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Dedication 

To my dear neighbors, Barbara and Les 


Chapter One 

‘Take it away!’ Conor shouted, and the hard-baked terracotta earth disappeared at an alarming angle. Lucy gasped, losing her breath, as the chopper swooped upwards, its egg-beater blades whisking them up and whirling them off towards the humped black-raisin mountains. 

‘Flown in one before?’ he questioned, swivelling in his seat, his dark eyes narrow against the sunlight, the tiniest hint of an amused smile teasing his lips. Even in that breathless moment, she couldn’t fail to notice once more just how good-looking he was. 

‘What?’ she shouted. Not used to headphones, she was having difficulty in hearing what he was saying over the noise of the engines. 

‘Have you flown in one before?’ 

‘Flown? Of course I have.’ 

‘In a chopper.’ Conor lifted his eyebrows. 

‘Oh . . .’ Lucy got her breath back now. He’d meant in a helicopter. ‘No . . . no, I haven’t,’ she admitted. She fiddled with her earphones to cover her embarrassment at the misunderstanding. There was nothing she hated more than feeling at a disadvantage. Especially in front of someone as cool as he obviously thought he was. Ice-cool, in fact. 

‘Right. Enjoy the experience.’ She bristled as he swung back, turning to the pilot and asking in Arabic, ‘How long?’ 

‘150 minutes ETA. Given the wind speed.’ Then, immediately, the two men were engrossed in the flight instructions.’ 

Lucy squashed her rising resentment as she listened. It was a feeling she was rapidly having to get used to. 

It doesn’t matter about his attitude, she told herself as she had been doing ever since she arrived in the Middle East. However arrogant Conor Kendall might be, she was going to ignore it. Because, she needed to get Matt out. 

She closed her eyes momentarily to calm herself. To convince herself what she wanted most in the world had begun, at last. Nothing else mattered, because she was now here in the Yemen, and somewhere, in those far distant humped black mountains, Matt was being held captive. 

Conor had been detailed to find her brother’s hiding place, and she was going to help. They needed each other. 

She studied her companion, who was chatting away in Arabic with the pilot. She’d only been in the country forty-eight hours, but she’d already discovered when they found themselves alone together that Conor was hard going, even reticent. However, it seemed he had no problem conversing freely with his male companions. 

At that moment, she enjoyed the opportunity to study his profile. Good-looking wasn’t the word. Maybe it should have been stunning? Not entirely regular, but full of character from the resolute eyes, strong nose and cleft chin. She always found men, who were too handsome, were usually arrogant and self-centred once you got to know them. So far, she hadn’t the opportunity to find about his regard for himself, but her assumption about his arrogance was already proving to be right . . . However, in spite of her first impression of his high-handedness, she found herself drawn to him, if only on account of his looks. She’d always been attracted to dark, handsome men. 

She wondered if he let his hair grow, whether it would be curly. He was as dark-skinned as a Latin, but the sun had made it that way. His tan was the colour of teak-wood, and his strong cheekbones were high and smooth until her eyes detected the slightest hint of stubble. He was dark enough to be a two-shaves a day man. 

As he talked to the pilot, his whole demeanour reeked of power and authority and that was what Lucy needed. Someone as strong as she, and maybe stronger. Determined and tough enough to get her brother out of the hands of the terrorists. According to the British Consul, Conor Kendall was the best man for the job. She remembered the way the official looked, when he said ‘If anyone can pull it off with Abdul, Miss Page, it’s Kendall. I’m confident he will be able to rescue your brother.’ 

She prayed it was true, staring at her companion’s broad back. She noticed how deep his tan plunged beneath the collar of his soft, sage-green shirt. As her eyes lingered on his neck, she wondered if he was as bronzed all over. It was a tantalizing thought, that produced a tiny throb of pleasure inside her. 

His colour hadn’t come from spending winters in London. In fact, she guessed he must have been living in hot climates for a very long time but, according to the Consul, Conor was based permanently in Whitehall. Which definitely seemed a bit odd. 

She breathed in, tasting the dust on her tongue, lost in her thoughts. She continued to stare absently at his back, recalling just how long and how much persuasion it had taken, over so many weeks, for the powers-that-be to agree to search for Matt. 

They kept on telling his family everything that could be done was being done, but Lucy continued to pester them, determined to set out on her own if she had to, a threat, which she hoped would persuade them to change their tactics. 

