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Part 1: Eternal Love
Chapter One

Tomujruki‘s eves slowly opened, the lids as
heavy as if they'd been glued together. A bright Light
Aared inside his head and he blinked painfully.

He groaned. Where was he? What had
nappened?

Tomoyuki pressed his fingers w0 his emples
and looked around at his surroundings, trying to piece
together what was going on. It took his brain a moment
lo process whal it was he saw.

He obviously wasn’t in his hotel room, since the
hotel bed didn’t have a canopy. His eyes drifted from the
gold and scarlet roses delicately embroidered overhead
to the pure white satin curtains, whose golder fringe
whispered beguilingly whenever it moved.

A blarket brushed his skin, it was of such
superb quality and sofiness that he wished he could stay
Wrapped up in it forever. But a sweet scent caught his
% and, entranced, he followed it out of bed. He
2ot his first good look at the room when he stood up. It
took his breath away.

“1...1 don’t believe this,” he whisperad.

An elaborate pattern of interwoven flowers
mlﬁ“"‘ﬁ! was sprawled across the ceiling of the room
0 & swirl of vermillion and cobalt blue. Magnificent
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ceramics and sculptures were displayed on decorative|,
carved daises, too valuable for Tomoyuki to even gues

al their prices. It was all so far beyond the experience
his ordinary life.

Expertly cut glass crystals had been inlaid or

cach .Df the pillars scattered across the room. And alor
each had been set vases of marigolds. That seemed to b

the source of the uniquely powerful fragrance.

. A writing desk was set beside the room'
:-vrnduw, two overstuffed easy chairs on either side o
it. Tomoyuki tip-toed across the carpet that cevered th:

floor 1o the window.
What he saw outside gave him another shock
He caught sight of an extravagant fountain
spilling water over its edges in the center ofan enormois

garden, throwing up clouds of sparkling mist. The

amow-strzight promenade running past it, bounded o
both sides by lush date trees, and the cloudless sky above
made for a glaring contrast.

LBut it wasn’t the garden that caused Tomeyuki
such dismay. It was what lay beyond the garden-
nothing. Nothing interrupted the sweeping line of the
horizon, nor the desert streiching out endlessly in al
directions.

i How did he get to a place like this? He searched
his sluggish mind, trying to remember what had
happened to him.

Tomoyuki worked for the planning department
of a trading company. He had beer on an emergency
?usmem trip to England upon the request of the
international sales department of a subsidiary in thal
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country. The clients would be discussing the deal in
English and Arabic, so they needed someone proficient
in those two languages, someone they could trust
They'd picked Tomoyuki.

He had boarded a plane the day after he received
the summons, so it was clear how urgent the deal was.

He didn’t mind the flight, which was more than
10 hours long. IHe just relaxed, watching movies and
reading, and in no time, he was in London.

He'd been told that someone from the sales
department would be coming to meet him at the airport,
and so he had waited at the lobby.

While waiting, a man had called out his name.

“Mr. Makabe?”

The man had shown Tomoyuki a company [.D.
(his name was Lawrence), so Tomoyuki had followed
him to a limousine. Tomoyuki had thought it odd that
Lawrence had come to pick him up in such a nice car.
He probably should have been more cautious, bul at
Lawrence's polite urging, he'd quietly slid into the back
seat.

He never expected to see the man who was
wailing inside.

: The man had smiled at him, « champagne glass
0 one hand “It's been too long,” he’d greeted.
Tomoyuki had been overwhelmed. All he could
dum gape.
“Aren’t you going to say something”” the man
Tomoyuki had remained silent.
“It’s been six vears.” the man had said.
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Astonished, confused, Tomoyuki had [0l
goosebumps prickling his skin under the man’s dire.
stare. He tried to say the man's name, but he could,
speak. He could only mouth one word: Why?

“T've come to get you, just as I promisci
faridat,” the man had explained.

Tomoyuki had been mesmerized by the may’
seductive smile.

The man had grabbed Tomoyuki’s arms an.
pulled him close. By the time the approach of the may
lips had brought Tomoyuki back to his senses and he h:.
begun to struggle, it had been 100 late,

A handkerchief had been pressed to his mout!
and he’d been trapped under a sheet by a man's weigh
He’d struggled to escape, but only briefly. His visicn hac
clouded over and his mind had grown fuzzy, and thee
he'd blacked our.

Tomoyuki had no idea how much time ha
passed since his abduction. When he’d awoken, he hae
found not the England where he'd gone to negotiate |
business deal, but a sultan’s oasis in the desert. It wi
like he had teleperted to some strange world.

But Tomoyuki recognized this place. He’d scor
it on TV many times. This was Saria, an oasis in Madin:
which was the richest of the United Ridwan Emirax
nations. Its wealth included both its natural wonders a1/
its national economy. Madina was one of the world®

leading tourist destinations. It wouldn’t be too far of
the mark to claim that everyonc in the world had sce?
Madina’s landscape at least once, thanks to all the medi!
coverage of the country,
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“You haven’t changed at all,” Tomoyuki heard a
voice say behind him,

He spun around. The speaker was the man
behind it all, the one who'd brought Tomovuki here.
Tomoyuki wasn’t sure how long the man had been
standing in the doorway, one band resting on the frame,
watching him.

# . Aswil,” Tomovuki uttered the man’s neme
at last,

Aswil’s heroic eyes brightened. He took a step
from the doprway and approached Tomoyuki. He stood
at a slight distance, devouring Tomoyuki's body with his
eyes. Uncomfortable, Tomoyuki drew back, and Aswil
nstantly canght his arm.

“Welcome to Madina, my home,” Aswil said
coolly.

Tomoyuki impatiently shook off Aswil's grip.
He hadn't come here for a vacation. He was more
interested in Aswil's reasons for doing this.

*You don't look well. How do you feel?" Aswil
asked,

. “Awful.” Tomoyuki spat back, his lips drawn
ght. As far as he was concerned, it was too late to
iccamplish anything now.

Aswil frowned. “Are you still feeling the effects
of the drug?”

~ How was Tomoyuki supposed to keep conirol
°Fhis temper when Aswil was grabbing his chin and
gt i o iy
~ aswil’s hair was coffiee brown, his eyes and skin
mﬂfﬁﬁﬂ&y The exotic features of his handsome

y
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face hinted at his cunning. Tomoyuki glared furious!

at Aswil, who was still pecring at him through almong

shaped eyes. Aswil had always been a man justifiahi
proud of his looks, but his maturity had given him m.
dignity than when they had known each other befo:
Tomoyuki quailed just to face him now.

Aswil was dressed casually, but even so, n
other man could have rivaled the elegance he achievud
His lips alonz betraved the doll-like impassivity of I
face, stirring with vibrant life as they shaped Tomoyuk/'
name, only inches from the Japanese man’s face.

“It was prescribed by a doctor,” Aswil said,

there shouldn’t have been any side effects.” His fac

clearly showed concern
Tomoyuki wavered. He locked away,
wanting Aswil to know that the man had affected him
“I"d like to know why you did this to me, out
nowhere,” he said. His voive was as sharp as he coult
make it, but in reality, he felt as if his legs were going ©

collapse under him. He wanted to know why Aswil hu

druggad him and brought him to Madina without an'
explanation, although he dicn’t expect o be satisfied I"
any of the excuses he would hear.

“Why 1 did this? | alrcady told you—becaus«
promised I would.” Aswil replied without the slighte
hesitation,

Tomoyuki's eyelashes fluttered at the wor
“promise.” I took all of his strength to hold back v

emotions. “Promise? What promisc?”
Good. Ha'd zounded calm.
Aswil’s mouth twitched in a smirk. Who kne?
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was imagining.
thought you might say that,” he said. “That’s
to force you. | didn’t want to, but yvou've
ed to keep people at a distance, once you
wart to,”
Tomoyuki glared at Aswil, resentment flooding
. He was desperately trying toact reasonable,
 tiniest change in Aswil's expression set him off.

n a0 mood to hear the man who had betrayed
if they were the best of friends.
“Fine,” he snapped. “I don't care what your
§ are, as long as you send me back to England
¥, [ was there on business. This is going to mess
Uil ll‘:|:t.’I
 “Oh yes.” Aswil regarded Tomoyuki, his left

w arched high. Tomoyuki was startled by the old
gesture. Aswil had always done that when he
ething to say. “There won't be any problem as
ir 48 that poes. The talks were completely faked.”

_'.' “Faked?"

A '.Eamoyuk: s resistance mllapsed in thr: face

ed a reason for why he hadn’t contacted his office

~ An unspeakable fury boiled up inside him. He
are about Aswil's reasons. They didn’t matter
Whatever excuses Aswil made, the man had
ipped him. And there was no justifying the fact
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that Temoyuki had to stay in Madina,

“Let me go home," he said. “I'm not going to g

along with your whims, sheikh.” He jerked his chin fron
Aswil’s hand and pulled away. But Aswil didn't let hin
get away. Tomoyuki felt a large hand on the back of hi:
neck and he was abruptly pulled back. “Aswil!”

As soon as he opened his mouth, Aswil’s lip:
closed on it. Aswil's tongue penetrated his moutl
opened in protest, and traced over histeeth. He struggle:
and another hand fastened onto his hip.

“Nng.”

Tomoyuki pounded against Aswil’s chest, bui
he knew there was little power in the strike. Just lik:
old times, he was at the mercy of Aswil's searing kisse:
smoldering with the heat of the desert.

Aswil’s tongue tangled with Tomoyuki's own, a:
if trying to pacify the cowering creature, then ran alon:
the roof of his mouth, Each time Aswil changed angles
the kisses became more intense, and their six years apart
disappeared as if only a moment had passed.

Aswil was the only person who could briny
Tomoyuki such sensuality and satisfaction with nothing
but a kiss. It was like sex, all in just one kiss.

“Ah. .

His knees gave out. But Aswil’s lips never los
contact with his. Aswil held Tomoyuki against him a:
the man’s lips continued to consume the Japanese man.

Tomoyuki was light-headed by the time Asw!
finally released him from the kiss, sucking one last time
on his upper lip.

“My faridat,” Aswil whispered.
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'1|.
& Thahwswhat Aswil had called him before, too.
me _' _ "‘5 bud}r was already trembling with I.lr; desire

_M)ﬂkl scraped together the shreds of his

‘ﬁﬂ remained and pu]led away from Aswil’s

which kad begun running up and down his back.

ild 2't let himself be overwhelmed, He wasn’:

about to make the same mistake again.
 “Tomoyuki,” Aswil began.

“Let...let me go,” Tomoyuki gasped.

‘He raised his right hand and whipped it at
Mﬁﬂi cheek. The crisp sound echoed across the room
The moment Aswil’s hold on him loosened, Tomoyuk:
w chance to fix a look of utter contempt on  his

~ Aswil touched his cheek with his fingers and

didn’t realize you hated me so much.”

you think I loved you?" Tomoyuki shot
g away from Aswil. His eyes were flinty as

ed, “T want to be alone.”

ks t--‘lms torture being in the same room with
ﬂgﬁ new. He wanted to be alone so he could

But ﬂswil took no notice of his protest, “What
i do when you're alone? We're in the middle of

i glared pointedly at Aswil, furious at
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whose taull it was that hc was in the middle LJ the
desert.

“Unfortunately you have no choice but to 51z
here,” Aswil said.

He reached his fingers out to Tomoyuki’s brow,
but the Japanese man turned his face away before Aswi
could touch it

“I don’t care if this is an oasis,” Tomayuki said§
stubbornly. “I'd rather strand myself in the desert than
stay with you.”

“Tomoyuki.” There was a hint of warning in %
Aswil’s veice, as if he was scolding an unruly child. Bul
he seemed to realize thal Tomoyuki’s feelings weren't
going to change anytime soon and, sighing, he took 3
step back. “I'l! come again tonight. Do all your thinkin: |
before then.”

Tomoyuki didn’t answer. He struggled not 1
look at Aswil or to relax his frown until the man hal
disappeared beyond the door. But as soon as the doo
shut and he was left alone, he was overcome by fatiguc
and he collapsed into one of the easy chairs. He loosenet
his tie and undid two buttons of his shirt, but he stil
couldn’t catch his breath, He took several deep breaths.
convinced that hot sand was sticking in his throat.

Aswil al-Murshid,

He'd met him seven years ealier, while studying
abroad in England. He had been studying economics o
Cambridge University when he met Aswil, who wa
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Aswil had always told Zafar that, and Tomovuki
had no doubt that Zafar intended to continue with th
policy. Because the two of them had visited there, 1he
country's attention was slowly beginning to focus on
Ziyard.

Tomoyuki remembered what it had been like
in Madina. Many things had happened, but once it was
over it felt like it had all happened in a moment. But
it had brought about a number of changes in his life,
Without question, the biggest change of all was the man
standing in front of him now.

He never would have imagined this result when
he first came to Madina. No, it was still too early to call
this an outcome. Everything was just beginning now.

The letter wrapped up with words were very
characteristic of Aisha.

“I pray that you will think from time to ume
of your poor Aisha, who worries about you more than
anyone else, no matter how far away you might be.”

Tomoyuki folded the letter back up and handed
it back. “We were very cruel to Aisha,” he said.

A bitter smile came over Aswil’s face, as if he
acknowledged that, too.

“Why don’t we have Aisha come out here one
of these days?™ he suggested. “The sooner the media and
my relatives forget about me, the sooner I can do that.”

Tomoyuki agreed.

Their life on the island was completely
unrestricted and the inhabitants were all kind. Tomoyuk!
felt guilty—it was so peaceful. The fact that they
were living together here, without interference from
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pdy—the fact that something he had believed to be
had become reality—he was still reluctant to
t. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they should
g some sort of karmic payback by now, or that
ould suddenly disappear again. He was still too
ed up in what had happened six years ago.
“Oh...” A cool raindrop struck the tip of
pyuki's nose. “It's raining.”
As he glanced up at the sky, rain fell in gentle
wicks over his face. The sky had lost the last of
slue color and the sun was completely hidden by

“Let’s go.” Aswil took Tomoyuki’s hand.
Tomoyuki stood up and, hands still twined, they
oward their cottage.

Halfway back, Tomoyuki remembered the book
had been reading. He had set it aside on the table.
b, I forgot!”

“*What?"

*My book."”

- He disentangled his hand from Aswil’s and
fied back to pick up the book. He stuck it under
t=shirt so it wouldn’t get wet and, at exactly that
ment, the skies opened. Rain pounded the dock and
ted to flow across it like a river. He couldn’t even
Ar Aswil's voice over the noise of it.

. He ran back to where Aswil was standing and
the time they reached the cottage, they were both
pletely soaked.

*Ugh, how horrible.”

Aswil laughed at Tomowvuki's pathetic tone of voice.
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*“It’'s not a big deal.” the Japanese man added
glowering at Aswil for laughing at him. He took the
book out from under his shirt and set it down on a chest
“Who cares if we get wet? It’s not like we're going i
melt.”

He walked toward the bathroom. But after
taking the first step, he couldn’t go any further,

Aswil had taken hold of his wrist and pulled him
back. Aswil looked at him defiantly and brushed away
with cool fingertips the hair stuck to his neck.

“Take your clothes off here,” Aswil said.

Tomoyuki searched for an answer, but not
because he didn’t know what to do. He gave amoment’s
thought to what to say, but Aswil expected an answer
from him. He gazed down into Tomoyuki’s eves, silently
urging him to be quick.

The Japanese man hesitated, fluttering his rain-
soaked eyelashes. “What are you saying? The floor will
get all wet.,”

But the floor was already wet. He didn't actually
care.

Of course, Aswil knew that, and he gently shook
his head. *I don’t care if the floor gets wet. I'm thinking
about that t-shirt elinging to your wet body.”

Tomoyuki's evebrows  knitted
unconsciously, out of embarrassment. .

The wet t-shirt sticking to his skin had just fel
uncomfortable, but Aswil’s words caused a di tll:rt‘f"
sensation to grow inside him. He realized that his t-shirt
had become transparent and that Aswil was not unaware
of his chest peeking through it.

together
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. Aswil gazed with narrowed eyes as Tomoyuki
jvered. “Take off your clothes. Or would you rather /
e them off for you?”
- Take them off himself, or have Aswil strip him?
15 clothes were going to come off here, he preferred to
e them off himself. Tomoyuki felt heat gathering at the
¢ of his neck as he took hold of the hem of his t-shirt.
ped it over his head efficiently and dropped it on
 floor. When he paused, Aswil’s eyes pushed him to
itinue. He pulled his pants and underwear off together,
nost desperately. When his legs were free, he threw the
dthes at Aswil. The man caught them in one hand and
stured Tomoyuki over with the other.
Tomeyuki shook his head. He'd obeved so far,
pow it was Aswil's turn.
- Aswil watched Tomoyuki, standing unmoving
the same spot, then moved over to him himself. He
dpped within a few inches away and, deliberately
it meeting Tomoyuki's eyes, let his gaze fall from
moyuki’s throat down to his chest. To his solar plexus,
en his stomach, Heat blossomed wherever Aswil’s
€5 landed and Tomoyuki took a deep breath.
* Itwas hard to stay composed. But he didn’t want
make the first move, so he bravely rode it out.
The heat drifted to the center of his body, his
ghs, then his knees and down to his feet. When Aswil’s
e had roamed over his entire body:. it returned to the

Tomoyuki’s heart thudded as Aswil's palm
shed his chest.
*You're warm,” Aswil murmured. A smile
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played at the comers of his mouth. *I know VOU <aid
;I:}a; :e wouldn’t melt, but you seem pretty close righy

A small ery escaped Tomoyuki. He quickly
stifled it, but it was useless. Shivers were running down
his spine as Aswil stroked his chest and pressed kisses
against the flesh of his neck.

“Can | help you get rid of all this heat”" Aswil
whispered.

“, . .Ah!” Tomoyuki cried out.

Aswil began to nibble at his earlobe and
Tomoyuki threw himself against Aswil's chest. He tried
to push himszlf away again immediately, but before he
could, two strong arms closed around him.

Aswil caressed Tomoyuki’s damp body. His
lips brushed Tomoyuki's shoulders and his large hands
ran over Tomoyuki's skin. His fingers trailed across
Tomoyuki’s back and grabbed his hips. and Tomoyuki
couldn’t resist anymore. He wrapped his arms around
Aswil.

“Aswil,..”

Their tongues entwined, drinking in cach
other’s breatks, and they fell tangled together onto their
fur rug.

Aswil took off his clothes with Tomoyuki's
eager help. They sought out each other’s nakedness % ith
an impatience that flared up every second.

“Aswil...”

Tomeyuki was on top, running his tongue 0ver
Aswil's body. He slid from Aswil’s firm chest to his taut
stomach, arriving at Aswil’s manhood, which rose WP
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him. Wrapping his hand around its length, Tomoyuki

its tip. Aswil’s organ twitched in response,

g as he watched. Filled with love, he used every

que he knew. He licked carefully from the tip

wn to the base, and then slowly pulled Aswil into his

uth with his tongue.

. “Tomoyuki..."

- Aswil’s breath came faster. His stomach heaved

d he tightened his hand in Tomoyuki’s hair. The act

ing Aswil’s desires excited Tomoyuki, too. As
sntinued to work his mouth over Aswil, Tomoyuki

rubbing against the inside of Aswil’s thighs

thout realizing it.

“Mm, mm..."”

_ Stroking the base of Aswil’s penis with his

pgers, Tomoyuki bobbed his head up and down. He

uld feel Aswil pulsing inside his mouth, as if Aswil

ould explode at any second. Aswil’s hands slid down

pmoyuki’s back as Tomoyuki lost himself in the

gasure of giving pleasure to Aswil.

“Ungh!”

Aswil’s finger suddenly darted between

pmoyuki’s butt cheeks, and he jumped. Aswil brushed

s fingers over the opening.

“Wait..."”

] Ignoring Tomoyuki’s attempt to hold him

dack, Aswil plunged his slick fingers inside. Tomoyuki

ouldn't concentrate on tending to Aswil while he was

ging shallowly explored. He pressed his cheek against

iswil’s organ and focused on the fingers penetrating his
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Plunging in and out, rubbing against his inge
walls, a sweet, throbbing pain swelled up inside hin.

"l want to hear you. Let it overwhelm yoy "
Aswil whispered next to his ear, and a shiver ran over
Tomoyuki's skin. Aswil's fingers had been preparing
him, and now they began drawing out the pleasure inside
him with a new movement.

He couldn’t resist Aswil, who knew his body
so well. Tomoyuki gripped the fur and surrendered his
body to the pulsing pleasure.

Aswil pulled his fingers out. Tomoyuki closed
tight again, lost in his oblivion, and Aswil let out a sizh,
His honey-colored eyes were wet with desire.

Tomoyuki lay on his back, invitingly, Aswil
rested his hands on Tomoyuki’s knees and spread his
legs wide. Temoyuki felt Aswil’s eves on him and his
legs trembled under the embarrassment he felt, but even
more so out of anticipation.

“Tomoyuki."

Warmth flooded his opening. Tomoyuki let out
a sigh and Aswil pushed inside, not missing his cue.
Aswil spread him open as he pushed inside, making it
impossible for Tomoyuki to hold onto him.

“Ah...ngh... Aswil..."

“It's ckay. Just stay still.”

“Ungh!"”

It was only at the very beginning that Tomoyuk!
felt any pain. Once he'd been fully opened, Tomoyuki's
inner walls clung to Aswil instinctively as he burrowed
deeper.
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Tomoyuki threw his head back at the pleasure,
d the pressure, of being slickly penetrated. Aswil
illed Tomaoyuki’s hips closer to him as his chest
aved, panting.

A voice stained with pleasure dripped out of
ki as the pressure built up deep inside him.

Once he began to feel pleasure inside him, it
nly grew more intense the longer it went on.

. “Tomoyuki...it's so great being inside you.”

_ Aswil held his hips firmly in place, battering
ainst them Tears came naturally to Tomoyuki's eyes
‘Aswil rubbed against his inner walls and stimulated
e erogenous zone inside him. Aswil bent over him and
ced a kiss on his temple. He licked away a tear, and a
by caught in Tomoyuki’s throat at the touch.
*Ah...ah...yesss."”

Tomoyuki's back left the rug as he writhed
ader Aswil. As their connection deepened, he wept at
€ intensity of the pleasure. He wrapped his arms tightly
pund Aswil’s waist and kissed him. His mind went
ank and his entire body was filled with the sensation
at every part of him was connected to Aswil.

] “Ahh! It's coming!”

Tomoyuki began pushing back with his hips,
evouring Aswil the way he liked it. The feeling that
¢ wanted this to last even just a moment longer battled
ith his desire to reach his limit as quickly as possible.

