hands roughly on his trousers and producing a pen and notepad. He wrote instructions to someone unknown, and Laurel watched, mesmerized, as the pen raced over the paper in a strange curling script. He handed her the little page, then ripped several more off as well, tore them into small shreds and set them to float away in the water before returning the pad to his pocket.


“Walk only on the stones so you leave no prints. An hour’s walk from here you’ll find a house and servants. Give this to the woman.”


“Why?” she asked, still confused and in shock.


“Because you were not safe with Fayez and Nazim. They are thugs and murderers.”


“And you’re not?”


“Not as they are,” he said grimly. He glanced at his watch and thrust the bottles of orange juice towards her. “Start moving. I need to get back and make arrangements.”
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