She was counting on the fact the last thing the Foreign Office wanted, was another of their nationals being taken hostage. Whether she would actually have set out alone, was another matter. 

Other factors counted, too. There had been no word from the tribesmen when Matt was first taken. In fact, Lucy and her mother got to the point of almost believing they would never see him again, when their luck turned and they were told his kidnappers had at last made firm contact with the British authorities. 

It seemed the tribesmen wanted to negotiate, and, then, suddenly, the Foreign Office contacted her, offering a negotiator in the shape of Kendall. They also, very reluctantly, agreed to allow her to go along, but strictly at her own risk. 

She was sure being who she was helped to sway their decision. It seemed her father’s name and reputation still counted for something, but it was pointless thinking about her father, she told herself quickly and just as pointless to spend too much time worrying if the kidnappers’ demands weren’t met, it could be too late to rescue Matt. 

To take her mind off such an awful possibility—her brother had to stay alive until they reached him—Lucy’s thoughts returned to Conor, focusing on the back of his neck. 

How did he get that scar? She’d noticed it straightaway. It was shaped like a cross. Stark white against the bronzed skin. If he’d grown his hair a bit longer, it wouldn’t have shown, but she expected being a man, he didn’t bother about things like that. She suddenly wanted to trace the scar with the tip of her finger, make him turn round and notice her properly, but she squashed the thought firmly. She was here to find Matt. Not to get together with Conor Kendall. 

As he and the young Army pilot continued to talk shop, Lucy fantasized as to what he might have been involved in. Was the scar an old bullet wound? Or a knife cut? She frowned. Possibly an operation? Yet he looked too fit. It was for more interesting to imagine he’d been involved in something very exciting. Her eyes lingered on the breadth of his shoulders, willing him to turn in her direction. The magic worked. 

He swung round again and she held his steady gaze for a moment, before lowering her eyes to the map he was holding in his hands. 

‘Do you want to know where we are, Miss Page?’ 

‘Of course,’ Lucy replied, feeling a trifle embarrassed at having been caught off guard. Teasing was all right, but it had to be on her terms. Trying to concentrate, she wiped the perspiration from her face but, all the time, the man’s nearness was thrilling. Come on she told herself grimly. She had other and far more serious things to think about than spending her time sizing up a guy whose whole attitude proclaimed the fact he basically considered her a waste of space. His smooth brown finger pointed down at the map. ‘We’re over the coastal plain. These low mountains give rise to peaks in the central massif of over ten thousand feet. Unfortunately, that’s the direction in which we’re heading.’ Her concern must have showed on her face. ‘Don’t worry. We’ve an expert guide laid on,’ he continued. ‘We’re meeting Khalid here.’ He indicated the place on the map. 

‘I’m not worried,’ she replied coolly, gazing at the indeterminate dot. 

‘Good.’ Conor noted her dust-streaked face, flushed with heat and wondered how in the hell she was going to manage. There was no going back now. 

He had been dead set against having to accept her company. He preferred to travel alone or, at least, with a hand-picked company of men and he told the bosses so. Moreover, travelling through the wild terrain of the Yemen was definitely not like going on an English picnic and, nowadays, of course, it was also bloody dangerous. 

That thick blond hair, which looked good enough to touch, would soon be tangled with sweat and heat, bleached white by the fearsome sun as they made their way further south from Sana’a. 

Yemen’s capital city, Sana’a, was around eight thousand feet above sea level so, although the air was thin, the heat was at least bearable. They were now heading towards the southern mountains, and when their fairly comfortable helicopter ride to their rendezvous with Khalid was over, they would be trekking over broken, dissected terrain in punishing temperatures, which often exceeded thirty-eight degrees. 

Conor saw far too many people in places where they shouldn’t be, from the unprepared walkers in the snowy Scottish Highlands to pig-ignorant tourists in some dangerous foreign hot spots and, having made a balls up, it meant that much time and effort had to go into organising their rescue. 

And, now, this girl, as well as her brother, was his responsibility. How would she cope? His first impression of Lucy Page was she was an extremely good-looking girl, who would have been better off staying in London where she belonged, and letting the proper authorities handle the case. 

When he met her off the plane at Sana’a, she was wearing the required long-sleeved white cotton shirt and trousers, but her clothes had done nothing to hide the shape of her lissom figure. 

She pushed back her dark-blond hair and stared up at him out of strangely light-blue eyes. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you at last, Mr Kendall,’ she said. 