' “Aswil...”

Aswil wrapped his hand around Tomoyuki’s
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*M...not yet...no!"

The reaction was immediate as Tomoyuki threw
his head back in climax.

“Tomoyuki...”

“Hunh..."

He closed tightly around Aswil. Aswil thrust
even more viciously against Tomoyuki's trembling
insides. Tomoyuki couldn't even speak any longer, he
could only let things happen to him. Aswil kissed him
fiercely and pushed against Tomoyuki's limits,

Aswil grunted. The inside of Tomoyuki's body
was seared by the passion spilling out of Aswil's strongl
pulsing member. Tomoyuki was pushed to new heights
His body pulled itself into a lithe arc.

Aswil held Tomoyuki in his arms as he rolled
onto the rug. He stroked Tomoyuki's hair and pressed
kisses onto his cheeks and eyelids.

“That was amazingly good,” Aswil gasped.

It was a long time before Tomoyuki could
respond. His heart and body had been ravaged and he
didn’t want to move so much as a finger. He loved sex
with Aswil, but it was even better after they'd finished.
He could feel the tenderness mounting within them afler
their bodies had been pressed together in their own
personal dream.

“I love you, my faridat.” _

Tomovuki felt warmth spreading through W
body, his heart smoldering with his love for Aswil.

Tomoyuki lay beside Aswil in bed, peering
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screen as Aswil typed.

* After they had moved from the rug to the
droom, they had dozed off. When Tomoyuki had
ken up, Aswil was already up and using the computer.
‘was looking at data on mining areas in Africa that he
§ purchased. He had to analyze the soil strata to see if
yas possible to extract crude oil from certain mines.
Ever since they'd come to the island, Aswil had
n analyzing data like this while he corresponded by
pail with a partner company in England.

Of course, the fact that the oil company was
ling with the former king of Madina was a lop secret
ject.

The fake business trip Aswil had originally sent
moyuki on was now real. This time, Tomoyuki would
Hloaned to the oil company for the bidding process in
er to cover for Aswil.

“Have you decided which mines you want to bid
" Tomoyuki asked.

- “Morz or less. But we have to hear what the
e party has to say, too,” Aswil replied.

Tomoyuki nodded as Aswil pointed to one of the
ps on the screen. The oil company had named three
bdidate mires for initial bidding. The mine Aswil was
Pinting at was one of them.

_ Tomoyuki was sure that they would agree to the
ation Aswil wanted, without any problems. but the
rd part would be deciding on what percentage of the
res their company would receive. Tomoyuki would
pbably discuss it directly with the oil company’s
resentative when he went to England.
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“Leave the negotiations to me. I'm not Jalf

bad,” he said.

He pressed against Aswil and Aswil took him in
his arms,

“I know how good a businessman vou are”
Aswil said.

Tomoyuki didn't feel too bad accepting the
praise along with a kiss on the temple. When he'd
been working in Japan, he'd been forced to take over a
number of doomed projects and had made them succeed.
He fancied himself a decent businessman.

He lay his own hand over Aswil's. “Mister
Murshid.”

Aswil looked at him, surprised. “Why the
tormality all of a sudden?”

“The thing is...” He felt a little nervous and
chose his words carefully before proceeding. 1 would
be honored if you chose me to be your partner both
officially and privately. To have and to hold.”

Aswil raised an eyebrow. “I was goirg 10.”

“Aswil..."”

It was almost anticlimactic how easily Aswil
had accepted Tomoyuki’s proposal, but hearing the man
say it made his heart flutter with joy.

Tomoyuki tried to imagine his life afler this,
with the man who would be not only his lover. bul
also his business partner. The path he would walk with
Aswil probably wasn't going to be smooth, but it would
definitely be incredible. No matter what obslacles they
faced, they would be able to overcome them together.

“Ilook forward to working with you,” Tomoyuki
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d in the formal Japanese style.

Aswil played along, bowing his head and

plying, “I'm lucky to have you.”

Then they caught each other’s eyes and burst out

ighing. They laughed loudly and fell onto each other.

Tomovuki gave Aswil, his lover, a Kiss and his

art fluttered sweetly,

There couldn’t be anything better in the entire

arld than kissing the only man he loved, the man who
ved him back.
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enrolled in the same department.

Aswil's clegance and dignity had alway.
put him at the center of attention His frighteningl,
handsome, exotic features were somehow unlike thos:
of the typical Middle Eastern face, and it was rumore
that he came from mixed blood. He was supposed 1o b:
the son of an oil baren, or the son of a hotel king, o
the sheikh of an ancient tribe. There were rumors tha
there were bodvpuards around the campus even when he
wasn 't there, and on and on. Every imaginable story hal
had its advocate.

No one knew anything for certain except that he
was a citizen of the United Ridwan Emirales, bul tha
didn’t dampen the interest everyone showed in him. H:
continued 1o be an object of envy and desire. Tomoyuk:
was no exception, always waitching him from afar.

They might have been in the same departmen!,
but their social positions and points of view were worlds
apart. Normally, nothing would have ever given then
reason to speak to each other.

But one evening, everything changed.

Rain had been pouring down in sheets for hour:
and Tomoyuki was looking for shelter when a black ca
stopped in front of him. The window at the back rolled
down znd Tomowvuki wa: shocked by whom he saw
before him

—Mr. Makabe.

He was even more shocked that the legendar
Aswil al-Murshid koew his name. He was sure he
looked like a total idiot, staring at the man.

Aswil granted Tomoyuki a glimpse of the smile
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that was said to have charmed women the world over.

—Let me take you home. You 'll get wer,

Tomoyuk: declined the offer immediately.

—Thats all right!

He didn’t have the courage to share a ride in a
chauffeured luxury car. And besides, it would only take
five minutes to gel to his dorm if he ran.

But Aswil got out of the car and stood in
front of Tomoyuki. oblivious to the rain. Then he took
Tomoyuki's hand and led him to the car, as if he was
escorting a lady, Confronted by Aswil's gentle gaze,
his eyes hiding a hint of passion, Tomoyuki couldn't
possibly refuse. He slid into the car, feeling like he was
floating on a cloud.

It look one week for “Mr. Makabe” to become
“Tomoyuki.” Another month for Tomoyuki to realize
that he harbored homosexual feelings for Aswil. And six
menths afier that, when Tomoyuki's swelling emolions
had refuised to subside, he finally screwed up his courage
10 confess to Aswil. He finally risked Aswil's scorn and
the loss of a dear friend, which he had feared too much
to-act, until then.

—We can see each other anymore. I don t think
of you a8 & friend anymore,

~ They were in Aswil’s room when Tomoyuki
confessed. Aswil wrapped his right arm around
omoyuki and pulled his friend towzrd him,

~—Don 1 you want to hear my answer?

: Aswil showed no surprise, just smiled.
SR —-No.
Tomoyuki turned his face away, lips drawn
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tight. Really, he was so nervous he felt his heart would
leap out of his throat.

—What if' | told yvou that T wan't let you leav:
until you hear it?

He hadn’t thought Aswil would be that cruel. |
had taken s0 much courage to confess in the first place
that Tomoyuki couldn’t stand 1o be embarrassed cver
more. He would be lying if he said he didn’t hold ou
some hope that Aswil would stay with him, but he would
never have admitted it.

Aswil smiled at Tomoyuki's silence.

—There s no helping it.

Aswil wrapped his other amm around
Tomovuki.

—I feel the same.

So that was what people meant when they talkec
about being on cloud nine. Fueled by the passion it
Aswil’s words and body, the days after were like living
in a dream. Aswil couldn’t have been kinder. There was
a forceful side to his personality, but Tomoyuki found
even that deeply seductive. He gave no thought to whal
lay ahead of them. Aswil filled his mind and heart.
always occupied his thoughts.

But one day, exactly a year afier they'd met.
Aswil suddenly returned to his country. That was whe!
Tomoyuki first found out that he was from Madina.

—When things calm down, I'll eall you. I'l
vome back for vou

Aswil’s words had been bricf, but Tamoyuk!
had believed them then. He'd wanted to believe them

Nothing mattered except escaping the anxiety that had
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hung over him, threatening like a dark cloud.

‘But itdidn’t take long to realize that he had been
right to worry. Tomoyuki saw on the news that the king
of Madina was bedridden and that Aswil had taken on
the role of rezent. The rews that Aswil was the king’s
only son and heir to the throne came as a shock. And
because his mother had been English, he was now the
object of world interest the first king of his country to
have foreign blood.

Just as Tomoyuki had recovered from the shock
of that, he heard news of Aswil's engagement. He
couldn’t find the words to describe his feelings at that
tim¢. The news had devastated him. But somewhere
inside himself, he'd decided that the engagement was
inévitable, and he had given up. He couldn’t keep
hoping for a happy ending to his relationship with Aswil.
Dreams were exzctly that, after all—only dreams; and
he'd just woken up. He'd felt another, completely alool
Tomoyuki inside himself, watching the Tomoyuki who
Was so sad,

After that, Tomovuki never had another
canonship. As a result, his grades became excellent
“"1 he'd gone back to Japan to graduate at the top of

I’H He'd spent the last four years at onc of the
hﬂ'miﬁ in Japan. He worked manically, and, as a
m‘rﬂﬂﬂd bove the rest. His performance caught the
€¥€S Of his superiors.

. He could trust his work. He liked that the results
d in clear, numerical valucs. And Tomoyuki's
time had been to hear the proposal for a
A certain British oil company, which was
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seeking sponsors for a crude oil drilling project.
Aswil couldn’t possibly have arranged all that.

“What does he want with me now?” Tomaoyuki
groaned,

He couldn’t help fecling hostile, After i,
long years, he’d begun to think that Aswil had finall:
forgotten him, so what did the man want now? |

He thought about how Aswil was now. Tomoyuk
was accustomed to the man’s charms, his sophisticate
behavior. His fiery gaze.

Aswil’s kisses were exactly as they had been, sc
passionate that he felt he was being burned somewhere
deep inside his body. His fingers brushed his lips. They
were still tender, even aching. He felt it was wrong, but
all he could think about was Aswil,

He must not have been in his right mind since
it was several moments before he noticed that someone
was knocking on his deor. Tomoyuki shook the thoughts
from his mind and stood up.

He drew closer to the door, cautious of the
hesitant knock. “Who s it? he called oul.

A woman’s voice answered in polite Arabic.
When he opened the door, a woman wrapped in a black
abaya smiled at Tomoyuki

“My name is Sana,” she said, “and 1 will be
serving you during your stay here. Please tell me i
there's anything that you need

Arabian women usually cover everything bul
their faces. He could tell that Sana was about 30, Her
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features were typical of an Arabian woman’s, but her
black eyes were striking.

Jtwould have been much easier to tell her that
hedidn't need any help and shut the docr, but Tomoyuki
knew that that wasn't really acceptable. This was
Madina. If Tomoyuki refused her, Sana would not be
fulfilling the duty her master had given her.

“] had food prepared for you,” she said politely.
“Twill lead you to the dining room.”

He realized for the first time that he hadn’t aten
so much 8s a crumb in a very long time. But he wasn't
feeling hungry. He had no idea if it was a side eflect of
the drugs or if he just wasn't feeling well because of the

“I"d rather not.” he said.

*Shall I have the food brought here instead?”
Setls g

~ "Nu," he said, refusing her second attempt, “I'm
I:-ﬁ%_id-l"m not up to it. ['m going to lie down. Please
dmtt'ﬂﬂ;tnﬂ any trouble for me.”

- “But...his majesty asked me to prepare quite a
lot of food for you,” Sana protested.

Itbothered her not to be able to carry out orders.

“Moyuki wasn’t surc what he could do to help, but
then an ‘dﬁ came to him. He stiill didn’t feel like eating,
&h;dlﬁ want 1o wash himself. “Can you take me toa

Sana’s face litup at Tomoyuki's request. “Certainly.”
No scomer had she replied than she rushed out of
on light feet A different maid arrived to escort
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“Flease follow me,” the new maid said.

He left the room and followed the maid throuy)
the Saria palace. The palzce may have been a secondar,
residence tucked away in an pasis, but it was stil
shockingly extravagant. The architects seemed to hav:
exhausted the limits of luxury, from the marble beneat)
their feet (o the pillars covered in finely worked tiles
The large inlaid stones looked like emeralds. A mural of
dersely painted plant life that arched across the vanlted
ceiling was a highlight.

The fact that he was in Madina, in the Midd|:
East, finally registered for Tomoyuki. He was impossibl»
far from England, not to mention Japan.

“Here we are.” the maid announced.

A parr of double doors swung open and
Tomoyuki gaped at the sprawling bathing area he saw
through the billowing clouds of steam. Round pillar
were spaced evenly around the room, and in betweer
them short flights of stairs descended into a rounc
bathtub the size of a pool. In the center of the pool was
a statue of a lion, hot water pouring out of its roaring
monuth.

Three maids were waiting insidz, The momen!
Tomoyuki hesitantly stepped into the room, the
surtounded him and started stripping his clothes oft’

“"Hey...hold on!” he shouted in Japancse.
surprising the women.

He spread his hands wide in apology, since thet
had, after zll, done nothing wrong. “I'm somry. Bul 14
prefer to do this myself,” he said apologetically.

Their confusion was infectious. In Madina, ¢
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knew il wes probably customary for maids to help with
mm Tomoyuk: simply could not submit to that.
He had nu idea how to tell them this, so he just asked w
be left to bathe alene.

He wasn’t sure how they took that But it was
important that he be alone here, and he felt greatly
relieved when the maids left the room.

Tomovuki felt a little guilty for having the huge
bathtub all to himself. That thought made him realize
how much of a commoner he was. His family had been
part of the upper-middle class in Japan. It may even have
been on the lower edge of the upper class. But no matter
how wealthy he was in Japan, it was nothing compared
t© the royaity of Madina,

He stretched out in a comer of the marble bath
and elosed his eves. A faint scent of roses floated up from
the water and he began fo relax, despite his situation,
He'd heard that in olden times, there were faucels in
m&m of some countries that ran with mse-scented
Waier. That people washed their hands with it. This was
like the upgraded bathtub version.

_ - ing here seemed to belong to a world
bam all imagination, But this was how Aswil lived
Y. Even if it seemed unreal to Tomoyuki, it was

of humdrum life for Aswil. Tomoyuki let oul

a si

Afler he'd taken a leisurely soak in the bath, he
his body and hair. He returned for another long
ards, but had fo cut it short when he started

® climbed the steps and returned to the
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dressing area. The cool feeling of the marble on 1he
soles of his feet was wonderful, and for a moment, he
forgot his fatiguc.

Several little bottles get to one side of his chan .
of clothes caught his eye. They seemed like something
the girls at his office would like, litile glass bottic
decorated with delicate roses. They were filled wit
amber liguid.

He opened the top of one and brought it to s
nose, It smelled like a sweet perfume. It was no doub
intended to be put on the body. It didn’t interest him
He replaced the cap, shrugging his shoulders, and, a b
edzy, slipped into the clothes that had been prepared (v
him. The silk nightgown caressed his skin wonderfull,
Hut he thought it looked like lingerie and he fuf
uncomfortable. He didn't like clothes that went all the
way to his feet.

It was nothing like a pair of pajamas. Ari
countries and Japan, Aswil and Tomoyuki—they shard!
nothing in common. Fastening the buttons on the fron-
Tomoyuki had trouble deciding between a rattan char
and the bed, but wound up choosing the chair. He threv
his glowing body into it and closed his eyes.

Aswil’s face floated up in his mind.

—Faridat,

Aswil had called out to Tomoyuki in the san®
voice as long ago. An imperious, sweet veice suf'usct
with affection. There had been a time when just hearit
that voice had made Tomoyuki happier than he coul
say.

He lost himself in the memory of Aswil '8
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hand stroking his hair,

“Agwil..."”

For Tomoyuki, that was a special name. Until
that day six years ago, anvway. [ronieally, Tomoyuki got
to know the real Aswil only after the man had lefi. He
had been deeply troubled by the differences between the
Aswil in his heart and Aswil al-Murshid. He couldn't
deal with it, and so erasing the Aswil in his heart had
been the only way to protect his self-respect.

He thought he’d succeeded—until today.

He remembered the light touch on the back of
his neck. He had loved being touched by Aswil. When
Aswil touched the back of his neck, a kiss was sure to
follow ..

Tomaoyuki snapped his eyes open. He saw Aswil
Iﬂﬂkm'; down at him, cloaked in a masculine allure.
touching the back of his neck with cool fingertips.

"l liked the way you said my name, in your
dreams,” Aswil whispered intensely, his eyes flashing.

~ Tomovwuki felt as if Aswil had pecked into his
WL He roughly slapped Aswil’s hand away. Scowling
1y, be rose from his chair. But before he could
Eetaway, Aswil grabbed his arm and pulled him back.
fhh:f'}'m dismissed the maids,” Aswil said.
S ¢re 4 problem with that?” Tomoyuki shot
%mmﬁd to calm down. He didn't want Aswil to
' : 'hﬂ man had the power to upset him. “I don’t
: P taking a bath. Besides, it's embarrassing.”
barrassing, huh?™ Aswil stared at Tomovuki,
mﬂf noses almest touched, and snorted. “Is
5¢, after the way vou threw yourselfat me?”
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Tomoyuki knew if he got upset he would b:

playing right into Aswil’s hands, but he was clearl,
sheken. He could imagine what Aswil was thinkin;
about right now. Now that they were no longer togethe;,
he wanted to forget about the things they'd done whe)
they had been happy together.

“Say my name again,” Aswil whispered.

Tomoyuki's face went red and he bit his lips
against any response. He didn’t want to obey Aswil.

“Faridat.”

He resolutely ignored his chaotic emotions ané
turned his eyes away to signal his refusal. He pretendc!
that he had forgotien that old name. He must have upsd
Aswil because the man ook hold of Tomeyuki's chis
and tumed Tomoyuki back to face him.

“You will not defy me in my own palace,” Aswi
ordered.

What an arrogant thing to say. It wasn't @
if Tomoyuki had come here by choice. Since he wa
forced to face Aswil, Tomoyuki glared at the other ma
defiantly.

*So if the sheikh of Madina orders if, 1 mus
obey?" he asked with venom. “That just makes ™"
even more curious as to what the sheik wants with ¢
commoner like me.”

As his voice rose in anger, one corner of Aswil®
lips twitched up ironically.

“I thought 1 told you it was to fulfill ™
promise?” Aswil said, I

“Are you not satisfied with one bride, thet
I'm sorry, but [ don’t have time to participate in you!
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little jokes,” Tomayuki snapped.

“This isn’ta joke,” Aswil retorted.

Tomoyuki smiled with as much disdain as he
could muster. It seemed that they were not talking about
the same thing. “Well, it’s a six-year-old punch line.”

The regrets and wounds of the past kad become
a citadel for Tomoyuki. He hated what a fool he had
bm,lmﬂha hated Aswil for giving him no explanations.
Although when it came right down to it, Aswil apparently
didn’t consider him worthy of an explanation,

“Punch line?” The smile diseppeared from
Aswil’s face. He looked Tomoyuki over coldly and, still
holding the Japanese man's ckin firmly, brought his lips

Resisting instinctively. Tomoyuki jerked his
head back and fell into the chair. Aswil pushed him
down against the chair, holding his head with his left
and and kissing him fiercely. Tilting the Japanese man’s
ﬁ@«m and right, he forced Tomoyuki's mouth open
Ilﬁﬂll_l,'lﬂ::‘.l‘ill. hiz tongue.

_ Tomoyuki's hands trembied, clutching Aswil’s

down shirt. He should have resisted this, but

be realized it, he was clinging to Aswil. His
oke

CX went down Tomovyuki's spine, lighting
nside him.

puiled Tomoyuki closer and his hand
E‘m"ﬂ!l& Japanese man’s neck. It ran down
the nightgown, pressing against the spine
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through the fabric, and Tomoyuki moaned softly.

He was shocked to hear his voice dripping wiy

desire.
“No...I don't want this,” he gasped.

Aswil stared at Tomoyuki, eyes aflame. |

tongue crawling inside the Japanese man’s mouth. W
need to do this now, for us,” he managed 1o say.
“Don’'t be stupid...hey!™
Tomoyuki jumped as Aswil fordled his 1
bone.

Pinning Tomoyuki in the chair, Aswil rolled

the bottom of Tomoyuk:’s nighigown, exposing first I
knees, then his thighs.

A hand slipped in between his thighs n
Tomaoyuki squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t ress:
Some part of his mind still refused to accept Aswil, v
s bedy only trembled. Resistance was of no use at al

“Your skin is like porcelain,” Aswil murmured

“Mm...” was all Tomoyuki could utter.

The pleasure that had once made his head spi°
re-awakened inside him at Aswil’s touch. He had lived:
life of self-denial for too long. He had begun to feel lik
a monk, but he knew, in Aswil’s arms, that he had bes
wrong,

“Aswil._" Fingers were trailing over the joir
of Tomoyuki's legs, making his eyes water. But still. ¥
tried to pull himself back together, and time and again !¢
told himself 1t was impossible. “No...let go...”

Aswil frowned at the refusal. “You're stubbort
aren’t you?"

He pulled Toemoyuki’s hips up, lifting him fro”

—#‘
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the chair. He was violent with his strength, and they fell
Wﬂﬂ the marble floor.

' Tﬁma;mk:r tried to push himself back up. but it
. ~ Aswil pushed the Japanese man down with his
wﬁglﬁ.ﬁup\ﬂ]ad off his own necktie and bound both of
Tomoyuki's wrists with it.

 Tomoyuki finally realized how serious Aswil
was.

*1'll never forgive you for this!" he screamed.
Aswil had a fiancée. But he was going to take
what he wanted from Tomoyuki, anyway. He must think
that anything he wanted was his for the taking.
What was Tomoyuki going to do?
“Stop!” he yelled.
He didn’t understand Aswil. Bul maybe it was
wrong o try to understand the man.
m E it humiliating to be forced? Aswil growled.
't worry. Soon you'll be weeping with
happiness.”

His self-cenfidence and aggressive personality

w of his charm. But the way Aswil was acting

Ih: very definition of a tyrant. He never gave
the right to rcject him. He believed that
Oyuki i was his to command.

L...I think you’re the one who feels humiliated,”
said. 1 think it infuriates you that there’s
‘won't obey you.”
omoyuki.” The wrinkles on Aswil's forchead
with his displeasurs. “If you thirk youn can
making me angry, you should just give it
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up. It won't work. [ have no iniention of lewting you g
away."”

“Aswil!”

Aswil pushed up the nightgown, exposi,

Tomoyuki’s crotch. The Japanese man struggled |

escape the shame and humiliation, but he accomplishs
nothing. Something cold dripped down between 1

cheeks of his butt and he gasped.