‘Same here,’ he replied. He felt slightly unnerved, which was not a feeling which he was used to. Mainly, because it was evident she assumed he would be able to free her brother and he wasn’t sure he could fulfill her trust in him. There was a real possibility he would not be able to rescue Matt Page. That they might get killed trying. 

As he took her warm, smooth hand, the thought of what she might have to face in the coming weeks turned his stomach over. 

Then she tossed back her lovely mane again and asked, ‘When do we leave for the mountains?’ She was chock full of the enthusiasm he’d lost a long time ago. He knew it wouldn’t be long before her girlish dream of him as a knight in shining armor dissolved. The useless waste of it all riled him. 

‘First things first, Dr. Page,’ he snapped and he caught the blank surprise in her look. 

‘You can drop the “doctor,”’ she snapped back, recovering herself. He liked that. She had self-control and she was not so self-important as to need her academic title. After that, he called her Miss. 

That first impression set off warning bells in his head. He wanted to say: Get back on the plane. Go home to your family and your university job. Leave it to me to get your brother out safely. This place is no good for you. This country will change you. Just as it’s done to me. 

Evidently, Lucy Page’s looks belied her will. From what he had learned about her so far, in the short time which they’d spent together, she was as stubborn as her brother, but how about her stamina? He hoped to God they both had that. He shook his head imperceptibly. 

If her brother had been less headstrong and more circumspect, and used the intelligence he most certainly possessed, he wouldn’t have been in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

He must have known what he did to that shrine was desecration. The result of such stupidity had been that Matt Page was taken hostage. The young academic was now in the hands of a gang of bloodthirsty, fanatical madmen, led by Abdul, one of the craziest of all. 

It had been crass thoughtlessness on the boy’s part. The repercussions of his actions had not only put his own life in danger, but everyone else’s, including his sister’s. This made Conor very angry. Especially since he was the one, who was ordered to rescue the lad. 

He smiled ruefully to himself, as the calm words of the Koran slipped into his mind. He glanced down at the landscape whirling beneath. The earth is the carpet of God. His own world had never been like that. He wallowed too deep in the mud. 

Little fields now gave way to featureless desert, interspersed by deep valleys from which rose the most amazing rock pinnacles, thrusting like needles out of the landscape. 

He sat half-turned towards Lucy, motionless, staring down, but she could see he was not relaxed. He reminded her of some lithe and brooding animal. Always on guard. What was he thinking? What were his secrets? She would have given anything to know. She stared down too. 

Her first impression of him had been rather different. He was not the earnest, bespectacled civil servant whom she had been expecting to meet. 

What a dish, she thought to herself as she extended her hand and been rewarded by the briefest of handshakes. 

He was about thirty, six foot four and good-looking in an interesting way, strong featured with short, dark hair. Not a perfect profile, but one full of character. Obviously intelligent and extremely fit. The kind of man she went for and, who, unfortunately, was very thin on the ground. 

Briefly, she found herself thinking about Nick. He had been her boy friend, but she broke off with him before she came out to Yemen. There were several reasons for her decision. 

He had been a dead weight. More interested in his career as a television journalist than in her and he was trying to get back with her, now he found out she might be related to a celebrity. Or even one herself, when they managed to rescue Matt. No way would she take Nick back again. 

When Conor met her at Sana’a Airport, he was wearing a sand-colored suit which definitely made the most of his muscles. It was the kind of suit that begged a woman to investigate what lay underneath the thin material. She got the feeling his body would be like one of the male nudes photographed by Testino, which she framed and hung on the wall in the hall of her London flat. It always did her good to come home after a trying day and look at the guy’s broad-shouldered torso, his great six pack and narrow tapering hips, where the photo cut off leaving the rest to the imagination. 

She shivered with excitement, thinking how the man she was going to spend the next few weeks with would look under that suit, and a brief, tantalizing throb ran through her just thinking about it. She had been convinced when they met for the very first time he was not a man, who sat at a desk all day. At that initial meeting, they shook hands only briefly, but his hand, clasped in hers, felt warm and firm, which was a good sign. If there was anything Lucy hated, it was a cold, fishy palm. Conor’s handshake inspired confidence and she needed as much of that as she could get, given how vulnerable she was feeling. 

She read up on him on the journey to Sana. A Cambridge graduate, now a civil servant—probably fast-track—who was an expert on Yemeni tribes. In her imagination he’d been earnest and bespectacled, the epitome of the cool Englishman. How wrong she had been. Confronting such a miracle of unconventionality at the airport had been quite an experience and continued to be so, she thought. 

Lucy looked down once more. Here and there she could see what seemed to be a village clinging to a crag, with thin lines of white tracks climbing crazily upwards. Goat tracks. 

‘Poor sods,’ Conor said suddenly. She raised her eyebrows. His eyes were dark and brooding. She couldn’t imagine what he was thinking, but this was a side of him she hadn’t seen so far. ‘I mean on the ground,’ he indicated. ‘Their lives must be bloody awful.’ He was looking down. 

‘Perhaps they don’t mind?’ she replied. Afterwards, she could have bitten off her tongue, because she perceived the tiniest glimmer of hostility in his glance, which told her he didn’t think much of the remark and, she had to admit, the question had been remarkably smug. 

‘I can assure you they do, Miss Page,’ he replied, pulling his brows together into a frown and staring her straight in the eyes. ‘The landscape might look dramatic. Even beautiful to you but, down there, they live in houses, where the walls are lined with cow dung and sand and it’s a six mile walk to the local well for water. If there is one.’ 

Lucy stiffened. He didn’t have to be so patronizing, even if she did deserve it. Once again, she felt that little throb inside. She didn’t want him to think she was shallow, but she had to let him know she wasn’t naïve about the place and the people. 

‘I think you’re forgetting something, Mr Kendall,’ she returned levelly. ‘I’m not a complete novice. Nor entirely ignorant of what goes on down there.’ She would have liked to add that she cut her teeth on its legends, but she wasn’t going to. 

‘I’m relieved to hear it. It’ll make my job easier,’ he said curtly, turning back to his conversation with the pilot. 

He felt the atmosphere as he concentrated. Lucy had the fighting spirit all right. He grinned to himself. At least, it would make his dangerous mission more interesting. He was glad she could stand up to him. It was a good sign, although he was a bit sorry he’d bitten. He knew he wasn’t in the best of moods. Most of all because they were running behind schedule. Which meant that, if he did not meet Khalid on time, the deal could be off. 

He didn’t know why but, for some reason, the pilot had been held up. When he finally arrived, he could see the guy was wet behind the ears. While he went over the pre-flight checks, Conor had been concentrating on getting Lucy Page’s luggage stowed safely. It was all unnecessary stress and, in his profession, he couldn’t afford to be stressed. 

He had a deadline to meet, but it seemed the wind had other ideas and it was bringing the sand along with it. At least the Yemeni Army possessed choppers suited to desert terrain. 

He had seen the damage sand in the air intakes could do and he wanted nothing to go wrong, especially with this woman on board. He had managed to get over the feeling he was a jinx to women, but it had taken a very long time. He forced the memory of Leila away. It still hurt. 

He could feel his present companion’s eyes strafing his back. He realized he had offended her and he had not been entirely fair. He had done his homework on Lucy Page’s background. It had been absolutely necessary, given the mission. 

He’d read her impressive biography. School of Oriental and African Studies, London University. Arabic, first class. Doctorate three years later. 

But clever or cultured was rarely any defense when a loaded pistol was being pointed at your head. Hopefully, she would not follow in her illustrious father’s footsteps. 

Conor considered the reputation of the famous Professor Page, whose name was still well known in cultured circles in the Yemen. 

The archaeologist was held a Byronic figure, who had spent a great deal of his life conducting expeditions under the auspices of the University of Aden. That was when the British controlled South Yemen. 

But, after the political turmoil of the recent past, it was becoming much harder to go treasure hunting, a fact, which Matt Page discovered to his cost. 

The late professor was rumored to have preferred the thrill of working in the wild places of the Yemen to a peaceable academic career in England, but he paid dearly for the doubtful privilege. 

After thirty years of doing what he loved most, he contracted a serious infection, which claimed his life. He died ignominiously in a hut outside the village of Mokata. The only friend at his deathbed had been his Arab servant, who remained faithful to him for years. 

Conor shook his head imperceptibly. The professor sacrificed home and family for what? The treasures of the Yemen? 

First the father, then the son. Now it seemed the daughter was on the case. What a family. 

And it was up to him not to let the same thing happen to her. He sniffed. The sand still got to him. 

His greatest desire was to go on living for as long as he could. Life was for enjoying while it lasted. And he hadn’t had much chance for enjoyment lately. He stared morosely down at the landscape as the chopper cruised at one hundred and fifty miles per hour. Then he glanced quickly at Lucy, which cheered him up. 