Aswil threw something to the floor, shatieri:

it—one of the small bottles Tomoyuki had seen befor:

He’d had no idea the servants had prepared them [+

something like rhis.
“Ningh..."” he groaned, biting his lip. Ifhe cidn!
he knew he would scream.

Aswil’s finger, soaked with oil, ran back av
forth between Tomoyuki's cheeks. “It's just perfume

oil. That means it won't hurt you. There are man
varicties of these oils.”

“Na... Aswil...”

“Don’t be scared.” Aswil’s tongue skimmed !
sticky trail over Tomoyuki's earlobe. “You'll stari U
like it soon. I know better than anyone how valnerab
you are to yowr own pleasure. Right?” he whispered ju¢
beside Tomoyuki's ear.

“Ah!™ A shudder shot through Tomoyuki s bod!
He knew it wasn't from disgust. Aswil's finger slow!
penetrated him. There was no pain, thanks to the o/
The finger pushed desp :umde and bzgan massaging 1"
from within. “Mm.,.mph...

Afamiliar feeling spn:adﬂ'lmughmnTnmmuiﬂ ;
body, he couldn’t help but succumb to it. Six years ¥
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d. but now it didn't matter how often he said no. He
idn’t believe his refusals.
Don't think about it,"” Aswil continued to

whisper. “Just enjoy it.”
 Weakened by pleasure, Tomoyuki couldn’t
spond. And he had to admit that Aswil knew that better
an anyone. He had been guite a slut six years ago,
mtmmm The stimulation on his erogenous
zone numbed his back with the pleasure running deep
inside him. His penis was not only erect, but nectar
pm it, pooling on the floor.
. *:Htlhdu t want this, but everything was beyond

:plﬁsm'e more intense and ﬁ}rced a deep
in passion, out of Tomoyuki,

18 is what happens if you don't answer me.”
tly gripping the base of the penis, Aswil
e Tomoyuki. The Japanese man thought
Ce under control, but it spilled out of him.
he would go crazy if this went on much

d all end up the same no matter what he
toend this sooner rather than later, This
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“It’s...good,” he gasped.

To be honest, he found it hard to belicve jlg
how much he was reacting. He was still frightein,
susceptible to Aswil’s caresses, even after six vears

“Betler than that man?" Aswil prodded.

Tomoyuki didn’t understand at first and i
starm‘ln blankly back at Aswil. He couldn’t guess what 1ic
queshion meant, or who “that man™ might be.

Aswil apparenily tock Tomovukis  silen:
badly. Angry. he pulled out his finger roughly. Then I
pushed Tomaoyuki away from him. His eyes beat dow
on the Japanese man, flashing. The cold, piercing stax
sobered Tomoyuki from his ecstasy.

“Aswil...”

“The man you live with. Do you love him”
Aswil growled.

“What?” Then Tomoyuki finally knew wh
Aswil was talking about—one of his co-workers. Hi
boss had asked him to take the man under his winz anl
he hadn’t been able to refuse. The man lived far awa
so when they worked late, Tomoyuki let him sty at b
place,

Aswil had gotten the wrong idea about thel
relationship. But when had he found oul gbout him ¥
the first place? How much did he know?

“He's—" Tomoyuki started to explain. bY
changed his mind, He didn’t need to explain himself
Aswil. This Aswil was a stranger to him,

Aswil's expression twisted with

terrible in its anger because of its beauty. *I don't caf®

fury *
Tomoyuki bit hack his answer. His face was all the mof
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you. Here, you will obey me.”
...planning to make me part of your

stared coldly at him, ignoring the
rfortunately, men cannot be in harems.”
‘emphasis Aswil placed on the word
‘Tomoyuki detected a hint of contempt
| g that he didnt deserve to be included in
e. The acts they had shared so frequently and
in the past were nothing more than weapons

is unfortunate,” he hissed back. “That
dise for a man, being entirely surrounded

truly seemed to hate each other In reality,
s only being pulled along by the swirling
d grown inside him.

dise, huh? *For a man,’ that’s probzbly
wered, giving him an obscene look. The
ain pressed his finger, slick with oil, against
1o Tomovuki’s body. Tomoyuki bit his lip
not to cry out. “But any harem would just
someone who s0 enjoys the touch of a

Aswill"
was unforgivable Blood rushed to his head
‘and he made a wild attempt to escape from

\ Was no joking matter. He had been brought
il some whim of Aswil’s, and now he was
8d with humiliating abuse He wouldn’t
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stand for it. The Arabian man never gave the slghe
thought to the feelings of others.

Tomoyuki was blinded by his fury at the oih
man’s arrogance.

“Stop that,” Aswil admonished
struggle.”

“Shut up!™ Tomoyuki yelled. “Why do vou hay
ta say things like that? Why can’t you just let me »o"

He thrashed out violently. He didn't notice t
pain of beating against the marble floor. He thought on
of escape,

“Tomoyuki.” Aswil clicked his tong
unpleasantly as the Japanese man pulled himseli g
from the Roor. “Hold stll.”

Tomoyuki was cowed by the honey-color
eyes glaring at him.

Aswil forced him to straddle his legs and hef
him close with both arms, preventing any more of I
struggles. Pressing his forehead against Temoyuki's,
murmured once again, “Hold still.” ;

Though the wards were the same, Tomoyu
froze at the change in tone.

“Your arms are getting red,” Aswil said IV
because you keep struggling. There are going 10 ©
marks "

“Marks?” Tomoyuki echoed.

“Don}

Aswil's voice was gentle, like long ago. TV = 5
was the only sign of kindness he showed, but il

Tomoyuki’s heart ached. For an instant, he fell ino
illusicn that the last six vears had never happenecd.
he was back in the past, when he loved Aswil and he ™

Eternal Love 39
” ‘that he was loved in return.
lﬁsﬁm and kissed him. The man’s
i over his lips coaxingly and they parted
licked Tomoyuki's upper lip, he chewed
and he pressed their mouths tightly

sses sent Tomoyuki's mind reeling and he

 strength remained anywhere in his body.

pped from side to side, frustrated at the
his hands.

trailed his lips from Tomoyuki's throat to

‘hands slipped downwards, seeking their

1izh.” Tomoyuki moaned.
2 that," Aswil murmured. “Yes. .. trust your

-Swil...” Tomoyuki instinctively pulled his

i the passion pressing down on him.

I ruthlessly pulled him back, fixing him with
His fingers pushed open the entrance to

dy, which quivered welcomingly now.

excited manhood broke through the
pushed its way slowly into Tomoyuki’s
. it caused some pain. but a familiar

had tasted so many times in the past
-all of his rasisiance, he only wanted to

e, Aswil muttered. “Relax.”
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"No...” Tomoyuki whispered.

Though he still ached a bit, the oil made it cag),
for Aswil to enter him. But he had forgotten how (- 14}
itin further. Even hearing the pain in Aswil’s voice a: |
said his name couldn’t make him relax.

“Agh!”

Aswil had managed to push partway in, bt |
slipped back out. Sighing deeply, he stoud up and move
to the bed, holding Tomoyuki in his arms.

“You never did it with that man? Or anvos
else?” Aswil asked, unfastening the button:
Tomoyuki's nightgown. :

The Japanese man didn't respond, but work
wese unnecessary. Aswil knew the answer fron i
body’s reaction.

Aswil's expression softened and he kisse
Tomoyuki’s hair and whispered close to his lips, “1l
gentle then, like the first time.”

How cruel could he be? Ile knew everything
now, but he wss ol ng to submit Tomoyuki to even mi
humiliation. He knew Tomoyuki’s body wouldn't st
him.

Tomoyuki was disgusted by the part of him (¥
relinquished itselfl to Aswil, but that only strengihent
his conviction to never yield his heart.

“My faridat.,” Aswil called out in a vo¥
dripping with honeyed indulgence. His tongue skimm®
over Temoyuki's lips and Tomoyuki passively socep®
all of Aswil’s adoring kisses.




 Chapter Two

g

e woke up, Aswil was already gone. The
all just been a dream disappeared the
i sat up in the canopied bed.
ttons of his Illght shirt had been
the things they'd done last night lingered
 his mind and on his skin. No matter how
evidence was cleared away afterwards,
0 way to eliminate the memories or the
remained with him.
uki had slept through the morning, as if
ctant to reclaim his consciousness.
ly had Aswil donc all this? Why was he so

Tomoyuki? Tomoyuki had spent all night
understood even less now.
¢ was sure of was the revulsion he felt
surrendering himself to Aswil. He told
¢ had been vverwhelmed by pleasure. That
al pleasure would be untainted by any
otions. That would be better than what

wil truly intended to lock him up with
pulace. Sooner or later, the man would
ght take several more wives into the
after that. As many as four wives could
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be recognized in Aswil’s religion. Did the man intend,
treat him like a property, like a wife? To keep him on the
side for when he wanted something different?

Tomoyuki shuddered. He was horrified ar i
idea of a life spent wailing for Aswil's next visit, The
was fine for the man’s wives, since they would carm
out the important duty of producing successors, by
Tomoyuki would only exist as an object to sleep w ith

“I can’t believe this is happening,” b
whispered.

He was wrapping his arms around his shoulden,
beginning to shake with disgust, when he heard a knod
at the door.

He grimaced as he sat up. His joints creake
and a dull pain ran through his legs. He blamed th
degeneracy of the night before, and a shame, deeper th
the humiliation he already felt, welled up in him.

The door opened and Aswil appeared.

“You don't have to get up,” he said as he can
into the room and walked straight to the bed.

Tomoyuki gritted his teeth against the pain in I
limbs and, showing none of it on his face, silently si0%
up from the bed.

What happened last night was nothing. he 1ok

himself so that he could pretend it was true.
“How are you? Any pain?" Aswil inquired.
Tomoyuki ignored him and wrned toward
window. He wouldn’t meet the other man's cves ™
speak to him. He wanted to show Aswil that he wash!
going to just accept whatever abuse was doled ot
him.
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er the curses comes silence.” Aswil
. “That’s fine. I have some work to
. If you need anything, tell Sana. I'll
turned and left the room, utterly
drove Tomoyuki crazy to hear the man so
at he would be back that night, He dug his
ns of his hands.

all over again, he thought. It made
pe this place as soon as possible. The
: spent with Aswil, the less he would be
his charms. Tomoyuki knew himself well

a was the next to come in.

moming,” she greeted.

uki told himself that Sana knew nothing
happened the night before. This let him
thing really had happened.

moming,” he replied pleasantly.
‘already afterncon. 1 guess 1 was really

smiled at him. “I'm glad you slept well.
better than you did yesterday.”

d mixed feelings about her compliment,
it was that had made him sleep so
Thank you,”

& pushed a cart loaded with food into the
anted to be stubborn and refuse the food,
ach was completely empty. That was only
he hadn’t eaten anything since coming to
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3 “Thank you for bringing it all the way here,”,
said.

“Not at all,” Sana answered. “Prince Aswi
asked me to brirg it to you. He had to go to the palacey
Madina on official business, but he plans to retum 1t
evening.”

1 see,” he murmured.

] So Aswil couldn’t take him to the main Jalue
in Madina after all. He realized that Aswil’s choice ¢
the Saria palace was motivated by the fact that the me
didn’t want anyone to know Tomoyuki was there. |
others knew that the prince had abducted someonc. eve
4 man as powerful as Aswil would have SO gueslion
1o answer. And if his family decided to investigate th
relationship between them, Aswil would never be abt
to tell the truth.

“Would you prefer coffee or tea?”
inguired.

“Tea, please.” Tomoyuki said.

He had a turkev and ham sandwich and frul
then yogurt. It was a menu just as well-suited ¥
breakfast as to lunch.

“I"ll leave your clothes here,” Sana said.

“Thank you.”

Can

Sana looked uncomfortable at the gl'ﬂ!i[udf:

Tomoyuki showed for everything.
“Please don't thank me.” she said. *

nobleman.™

: Arabian countries were different from Jap®®
This was a country where class divisions had

“This B
my job, and his majesty asked that | treat you 3 g
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generations. The more Tomoyuki acted

the moare uncomfortable Sana would

ht,” he agreed pleasantly and changed

In that case, I'd like to see more of the

a look outside after | eat?”

ed that she saw him as a guest of

ached the subject casually, as if he

lghtsaee That would bz natural for a
mtention was different—he was going

2 country of Madina was about as big as the
of Kyushu. Like the majority of Arabian
: better part of Madina’s national wealth
by oil. The huge amounts of oil money
k in made the country prosperous, and,
time, enriched the coffers of the royal family.

of Madina royalyy was at a level of luxury
n the wealthiest people in Japan could begin

‘the amount of money that tourists
Madina made up a not insignificant
the nation’s income. Guidebooks
country’s appeal, always mentioning the
lavish public buildings and the deserts
Id visit unguided.
elose 1o a city, right?” Tomoyuki asked
uld be able to go hiking in the deserts

‘Sana answered. “It takes less than two
n the city of Madina to Saria.”
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Less than two hours, Tomeyuki smiled ar sy,
as he ran calculations in his mind. Two hours wasn | ths
far. Escape should be possible. And if he was luchv b
might run into a tour group on the way. Then he coul
even fry to get help, If he pretended to be a reckles
tourist who had gone out into the desert unprepared, |
would P‘.l‘l:lhﬂ.b]}’ be all right. .-‘l.lthﬂus'h ifﬂﬂﬂh‘.‘thil]g W
wrong, he would be in trouble.

“I can’t take you to the desert myself,” San
continued, ““but | can accompany you to the garden afte
your meal, 1t's very beautiful. I'm sure that you'll find i
lovely, too, Mr. Tomoyuki,”

Sana’s job required that she attentively fulfill ol
the needs of Aswil’s guests. But she was not content 0
simply give Tomoyuki a tour—she wanted him tc lik
what he saw, loo.

She would probably be punished by Aswil |
Tomoyuki disappeared, and that pained him, but righ
now he couldn't afford to think about anything bt
escape.

“If we wander arcund, the security guard
might be upset,” he said casually. “There are probabl!
walchmen on the front and back gates, right?”

“That's correct,” Sana said. “But it’s fine. Whe?
vehicles go through the gates. things geta bit busy. 0™
one should mind if you take a stroll then.”

Tomoyuki perked up a bit. “Cars come in? Fro®

outside?” That was worth pursuing.
Sana nodded ns she poured tea into a cup.
She had no reason to be suspicious, since ®
believed Tomoyuki was only a guest of Aswil's.
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: thought that Tomoyuki had the means to

one will come at 2 o’clock to deliver
i " she unwittingly explained.
ly?" Tomoyuki murmured.

“delivering food for dinner, then that
ply came at a fixed time each day. The
d open at 2 o'clock. He engraved this into his

es Aswil keep cars here at the palace?” he

he does,” Sana replied. “There are the
ce Aswil owns and the jeeps the guards use.
them may be used without his majesty’s
guard who was formerly emploved here
he vehicles for private purposes, and some
) tlmgs.

m:ry I was just curious what kind of car
e.,” Tomoyuki said hastily to set Sana's mind
had inclined her head toward him with a
lock. He had assumed there would be
ed they wouldn't be easy to get to.

 hie had 1o do something while Aswil was

W did Aswil get to Madina?" he asked

aiways uses a helicopter,” Sana revealed.
‘often take a car anywhere. When he's
he goes on horseback exclusively.”
are. .. horses?"

Bolm:t, Sana beamed. “Prince Aswil is
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extremely fond of them. Arabian horses are strong apg
very beautiful. There’s a stable in the back of the pal:c.

Tomoyuki made up his mind to flee o
horseback. He had riding experience from his time i
England. He hadn’t ridden for a while, but the ki
would come back to him.

When Sana left the room, Tomoyuki reached i
the clothes she had set out for him on a magnificents
crafted console table. He pulled on smooth linen trousers
and a white thawb. It was atypical Arabian dress, floving
down to his feet. He saw his reflection in a mirror placed
on the table and smiled ruzfully.

Despite the luxury of the clothes, on Tomovuk:
it looked like a costume for a school play or anme
convention. Seeing himself dressed up in Arabian
clothing only underscored for himthe necessity of getting
back to Japan. Madina was not where he belonged.

Tuming his cyes from the mimor, he locked
around the room. He couldn’t go out into the desert
without a hat of some kind. He needed something I
protect his head. He opened all the drawers and searched
the wardrobe, but there was nothing. It was all empty.

He was forced to tear up the sheets and W™
them into a makeshift keffiyeh, He covered himsel
from head to shoulder with the scraps in an irnpr:w!ﬁ'f‘t
Arabian style.

Heate quickly and checked the time: | :30. Thi®
minutes to go. He wanted to see firsthand exactly Wb*
happened when the gates were opened at 2 o'clock. "

He slipped out of the door. But before he %

gone very far, he spotted a guard wearing a sui!
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ing the sword at the man’s hip, he retreated
knew he wouldn't be able to trick the guard.
oht, he concluded that he had no choice,
dvantage of Sana. He waited for her to come
: dishes, trying to outlast his impatience.

as he was beginning to get restless, a knock
it the door. He lat out a deep sigh of relief
Sana come in pushing her cart.

the woman cried out.

‘must have noticed his handmade keffiyeh.
ighed, realizing that no explanation would

T'll need this if I'm going for a walk. won't
aid. “1 looked around for one, but didn’t find

“If you had asked me, | could have brought you

1 suppose | should have done that,” he
iguously. He couldn’t exactly tell her that he
0 sneak out without anyone noticing,

fould you like more tee?” she inquired, letting
thank you. Would you mind showing me
¥ he asked, smothering his impatience.

i!mmed only a moment. Then she stopped
¢ of cleaning up the dishes and made
hes her priority.

almost 2 o'clock.

as they left the room, Tomoyuki recited
4l prepared for Sana. “If possible, I don’t
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want to sec any guards...I'm put used to them. Ang
embarrasses me to say this, but they scare me.”

The woman considered it for a moment. She
was no doubt thinking only of how to make the gues
stay as enjoyable as possible.

“This way,” she finally said, walking quietl,

Tomoyuki followed a half-step behind lur
nerves on edge. Every time they passed one of the 1ilu
pillars, his heart jumped into his throat, expecting
guard to appear from behind it.

They walked through a maze of passagevays.
progressing through the palace without seeing anyone
else. He would be able to get outside easily now. Just
then, Sana stopped, interrupting his thoughts.

“Who goes there?”

The question came from a uniformed guard 10
their right. A sword was at his hip. The guard’s gz
passed over Sana and landed fiercely on Tomoyuki

Sana drew back. distancing herself from the
guard. Custom forbade men and women to speak to cach
other familiarly. Sana’s interaction with Tomoyuki W&
allowable as a function of her work, and perhaps. 1%
because he was a foreigner.

“This is Prince Aswil's guest.” she explained.

“Prince Aswil has ordered that no one I
allowed outside,” the guard said, staring at Tomoyo¥
from behind his thick eyebrows and bushy black beard

Tomoyuki's heart began pounding faster, but ™
collected himself. “That's odd,” he said. “He told m¢
could go wherever [ wanted.”

He took a step closer to the guard. He wast L
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utl Sana in any more danger.

: heard Saria is a magnificent city,” he
ould 1 not just smell the air outside and
landscape? Oh, | forgot to mention, ['m

I's college friend, Makabe.”

‘offered his night hand. Handshakes were

ry grecting in Arabien cultures. The social

the person with the higher status always

offer. The guard was probably close tc

‘own age, and as a foreigner, social position

nt for Tomoyuki. But the guard would have

g the old college friend of “Aswil.”

nard showed such reluctance to return the

Tomoyuki began to get nervous.

"Il contact his majesty and confirm that,” the
said. “Plzase wait a momert.”

hat’s not necessary. | don’t want to interrupt
il's work,” Tomoyuki objected with a smile.
d needed to be persuaded to let it go. If they
vil, it would be his own work that would
l, not Aswil’s. “I'll just give up on going
could just see the back garden, that would be
- to see the Arabian horses. You could come
Lwant to keep an eye on me.”

d probably figure out the location of the
he didn’t go outside.

some hesitation, the guard reluctantly
€ suggestion. Since he wasn't allowed
mmd would serve as a reminder of
clions.

this man can guide me now,” he said

LS
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*¥ou can go back o your other duties,”

“All right, sir.” Sana nodded with relief.

Tomoyuki smiled at her and they parted i:
then followed the guard.

“I've heard Arabian horses are very beautify]”
he said.

“The most beautiful in the world. Ani
the strongest,” the guard spoke enthusiastically o
Tomoyuki’s praise.

“I can’t wait,” Tomoyuki gushed. “I wonder if

Aswil would let me ride one if [ asked. | may rot ok
like it, but 'm quite the rider.” He had re-emphasized
his friendship with Aswil, hoping to keep the man offhis
guard, He couldn't see the guard’s expression, but the
man seemed to be relaxing.

They siopped in front of a set of doubls dros
and Tomoyuki clamped his mouth shut.

“Pleasc don’t go outside,” the guard shrcwdly
reminded him before opening the door.

Tomoyuki’s first reaction as he gazed outside
was shock at the grandeur of the garden. The lush palms
bathing in the sunlight were the same as those in the frof
garden, but here, this garden was an unbroken lardscap
of lush greenery. There was also a semi-circuler potd
where two horses stood up to their ankles drinking ¢
water. Past them was a gazebo, and several horses trot
nimbly in astable yard off to the right.

Where the other garden gloried in its spicn®™®

this one was serene. With the horses scattered through
it looked like a painting.

Tomoyuki also saw for the first time thal e
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of the Saria palace were whitz. The trim
ecorative windows, as numerous as the
studding the wall, were all a pale blue in
t. He hadn’t come here to admire the scenery,
: ]nwas transfixed.
d crash brought him back to his senses
What had made that noise? The guard
looked troubled at the unusual sound.
horses by the pond grew wild from fear. A
came quickly to soothe them, but the horses

soon as he was left alone, Tomoyuki ran out
heading toward the pond. He murmured
one of the horses agitated by the neise, and
repained ile calm.

the horses placzted once more, Tomoyuki
hand exchanged smiles.

K you for your help,” the man said. “Who

oyuki Makabe,”

he stroked the horse's neck, Tomoyuki
OW best to explain why he was al the palace.
I the guard he was a friend of Aswils. It
but ke had only said it to manipulate the

You by any chance Prince Aswil’s
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friend?” the man asked.

So there was no need to explain.

The stable hand came to shake Tomoyuii,
hand happily. “The maids have been ftalking abou ,
Japanese friend he brought back with him. This is the
first time Prince Aswil has invited a friend over to S:na
§0 everyone is very excited.” I

“1...see.” Tomoyuki mumbled.