Lucy blazed inside. At herself and him . . . She knew she’d been asking for it, but she hated sarcasm. Besides, his eyes twinkled annoyingly when he’d rebuked her. As if it was a game and he was making fun of her. How dare he? He thought she didn’t know anything and she couldn’t look after herself. 

She stared out of the chopper, taking deep breaths. What could she expect from a man, who was making it very clear he thought she wasn’t up to such a dangerous enterprise? 

She recalled one episode in particular which occurred during the forty-eight hours after he delivered her at the British Consulate for her briefing, then taken her on to her hotel. 

In the early evening, he telephoned her room and asked her to meet him in the foyer. Lucy had just come out of the shower and was feeling extremely tired. Strung-up by heat and excitement, she was also rather irritable and had been expecting to fall into bed, but her bad mood diminished at the thought of being introduced to Sana’a by him. Wrong again. 

She kept him waiting, deciding what was the best thing to wear. When she emerged from her hotel’s foyer in smart evening wear, satisfied that she looked good, she realized her mistake straightaway. She’d dressed up and Conor was attired on the downside of casual in a camouflage flak jacket open to the waist and matching khaki chinos. She couldn’t help looking at the revelatory expanse of smooth tanned skin and luxuriant chest hair. 

She also knew he’d noticed those surreptitious glances of hers. He grinned back annoyingly, so she pulled down her fashionable shades from where they were perched high on her hair and looked to her heart’s content. Unfortunately, the taxi ride they took was short and uneventful, and, surprise, surprise, soon they were back at the Consulate and emerging from the lift at basement level. 

A strange look appeared in his dark eyes as they stood together in that windowless cavern below ground. Lucy took off her glasses because it was so dark she couldn’t see a thing. She looked round. 

Locked grey steel cupboards lined the stark, white walls. Then he was opening a wooden crate, which was standing on a table, A moment later, he brought out a bullet-proof vest which he handed over for her to try. 

‘What’s this, then?’ she’d grimaced, staring at the bulky-looking waistcoat. 

‘A bullet-proof vest. It’s for your own safety.’ His whimsical expression annoyed her. He wrongly assumed her question had been straightforward. 

‘I know what it is, Conor, but . . . are we expecting to be shot?’ It had been meant as a joke, but it fell flat and she was angry, because their mission to release Matt was the most important thing in the world, but that was Lucy’s way, making light of things that really mattered. 

‘We may be shot at.’ The considered remark was delivered without any change of expression or tone. She’d shivered. What was she afraid of? Of fielding a bullet from some madman’s gun? Of finding Matt in a terrible state? Even worse, of not finding him. 

‘Well, as long as they aim low,’ she’d quipped, feeling somewhat less than brave inside. She was angry with herself for feeling so apprehensive. 

‘They probably will,’ he’d replied and, suddenly, he’d been looking at her body with as much interest as she’d stared at his. She’d shaken off the sudden surge of attraction she felt for him, which was running like warm treacle through her lowest parts. To cover both her fears and confusion, she’d quipped, ‘What about my head?’ 

‘You keep it down,’ he’d retorted, turning unsympathetic again. It was then she realized his moods were like pieces of quicksilver. She squashed the sudden disappointment that came from his rebuff. 

She told herself firmly it was not comfort she wanted from him. Only action, and the promise to get Matt and herself back safe to civilization, but that was in the future. This was the here and now. 

Lucy dragged herself into the present. Conor told her they would be meeting their guide at the dropping off place designated in the foothills of the high massif. After that they would be continuing the journey by Land Rover. 

Where they were driving to, she didn’t know, although she gleaned it was to some remote village where the terrorists were holed up. If so much had not depended upon it, it would have been a real adventure. 

She told herself she had no right to feel excited. It was more sensible to be apprehensive. Her father thrived on ‘adventure’ and look what happened to him. She often thought about her father and the isolated place where he’d died. She could only pray it wasn’t going to happen to her. 

The Yemen possessed a troubled history but since the merger of the two states of Yemen and South Yemen in 1990, the military purported to be united against terrorist factions and Conor had said there were government forces to call on, if they were needed . . . 

He came out of his reverie. He swung round again, his eyebrows lifting in that irritating way. ‘Something on your mind? Can I help?’ he asked. He was trying to help, but he knew, by the look on her face, she thought he was being sarcastic. 

‘I was thinking about Khalid,’ she said, fishing. ‘I suppose that, as our guide, he has a fund of local knowledge at his fingertips.’ 

‘Ah, Khalid,’ he said, leaning back easily. ‘He’s a very interesting fellow.’ He was, because, as Conor knew only too well, Khalid was their only hope of getting close to Abdul. The kidnapper had a serious price on his head, but, if negotiations went well and the price was right, there was a possibility Abdul might be persuaded to release his hostage. However, the negotiations could easily fail, since Abdul was both an extremely unstable and highly dangerous man. They had tangled before, although Conor intended to keep that information under his belt for the time being. 

‘Why? What’s he like?’ 

Her face was somber. Clearly, Lucy needed to believe he was a genius at his job. He watched as she looked away and down as the helicopter whirled on, listening to the comforting, steady thump of its engines. Noting the set line of her lips, he found himself thinking she would be extremely pretty if only she smiled more. 

‘I’d say . . .’ he considered, ‘. . . I’d say Khalid is a mixture of intellectual and assassin.’ That did the trick. She was staring at him. 

‘You’re joking.’ 

‘I’m not.’ 

Surprise lit up her face. ‘Who is he? Why do we want him as a guide? Have you worked with him before?’ 

He realized he’d alarmed her by his choice of the word ‘assassin’. 

‘Steady on. One thing at a time.’ 

Lucy sighed inwardly. The man had the unfortunate knack of being able to startle and annoy her at the same time and she didn’t like not being in control. 

‘He’s very well-educated. England, of course, like a lot of well-to-do Yemeni. Soldiering. If you could call it that. He’s also lectured in Politics at the University of Aden.’ 

He glanced at her face. Careful, he warned. Get off that tack. You’re probably reminding her of her father. We want her staying tough. 

He went on: ‘In fact, Khalid’s in your league. A religious expert and philosopher as well.’ 

‘I’m a linguist,’ snapped Lucy. ‘What about the “assassin” bit?’ 

‘I was getting on to that,’ he stressed, wishing she was more patient. He was trying to be nice, although he clearly needn’t have bothered but, at least, he admitted to himself, it was a break from the boredom of the long flight having someone sparky to talk to. The pilot was a bone head. 

‘Khalid is an expert on Arabian matters,’ he continued. ‘A former governor of the post-independence states, which were swallowed up in the unification of . . .’ 

‘Okay,’ said Lucy, ‘I know the history. What about him? Why is he being used as a guide for us?’ 

He frowned. She was beginning to seriously annoy him. 

‘The place we’re heading for—where we think your brother’s being held—is terrain Khalid knows well. Better than anyone, in fact. Frankly, we have been lucky to get hold of him.’ 

Conor knew there could have been no one else for this particular job, but it had been touch and go whether the Arab would agree to the conditions. How Khalid was persuaded to volunteer his services had been nothing to do with him, but he knew things were never done for nothing in his business. 

The two men had worked together before, but Conor had no intention of giving Lucy Page that sort of information. 

But, when he and Khalid met, which was rare nowadays, neither of them ever mentioned their painful past. He smiled ruefully. Lucy made a face. 

‘What’s funny?’ she asked. ‘You still haven’t explained the assassin part.’ 

He shrugged. ‘I’m not always serious.’ 

‘You could have fooled me,’ she snapped. 

He struggled. ‘There’s bound to be an element of assassination in tribal struggles. I’ve no hard evidence, of course. However, when he was young, Khalid was the powerful leader of a warlike tribe.’ He considered that would do as a fair remark about the Arab’s character. 

‘How old is he?’ Lucy asked, cooling off. 

‘Early fifties?’ 

She shook her head and caught his gaze, not realizing she was looking at him from under her long lashes. ‘Sorry, I’m a bit wound up,’ she confessed, smiling in response. He was evidently trying to make amends. Perhaps he wasn’t quite so bad? And he had the most devastating smile. It transformed his face. 

‘That’s okay,’ he replied. ‘We all are.’ 

* * *

Soon, he was looking keenly at his maps, but something else was on his mind too, which was unprofessional. Lucy’s smile stirred up something inside himself, which he had almost forgotten and still wanted to forget. As much as Khalid. Given the awful circumstances. 

He shook off the thought, jerking himself back to the present. He had been right. Her lips were great and that look from under her eyelashes even better. He wasn’t a mind reader. Was Lucy Page winding him up? 