He shook hands with the man, who was naned
Mathal, with mixed emotions. The word “first” trige cred
another memory in his mind. N

—1've never feir completely comfortablc i
anyone before, You're the first, Tomoyuki.

Aswil bad told him that six years ago. He had
been happy to kear it then, but now, he just thought cfit
as more pillow talk. But maybe it had been true.

Aswil looked different from the other people
in Madina. He wasn't pure-blooded. Tomoyuki had no
way of knowing what that meant inside the royal family.
which valued blood relations so highly, but it v
cbviously unusual.

Tomoyuki put a stop to his rambling though®
and smiled wryly. What was he thinking? It didn "t mute’
to him what Aswil’s life was like. The man was first 1"
line for the throne.

“I wonder what that noise was.” After releasiné
the man’s hand, he gazed in the direction the gt
had gone to. It looked like there was some sort o
commaotion,

Mathal seemed worried, too, and headed lm'-f"'i

the commotion. “Indeed. If you don’t need me, sir. |
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for myself.”
moyuki walked with him, holding the horse’s

lawn was cut n two by a brick-paved
ing between rows of date palms. Several
tanding in a group, a truck parked in their
dn’tseem particularly tense. It looked like
truck had just been careless and collided

that's the truck that brings supplies in,” the
said with relief. “Like the food for dinner.”

e him, Tomoyuki stood riveted by the
¢ gate just past the truck. He was sure thal
& rear gate Sana had told him about. He could
palace was built in an L shape. with gates in
| south walls and patios facing the stables.
itely molded brass gate opened and closed

ly. and had one guard posted at it.
palace guards had immediately leapt into

y a simple accident, they stood around

ent ely.
Tomoyuki was holding a horse’s reirs in

1o check the position of the gate, and
opened at 2 o'clock. But now, the perfect
lay before him. He didn't think a better
d ever come agsin. If he missed this one,
hen the naxt would come?

tened his grip on the reins in his hand.
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When the truck left, the gate would open. If he made b
move then, he was sure to get out. He plotted out his hey
course of action and readied himself.

“Shall we go back?" the stable hand asked
Tomoyuki gave a disinterested reply, and continued
watching the guards’ movements.

Once they'd finished checking the vehicle for
damage, the guards dispersed. The engine startcd up
and the gate began to slowly open. Az soon as the truck
began to move, Tomoyuki leapt onto the horse’s back
and snapped the rens.

The guards were starled by the sudien
appearance of a horse, Bul the gate was already open
and Tomoyuki galloped through it past the truck.

He urged the horse at top speed. He didn’t hear
the commotion behind him. He was entirely focused on
directing the horse away from the palace. Afier they had
mn for some time, he looked back, but the rich grese
oasis of Saria was already out of sigh.

He was in the middle of the desert Sund
blanketed the ground in all directions, the glariné
sunlight reflecting off of it to throw up dancing miragt
The desert burned all around him.

Before long, Tomoyuki was bathing in 5%

beneath his thawh.

He pushed on, but no matter how far he wet |

the desert continued without so much as the first brick?
2 building. Sana had said it took less than two hours®
reach the city, but he began to worry that he would neved
Actually find it.

When he reached Madina, he could go

to B8
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say that he had lost his passport and they
ably be able 10 help him. But if he never
‘city, that didn’t really matter. His hope of
3 almngmup grew fainter as well. He saw
direction. He was haunted by the idea that
the wrong direction.

I should have brought some water,” he
ly if he was going to get lost like this, A
rose up in his mind. but he quickly shook

strange that he had gotten lost. Two hours
distance between his house and Narita
aged, he hurried on. He knew perfectly
it was misguidad o compare the desert to
without some reassurance, he would only
an horses were reputed to be strong, and
lived up 1o its herilage, kicking up the sand
omoyuki rallied his spirit, telling himself
sl part was petting out of the palace, and

A5 more time passed, that hope, too,
. The sun blazed directly overhead, cooking
t of sweat pourcd down his back. His throat
thirst and his hands, resting on the reins,
eir strength,

1 to lese hope. What if he died, lost out
His mind, weakened by the heat, offered
bleak possibilities.

- Would Aswil think of Tomoyuki’s
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disappearance? Maybe he would search for him, sne.

he had run out alone into the desert.

“Aswil.."

Saving the name only made Tomoyuki feel mon
hopeless. He knew it was selfish to rely on Aswil singe
he kad mn away from him, but he couldn’t help it.

He struggled to shake off these cowardl
thoughts, his head swinging back and forth on top of
the horse.

That was when he saw it. In the comer of hs
eye, he caught sight of a faint, sandy cloud nising from
the desert. A jeep was coming towards him from up
ahead.

Tomoyuki shouted and urged the horse rowards
it. The jeep stopped. As he climbed off the horse and ran
up beside the jeep, the window lowered. A middle-azed
man wearing a green checked keffiyeh sat in the driver®
seat.

“Thank you,” he croaked,

“What happen&d'?'"' the driver asked.

The man in the passenger seat had a magnifice® |

beard that trailed down to his chest. It was hard 1o tellh¥
age, but many deep wrinkles cut zcross his forehead.
These two men were clearly not tourists. _
“I came out to sightsce, but I got lost,” Tomoyuk
lied.
“Alone? Without any supplies?” The two stared
at him in amazement.

the
“Yes,” he answered [ undereslmmh.'-i :

desert. I guess | just thought therc would be lots of 0

tourists around

Eternal Love 61

bearded man whispered something to

sy had a thick accent and he couldn't

they said.

the besrded man said exactly what
' hoped he would, “We'll take you to the

ou have any water?” he inquired before
throat was so dry it was getting hard to
and his mouth tasted gritty.

, I'm sorry. We werer’t thinking "

‘bearded man handed him a plastic bottle of
ki took it with shaking hands and guiped
. Cool water had never tasted so delicious
his throat.

iu." the driver said.

ht” Tomoyuki replied. But he suddenly
he hacn’t thought about what would happen
e couldn’t just abardon it in the middk: of

at's a nice horse.” the bearded man said.
u ride the horse back.

" Tomoyuki echoed.

‘named Duraid got out of the driver’s
was nearly delirious with gratitude that

 somuch.” Tomoyuki gave the horse
s relieved that he conld still smile.
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The bearded man moved to the driver's sea: gy
Tomoyuki took the passenger’s side. He kuew this coy)
be dangerous. He wasn't sure if he could completely
trust these men, but he decided that it was much mor
dangerous to be wandering around in the desert. It wy
a necessary risk.

The bearded man was named Kadim,

The jeep slowly began moving, Duwd
following closz behind them. The horse showed no signs
of fatigue, despite having run so far already.

“You saved my life. | was afraid that if 1 didn?
find my way back to town, my tour group would have |
all kinds of problems,” Tomoyuki said, hinting that tiere '
were people who would notice if something happened
to him.

Kadim nodded. “Where are vou from?"

The jeep shook with terrifying fervor, |

“Jepan,” Tomoyuki replied affably, his back
held rigid in an effort to keep from fzlling over.

“Japan!” Kadim exclaimed. “You're far [foW

home.
Judging by his mild manner and speaking sty

Kadim was about as old as Tomoyuki’s parenis. IF¥ 1

hoarse voice suited the image of a desert dweller

“Yes,” Tomoyuki said dryly.

“It must be a nice country,” Kadim n:m'.lri'ied'
“I met another Japanese fellow a long time ago. and™
was nice, too,”

The man looked unfiiendly, but he [ii:t!?i
foreigners. You eouldn’t call their conversation V8"
but the tone never urned unpleasant.
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uage, so at one time, Tomoyuki had

samazing.” Kadim narrowed his eyes and
led chin. His reaction told Tomoyuki
answered modestly. Boasting was an
50, even if praised, one should always

the clouds of sand, Tomoyuki glimpsed
s not Madina. He cast a curious glance at

don’t mind if we make a little side trip,
V& some pressing business here,” Kadim
2 his eyes straight ahead.

ki couldn’t protest. He was the one who
mterrupted Kadim and Duraid’s trip. *It’s
‘get back to the hotel while there's still

' nodded with a smile and drove the jeep

ded through 2 labyrinth of alleyways,
sides by stone buildings. The houses
led by wooden doors, and few people
*€ts. On the porch of one house, a circle of
‘A water pipe, smoking. They raised their
a5 it passed and Kadim returned their
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The smell of food mixed with the stink of s¢vag
saturated the air inside the jeep through its open windows

Alfter they had left the houses behind, the vig,
opened up. Dozens of tents were set up in a square, i
what appeared to be a market. This place was tecming
with men, women, and children.

Tomoyuki was truly taken aback. Madma wass |
country made rich by oil preduction. It was Famuous (i
its capital city, its streets lined with luxury hotels, and
its hospitable desert, traverssble in a mere two hours. 1|
was one of the leading tourist destinations in the world
He knew only the glossy images of the country. Bui ths |
time, he was seeing a totally different side of Madina. Il
was almost as if he'd wandered into ancther countrr. |

The jeep passed once more into an alley.

Tomoyuki suddenly realized that he could @
longer see Duraid bzhind them. He started o wom
about Aswil’s horse. )

“Um,” he was just about to ask Kadim about !
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e to interfere with your work.”

nest, be didn’t want (0 go inside such
g building, but of course he couldn't

d something to upset Kadim. and by

¢ the man refused to take him further,

e to get to Madina.

e, Come with me. We'll have some

i felt a chill run down his spine, but he
" he acquiesced, walking

been wrong to get in the car? Shouldn't
‘td:ehm; back as soon as possible? He
gﬂs tm late, the other tour members are
0@ lot of unnecessary trouble over me, so
5t tell them ["m all right,” ke said as they

when the jeep stopped.

They were outside the biggest building
seen so far,

This must be the only district with :!rrﬂﬂ”""
buildings. The rows of tiny windows told him that it
a three story building. There were metal bars on 3”.
windows. and the light of lamps spilled out from 119 .
Tomoyuki thought it looked extremely shady. L

Getting out of the driver’s seat, Kadim ™0
came around 1o open the passenger door. TormoyUk! &2
out of the jeep, still staring up at the building.

“I'll wait here.” he said.

'l

t really want tc call anybody, it was just
It once again that there were other people

shrugged his shoulders and shook his
Y. but the phone here isn’t connected.”

. Tomoyuki’s voice sounded bleak.

'e no door nor any bars over the arched
they simply passed inside. Oil lamps
eeiling. It wasn’t only a phone line
acked, but electricity, too, apparently.
alked with Kadim down a barely
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illuminated stone pathway. Their footsteps echocd o
the walls of the building, striking with cach step u nex
note of fear into Tomoyuki. This wasn’t an apartmeq,

An unusual bittersweet scent  raminded
Tomoyuki of buming incense. His eyes scoured hy
surroundings warily when he heard the faint cries of
kittens from somewhere in the shadows. The air wa
dry, but he felt a heaviness clinging to his skin.

He turned around with a start. A woman wrapped
in a black Arabian dress had appeared out of nowher,
followmng closely behind Tomoyuki without so much &
the sound of a footfall.

He couldn’t even guess at her age sine
everything except her eyes was covered up. She regarded
him with cool eyes. showing no emotion.

Kadim stopped ahead of him and Tomoyuld i
nearly bumped into him, his attention still focused @

the woman behind them. He jerked to a stop as well
Kadim was standing in front of a wooden €0
Passing Tomoyuki, the woman drew up heside Kad
and whispered something in his ear. Kadim nodded
she opened the door. N
“After you.” Kadim waved Tomoyukl n:'_F‘d‘
first, then followed him in. “Bring the guest cnl’f'*fﬂ-
The woman lowered her eyes at Kadim s
and silently shut the door -
“Um..." Tomoyuki's voice trailed off #
entered what looked like a private room.
The furniture was all extremely costly “=
the humility of the building. A table of stretched !
hide was set upon a carpet spread over the 00T =2

despi®
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‘covered the wall. Unusual dishes and clay
the walls beside a counter set further back

an appeared from the next room.

i're late, Kadim,” he said.

sat down uncercmoniously on a sofa,
| cigar. His eyes crawled over Tomoyuki's
culating his pricc.

glad you're here” Kadim approached
> the man sat. “1 made sure we weren’t

nan smiled vaguely as he chewed the cigar.
2rs are big guys,”

Kadim and the man talked together,
Studied them furtively. The man wore a
and thawb. He had dark brown skin and
His features were perfect, tinged with the
acteristic of a well-bom man. One knee
p to his chest, but he still carried himself

have a guest,” the man commented, “Or
10 use him to entertain another guest? As
,he Ipoks like aman.”

M turned back to look vver his shoulder
‘and chuckled. “What of it? These things
ime in Ziyard. We just can’t let word zet

" The man chewed his cigar and narrowed

an ugly tum in the atmosphere,

iced himself.
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“What did you tell him to get him to come wy
you?" the man asked.

“He's a Japanese man who got lost in th
desert,” Kadim replied.

“Hold on 2 minutz! That's inviting intemariong
attention.” The man spoke with surprise, but he didn'
really look all that shocked.

“Come now, Zafar, sir, you know better ilun
thai” Kadim wheedled. “Once 1 get him 1n my brothel,
he'll be dead to the world. Ne one would ever be able
find him again.™

Tomoyuki went pale. *“My brothel,” Kadim had
said. So this was a brothel under Kadim's management
Mo wonder it had such a corrupt feel to it.

Tomoyuki's nervousness had certainlv been |

well-founded. Kadim was obviously nothing like the
helpful old man he had acted like in the desert. He no%®

looked at Tomoyuki with the cold-blooded eyes of 8
snake. A chill ran down the Japancse man's spine. He [

felt as if he might crumble to pieces But the men webl
on with their conversation, about even more ominds
topics.

“I'm sure we could find any number of buy*®
for someone as good-looking as him. And therc are 8
with interests in that dirsction who have a parti€
fancy for Asians.” Kadim’s mouth twisted into an ugh
shape as he spoke these horrifying words.

The man called Zafar leaned forward 745
l.'.I}" 3

fore IS

his cigar aside in an ash tray, then stood up. Tor
instinet was to run, but Kadim seized hig arm be
could.
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r took hold of Tomoyuki's chin, taking his
can definitely charge a high price for this
ready belong to someone, do you?”
even mare horrifying and, suffacating
yuki shock off Zafar's hand.
1't understand the question, so [ can’t
‘glared at the man with as much defiance
er. Holding onto his determination was
he could do to avoid being consumed by

| been so focused on escaping the palace
he had lost sight of anything else. In a
Y, a single wrong decision can lead 1o
results, and he hadn't considersd the
ications of his actions.
nt foreigner!” Kadim yelled. “How dare
ord Zafar’s hand! Why don’t you test him
He might understand his position a bit

couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
ck, he found it impossible to react. He
out of here right now. But he couldn’t
nine the opportunities for escape through
Melt. If he acted rashly and inflamed the

to calm down. If he was calm, he would
of something. He desperately needed to
dn’t matter how much he regretted his
had no choice but to get through this

ea," Zafar agreed.
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He reached out once more with the hand tha) t,
Japanese man had shaken off. Tomoyuki had just o)
himself to stay ealm, but he shoved Zafar away withoy
thinking. Zafar staggered back and Kadim bristied wig

fury.

*Who do you think you are?” Kadim's e
was scarlet as he seized Tomoyuki’s arms. ~T guess vou
won’t behave unless we hurt you”

Kadim twisted Tomoyuki's arms behind him
and he howled with pain. The man was surprisingly |
strong for such a small man, not daunted in the leas by
the Japanese man’s resistance.

Tunm;ruki's jﬂiﬂl.s were streiched o ther Limit, § i was shocked at the sudden mention
pain coursing through him as Kadim’s fingers dug mid | Blow bad Tafir known? Kadim seemed
his arms. He groaned. Jue d, jumping back, his eyes wide.

“Don’t struggle, or I'll eut your am off right s guest” he whispered, his grip falling
here,” Kadim shouted. : {

Al that moment, the woman they had scen 1
the courtyard appeared out ¢f nowhere and drew resl
without a sound. She kneeled before Tomoyikl .
efficiently held his thawb out of the way. In anohe &
moment, the pants he wore beneath it were arcund I
ankles.

“MNo! Don't!™ Tomoyuki yelled.

He thrashed around, but Kadim held his 3™
securely and pushed him roughly to his knees. He W
sure his arms were going to snap. S

The woman put her hand to TomoY
underwear,

“No! Get away from me!"” he sereeched.

“It's obviously pointless to struggle. NOW &

e a look at you." A degenerate smile
m’s face as he pressed close behind

himself stopped Kadim, “That’s enough.

didn’t look particularly offended; on
seemed to be enjoying himself. His lips
erooked smile and he shook his head
jil's guest intrigues me.” he said, “but
v, 1 have no interest in sleeping with a

than nursing his freed arms, Tomoyuki
ge his clothes. shaking from the shame

close to experiencing.

ir returned to his old place on the sofa as

all had happened. He sat down again, one

, and picked up his cigar. “That, or he's a

vhat do you mean?” Kadim stuttered,
Zafar and leaning towards him.

the thawb he's wearing,” Zafar pointed
the royal family has silk as fine as that
suspect we'll find the Murshid coat of
d in the lining Aswil must have invited

[N
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Tomoyuki couldn’t judge the quality of

silk he was wearing. Neither could Kadim, probaply

He hadn’t checked the crest, but Kadim was scow ling
and Tomoyuki could see sweat gathering on the man

forehead.

“Why didn’t you tell me? If only I'd known!" |

Kadim yelled.

The outburst didn’t ruffle Zafar in the least He |

must be on Familiar terms with Aswil, gince he hadn't
used a title, but Tomovuki couldn’t imagine wha
business the royal family might have at a degenerate
place like this.

“We'll send him back at once,” Kadim said
“Please put in a good word for me, sir.”

Zafar responded to Kadim’s panic by pufing |

serenely on his cigar. “He’s the heir to the throne. No,
we might as well call him the king now. I'm not sure
now much influence my good word will have.”
“But..."” Kadim protested.
Tomoywuki's mind was in chaos as he listened ¥

this exchange. It was Aswil’s fault that he was in 5

situation in the first place, and now Aswil would be b
salvation. It was ironic. But he was still incredibly v
that Zafar had been here. p

“Anyway, it seems it's too late,” Zafar said
looking up.

Tomoyuki, Kadim, and the black-robed wor 8
all followed his garze and listened.

They heard a faint neise. It grew closer
moment until it became a roar. Tomoyuk: recog!l
too—the noise of propellers. At last the noise ¢! 5"

leﬂ.
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they heard babbling all around them
Mposs ible to say how much time FESS‘.‘:{L
. Then they heard the sound of footsteps

burst open, revealing Aswil, his white
around him. Tomoyuki was the first
eyes on as he strode into the room.
ession softened for only a moment.
brows knitted together once again, his

ki stayed on his feet, unable to make the
e couldn't pull himself together, but it
st that, Joy, sormow, embarrassment, and
ions flooded his heart.

Aswil called out in a low voice.

_ &essm:[ in a pure white keffiyeh and
1 was awed by his majesty and stared at

ed, fnrg&tl:mgall else.

me what's been going on here,” Aswil

sa desert lion. A nervous energy filled the
couched in his glaring, honey-colared

_we met by chance,” Kadim answered. “1

him some coffze, but | suppose it’s time
m "

Ilﬂt talking to you,” Aswil snapped,
the explanation.

paled and held his tongue.

d time Aswil said his name. Zafar
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unhurriedly stubbed out his cigar. “Aswil, please dopy
blame Kadim,” he finally said. “I'm sure he neve 85
imagined that a guest of yours would be wandcring
around lost in the desert.”

A small musecle in Aswil’s temple twirched
Tomoyuki didn't know which of Zafar’s insults Aswi]
was reacting to, bul it was clear that he was infuriated,

*I can’t overlook this, no matter what his reason
were,” Aswil said.

“That’s perfectly understandable.” Zafar agreed
“But would you consider forgiving it this time, out of
consideration for me? Even I wasn’t aware that you had
a guest at the palace in Saria,”

Zafar’s theatrical tone was no doubt deliberste
Tomoyuki thought he detected a hint of bargaining 0
the man’s voice as well—forget all this in exchange [of
my silence.

The brunt of Aswil’s anger was reserved [of
Tomoyuki, but the man didn’t look at him. He W&
obviously more upset at Tomoyuki than anyene else 0F
acting so stupidly and getting caught in such a dar gerc¥
place.

“Cousin, 1 swear that we've done nothing @
him," Zafar added. “Ask him vourself.”

Couvsin, Tomoyuki remembered now. Zafar o
Ibrahim, Aswil’s younger cousin, and the nex! in [10€
the throne. d
“Trouble will catch up with you soon €19
il you keep affiliating yourself with a disgru-;u:ni pl
like this,” Aswil shot back icily. Vi

Zafar gave a small smirk. “T’ll keep your advy
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in mind, cousin. We czn all agree thal the Ziyard brohy
is a scandalous pit, within Madina’s borders, bul isolageg
from it .Ten’t thal right. Kadim?”

Kadim looked only more distraught that Zafy
was asking him to back this up.

Zafar’s eyes turned to Tomowuki “Ah. the
guest. If you run into any trouble, fed free to come by |
might be able to help you.”

Aswil did not respond. He didn’t give Tomowk
a chance to respond, either. He grabbed the Japanese man

by the arm and pulled him roughly out of the room

As soon as they were outside the buildmg |
Aswil’s hand slipped away. He strode silently up the
alley and Tomoyuki had te jog to catch up. This wan'l |

the right time to thank Aswil for saving him.

Aswil’s guards were waiting for him i [ron! of i

the brothel.

They came oul inte the square, where B¢
helicopter stood. Aswil got in, but Tomoyuki h:ﬁilﬂ_‘-‘d
for a moment, Aswil shot him a look and he climbed i
compelled. The guards then got into the front seals.

The helicopter rose into the air.

Aswil spent the entire ride in silence, f2¢™

forward. Tomoyuki had missed his chance to L"‘!’*’#
his gratitude, and in the end, they returned to (he
palace without saying a word to each other.

Sana ran up to him when they reu_*-'fff:d
palace. "Mr. Tomoyuki! I'm so glad you're safe!

Tomoyuki regretted what he'd done 10

Ggnd |
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so worried about him that she was crying.
" He wanted to tell her that he was
wouldn’t fet him.

have been terrible when your horse was
noise of the accident,” she babbled.

He stared at Sana, but her shoulders
was frightened. He knew perfectly well
n’t been spooked, but that seemed to be
ants had decided to stick to.

, you may go. Thank you,” Aswil said
| uki expected Aswil 10 be ouraged, but
exactly the same as always He could tell
wil trusted Sana, though he had hardly
together.