They flew on, the helicopter’s nose pointed in the direction of the mountains, which were increasing in size every minute. 

‘How far now?’ asked Lucy. His words stung her hard but, by then, she had seen sense and swallowed back the animosity she felt for his lack of sensitivity. 

He looked at his watch. ‘An hour or so.’ She leaned back, mentally going over the kit she brought with her. It had all been waiting for her, ready and prepared in another room in the depth of the Consulate’s basement. He insisted going through it fastidiously. 

‘Wool sweater, long underwear, wool stocking cap for the cold evenings and nights . . .’ In spite of the air conditioning, Lucy had been sweating in very light cotton at the time. The thought of wearing any of that was horrific. 

‘Goggles, scarves . . . for your mouth and nose when the sand is swirling . . . T shirts to wear under your uniform . . . they soak up the sweat.’ 

‘Uniform?’ 

‘A bit like camouflage . . . but not quite. It will help you fade into the landscape.’ She didn’t query it. Best not to. He must know what he was doing. She only hoped the tribesmen wouldn’t take her for a soldier. 

‘Water supply . . .’ he looked at her obliquely. ‘. . . At temperatures above 38 degrees you have to drink a litre of water per hour. I’ll be carrying what we’ll need until we make contact with Khalid.’ 

Afterwards, she watched as he checked that a pistol was unloaded before handing it to her. She stared at it weakly. ‘It’s a Glock,’ he said helpfully. 

‘Thanks. Nice to be prepared.’ 

And then those dark eyes of his strafed her face as he handed her the ammunition. 

‘Hopefully, there’ll be no need to use it. Have you ever loaded one of these?’ He began to show her how to do so. ‘Or fired one?’ She could see by his face he was expecting her to say no. 

‘It may come as a surprise to you,’ she said, ‘But, actually, I have.’ He lifted his eyebrows as he placed the weapon carefully down. ‘My school took part in Bisley.’ 

‘Fantastic.’ She could have sworn the corners of his mouth were fighting not to smile, but it was true. She had been small arms champion at her boarding school, but she had never thought her talent as a shot might prove to be useful. 

Then all the other equipment was added. Her back pack looked very bulky, and when he helped her try it on, she found it incredibly heavy. 

She glanced at the humped green mountain, that must have been his, and gritted her teeth, trying not to show her dismay. 

One good thing, Lucy had made use of the last few months, before she flew to the Yemen, working out and jogging every morning and evening. 

She had been priming herself, psyching herself up to manage the kind of terrain she knew she would have to face if she ever got the chance to look for Matt. Now, she intended to cope. 

Hopefully, she could surprise Conor again and show him she was no wimp, but the pack wasn’t light. 

When he helped her off with it, he added, ‘I’ve left a few things out in case it was too heavy. Don’t worry about it, I’m well prepared.’ 

‘I’m sure you are,’ she said with a hint of sarcasm. 

‘And, if it gets too heavy, I can always help.’ 

‘That’s very good of you.’ Their conversation continued to be stilted. 

That morning, she had put on the protective vest. Its wadding was stiflingly warm, but she hadn’t questioned his orders as to why she should wear the bullet-proof vest on a helicopter ride. 

It was compressing her breasts uncomfortably. She remembered reading in a tabloid newspaper about some London policewoman complaining to her superiors about just that. Lucy never thought she would be in the same position. 

She wriggled about to get comfortable and was rewarded by a keen glance from him. It was all right for him. He had only his pecs to worry about. 

Instinct told her he knew what was the matter. It was the way his eyes drifted above her waist and sized up what was happening under her green camouflage jacket. 

Perhaps she could slip off the vest once they landed. Then she realized how impractical that would be. She’d rather be uncomfortably hot than the target of a bullet from one of Abdul’s men. Was it really that bad down there? 

Suddenly, she looked forward, realizing both Conor and the young pilot were leaning forward intently, peering at the dials. Lucy’s instincts must have been finely tuned, because a tiny tickle of uneasiness made her sit up and take notice. 

Something was wrong. 

‘Christ! The fuel monitor must have been giving a false reading.’ 

‘It was all right on the checks.’ 

‘Well, it isn’t now. The pressure’s dropping,’ snarled Conor. ‘How far are we from the drop off point now?’ 

‘Fifteen minutes. We’re going to have to go down.’ 

Lucy ignored the two-way radio communications in Arabic, which came in at regular intervals. She couldn’t make head nor tail of them. Now she was listening to everything very carefully. 

‘The wind’s affecting the blades,’ shouted the pilot. ‘We have to drop her.’ 

‘Well, vary the pitch angle,’ ordered Conor. Briefly, Lucy wondered why he was not flying the helicopter. 

Maybe he should have been, because he seemed to know a lot more about it than the young Yemeni, who was acting nervously, his left hand moving a lever gingerly up and down. ‘She’s not responding,’ he shouted. 

Momentarily, Lucy wondered where the man had been trained. She hoped that his instructors knew what they were doing. 

‘Steady now,’ warned Conor, clamping his hand over the other’s. She didn’t like the look on her companion’s face. 

‘Is something the matter?’ She had to speak. 

‘Shush,’ snarled Conor, as the chopper veered jerkily, then righted itself again. 

Lucy subsided, angrily. She looked down. The ground seemed a hell of a long way. This was all she needed. It wasn’t a nice feeling. 

‘Give her some throttle.’ The pilot complied. Whether he didn’t know what he was doing, or he didn’t care about someone telling him what to do, was academic now. They were evidently in some kind of trouble. ‘Altitude?’ The pilot was reading off the figures. 

‘Shit.’ They sat motionless. 

‘What’s happening?’ She heard her voice come out like a squeak. Nothing like normal. 

Conor shook his head at her. He looked at the pilot. ‘Start looking for a place.’ 

The pilot was leaning and looking outside. ‘Let base know what’s happening,’ said Conor. Lucy strained her ears as the pilot spoke urgently over the radio in rapid Arabic. Gone were the ordered, staccato tones. He was shouting. 

Her command of the language was very good, but she could only make out a bit, given the noise the helicopter was churning out now and the bad reception. 

‘Is it something to do with the fuel?’ she screamed. There was no way she was going to sit there like a dummy. 

‘Yes.’ That was the only explanation he offered. The pilot turned to Conor. 

‘They have our position. Allah be praised.’ 

‘You hope. Now, try to get her down on the plateau.’ He swung round to Lucy. ‘Well, you know the score. I’m sorry, Miss Page, but we’re going to have to crash land. He’s trying for the wadi.’ She bit her lips. ‘Believe me, it will be better than the side of the mountain. It all depends on the wind, but it won’t be pretty.’ 

‘Will it explode?’ It was all she could think of. 

‘No,’ he said. She swallowed. Then a faint smile followed. ‘Don’t worry, we won’t be that unlucky.’ 

‘What’s gone wrong?’ The chopper’s erratic behavior was terrifying. 

‘Let’s keep the post mortem for later, shall we.’ She didn’t like his sense of humor one little bit. 

Seconds after, he was going through the crash landing proceedings with her. Steadily. Carefully. As if he had all the time in the world. Coolly, as though he was explaining to a child about to take a boat ride on a pool in the park. 

Meanwhile behind her, the tail rotor was swinging wildly effecting the change in the blades’ direction and they were swinging down and down. Circling cyclically. 

‘Clear?’ he questioned tersely. She nodded. ‘You might get a few bruises.’ 

‘If I’m lucky,’ she quipped. He was glad she hadn’t started screaming. 

He breathed in to calm himself, deciding it must have been sabotage. At least, the bastard hadn’t cut the fuel pipe. He had seen the fireballs, which exploding helicopters made, too many times but, by the way the dials had been behaving, he suspected someone had severely damaged the hydraulics. 

He glanced at the girl’s white face, sorry that it seemed as though his worst fears were being realized. 

Yes. Leave the post mortem until later. As long as it isn’t ours, he told himself grimly. 

As the young pilot battled with the retractable landing gear, Conor tried to convince himself Abdul was so keen on getting hold of the arms which were part of the conditions for the release of Matt Page, that he wouldn’t have ordered one of his henchmen to blow them out of the sky. 

With that, Conor half-crouched into the position he’d explained to Lucy and stretched out his hand backwards to the girl. ‘Here, hold on,’ he said, ‘and pray.’ 

Lucy closed her eyes in trepidation, but they opened wide with surprise as he took her cold, small hand in his warm one. 

Somehow, that little human gesture was something she could not have done without. Next moment, the helicopter plunged nose down towards the mountain plateau’s broken dissected terrain. 

And, all the time, the Arab pilot wrestled with the controls, calling frantically on a beneficent Allah to grant them a favorable place to crash. 
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