Sanz left, Tomoyuki was left alone with
‘moment the door closed, an oppressive
ded over the room.

hat a ridiculous thing to do.” Aswil began
s 0f his eves pulled themselves up and
KIES cul across his brow. He could not hide his
anger. “What were you thinking, running off
‘alone? What do you think would have
hadn’t been there?”

i drew his lips tight. Even if his own
‘had put him in danger, he wasn’t about
1z2 him for it. Whose fault was it that
todo such a thing, anyway?

moyuki, please say something for yourself,”

l;.

i averted his eyes and moved away,
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annoyed at being scolded by him.,

“You're..." Aswil trailed off and didn't
anything more. He was probably going to critic
Tomoyuki again, but apparently thought better ol it i
rubked his forehead, loking tired, and gave @ lorg sigh
“When you disappeared into the desert, Ziyard was ke
first place I searched. If you were there, you would ke
in more danger than anywhere else. And if any more
time had passed, things would have been different. Fven
though my first move was to search Ziyard. if | had
waited too long, | would never have been able 1 truck
you down again. That"s the kind of place Ziyard 1s.”

Tomoyuki realized now just how lucky he had
been. If Zafar hadn’t been there, or if Aswil hadnt
come for him, he would be somewhere very differct
right now. The Japanese concept of the world made !
impossible (0 imagine how huge the price could be &
acting carclessly even once.

“I'm sorry,” he mumbled.

Aswil took his hand from his head and look?
at Tomoyuki. But the Japanese man still didn't feel i
making eye contact and kept his eyes lowered.

“Sana was in lears when she told
happened,” Aswil continued. “She heard the commoti®”
and ran out to see what was happening. She £of
story from the stable hand. Although, the am"‘d
came to report to me didn’t mention that the horse ™
spocked.” A
Tomoyuki had really done a horrible (Hi5
Sana. He blamed himself without hesitation.

“Tomoyuki.”

me whdl
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il opened his arms wide. Before Tomoyuki
L away, he was engulfed in an embrace so

run away,” Aswil whispered fiercely, “If
again, | don’t know what [I'll do.”

words were overpowering, but Tomoyuki
aware of how much worry he'd caused
pki endured Aswil’s need to hold him
s he could, because he had no intention of

'bltudingl}' obvious that if he submitted
ow, there was no telling what would happen.
‘Madina and doing as Aswil wished was the
ying himself his own life. He would have to
many things, like his peaceful life and all the
d put into his career.
: didn’t really care about those things. No,
n't tolerate was being asked to abandon
W | If he ever did that, socner or later he would

want to go back to Japan,” he whispered.
Iﬁum " Aswil pushed him roughly away.
ki looked straight at him. “T'll say it
535 | need to. | have to go back. I don't
It doesn’t matter what you think, because I
h japm.”‘

Couldn’t stay in Madina. He had no future

next time? You'll let vourself be forced
" Aswil asked, obvious!y not interested in



&0 Mizumi Takaoka
discussing the topic any further.

Tomoyuki didn’t hesitate to reply, “That miy,
be better than being in this palace.”

One comer of Aswil’s mouth drew up in disgus
“Ridiculous.™

Tomoyuki knew it was ridiculous. But there was
no way he could give in to this situation. He would have
liked to list his complaints, but he didn’t feel up 1 1.

Aswil glared at Tomoyuki severely, but then
suddenly grabbed him up in both arms. Stunned by the
sudden movement, Tomoyuki was easily thrown orto
the bed. He made a move to escape immediately, bul
Aswil’s body pressed down on him before he could.

“What are you doing?" he asked frantically.

“I'm just checking to make sure they didn't &
anything to you,” Aswil said.

“Are vou kidding?” Tomoyuki
stunned at this mind-boggling response. :

"No, I'm not,” Aswil whispered heartlessly
Tomoyuki's ear.

Sprawled cut on the sheets, the Japancse M

goreamed,

mustered a tenacious resistance, but he was in such? =

cruelly disadvantageous position that he accomplis
nothing,
“They...they didn't do anything!” he said “Y"
came before they could.” 3
Aswil would not accept the explanation. ¥
would say anything.”
He held the Japanese man down and ro

Tomoyuki clawed at the sheets, rocked

fled WP
his thawb, then tore off his pants and underwear. _:
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stronger than shame. It was as if the other

lieve that there existed a person who

from him.

Tomoyuki felt hungry eyes on him

ed. “That’s enough. You've seen it for
are you doing this to me? he wanted to

ound his teeth together, but the only
him in check was the fact that Aswil was
m. He never wanted to reveal his weakness
1. If he showed it even once, he would do
n. And if he ever stopped thinking about
g, he would begin to obey Aswil.

i saemed to have sensed the Japanese

yet," he said in a cold voice, raising
hips up high. There was no chance to fight

) .. that!” Tomoyuki protested.

u're already closed up tight again, despite
id to you last night,” Aswil said. “How
that shy?™

‘re all red,” Aswil said persistently.

(i's cheeks flushed from the lewd
down on him. Aswil was close enough
1 could feel his breath. How much did the
n him before he'd be satisfied?

‘re even redder inside,” Aswil added.
4805 Tomoyuki groaned.
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Aswil’s fingers brushed across his hol:, gy
Tomoyuki’s mind flashed back to last night. Ay
hadn't been lying when he’d said they would do it like
was the first time. He had been so gentle that Tomoyy
had wished he would be rougher.

“Nol! No...” Tomovuki whispered.

“No matter how much you struggle, you canny
dafy me,” Aswil hissed back. “I thought I taught you tha
last night. In my palace. vou have no choice but 1o obey

“Aswil—ah...”

Aswil was stroking the entrance to Tomovukis
body. He seemed to be on the verge of entering him, ard
Tomoyuki’s body stiffened with anticipation.

“You'll stop refusing me soon enough.” Aswl
said confidently. “I'll help you remember, in case you's
forgotten. What was it you were begging me for 8l
night when you clung to me?”

Tomoyuki couldn’t believe how easily Aswl
could say these things. How inhuman could he be”?

His memories of Aswil s a kind man WeF
crumbling around him. He had always though! of Aswi
as confident and assertive, but the man he knew nevé
would have forced someone else to submit to him befor®
Aswil was nothing but an arrogant tyrant now.

“Do you think ...you can actually get inside””
Tomoyuki said, deliberately taking on a brutal tone- F
had o put a stop to this. He realized thal there %% *
part of him that wanted to be overwhelmed. Mo
how arrogant the man was, Tomoyuki still found

irresistible. He had been forced to face that fact whet ™
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swil storm into the brothel.
come back for you. So | want you to
Years might g0 by, but my feelings won't

it was Tomoyuki's turn to dwell on the
had made six years ago. He'd accused
. and had been forced o pretend that he'd
their promise in order 10 protect himself.
‘kept resisting now was because he could
ine what he would be like if he allowed

ofhjmwa:ﬂhappyuntﬁsmt was so
vith him. On the other hand, Aswil’s feclings
| down. Or he might get tired of him. Or his
umed by their suspicion, would become
i ki shuddered. He preferred death to
~ m," Aswil’s veice was cold. “1 might be
| we sleep together. At least, until we get tired

L these words, something stretched thin inside
snapped apart.

d done his best to protect his sanity, but
nacity was no match for Aswil’s words.
d harass him for as long as he desired him,
s¢ of him when he got bored. Tomoyuki
[0 do nothing but pray that Aswil lose

; .. 5 different from Aswil The longer they
Hier, the deeper his wounds would become.
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Why couldn’t the man have just left him ajoge
After six years, he had finally felt like he was recovering
Now, in only an instant, he'd been dragged back 1o e
same suffering that had oppressed him before.

“Give me a kiss, Tomoyuki,” Aswil ordersd
lookimg down at him.

Tomoyuki saw himself reflected in Aswil
honey-colored eves, threatening to swallow him whele
But he seemed 1o be looking at himself from somewher
far away.

He lifted his head from the bed and zave Aswil
a light kiss. Aswil lost no time in holding his head ad
forcing the kiss to become deeper.

Tomoyuki’s thoughts evaporated. How easy il
would be to tumn himself over to Aswil and let nothing
concern him.

He was disgusted by the part of himself. weked

away in the comer of kis mind, that wanted this.

He heard someone calling his name and ¥ =

pulled open his heavy eyelids.
Moonlight streamed into the room. Ayl W8

lifting Tomoyuki in his arms.
“We're leaving,” Aswil said. “Gel dressed.” ok
Tomoyuki looked at the clock on the night

and saw that it was nearly one in the morning.

could they possibly be going this late at night”

He didn’t ask. He didn’t care. mwﬂ“

wouldn't get him anywhere. In the end, he would ™
o obey Aswil’s orders.
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he got out of bed, Aswil—in a great
pirig him change. He took off his night
and, once Aswil had finished dressing
e’d prepared, Tomoyuki understood.
women's clothing.

) | have to wear this?” he demanded,
n if he had lost the will to fight back,
till some things he wouldn't accept. “I don’t

arted to take off the abaya, but Aswil
his hand. Aswil's face was grim, “We
¢ for questions. If you're opposed to it,
c other people for help.”

was threatening to have other people strip
ed if he didn’t behave. He had no choice

" than resisting, he clamped his mouth
was just going to ignore everything
was no point in arguing. He obeyed in

they'd covered his head with a hijab,
2 but his eyes, Aswil hurried out of
h him. A jeep was waiting for them in the
* was hurried into the back seat and, as he
the jeep began to pull quietly away. He
g glance at the spray from a fountain in
tering in the light of the headlights as the
for the main gate.
eper opened it swiftly. The guards
ure of respect to the jeep carrying
‘uki. Nothing more impeded the jeep as
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A worrier. As soon as you set one foot
, you think of nothing but how other
tovreact.”

il pulped at the way Aswil was smiling
der expression. He didn’t want to talk about
s over. He wanted to just shut it away, but

it ran through the midnight desert.

“I'm sure there are things you want tn g~
Aswil said once they were out of the palace. "'t |y
the driver bother you. He’ll never speak about wharpe
sees or hears,” he added, offering Tomoyuki this chang
to question him without so much as a glance n hs
dircction.

There’s a saying in Arabic: “man saqgara salin®
meaning “there is safety in silence.” Or, as they sayin
Japan, “silence is golden.” All of the people employsd
in Aswil’s palace, including the driver, had 1aken “aman
saqara salim” v heart,

Of course there were things Tomoyuk: wantad
to ask about, like where were they going? And why!
But he remained silent. Even if he knew those things, ¥
wouldn't be able to do anything about any of it.

“We’re going to Madina,” Aswil said, liis voie
hard.

To Madina,

This unexpected answer only raised mo®
questions. Hadn’t Aswil taken Tomoyuki to his pala®
in Saria so that no one would find out about him? H®"
would Aswil explain things if his family and aides fo!
cut about Tomoyuki once they'd reached Madi®™
On the off chance that Tomoyuki’s abduction b«ﬁ“‘
public, Aswil would no longer be able to deal Wil
scandal in private.

He had no idea what Aswil was thinking "

“There’s no need to worry.” Aswil seel=
read Tomoyuki’s reactions withou! even kaing‘ﬂ’ g
He was still looking straight zhead, smirking. “ V" =

's eyes narrowed indulgently, and
dered what he was thinking about. After
duct him and bring him to Saria, the man
ng to break him with his arrogance. But the

oyuki saw now was just like the one from

you remember that fight we had?” Aswil

course Tomoyuki remembered it. It was
‘other Japanese students had invited him
ing night he couldn’t refuse, It would have
e had. Aswil had laughed and told him he
‘about it too much and that he didn’t need to
e was straight. But Tomoyuki recognized
ual relationship was unnatural. To him,
ion was 100 much.
t want his relationship with Aswil to
‘willing to pretend that they were just
order to protect it. But Tomoyuki had
ied that some day he would have to go on a
from school. But if it had to te done, he

figure owi what it is you want.
n Aswil got angry at him, he had said
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that that, too, was unavoidable,

Aswil had called it a fght, but it wagy
Tomoyuki had just been shocked at how coldlv Asuy
had treated him.

In the end, he’d canceled the date. He'd wld e

girl that there was someone else he liked, and sqe tdld
kim that she’d thought that he had a ene-sided ciush o
ker. They were both relieved.

“I don’t really remember that time,” Tomoyuki
said, contradicting the wave of memories that had nsa
up in his mind.

The smile disappeared from Aswil's fac.
“You're upset that | brought you here so suddenly aren't
you7" he said.

The shadows cast by the moonlight maik
something in Aswil’s face falter. Tomoyuki thought ¢
saw regret tingeing Aswil's expression and, confussh
he looked away. lle mastered his feeble feclings ad
responded with thick sarcasm, “You mean dressed like
this? Or do you mean to Madina?”

Aswil quietly answered that he mzant both.

“If you know I'm angry, then why are you doi
this?” Tomoyuki said. “That’s not exactly rational.” !

He had thought he would never see Aswi agal
after six years of no word from him, Feeling abandon®’
he had told himself that it had just been a lic when AS?
told him he would be back for him, part of the clich¢”
parting lovers.

This man was the heir to Madina’s thron®:
he was betrothed to someone. Tomoyuki was sU® "

he had purposely withheld details about himself W1e*

ub
gt
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ge student so that he could enjoy himself
time of freedom.

could Tomoyuki do? If the man he
for him, all he could do was give him up.
the part of himself that wanted to belicve
‘come back, and he had to argue again
h the maive belief that he shouldn’t give up.

‘despite all of his efforts, the moment
w Aswil again it had all been for naught.
hed so much, even when he had locked
in the past. His old scars had festered and
his wourds weeping.

d asked you outright to come to Madina
uld you have?” Aswil asked softly.

can | answer that?” Tomoyuki asked

ried to imagine what he would have done.
wouldn't have been conguered by a simple
il, whom he hadn’t seen in so long. And
c feelings wouldn't have overwhelmed
he would have rejected the idea.

ently. he still hadn’t fully dealt with the

wouldn’t have come, would you?” Aswil
you were holding yourself together. |
be fine without me.”

ki swallowed his response, marveling at
ilhad acted. He hadn’t been fine at all.
forced to become fine. But there was no

ions faltered, but Tomoyuki pushed
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them back as he lashed out, “If you knew all tha, why
did you do this? What do you want from me? You urcyj
me to come here, and now you're foreing me to dress
like a woman. To fulfill some promise you made” Dopy
be ridiculous. You of all people must realize this 5
pointless. You must™ He hesitated to give voice 1o the

most crucial of his arguments and cut himself off’ By

he shook his head at that part of himself and, insicad,
pushed his point. “You're getting married, aren’t vou”

He was relieved his voice hadn’t shaken when
he’d said that.

“Getting married...” Aswil tilted his head ani
looked at him for the first time since getting in the oo
Their eyes locked Aswil’s honey-colored eyes wen
black now, reflecting the darkness.

Without any change in his expression. bt
confirmed Tomoyuki's suspicion. “1 suppose | have It
I've been engaged for six years. My father wants ¥
see me married while he's still alive, and evervone ¥
pressuring me.”

Tomoyuki’s heart squeezed tight.

He had been trying to bring himself to 2cc¢F
that Aswil was engaged, but it distressed him 1o Fedf ;
straight from the man himself. And the calm resposst
only mads Tomoyuki hate him more. o

And this brought him back to his orig!
question. If Aswil was getting married, why had he c0™
for Tomoyuki? o

“I see, he said coldly. “Isuppose congrat 4!
are still a little premature.™ 0

What could he do but laugh and let it 27

pected to have his feelings under control
y just been given the determination to
ery time Ie ghimpsed Aswil’s face, the
accumulated between them crumbled

ose | thought you wouldn’t want to come
wil said, no longer looking at him.
I're right,” he agreed. 1 didn’t want to

you didn't want to be with me because
sed caring?” Aswil said.

L an insensitive thing to say. Tomoyuki
emotions, which were on the verge of
pse. He wouldn’t let Aswil know he'd hurt
‘admitted that, it would just make him look
pathetic,

doesn't matter anymore. As long as you
K to Japan,” he said, acting nonchalant.

esn't matter?” Aswil repeated coldly.

* course it doesn’t,” Tomayuki irsisted. “1
wi life to live. Plus, I have a job, you know.
intend to keep me here?”

hate Madira, t00?" Aswil said.

smile came over his face. It recalled
mind the memory of Aswil's arrogant
n he had forced himself on him.

don’t need 10 worry about vour job.”
d. “We told them that the negotiations
50 you had to stay a while longer.”
twhat we're talking about!™ Tomoyuki
IS irritation flaring. Their conversations
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alwzys ran in parallel lines, pever intersect ng 5
matter how long it went on.

Aswil tarned his attention away, and looked oy

the window: “We'll be there soon," he said coldly

Tomoyuki looked out of the window, 100, asd
saw that they had entered a town. There was no one on the
streets this early, but the city’s lights sparkied vibrantly

The luxury hotels and shopping mall alongsie
the gaudy orange strect lights made for a brilliant view
that seared the eyes. The city deserved its reputation s
2 world famous tourist site, 1f Tomoyuki had come hee
under different circumstances, he was sure he would
have enjoyed it.

The jeep sped down an arrow-stiaight rosd
sharing it with only a few other cars.

Tomoyuki lowered the window a litile, hopitg
to soothe himself with the fresh air. The night breeze &
through his hair and caressed his face, and his emptiots
frayed by the fight with Aswil, began 1o relax.

“It’s beautiful,” he said quictly, and Aswil's fare
softened. too.

“Madina is special, even for a Ridwan Emirat®
country,” Aswil said. “Tourists and VIPs from all _1‘-“"
the world come here. We have five star hotels. casin®
the desert, horse races, and falcon hunting. All
pleasures of the world are here, in Madina " o

Aswil truly loved his couniry. But what he 0%

even more was life in the desert. He had old Tor® "
that, before. Eyes shining like a child’s, he woncered B
times about how fantastic it would be to live YOI =5

wandering like the ancient nomsad tribes of the deseft
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might be as close as Aswil had come to
| recalled what the steble hand had told
the first time that Prince Aswil has
0 Saria, so everyone is very excited.
didn’t have to feel bad for Aswil. He
d and chased the sympathy from his mind.
¢ here.”

came to a stop. Tomoyuki climbed out
d before a white wall that ran far off
He had no way of telling from outside
grounds inside were.

the ruyal palace of Madina. Aswil’s
current ruler, but some day, Aswil would

walked the few dozen meters to the gate.
what it was, Tomoyuki grew nervous
thered in the palms of his hands, Aswil
bring him herc now in order to aveid
‘man didn’t want anyone to know that

matic gate was big enough for one car,
' Stationed in front of it.

3" Aswil called, and an elderl ¥ womain in
‘Woman lowered her eves respectfully to
2 didn't even glance at Tomoyuki.

ik noticed a guard on the other side of
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the gate standing at attention, and he nervously hunchg
his shoulders to hide his face. But his caution wg
UNNECessary.

“This person is to be treated with the vimoy
discretion,” Aisha ordered. “Do not speak of this o
anyone.”

The guard’s back grew even more rigid n
response, not so much at Aisha’s command as at Aswils
presence. Perhaps the old woman had told the guand
that the prince would be bringing a woman from an
unfavorable background with him.

At last, Tomoyuki understood why he had ©
wear women’s clothing. No matter what the guard
might inmgine was going on, they wouldn’t be able ©
pry into the business of a woman.

He looked up at the building in front of them A
fretwork doorway arched between two marble columns
The palace enclosed its garden in a U-shape, giving the
building an understated beauty. A pond streiched o
likc a canal from the center of the garden to the palact
entrance and every few meters, fountains threw U
brilliant arcs of water against the sky.

There must have been 200 meters between ¥
gate and the palace entrance. He hurried after the othef
two, who were walking at a shap pacc in compl
silence. ing

They slipped inside through an impos
wooden doorway. o

A sophisticated collection of sculpir=®
arrayed along the walls, overshadowed by the

studded ceiling that curved overhead. If the P i
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'lu in the dim nbﬂcurity of the ﬂlghL
htaking b}r the H@I of dﬂy. A Sigh of
d Tomoyuki.

." Aisha said, opening a doar.

and Tomoyuki proceeded inside. The
a private salon, and Tomoyuki relaxed.
nal Middle Eastern decoration, with
the fooe and patterned tiles on the
ng like a Japanese room.

Aswil,” Aisha said.

Aswil turned to face each other. The
and kissed each other on the cheek.

S0ITY 1o put you to all this trouble without
y explanation,” Aswil said.

old woman smiled and shook her head.
would gladly give my life to carry out my

eLd
=

ki sensed the deep trust between them.
¥il hadn't given him any explanation either,
what he should do. So he simply stood

the one?” Aisha turned her jet-black

ei Makabe,” Aswil introduced him.
led Aisha, still completely confused. She
nave the nigab covering his face.

d to Aswil, who nodded, and so,
he obeyed. He concluded from the lack
Aisha showed at seeing his face that she
 told that he was a man. He wondered
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tell the king's wives news about his
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how Aswil had explained their relationship, byt he didy'

have the courage to ask, et them up while he’s gone,” Aswil
“I am Aisha, Prince Aswil’s nurse.” further. “We can see each other anytime here,
“Sana is Aisha’s daughter,” Aswil added mywiara else.”
Now he knew why Aswil trusted Sana so muh found it difficult to believe the things

She was a loyal servant, of course, but much mye him so calmly.

importantly, she was Aisha’s daughter. _ about—" he started to protest, but he

he couldn't find the next words.
at him, looking at him appraisingly.
safe. That’s because it's a special
'never bring guests there. Zafar knows
and Kadim both know about you. Word
that I invited you there. People will start
E to use you,"
voice echeoed deliriously in his head.
Tomovuki heard the words, he couldn’t
they could possibly mean. He couldn’t
d as rational.
ust said that you were sheltenng a
led your help,” he tried to reason ont,
anyone would show up to try anvthing
there were rumors.”
erstood that Saria was special. Aswil had
wished he could live like the ancient
‘the desert. Saria, relatively isolated from
ina, was probably one of the few places
el as if he was touching that dream.
ally...this?" Tomoyuki asked helplessly.

The old nurse must have been like s mother
Aswil, since he had lost his own very early on. Aswls
confidence in Aisha was obvious also in the fact that he
was entrusting Tomoyuki to her.

“Is Sana behaving?" Aisha asked, and Aswi
nodded emphatically.

“These are the women’s quarters of my ‘ather's
palace.” Aswil explained.

Tomoyuki couldn't believe his ears. Aswil
himself had admitted that he was asking a lot of Aisk%
but this was unbelievable. It was a complete mess.

The old woman gazed at him cxpressionlesdy
and he wondered how much she knew about 1
situation. '

“What are you saying? I can’t be here!"” he cnsd
out.

The women’s quarters were the home of %
king’s wives and children, and the servants who hel
them. No man other than the king could even come clos
to it, let alone go inside.

l'omoyuki had asked before if Aswil :rm.ﬂtl“-“i
put kim mnto his harem, but the man had denied 1t ‘"yl
ke had meant it as 2 joke. - Aswil answered.

“I have special permission to enter the WO fuXi was positive that the only person
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other than Aisha who knew he was there was the pugg
and the man wasn't likely to say anything abou g
woman the prince had brought into the palace.
But the Japanese man couldn’t accep! this,
“Wouldn’t it be easier to just send me home™
he asked.

The question of why Aswil had acted now, afer |

six ycars apart, still nagged at him. If it was discoverd
that he’d hidden Tomoyuki in the women's quarters
Aswil would probably be facing quite 2 dilemma
himself.

“I've had enough of this charade,” Tomoytki
snapped, taking a siep loward the door,

But he couldn’t take another because Aswil

grabbed his arm and glared at him. “I though: | told you
that | wouldn't tolerate your defiance. You will not spesk
a single word against me.”

The blood surged into Tomoyuki's head at 1
icy command. He couldn’t stand it anymore. He ore €
hijab from his head and threw it to the floor. “I'm 1
your wife or your slave!” he yelled. :

How selfish could Aswil be? The fact that 2
man had appeared out of nowhere and bundied M
away to Madina by force, and then completely ﬁ”_mddm
any guestions was proof that Aswil didn't se¢ "_"m "
human being. Ever if that was the norm in Madina ®
Japanese citizen, Tomoyuki didn’t have to obey ™

“Where are you going?” Aswil asked

“Let go of me,” Tomoyuki scrcamed.
cares where I'm going? I'd rather sleep n
than stay here.”
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€ being ndiculous,” Aswil growled.

5 getting worked up, forgetting the fact
still there. It was all Aswil’s fault. The
ng 50 arrogant.

when Aisha impericusly interrupted his
yuki’s words caught in his throat.

..
he desét

w dare you spezk that way!” The old
| at Tomoyuki with a stemn expression.
member your place and speak to his majesty
t. Prince Aswil is worried for you, yet
but abuse him. Do you expect us to allow

- Tomoyuki stammered.

like he had been slepped. His anger
‘knew he hadn't donc anything wrong,
ant feelings withered in the face of this

‘Was brought here against my will!” he
1o say,

squared her shoulders at his whining.
What does complaining about that now
“You heard what his majesty said. I don't
S of your situation, but | can tell you this
You're in Madina, you'll do things cur
whining won't work here.”

I said nothing, though he did wonder
S the one being selfish. He had no allies
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in Madina. His resistance would accomplish nothing,
“MNow, sit down. I'll make some coffee.” A,
said, disappearing into the next room.
Aswil sat down on a carved wooden chair with
bitter look on his face and Tomoyuki had no choice by
to do the same. A single white flower was set on top ofa
magnificently embroidarec tablecloth. Tomoyvuki stard
at its petals as he chewed on his lip.
He was tom between the things he wanted to
tell Aswil and the things he wanted to ask him, and m
deciding which he should do first. He could have just
started at the beginning, but he didn’t want to talk about
the past. And anyway, no matier what he said, he knew
he would be worse off than when he started, and so ¢
wound up with a doomed feeling.
Aswil said nothing to Tomoyuki, either.
Aisha returned, accompanied by the scent of
coffee. Aswil waited for her to set the cups on the tablé
before addressing her.

careful to avoid complaining, but a
pt into his voice anyway. He mentally

‘hadn’t told him anything, but he had to
it was understandable. What reason could
 home to become king and receive a bride,
- | ouch with his old lover?

i tried to think the problem out calmly.
gen 4 sexnal whim, Aswil didn't have to
If Aswil wanted to reminisce about the
he didn’t have to go so far as to kidnap

e Aswil wanted to tell him face-to-face
ver—but all he could say about that idea
as patently ridiculpus.
uldn't...” Aswil cut himself off, a pained
1 his face. Decp wrinkles creased his
the next words came out in a grave tone.
ontact you. The intemal affzirs of Madina
“I'm sorry, but could you leave us alone”” ly stable these last six years. The absolute
It was impossible to tell what she thought of this ‘was called back As the crown prirce,
request, but she expressed not a word of it. She W ‘on my father's responsibilities. It was my
silently back to the other room. to eventually be crowned. But since my
The uncomfortable atmosphere retu rred as s000 ' glish, my relatives started arguing that |
as she left. - the next king. There were several other
The tension was unbearable. Tomoyukl '““{ . Who's the second in line for the
quick breath and then began, not hiding the effortit er Rashid, and many others. On the
to speak. Was just as Prosperous a country as
“I'd like to know why I'm here. It ha:ﬁ * ¢losed doors, it was broken into tense
vears since | lagt heard from wou. 1 thﬂu?.hl ; Nou think would have happened if 1°d
forgotten all about me. | had finally given up-
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“You mean because you dressed me in womey, 48
clothes and stuck me in the women’s guarters of Vor
father’s palace?” ;

He knew it was pointless. He could let b
emations lead him as long as they were just ialking, By
what then? If he kept acting impulsively, he would be 4
one to regrel i, not Aswil.

“1 still haven’t decided what 1should do. or what
["d like to do,” Aswil said. “So I can’tlet vou go vet." He
‘owered his eyes.

The shadows obscuring Aswil’s eyes, which
were usually held high with a heroic power, threw
Tomoyuki's heart into turmoil.

“¥ou should marry your fiancée and let me po
back to Japan.” he said, keeping careful watch over
his emotions so that nothing would complicate thing
further nd cause his voice to waver, He didn’t et evend =
hint of his pain show on his face. That was the benefitef 88
six years of suffering.

“Is that what you want?” Aswil’s sharp eves fell
on him.

“Of course it is.” Tomoyuki let a smik P
zcross his lips, never faltering.

What clse could he say, for his sake OF i
Aswil’s? He repeated this over and over again 1 y
mind to hold back the swirling cascade of emotio?s:

Aswil stood up silently.

“I need time" he said brusquely. !
Tomoyuki with something very different than Wil
had hoped to hear.

“What does that mean?" Tomoyuki asked:

caving

he
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Without looking at him, the other man walkg
toward the door. He refused 10 tm around even afler
Tomoyuki called out to him, |

“What it means..." Aswil told him in 4
unwavering voice just before he opened the door, 5
that I still love you.” F

An electric shock ran from Tomoyuki's heart o
the tips of his fingers. Not from joy, but from surprise, ,

This was the cruelest thing Aswil could have
possibly said. It was bad enough for Tomovuki when
he had kept the flame of their romance burning secrefly
mside himself. Bul now that he knew Aswil felt the
same, he felt as if he could no longer hate the man of
attack him. Who could he blame now” He had used the
hatred he felt at being betrayed to rebuild his life.

Even if they did love each other, Tomoyuki
didn’t want the other man to call it that. He didn’; wail
to be with Aswil.

Aswil left the room and closed the door.

Tomoyuki bit his lip and threw himegelf down 03
the table.

“Why...why would he say that?” he cried ot
“What does that accomplish. ..telling me that?”

The suing of his nerves, which had
been stretched to its limit, had been snapped i "'“If.br |
Aswil’s confession, The emotions he had been fighti®é
back flowed up and he thought he might scream from
intensity of them. i

His body was being torn apart by two W&
emotions—the feeling of longing to be at Aswil
side and the feeling of self-control telling him @
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ing emotions welling up inside him

e for him to move for a long time.




 Chapter Three
(3

| uki’s life in the women's quarters began.,
l}r never left the room he had heen
never saw anyone but Aisha, who served

‘had the chance to hear what the other
E_Iifﬂle story thata mys!r.riuus wornan had
night and been shut up in one of the rooms.
at they didn’t think of him fondly.
mma to see him ofien. He would always
1 after visiting his father’s wives. There
that the prince wes treating Tomoyuki
r even more important than, his fiancée,
e resented him for it, that was cnly to
‘He could tell that even Aisha found his
sant, though of course, she never said

e couldn't dv anything about that, cither.
no doubt saw the Japanese man as nothing
r Aswil, she loved the prince more dearly
ki was therefore amazed when
h him the information that Samira was
as a distant relative of the current

il’s father King Murshid. She had
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he was called there, Tomoyuki was forced

decided to come to the women's quarters herself 10 cheg
‘woman's hijub and cover his face with a

up the queen, who tended o hide her grear concem fy
the long-suffering king.

Tomeyuki wasn't enjoying his stay anv more
than anycne else. Locked away, alone in his bizame
life, he choked on all the free time that he could only
spend patiently waiting for Aswil to come. He wanted to
expose himself as a man and flee the women's guerters
al nnee:

“It’s a shame. Lady Samira is such a lovely girl,”
Aisha muttered with a sigh &s she helped Tomoyuki get
dressed. She couldn’t help but make at least some small
complaint about having 1o hide a foreigner here—end 2
mzn, at that—against her beiter judgment. And because
she adored her prince, she didn’t mistreat Tomaoyuki.

The abaya he ware to meet Aswil was stunning.
made of white silk and decorated with a spray of
spangles. The collar and sleeves were lined with pearls
It was wasted on a man likec Tomoyuki, It was obvios
that Aisha, too, would have preferred helping Samif
into this beautiful clothing instead of him.

The old woman had criginally worked 3 @
lady’s attendant. Tomoyuki felt guilty for the o€
she was made to do now 1o help him avoid the nofité
of others. .

The hour of Aswil’s visit was near, Sometime
theman wouldcome to Tomoyuki’s rcom, and svamﬂf'm’?'_
he would summon him to the king's chamber. He d!
because (he king's chamber was not only separ© "o -
the women's quarters, but no one could even ap &
without permission from the king.

ciew that Aisha's complaint was not directed
= was just talking to herself, but he had to

wedding cersmony is soon, isa’t it? 'm
g will go splendidly.”
‘heard that the date was nearing—it would
weeks. The old woman probably felt all
put-out because it was sc close.
at do you intend to do afterwards?” she

- struggled to find an answer to her retort.

Will you go back to Japan?” she added.

mare she asked, the more he struggled to
‘would he do after Aswil and Samira were
wil would be the one to decide that If
ould go home just by asking to, he wouldn't

£1'm allowed to go back, yes.” he said finally.
s thinking of something else entirely.
ive me time.

had Aswil meant by that? Much as he
0 think about it, the words echoed in his ears.
&till love you. He had played these werds
again so meny times in his mind that he
thinking of nothing but Aswil. His entire
d with Aswil. The man’s obsession with
heart. He thought of Aswil’s passionate
ed from that of the past.
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But no matter what Aswil said, Tomoyyy
had no future here. The man couldn®t keep him in e
women's quarters forever, and being with Tomoyuki
would damage his reputation, so what was the poin?

In the end, there was only ene reason that
Tomoyuki couldn’t accept Aswil—he wanted Aswil all
to himself. If they couldn’t live together and someone
else was about to come between them, it was best to just
leave each other.

He would be able to bear being alone as long
as Aswil was far away. But he could almost convince
himself that going somewhere casy to reach and
allowing himself to be found might work, too.

That was how much he wanted Aswil.

He loved Aswil deeply. The man himself
probably couldn't even imagine how passionately
Tomoyuki felt for him. That was why he couldn’t afford
to stay in Madina,

“Prince Aswil has always been a single- .minded
person. Dnr:e he’s fixed his sights on something. nof1iog
else exists.” The corners of Aisha’s eyes erink
“When his mother died, he was only eight years old but
even so, he didn’t cry. The other wives told him, *She
watching over you in heaven, you shouldn't ery.’
had already cansed his mother a great deal of suff
because she was foreign-born, so the prince must ha
taken their advice to heart.”

That sounded like Aswil. He
in an environment where he couldn't even =ty ©
mother’s death. Tomoyuki couldn’t imagine how = .
Aswil’s childhood must have been, But that’s W&

-
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e bom into the royal family. Moreover, Aswil
h with a forcign mother. He must have felt
e and learnad 1o guard his emotions

ver he thought about Aswil,
Id Aswil he knew had been forced to

Ip. all en his own.
e was a knock on the door.
-majesty is wailing,” a serving woman

a Inoked at her guest. “Shall we go™

; i set out for the king’s chamber, where
e Lhim. The king’s chamber was his father’s
¢, and under normal circumstances, even
dn’t have been allowed access toit.

g Murshid had granted Aswil permission.

ing down the main corridor of the women's
ki heard someone eall out to him from

in the hall. She had abundant black
» smeoth skin. Her bright cbony cyes
smnn rich with confidence.
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Tomoyuki knew who it was even before Alstg
had addressed her. A tremble ran through him,
“You're the one Aswil brought here’
declared. “I've been wanting to meet vou,”
Her black eyes pierced through him, and
Tomoyuki lowered his gaze. She thought he was s
woman. Imagining how she must’ve &l he lacked the
courage to look her in the eye.
She turned a contemptuous look on him. “Aswi
seems quite taken with you. It's so shameless. when we
haven’t even had our wedding yet.”
Her words cut into him like knives.
“It's such a wvulgar way to behave in the
women'’s quarters of the king’s palace” she wenton.
can’t believe him.” .
No matter how she berated Aswil, Tomoyuki
couldn’t utter a word in his defense. He gritted his teeti
behind closed lips and bore her anger as best as he could
It was perfectly reasonable for Samira to hate hun In
fact, there was no one in Madina who welcomed hirm.
The young woman took a step closer. “Shaw M
your face, girl. I'll remember it forever. | have a right®
know the face of the woman who's taken advantag®
my future husband.” .
Tomoyuki shrunk back. If she saw his 6% 2
would all be over.
“My lady..."” Aisha hissed. She could not?
this to go on, but the young woman silenced ber ¥
gesture,

i Sichig

low

: [ e
Samira was also a haughty member @ pe
royal family. She was rot the sort of woman [0 =5
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humiliation in silence at the hands of 2 lower-clag
wWoman.
Tomoyuki drew back silently, bui Symig
advanced on him. Her eyes burned with her determination
to not let him pass until she had seen his face.

How could he get away? If she tried to pull off
his nigab, he couldn’t fight back. He couldn’t sion her
from revealing his face. His pulse thundered with the
speed of a hunted animal. He couldn't escape her by
refreating one step at a time, but he had no idea what
else to do.

“Samira!”

He felt such relicf at hearing Aswil's voice that
he staggered on his feet.

Aswil advanced quickly and placed himself
between Tomoyuki and Samira. “If you have something
to say, take it up with me,” he snapped.

Tomoyuki couldn’t see Aswil's cxpression
since the man’s back was to him, but he could eﬂsli!!l"
imagine it. Aswil had given him nothing but rzpreving
looks since bringing him here. Even when he smiled
there was always something bitter in it.

But Tomoyuki was the same, unable to dro?
guard when he smiled. .

“No.” Samira shook her head. 1 have noifé
to say. This is just the first time I've experienced 3
humiliation.”

She wrmed on her heel and stormed
obstinate expression on her face.

Aisha was pale, unsure if she should
or not.

his

ﬂﬂl ﬂ ]

el
follow =5
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please talk to her,” Aswil requested.

conturted at his order. “Prince Aswil!

treat her majesty so badly? 1 hope you
28 so0n.”

‘went after Samira, her face filled with

e had had her say.

il and Tomoyuki were left alone.

s like Aisha hates you, too,” Tomoyuki

looked indescribably tired. Despite how
hurt the people around him and how much
himself, he would not give the Japanese
wuki understood why Aswil had become
he also knew that he should never return

£0." Aswil turned toward the king's
omoyuki followed silently after him.
king’s chamber was even more luxurious
en’s quarters. While the decorations of
typical, the octagon-shaped ceiling was
licate arabesque carvings. The sunlight
through a decorative window fell on the
» at their feet to create a unified work of
nentation on the canvpicd bed was the
Iz, except for the shining gems delicately
ed like the stars in the night skv.

i couldn’t keep his eyes off of Aswil
n the king’s chambers. He looked like a
from an Arabian ale.

ngh they had met every day since be'd
the women’s quarters a wezk ago, he
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still wasn't used 1o secing Aswil here. His hear fluttergy
every single time. At the same time, he realized fhy he
belonged to a distant world.

Aswil turned to face Tomoyuki. and his eyes
narrowed. He advanced toward him, stopping Jess
than an arm’s length from him. “Has anything umsyy)
happened? he asked.

*...Nothing in particular,” Tomoyuki replicd.

“Gmd..”

Aswil seized the remaining distance between
them. He held Tomoyuki in both arms and pressed his
lips to Tomoyuki’s temple. His lips slid slowly down and
he sighed against the skin of Tomoyuki's throat.

Abud of heat sprouted at the base of Tomoyuki'’s
neck and ran all the way to his heart. His pulse began to
quicken. He was sure Aswil could feel it, pressed so
tightly against him. He shified, pulling his body away
slightly.

“You still refuse me?” Aswil frowned slightly.
but he gave no further rebuke than that Instead, e
embraced Tomoyuki tightly and began to kiss hin.

Aswil sought Tomoyuki out, clinging to him &
if in supplication. He seemed to be the one strugghné
searching for release, and Tomoyuki feverishly grab
the front of his thawh. !

I can’t believe I'm doing this in the h:l_IIEIs
chamber...I'm not the king,” Aswil murmured Wil #
tone of self-condemnztion.

“Aswil...." Tomoyuki’s voice cracked slightlf®
he whisperad the name. :

It wasn’t just guilt that he felt. He felt anX!

&
114 %=TF
o
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Anathi g, and still he felt a desire for Aswil.

‘were all jumbled together.
ven will judge us one of these days,” Aswil

ords could have been taken as part of
ersation. Tomoyuki didn’t know how to
ybe he was supposed to tell Aswil not to

L1 'I'P"“
novuki hBS-itﬂth, saarching for the ['iﬁl.'l'[
began sucking on his upper lip. “That’s
be Aswil had understood what Tomoyuki
to say. He quicted him with a word and
M5 arms around him.
u're the most beautiful creature in the
my faridat,” Aswil whispered in a honeyed
aced his tongue along Tomoyuki's lips.
this was wrong, but Tomoyuki’s body
trembled with pleasure. He felt dizzy.
sses were renewad. Tomoyuki felt his legs
as the kisses grew more and more intense.
over his mind, but his body only glowed
as pulled along in the wake of Aswil’s

T Tomoyuki, the time passed as if in a dream.

4

Tomoyuki awoke, the room was dark.
il standing in a slanting shaft of moonlight
through a large window in the shape of a
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again, it would be better not to get mixed
other in the first place.
lay down on the bed, still holding

half-moon. The moonlight washed over his naked bog
making it shimmer. To Tomoyuki, e looked like 4 king
blessed by the gods.

Aswil tumed to look at him. “You're awake »

Tomoyuki sat up in the bed, gazing back g already committed our sins,” he said.
Aswil voted citizen of Madina, 1 would have

“No one bul the king is allowed in here, byt : life for the country, Bui 1"ve never been a
we’ve slept in his bed.” Aswil confessed. “I will surely | this country. I've always felt out of place,
be punished ™ d

Tomeyuki would share Aswil’s punishment i glimpsed Aswil’s solitude in the
then. No, perhaps Tomoyuki’s crime was even greater. 51 voice.
He had acted like he didn’t wantto do it, bu! in his kean, ¢ man was pari of the royal family, but the
he had hungered for more. it had inherited foreiga blood. No one could

“How do you think God will punish us?" Aswil : lation. How had he managed o bury his
asked. mother died so early, while he was still a

anyone helped him?

room grew silent again, so silent that they
ichother breathing. The stillness of the night
ion that no one but Aswil and Tomoyuki
entire world. Just the twa of them in the
pers, shrouded by the night.
ikling in the moonlight, the jewels of the
y became stars in the night sky. For the first
2 0 Madina, Tomoyuki felt strangely at
his guilt.
proud of Madina and 1 love it,” Aswil
ut that’s not the same as feeling like |

He came closer, languidly running a hand
through his lover’s hair. He wrapped his arm around
Tomoyuki’s shoulders as he sat on the bed and drew the
Japanese man toward him. .

*“] guess we won't be reborn as human beinzs 1t
our next life,” Tomoyuki replied.

Aswil broke into a smile at the cavalier 00
“And whal would we be instead?”

*You could be a horse and maybe, | wonld hed
hird." was the reply.

Aswil chuckled. “If you were a bird, you €Ul%
fly offinto the sky and | wouldn't be able to catch }"'-‘“l'h

Tomoyuki tried to laugh with him, but the 5
was there was nothing funny about it. ,

It might be better that way, he WHOZ2
abstractedly. If everything was going to just end UP S8

¥oice was peaceful, (oo, Straining o hear
t of Aswil’s heart, feeling the man's
stroking his hair, Tomoyuki earnestly
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prayed that they could disappear somewhere ang
like this forever. Somewhere where no one would boghe
them. Just the two of them.

“You should have told me you were royalty—
that you were the crown prince,” Tomoyuki admonished
“If you had...”

“You wouldn’t have fallen in love with me,”
Aswil said with such a gentle mist in his eves tha
Tomoyuki couldn’t say anything more.

Of course it didn’t matter if Aswil was royalty
or not. Honestly, his pesition still wasn’t the least bil
important to lomoyuki. The most important thing was
that Aswil be Aswil.

“What a horrible thing to say,” Tomoyuki
remarked. Frowning, he shook his head and tumed
away.

1 don’t want to live here, do you?”
tossed the question out casually, but
't hesitate with his answer,

I's hand stopped. He was probably
the answer.
didn’t think abcut it at all,” he accused

nothing to think about,” was the
reply.
inking did any good, Tomoyuki would
e over the question forever. But it didn’t
anything. Aswil would become king, he
Samira, and he would produce a successor.
out his duty as the king of Madina. His
Aswil drew him back “Horrible? Maybe it i'nh:eﬁﬂ;zz were going to say that,”
is. Maybe | am. After all, I shut you up in hee after
carried you off.”
“To a place like this,” Tomoyuki concluded.
Feeling the warmth of Aswil's body behind him
he wanted to cry. He wanted to curse God for making
things this difficult. What had he ever done o desen®
this suffering? d
“A place like this? You used to talk all the tme
about how much you wanted to see Madina.” Aswil
a small laugh against the back of Tomoyuki's neck:
“That was six years ago,” Tomoyuki *%°
concentrating on the feeling of Aswil's hand s
his hair. He wanted to remember this, the feel ﬂ'f i
hands, even if the man never touched his hair 3ga/"

ed his body away from Tomoyuki.

‘breeze blew across the Jepancsc man’s
2o back to Japan,” he pleaded, swallowing
ﬁﬁll;g up inside him, which were making

Stood up from the bed and tumed away.
to be born into the royal family,” he

il had & muscular back that traced a supple
uki remembered clearly the feel of this
it was dry and smooth, and alsc when
Sweat,

iki couldn't touch him.
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Aswil’s shoulders shock slightly. “But they
na fresdom within it.” he said even more quietly,

Tomoyuki bit his lip at the vulnerability in thoge
words. If he didr’t hold himself back, he knew that he
would throw his arms around the man standing in front
of him.

But why couldn’t they just throw everything
away? Why couldn’t they run off somewhere far away,
together?

Because he knew it wouldn’t work. Tomeyuki
was too much of a coward, and too ordinary to be
capable of something like that.

Chapter Four

At day, Aisha told Tomoyuki that Samira
k to her parents’ house. He assumed that
related to what had happened the night
imed out that she had been planning to go

2’1l be staying for a week,” the old woman
s her father’s birthday.”
been a vear since Samira had last been

Aisha said a name Tomoyuki never
1ear from her mouth.
entire family will be gathering there. Last
far was abrozd, so he couldn’t attend, but
said thzt he'll come.”
he echoed.
was the first time that Tomoyuki had heard
Samira being cousins. Unlike Aswil and
and Samira were not related by blood. It
npossible for Tomoyuki to understand the
ures in Madina society, since it allowed a
to four wives.
u run into any rouble, feel fiee 1o come
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they'd last seen each other. He was Aswil's cousip
second in line for the throne. IT there was anyone in :_hisr
country who could send Tomoyuki back to Japan othe
than Aswil, it would be Zafar.

Zafar seemed to frequent the Ziyard brothel, and
to have some connection with Kadim, who rar it. Bu
it had been thanks to Zafar’s presence tha! Tomovuki
had been spared. Even Aswil had acknowledged Zafar's
role.

Zafar would be a good bet...

Tomoyuki felt desperate encugh to grab at any
opportunity he could find.

“Would you ask Samira if 1 could accmnpany
her?™ he said to Aisha,

It was a harmless request. But if Samira did
allow it, Tomoyuki could leave the women's quariers.
Neither Samira, betrothed to Aswil, nor Zafar of the
royal family, could welcome the idez of Tomoyuki
staying in Madina indefinitely.

If he explained the situation to Sanmira and
told her that he wanted to go back to Japan, she would
probably help him. His confidence in this fact motivaied
him to ask Aisha, though he knew it was risky.

“I would never break a promise to Prince &
the old nurse exclaimed, not wanting to go along Wi
the request. Even though she found Tomoyuki’s pres
there offensive, she wasn't going to be easy to conVise®
thanks © her promise with Aswil.

“l don’t want to trouble you. I’
and force my way out,” Tomoyuki warned

. That doesa’t scare me,” Aisha retorted:

Jprr
S.“l"

I just tie you UP
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resisted for a long time, but in the end, she
p. She was just going to act as if she didn’t
1 was planning.

back to Japan, Aswil will snap out of this
oyuki said desperately.

was the argument that seemed to settle the
Aisha popped out of the room and when
Samira was with her.

young woman let out a small shriek when
ki. She was shocked that a man was in
quarters, and a little scared.

.15 going on here?! Who is this man?”
¢ behind Aisha.

's mouth turned down sadly. 1 apologize.
give me for my part in this.”

e old woman didn’t try to explain. All she
s apologize again and again, tears forming
il in her eyes. This seemed to communicate
‘Samira.

I were @ man the whole time?” Samira said

|
! Fafustes

‘member of the royal family, she wouldn't
10 carry on excessively. When her surprise
she grew curious instcad. She left
and drew closer to Tomoyuki Perhaps she
that there was no longer any reason to fight
8, since he was a foreign man.

do you want with me, then?" she asked.
& request.”

movuki explained why he kad to go back
d that he needed Zafar’s help to do it.
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“Zafar?” Samira’s face was unreadable Her
eyes probed his. “Why him?”

“Ibelieve that Zafar can tell me how 1o get pagy
to Japan,” he replied.

He knew he was putting too much hope in Zafar,
whom he’d only met once. But he couldn’t think of any
other option, so he didn’t have much choice.

What would become of him if he continued
on like this in the women’s quarters? He strugpled
to imagine an ouicome that would be even slightly
positive, but nothing suggested itself. If his trysts with
Aswil continued in this isolated, barren place. the future
would offer him nothing but sblivien. Their relationship
could not continue. He was just counting the days until
its demise. so it was better to kill it now, by his own
hand.

“You mean you've met Zafar?” Samira asked,
her face tense.

*Yes. Once.” There was no need to tell her that
it had been at the Zivard brothel. “He told me that if |
needed help, I should come see him.”

The young woman blinked her long evelashes
and took a small breath. “Did he look well?”

llYe$+H

“ see.”

Samira didn’t seem to notice it herself. bul “'E'_'w
she said Zafar's name there was a hint of apprehens®®
in her voice. Was thers a history between them? May
Tomoyuki shouldn't have asked her to help after all.

But he didn’t feel he could ask further abot! i
50 he simply awaited her answer.
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didn’t take her long to decide, “All right,”
tuke the place of one of my attendants.
‘of cross-dressing by now, 1 would

welled up in him. The reason for
was obvious. He could do nothing but

k you for your help,” he whispered.

get the wrong idea,” the young woman
m not doing this for you. I could just refuse,
 hate you, either. | don't know you well
thal. I'm helping you because sending
Qur couniry is in our best interests, too.
don't know why that is. But you don't
adina, or its people.”

mira...” Tomoyuki faltered.

‘was a strong woman, and motivated by
was well-suited for Aswil. The people of
uld surely embrace her as their queen. She
for Aswil.
yuki nodded silently.
began preparations immediately. Aisha
1 in maid’s clothes and put a thin layer of
his face. He dido't look like a man, but
ok much like a woman, either. But if they
confidence, their plan would never work

old woman took him to Samira’s room.
i that she was going home for a week, but
¢ bags outside her room than he could
L In a month.
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He mingled with the large group of maid;
waiting for Samira. None of the women paid hip the
least attention, either because he was with Ajsyy o
because they simply took him for a new maid. .

At last, Samira appeared and headed toward the derly maid came forward.
entrance of the women’s quarters. Her maids trailed affer come home, my lady,” she said.
her, carrying the bags. ; 1k you, Sari.” Samira smiled at her happily.

There seemed to be ranks among the women, :
according to their birth or the amoumn of trust Samin
placed in them. The maid walking beside her wasn'
carrying any bags at all. Samira called her Leila. I
was her job to pass their lady’s orders on to the other
Women

e, Tomoyuki marveled at the high ceiling
the staircase and the Arabian luxury of the
gh the furniture was flamboyant, it still

he's gone to a reception for tomorrow’s

y as always!"”
e women of the house brought in her bags.
. o the living room with her two atiendants,
They packed the bags into a limousine and two and Leila. It was a spacious room with a high
atiendants got in with Samira—one was Leila. The other
was Tomoyuki.

Aisha and the other women staying behind &
the palace stood in the driveway as the limousine slowly
pulled away.

It would take about an hour te ge! to Samiras

d Zafar is waiting in the drawing room.”

~ startling Tomoyuki. Samira must have

im before leaving the palace.

ou there,” Samira commanded Tomoyuki,

n Aswil’s business for me”

uki made her a respectful gesture and
Tomoyuki was paralyzed by anxicty- H:; B b the room where Zafar waited.

couldn’t even focus on looking at the beautiful ¢ity @ - was sitting on the sofa smoking & cigar,

Madina to pass the time. : i in a whitc thawb. Reclining on a cushion
They passed through the gate to Samira’s f:lﬂlli ith Arabian embroidery, he smiled as

estate and drove slowly through the front garden © =d and stood up.

fountain gurgled in the center of a path paved With Elm honored that you contacted me.” Zafar

blocks, and date palms were planted on either side- : B8 riiht hand and, lookinig in his eyes, be

cstate was well-appointed, as befitted the royal I‘amﬂfia of the hand. “This abiya goes well with
They went into the house walking P4 ach But I could give you even nicer things

mazids, who stood lined up in front of the house 10 B2

house.
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It was just like at the brothel—Tomoyuk; wasn's
sure how much of what Zafar said was serious ang hm:
much was a joke. In any case, he saw little need 15 hide
his identity. He took off his hijab.

“I've come to ask for your help, Zafar” he saig
without further ado. “You did say you would help me if
I was in trouble, didn’t you?”

Zafar spread his hands wide, nodding. “Did you
get tired of Aswil? If you're looking for somenne new
I'm always availzble.”

Tomeyuki interrupted him, having no time to
spare for Zafar’s sense of humor. I need vour assistance.
I want you to get me back to Japan.”

Zafar shrugged at this request. He went back to
the sofa and put his cigar to his lips, then re-lt it with
a languid gesture. “Why? Don’t you want to stzy i
Madina? It’s much nicer here than in Japan”

The man's completely indifferent and tactless
manner irritated Tomoyuki. He had thought that Zafar
would treat this a little more seriously. Zafar was, after
all, Aswil's cousin and sscond in line for the throne of
Madina.

“That's not the issue,” he snapped. “Please don’t
be g0 flippant about this.” ;

Jarred by this naked disgust, Zafar looked athim
for the first time. Oh, he'd seen the Japanese man be'0r
but it had been as one would look at an exotic animsh
with no desire whatsoever to interact seriously.

“It wesn’t meant as a joke,” he said ::HF"-""_JI}"'

“You should just let him put you in a cage, pretty t"rd‘__
This is Aswil we're talking about. I'm sure he WEE2
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‘a separate house of your own, if you
't the sort of man to give something up
; he's made up his mind to have it.”

can’t be serious,” Tomoyuki cried out,

's serious, at least,” Zafar retorted.

way the man threw Aswil’s name around
rp pain o shoot through Tomoyuki, as if
piercing his heart. It didn’t matter if

’s question came to him wreathed in

1 don't,” he answered coldly. “] want to go
as possible.”

‘searched Tomoyuki's face, not taking his
. "So your passion has cooled,” he finally

oyuki couldn’t answer. He knew betier than
w little his feelings had changed.

be was away from Aswil, his longing might
ger. That was what made Aswil desire him
than before, and made it impossible for

rder it would be to leave him.

passion?” he asked.

had never been any™ was what he wanted
. He pulled a smile across his lips. He
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tried hard not to look too self-pitying.

But he was no longer sure that what he feit wy;
love. Shouldn't love be warmer, more peaceful? [,
didn’t think he had ever felt peaceful toward Aswil

When he'd first met him, he had feli lust like
a raging fever. He had never imagined that such s
fiercely swee: emotion could exist inside kim until tha
maoment.

“In 10 days, the marriage and coronation will
take place. This will be the biggest event in Madina i
the last six years. And the entire world is watching. So
it’s too late. The responsibility borne by a king is very
different from that of a prince, and so is the amoun!
of attention he has o weather,” Zafar told Tomoyuki
calmly, as if he needed to explain the situation for him.

There was pity on the man’s face, and Tomoyuki
turned his eyes to the purple smoke curling up from the
man’s cigar.

If he tried 1o speak, it would just be mor
painful. He knew that they just had to hurry.

“If you're prepared,” Zafar szid, breaking off
into a sigh. “Prepared to never see each other again I
this life, I'll send you back to Japan, It would be a kot of
work, but I'm confident that my name will get the job
done " ;

To never see each other again in this life—
Zafar’s words stung him. He had always known tha
if he went back to Japan, he would probably never "
Aswil again. But hearing someone clse say it made
reality hang heavily over him.

To never again see Aswil, whose warmth
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1 felt on his skin—just imagining it made
o cold.
b live once again as he had the last six years:
et, though he warted to; unable to cry,
anted to; pushing away the longing he feli
. He would do all that, end then spend his time
 he had moved on. Closing off his memories,

ag agonizing work. It broke his heart just to
those times, and now he had to do itall over

“Well?* Zafar prodded.

oyuki forced a deep breath past the knot in
It was all right. He was doing the right thing
ered now, his regrets would destroy him.
self all the things he was supposed to, then

| won’t see him,” he said as firmly as he could.

kb
right” Zafar nodded and stood up from

i rested a hand on Tomoyuki's shoulder and
. “In the meantime, you'll come to accept

se you have to.” Zafar said, gazing past
: emply air
yuki looked at him, feeling strangely

and Aswil were nothing alike, despite the
were cousing. Zafar had black hair and
the features typical of a Middle Eastern man.



i Mizumi Takaoka Eternal Love 137

self with nervousness, his eyes darting
for a hiding place.

» Zafar said. *“You ran go wait in

Being next in line to the throne after Aswi|
knew that Zafar must have suffered in a w:wt
could understand. His position in the w(r:I

Tomoyuk
No one elgs

; i d wouldny
;t:::" anyone, even if he was blessed by wealty and il eame to see me, although I'm sure
: y Om -ﬂ:rthat.“
There was a hesitant knock at the door R i he also believed that Tomoyuki's

i 'Ilhnm}fuki turned his eyes from Zafar to the dogr
hind him. Z.f:i'ar walked over to open it and a mai
appeu-m‘i:rlmhng troubled and apologetic.

. m very sorry to interrupt.” she said. “Rut
Prince Aswil is here.” 4
“Aswil?” Zafar glanced at Tomoyuki.

T.omr.:yuh panicked at the sound of Aswil’s
name. His heart was not yet stecled for the future
without Aswil.

But hn:w could Aswil have found out so quickly!
No, he couldn’t have found out yet. He must have come
for some other reason.

“What dees he want?” Zafar asked.

~ "He says he wants to see you, Lord Zzfar.” the

maid replied.

~ “Me?” Zafar stroked his chin thoughtfully. His
hesitation was only to be expected. How coud Aswil
have known that he would bz at Samirz’s house? Aishd
was the only reason Tomoyuki could come up with.
If hsv-'l_] demanded to know something from her, b
wouldn't have been able 1o keep anything hidden.

Zafar let his hand fall from his chin. “I'll 5
Aswil in here.”

The fnaéd left to pass on the message. '

Aswil was coming to this room’ TemOYis

bE:EI! exposec.

reath, hyper-aware of even his smallest
and pressed his ear against the door.
{0 the drawing room opened and he
s come in. It was Aswil.
1. hello there, cousin,” Zafar said
haven't seen you since you dropped by the
.1 suppose | should start calling you King

heard Zafar’s voice clearly. He
ne him spreading his arms theatrically. The
 spoke to Aswil with a hidden meaning
put himself down and thus highlighted the
ween them, the first in line to the throne

It was Aswil. The quict tension in his
moyuki that he was holding his emotions
lease don’t waste our time with such

responded to Aswil’s severity in his usual
rse. |, too, prefer to be brief. So what can 1
st be quite urgent if you went to all the

£
¢ me down here.”
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Aswil bristled a1 Zafar's s, T :

conld feelif throngh o done Y

“Will you turn Tomoyuki over to mer i

asked, cutting straight to the heart of the matter 3

= Tomoyuki trembled in surprise. He had expected

this to happen. But knowing that Aswil kad come all that
way to find him threw his emotions into chaos,

; He was also aggravared at being caughi 5o spon
after his escape. He dug his fingernails into his palms,

~ "Well, this is sudden.” Zafar sounded more than
a little surprised and gave a short laugh.

; “You know why I'm here,” Aswil snapped, “and
you will stop interfering in my affairs. | don't know why
you would risk it in the first place.”

_ “It's not very nice of you to imply all these
horrible things about me,” Zafar retorted,
: Aswil sounded annoyed. His voice never broke
nto a rage, but he was obviously incensed His anger
was revealed by the fact that he had come all the way to
Samira’s home.
“I'm taking Tomoyuki home now,” he growled.
“Will you produce him?"
He probably hadn't punished Aisha. He didn't
want to make the women resent Tomaoyuki.
“Aswil ...
~ Aswil interrupled Zafar before the mar could
continue. “I didn’t come here to talk to you, Just 2IV¢
Tomoyuki back and we'll be done.™
This was a grand example of the saying “to ™
a deaf ear to someone.” Aswil wouldn’t give his cousif
any opportunity to explain himself, He would only
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ist that Zafar hand Tomoyuki over Maybe
an explanation.

| if his mother was a foreigner, there was
that Aswil was the man who would become
of Madina. His genes and his upbringing
n to issue orders, even to his cousin, as a
‘a busy man, Zafar,” he added.

wovuki pressed himself against the door
attentively, not wanting to miss a word
nted to get an idea of what Aswil was really

suppose that’s true,” Zafar answered

I'm sure you're also too busy to concern

vith other people’s feelings.”

‘words were clearly meant to provoke.

ank you for your timely opinion,” Aswil

wouldn’l let Zafar get under his skin. He

| his cousin from the very beginning, trying
im down. “I can have my men search the entire
But I don’t think you want that.”

wil, are you even listening to yourself?”

s. | know exactly what 1I'm doing.”

il's voice sounded desperate enough that he
illy search the entire house. He was furious that
had fled the women’s quarters.

“Aswil, you have to—"

. Zafar’s words were interrupted by a sharp

noyuki had flung open the door to the side
ing caution to the wind.
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Aswil ln-akr:ad at Tomoyuki and lhis eye
narrowed. Tomoyuki knew Aswil was mad, hy st
for a moment, the man’s expression showed the relief
and tender emotions that were welling up inside him
Just seeing him stancing there like an Arabian lior. his
honey-colored eyes and skin framed by a white thawh,
Tomoyuki's pulse quickened

As Aswil strode toward him. Zalur moved
between them.

“Leave him alone,” Zafar said.

“Move. This doesnt comcem you,” Aswil
warned softly.

Even standing behind him, Tomoyuki could
sense Zafar's annovance and the way he was frowning
at Aswil,

Zafar refused to back down, either. 1 zan't do
that. As your cousin and childhood friend, | can’t just
ignure how irresponsible you're being.”

“You're just worried about Samira, aren’t you.
Zafar?" Aswil sneered. His face, as sculpted as a doll's,
made him look even more cruel.

“Whatever it takes.”" Zafar fixed his eyes. a5
black as shadows, on Aswil.

Tomoyukilookedat the iwo of them, starng cach
other down, and found his resalve. Or rather, he reneWw
the strength of his resolve. He couldn’t et Aswil behave
this outrageously, Aswil couldn’t just force his way it
other people’s houses to chase afier a man.

“I"'m not going back there. I"d rather kill mysell
right now than go back,” he said emphatically.

A muscle in Aswil’s jaw twitched. He st

ared 1
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s encrmous passion trembling in his eyes.
v ludicrous. ..” he began, but Tomoyuki cut

serious!”

ki thought he might cry. He fought back
d glared at Aswil. It was tragic that he had to
aan that he loved so much.

n,” Zafar murmured. He glanced back
then turned his eves on Aswil. His voice
demarding, “Have you ever considered
lings?”

‘s expression instantly became icy. Even
ed to lock blue. Tomoyuki turned his eyes
ver he lnoked at Aswil, he wanted to run
side, 0 embrace him and make the same
| over again.

then everything he’d done to ge! here would
nothing.

Lafar kept pressing his attack. “1 feel sorry for
. You must know that there will be no peace
in Madina. You, the ccol-headed and self-
il al-Murshid, have taken this man to your
even considering what that will do to him.
would jump all over Tomoyuki. It's not like
) g6t so carried away with your emotions that you
think of something so obvious.”

wil was silent. He had probably never in
‘told off by someone else, and he had no
pressed his lips together, deep wrinkles

oyuki decided to break in, unable to see him
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like this. He didn’t want to watch Aswil be degradsg by
Zafar.
“Fafar, that’s—"
But Zafar went on, He hurled his frank opinions
at Aswil, ignoring the Japanese man's attempt to restraiy
him. “I'm sure you realize that if anyone were 1o find oy
that Tomoyuki was here, you would have to senc himg
away. He has no alliances with anyonc here, As lony
as Tomoyuki stavs, his presence in Madina will offend
everyone.”
Maybe Zafar wasn't actually doing this to
protect Tomoyuki, but rather to protect Aswil. He didn’t
really know very much about Tomoyuki, after all.
Aswil didn’t move or say anything.
Zafar drew closer to his cousin and laid his
hands on Aswil’s shoulders, as if amazed that the prince
still didn’t understand after all that was said to him. “You
can’t lock him away for the rest of his life. His spinit
weuld crumble under the pressure. You do realize thal,
don’t you?"
Aswil stared straight ahead, not responding
the harsh criticism. Zafar shook him, completely fed
up.

Finally, Aswil opencd his mouth heavily.

“Did Tomoyuki come to ask yvou for help 10 et
back to Japan?" he asked.

Zafar nodded urgently. “That’s right. He thought
[ might be able to do something. He was desperate
want to help him,” :

Aswil never once looked at Tomoyukl- He
probably considered Tomoyuki’s flight from
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women’s quarters and his reliance on Zafar as 1 double
betrayal.

“As one of your countrymen, | beg vou." Zafy
continued. *“You will be the next king, and I want vou to
choose right now—him, or your fiancée Samira””

Even Tomoyuki thought Zafar's ultimatum was
audacious. He swallowed and watched Aswil.

Aswil maintained his silence, showing no
emotion. But it was clear he wasn’t deliberating about
who to choose.

“This should be simple,” Zafar said, pressing for
an answer.

And Aswil’s lips were finally loosened.

“ suppose it is,” he said curtly. Life returned to
his face and the same old spark was in his eyes again. He
had made his decision. j

He turned his back on Tomoyuki. That was his
ANSWCL

“To show my appreciation, why don’t |
Tomoyuki stay at my house until the wedding i
coronation?” Zafér asked. “I think that would be best Fof
you, too, Aswil.”

That was so Aswil could face reality. Certaial
if he was confronted with the reality of their Ht.l"'ﬂra"m'
he would have to deal with it.

Aswil left the room without an
Tomoyuki stood staring blankly after him. AsW il had
without him, withou: ever looking back at him- A
was showing that he didn’t need Tomoyuki anymo
now that he'd made his decision. st

If Tomoyuki wanted Zafar’s help, he ¢4

let

other word-
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ﬁnd it he wanted to go back to Japan, ke

‘back. Tomoyuki could practically hear Aswil's
ing hlm these things.

iata disappointing conclusion.

@5 the result he thought he wanted, but when

Came to pass, he was too shocked for words,

¢ that he shouldn’t be hurt, but the pain in his

dr came up to Tomowuki, still staring,
2, 8t the door Aswil hed disappeared through.
 his fingers against his temple, Zafar let out a

‘had said that as if he expecied Tomoyuki o
14 &0 Tomowyuki tried to answer with a smile,
EEKS only twitched. He didn’t understand it
He should have been glad that his wish was
e

' go to my house,” Zafar suggested. “You
r‘.ﬂ_l'.ﬂ-ﬁadas a maid forever,”

thank you. . you've done so much for me”
said the words mechanically, his mouth
‘Motions of politeness. All he could see was

% done, just like Zafar had said. Aswil
tling to Tomoyuki again. There probably
I be a chance to see each other again.
them together anymore.

't mention it. I'm making myself your
this.™ Zafur gave a slight smile. It made
there were certain kinds of suffering
CHAL only the roval family had access to.
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But Tomoyuki had his hands full right now jus
managing his own feclings; he didn’t have the eneny 1
worry about Zafar’s, too.

“l already gave Leila the orders” 7Zafa
continued. “You're in no condition to see the other
maids, so we'll pretend you went back early. Shall we

.

They left Samira's house and headed for Zafar's.
Zafar told him it would take an hour by car to get there.

It seemed like so long ago that he had woken
up in the oasis of the Saria palace, but it hadnt really
bezn that long at all. So much had happened, but nothing
had changed. Tomovuki had been alonc before being
reunited with Aswil, and now he was alone again.

“You won't need to dress like a woman in my
house. Of course, if you want to, feel free. I'm the only
one who lives there, so don’t restrain yourself on mj
account.™

Zafar’s suggestion was a welcome onc. Th‘
man was probably going to make sure that 'Tunr‘l-:')i’“lL
didn’t get too depressed. But Tomoyuki was far toe
exhausted to thark him properly. He could only look &
him gratefully.

“You're not marsicd?” Tomoyuki askeid.

He knew nothing about Zafar, as:de from
fact that he was Aswil and Samira’s cousin, and 55 g
in line for the throne. He didn’t even know hoY
Latar was.

“My younger brother is married and he :
given the family its grandchildren, so my parents
mostly given up on me. Soorer or later I'll probabl¥

5 illleﬂ:t.;;’.T ]
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| but for now, ['m enjoying my bachelorhood

Aswil had had brothers, his position
been different. If he weren't in line for the
ki mentally Kicked himselt For wasting
these fantasies. There wasn't much point in
e reality anymore. Aswil would be married in
and be king. But he couldn’t help fantasizing

ar’s house was on the outskirts of Madina.
. grounds were amazing. It was near the
a view ofthe horizon. There were no tourists
e in the center of the city. but it was close
the environment was still full of energy.
omoyuki had noticed that the garders in
d water and greenery as their main elements,
(ME Was no cxception.
car pulled to a stop on the driveway. Zafar
i pot out and a zarage door swung open. [t
sly a garage, but it was very differznt from
ki had seen before—there were more than
s inaide. He [elt as if he was at a car show,
Zafar was a car enthusiast. And since he was
ing was his to do with as he pleased.
¥ entered the house directly from the garage.
a foyer on the other side of the automatic
‘an elevator that ran up 1o the second foor.
the living room, and Tomoyuki was
8 extravagance. Sofas were lined up one
o, all of the cushions were silk interwoven
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with threads of gold. They took a spiral staircase g the
back up to the second floor, passing countless doors 38
they walked down the hall.

“Use whatever room you want,” Zafar offered
“You're welcome to come to my room, too.”

He winked and Tomoyuki gave a pained smle,

“Thank you. Here is fine.”

He pointed to a door that looked promising,
When Zafar openad the door, he saw a comfortanle-
looking room that far surpassed what he'd had in Saria.

“The bedroom is next door,” Zafar said.

“Thank you so much. This is...” Tomoyuki
trailed off.

Zafar squinted sardonieally at him_ “It’s a little
early to be thanking me. You're going to regret giving
up Aswil.”

“1t’s a little late for that,” Tomoyuki said sofily.

He had plenty of regrets already, and they would
probably never go away. But he would have regretted
accepting Aswil’s rule, too, He didn’t krow which was
better. He probably wouldn’t know for a long time.

“Feel free to use anything you find i here
1 won’t mind. Also..." Zafar pushed a button on the
room’s telephone. There was a knock on the door 5000
after and an older man appeared. “This is Hayil If
there’s anything you need, let him know. He can mansg®

just about anything. That includes when you're hung™*
Hayil, this is Tomoyuki, a guest from Japan.” ¢

Tomoyuki stood tall and greeted the serval

“It's a pleasure to meet you."

He extended his hand and Hayil reurned b 87
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first thing is clothing,” Hayil said
“What would you like?”

that he'd mentioned it, Tomoyuki realized
 still dressed like a woman. Hayil didn't so
g an eyebrow at Tomoyuki's scarlet face. He
d step closer. “Allow me."”

wuki nodded, ard Hayil looked him over
left the room. He must have been taking in
measurements.
il can get a pretty good fit just by looking
shrugged. “But he looked so0 sly, I think he
g what you look like naked.”
il soon returned with a change of clothes in
ki thanked him and accepted the men's
slacks he'd brought.
g you've changed, would you like to have
2" Zalar asked.
i wasn't sure how to respond to the
He didn't feel much like sightseeing.
nk you, but I don’t think [ will,” he finally

clucked his tongue. “You'll just get
ou stay shut up inside. You should breathe
ide. Madina is such a beautiful city. but 1°11
't seen any of it yet,”

was right. Going outside might cheer him
omoyuki changed his answer the second
ng the invitation gratefully. *Thank you,

 course. Would you like to eat something
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first? Hayil, is lunch ready?”

“¥es, ar”

Ha}ni loft the room with a TESP&(‘iﬁ.Ii Besture angd
Zafar sat down on an easy chair against the wall.

“I'd like to change,” Tomoyuki said.

Despite the obvious implication that he wanteq
to be alone, all Zafar did was give a breezy “go ahead.”
Tomoyuki remembered that the bedroom was connected
to this room and he thought about going into the next
room to change, but decided not to. It wouldn't bother
him if Zafar saw him change.

He dropped the women’s abaya and pulled on
the pants and shirt. He felt more relaxed just being in
men’s clothes again and his mood improved.

Zafar glanced up at him. “Can
something?”

Tomoyuki agreed, steeling himself for the
worst—which came inuncdiately after Zalu's frank
question: “Are you gay?” ;

The man couldn’t have asked Tomoyuki
something more impolite i he had tried. And to ask that
after watching him change clothes...what could he s&¥
excepl that Zafar was a candid man?

It eaught Tomoyuki off-guard.

“Did it embarrass you to watch me change”” B¢
asked evenly. :

Zafar nodded. “Aren’t you even a litde 7
conscious of men watching you?”

“Unfortunately, I’ve never in my entire life best
aware of men looking at me,” Tomoyuki answered.

—With one exception, thai is.

| ask you
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1 honey-colored eyes were on him, s
fully fast.

why were you with Aswil?" Zafar asked.

question stopped Tomoyuki short. Why

attracted to Aswil if he wasn’t gay? He was

by the question and he didn’t find an

had wanted to clear the air when he’d
Aswil, and he had been prepared for a
attle. But amazingly, his gamble had paid off.
ght Aswil would accept him, so he had
ible when Aswil had returned his feelings.
hing that happened after had just been more
Jmm&"hle. “Floating on cloud nine” was the
y to describe what it had been like back then.
u know what Aswil is like,” Zafar said.
& fread, if only for a moment, from the stnct
‘heavy responsibility of the courl. It's not
rkable that he would have some romantic

oyuki finally understood what Zafar was
say. The man thought that Tomoyuki had

rtainly, he had been the one to confess his
‘couldn’t deny that. But his feelings had
Tonging. He'd liked Aswil so much that he
to know him better, but he hadn’t thought

18 past that,
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But in any case, Aswil's sex appeal was (b
reason that they’d begun a physical relatiorship, Aswij)
knew exactly how charming he could be. and he hag
imprisoned Tomoyuki with flitatious little acts ang
glances.

—If Iinvited you into my bed, wha! would voy
do?

Aswil had gazed at him with smoldering eyes
and Tomoyuki had taken his outstretched hand. as if a
spell had been cast over him.

If only he hadn’t confessed his feelings, or he
hadn’t taken Aswil’s hand...But no matter how much
_he regretted the past, there wasn’t anythng he could do
about it now.

“Oh God.” Zafar’s mouth twisted and he shook
his head. He rubbed his temples and gave an unrestrained
sigh. “1f1'd known you were going to get a look like fhat
on your face, [ wouldn't have asked.”

Tomoyuki gave Zafir a wry smile. The man
looked so embarrassed.

“It’s all over now. More importantly, ['m a ]l_tﬂf
hungry.” He wheedled Zafar with a purposely carcire
tone. He didn’i want to continue discussing this.

“Oh, that’s right.”

They left Tomoyuki’s room and walked !
dining room. A chandelier of pure gold was harginé
the elegant. spacious room and a magnificent r0s€W
lable sat in its center. in

A procession of sumptuous food was l’“‘_“g“
for their “lunch.” There was a soup with many diffé
varieties of beans in it, a tomato and ol

4 to the

jve SAESE
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, oven-roasted chicken and vegetables. An
fruits had also been prepared for them.

re something in particular you'd like to
asked. referring to the sight-sezing after

ybe the market,” Tomoyuki suggested after

Anything else? The race track, a casino,
corners of Zafar’s mouth were hiked up
*ve already taken the desert tour.”

oyuki glowered at the joke. He didn't like
nded about how he had foolishly run out into
himsell and wound up at the brothel.
paused. He was thinking about Aswil. His
air, the way his honey-colored eyes crinkled
ughed, his gaze, his long fingers....The Aswil
1is mind was not the Aswil of six years ago,
wil of today. When his thawb streamed out
%, he was beoutiful —more siriking, more

le ran through Tomoyuki’s body as he
il. He couldn’t rein in his emotions. They
g more and more unruly as he began to
: was all over. The wonderful food tumed w

s mouth. He felt bad for putting Zafar to such

; 0 they finished eating, they went sight-
8 promised. Tomoyuki had lost all desire to
point, and the presence of the driver and
ed him even more. But he couldn’t back

50 he silently climbed into the back seat
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“Madina is a truly beautiful country,” Zafar aig
“The tourists enjoy the luxury of the hotels and Casings,
and then the next day, they can become desert nomads
And we’re one of the world’s leading oil producers Dig
you know that? Only the royal family is allowed to owy
oil fields in Madina. No matter how much they try, ng
one can get their hands on the oil if they 're no: part of
the royal family.” \

As he listened to Zafar, Tomoyuki squinted suddenly realized that Zafar was going to
against the hot breeze caressing his cheek. It would have P
been wonderful to visit this country as a tourist.

Ewidence of Madinas wealth was everywhere.
Of course the tourist spots were well-kept. But & glance ]
showed that money flowed freely, too, in the closed | @ny ulterior motives. You saw the beauty of
quarters where people spent their lives, in the hospitals & Now
and welfare buildings, and the housing areas. There was
no sign of squalor anywhere, and the abundance of koW,
white buildings hinted that the people were reluctant 10
spoil the scenery. The date palms that carpeted the il
were also well cared for.

Madina was exceptional, even among the United
Ridwan nations. Everything related to education and
welfare was completely free, something other countries
found difficult to emulate.

This was Aswil’s country. He was borm and
raiszd in this beautiful land.

s the jeep, shrouded by the clouds of dust it
ki tilted his head at Zatar curiously.
ve were going to the market.”

man was sitting in the back seat of the jeep,
crossed, looking out of the window at the

hy are you doing this?" He stared into Zafar’s
ted face and got a lighthearted smile in return.

omoyuki didn't understand what Zafar was

~accomplish. He had nothing but haorrible

‘of Zivard, but be knew if he asked to go

he would only be ignored.

the window stood between him and the

n only a few short days bafore. They were

shadowy crevice hidden in the desart.

town was home to the brothels and lay,

8 words, “within Madina's borders, but
Tomoyuki saw Aswil’s image— smolderings ”_‘ Pj];f;adw:; ;ﬂ;i:; [Tj-ﬁdcgmtz?

unforgettable—whenever he closed his eyes. 0n¢® ibly preferred that other countries not even

left Madina, he would never be able to come back, 8¢ existed,

wanted to engrave the imng_ein his memory now. jeep wove expertly through the intricate
Their jeep crossed into the desert. it just proved how often Zafar came to this
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place. But why would he come here if he thought it ya
shady? This place was repulsive. Zafar was a strange man.

A chill ran down Tomoyuki's spine when he
caught sight of the brothel. They got out of the car apd
Zafar walked into the building, an air of long experience
in his stride, and Tomoyuki followed after him.

They saw Kadim in the same room as before.

“Well, it's our unexpected guest again,” the man
greeted,

A strongbox sat on the table, Kadim, who had
apparently been counting bills, replaced the box’s lid
and locked it before he stood up and walked 1owards
them. His sharp eves were caution itself. He didn’t seem
to fully trust the fact that Zafar had brought Aswil's
puest there.

“No, I'm just giving him the tour,” Zafar said. :

As Zafar and Kadim embraced. Tomoyuki
finally saw clearly that they were holding each other Im
check. :

“There must be better places to take MM
sightseeing,” Kadim grumbled.

Zafar must have been something of a double-
edged sword for Kadim. It was good for busimess that 8
member of the royal family patronized his brothel. but
on the other hand, Zafar was also a burden, No mi'-““:
what Kadim did, he had to be aware of Zzfar’s walchfl
eyes, - . %

“Really? I think this is one of Madil®
landmarks,” Zafar said casually, ignoring Kadift
stress,

Kadim had no response to that.
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er erupted from somewhere off to their

a show?" Zafar asked.

‘nodded, his face cracking into a thin

T circumstances, our guest might have

- now."”

uki recoiled from Kadim’s sly smile. He

to understand how a prosperous country

could allow a place like Ziyard to exist.
gave a dry laugh. “You shouldn’t joke

swil wouldn’t find it very funny. Or do you

it picking fights with Sheik Aswil?”

w Kadim a warning look with his sharp,

be ridiculous.” Kadim shook his head.
t dream of contradicting his majesty. 1 just
‘hazard a little joke with you, since you've
15 in your patronage.”

m was filled with an uneasy atmosphere,
kact exchange had occurred many times

m nodded politely, then picked up the safe

0 the door. “Make yourselves at home. But if
e, .."

aki regarded the door Kadim had gone

sily.

want to see the show?" Zafar inguired.

i rejected the invitation immediately.

lorrible.”

Wasn't going to humor Zafar. Kadim had

® true horror of the brothel.
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—Once I get him in my brothel, he Il be dead 1
the world. No one will ever be able to find him again

A shudder of disgust ran down his spine at the
memory.

He'd always heard that Madina's education and
welfare systems were equal for everybody, But what
went on in Ziyard seemed to contradict that,

“¥es, you would look down on that, wouldn't
you?” Zafar said. “This place gives Aswil the most
headaches of the entire country, Ziyard is what's known
as an extraterritorial region.”

“He can’t control things here?" Tomoyuki
asked.

The king of Madina had absolute power. As the
king’s successor, Tomoyuki thonght that Aswil could
shut the brothel down.

“You saw the market, didn't you!" Zafar’s ¢yes
clouded over. “The people of Ziyard survive thanks 10
favors from the brothel. It's been that way for hundreds
of years, 've also heard people say that long ago. Zi:!'ﬂfd
used to rule Madina. It’s not easy to contrel Ziyard, sin¢s
Madina has never managed to conquer it.” :

He spoke without emotion—Ziyard wasn'® &
sensitive topic anymore. That was a sign of how long"
standing the problem of Ziyard really was. vzl

“Aswil used to come here often, once.
revealed. “If people had found out that the heir 1© 5
throne was visiting the Ziyard brothels, it wouldn ¢ hat

done him any favors politically, but he came anywa¥:

“And so now you come in his place”” Tomo
asked. “But you're royalty, too, aren’t you”
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t's much less of a problem for everyone else.
» worlds apart, as far as our responsibility
ki felt like he could tell where this was
e that was why Zafar had brought him

r added, “Aswil is an important man, not
ina, but for the Ridwan nations as well.
ane eligible to become king who won’t
away from the darkness in Madina."”
er cheer than ever rumbled outside. There
ghtest twinge of guilt in the audience's
pure excitement. The show must have
8 climax. Tomoyuki could just see Kadim’s

Japanese man continued. “I really believe
you could have just ignored a foreigner like
't owe me anything. Aswil could have taken
i him, without any problems, but you made
ve me up.”

relented a tiny bit. “He didn’t have any
give up,” he replied briefly. His voice was
tared off into space. It sounded like he was
imself

i looked away. “Can we leave now?
ikes me. . .uncomfortable.”




160 Mizumi Takaoka

ahead of Zafar. The wind had picked up a cloud of
whirling sand. He walked on, looking straight ahead

What else could he do?

=t

Chapter Five

entire country was alive with the festivities.
o tone down their boisterous celebrations
ng’s marriage and coronation out of respect
current king, who lay on his deathbed. But
oproached, the uncontrolled exhilaration of

s visible everywhere in the city.
gs hung from the fronts of hotels and stores;
were selling home-made souvenirs to
the occasion. With three days to go.
banners saying that the day would be
day. Some people were even working to
e a permanent annual holiday.
organizations had gathered from local
institutions to capture the moment when
king would be crowned. The media battle
ting up to white hot intensity, every
n and newspaper offered nothing but
t the wedding. Naturally, there were tight
n place, and those locations that could be
n designated long beforehand.

gets of Madina, desert tour groups, and
ggest mosque, where the wedding and
‘Would be held, were all open to reporters.
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As well as the king’s palace, which would be hosting 4
celebration party afterwards. But no cameras would he
allowed at the mosque or the palace on the actual day of
the events.

In sharp contrast to the joyvous mood of the
population, Madina’s government was tense. Some
tourists were upset that border checks had been made
much stricter in anticipation of the rare event.

“It’s just going to get worse,” Zafar said, a cigar
in one hand. He gazed out from his home, shaking his
head with fatigue. "By next week, VIPs from every
country in the world are going to be in Madina (o attend
the party. The anti-monarchy groups are marshalling
their forces, so we won't be able to just relax and enjoy
the celebration.” 3

“This is a golden opportunity for them,
Tomoyuki commented. “Even if they only show up 1
the crime reports, they could make a big impact.”

Zafar smiled wanly at him. “What would you
do if you were them, Tomoyuki? Would you strike the
mosque where the ceremony was being held, of waould
you prefer the hotel hosting the party afterwards”

It would have been natural to be insulted by e
way Zafar had posed the question, but Tomoyuki gaV¢ 1
serious thought. He found his answer before long-

“If it were me, | would strike the hutels_whﬂ"
all the important people are staying. the day aflef =
festivities. Before they have time to recover.” wHott

Zafar gazed at him in languid surprse.
evil.”

“*Well, they are anti-monarchy group

5. A fter !"*r
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‘been staying at Zafar’s home for the last
Madina's must-see event of a lifetime was
away. After the marriage at the mosgue
- the coronation, and then Aswil would
¢: And what are the groups’ goals? Money?
" Zafar questioned.
trade of the oil fields,” Tomoyuki guessed.
that only the royal family can own them.
competition is the basis of capitalism.”
at won't work,” Zafar said, brushing aside
a’s royal family isn’t just some symbol.
pmnacle of our nation. No one could be
have a higher status than the king *
| must be difficult for the royal family, too. |
imagine,” Tomoyuki mused.

‘owned the oil fields then that meant that at
cing himself had to play bidding games with
super powers. He would negotizte abroad
on protecting the interests of his own
country may have been rich in resources,
needed intelligence, endurance, and great
tect it. If he lacked any one of these
wouldn't be able to serve his purpose.
are a lot of groups, some pro-Aswil,
. and some others,” Zafar confessed.
of antagonism between them all. But
ally hate Aswil. Actually, I feel sorry
2 are more than a few hard-headed
ours prejudiced against him just because
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his mother was a foreigner.”

Tomoyuki listened to the story in silence.

“There was a time when King Murchid
wasn’t sure what to do, either. Aswil has the right 1o
first inheritance, but if he becomes king like this, by
Murshid’s royal fiat, the opposition will just become
more radical. [ worry that the government will be split
in two. In Madina, no one can force the king to abdicate.
King Murshid watched Aswil these last six vears and
finally decided that he was worthy. That’s why Aswil
became so cautious.”

Tomoyuki understood now why Aswil hadn't
contacted him once in all those vears. Aswil couldn’t
have done it no matter how much he might have wanted
to—he was afraid Tomoyuki might get caught up in the
politics, too. But once he was secure again. Aswil had
made his move.

Just to keep his promise that ke would come
back for Tomoyuki.

“For the last six years, Madina has a:tl'udwell}'
had no king,” Zafar continued. “In three days. tha will
be over and Madina will get a fresh start with a ne¥
king. It’s so great.”

Tomoyuki gazed at him, sensing a fair amount
of sarcasm in his spirited words.

Zafar exhaled some smoke carelessly. 1 Suppose
there are several ways you could take that.”

He turned his eyes from Tomoyuki back W
the window. He didn’t seem to want to continuc their
discussion, so Tomoyuki left Zafar in silence.

Three days left.

Eternal Love 165
Did he want the day to come quickly, or did he
that it would never come? He couldn’t tell.
vhatever Tomoyuki wanted, the day would

Il he could do was hide and await the day of

ie morning of the wedding came.

s a special day for Madina. The entire
was on the edge of its seat, awaiting the birth
ing. Tomoyuki knew it would be a day he
er forget.

 planned to go with Zafar to the mosque
marriage ceremony would be held. Normally,
“heightened security, no one other than the
y and some government officials would even
ipproach the building, let alone set foot inside.
had pulled some strings and arranged access

iow that the moment had come, Tomoyuki’s
churning. He was having trouble staying
i been awake all night thinking, running
list of his doubts and regrets. For instance,
he gone back to Japan on his own? And
doing all alone in a place like this?

a few hours left.

d few hours™ time, Aswil would be married,
Id be king. He would move out of
reach forever. The Japanese man had made
45100 himself, but there was still a part of him

e
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that faltered, and was miserable.

Suddenly, a call came from Samira, Imterrupting
his thoughts. She wanted to see them immediately,
Zafar informed him. There was something she wanted
to discuss.

Zafar was worried, wondering what Samira
could possibly have to say to them on the dav of her
wedding, but Tomoyuki had exhausted his supplies
of anxiety. Why should anyone worry about Samira,
anyway? She was about to celebrate her marriage 1o
Aswil and live out the rest of her life in his arms,

“Let’s go, Tomoyuki.”

Zafar led Tomoyuki outside. They were going lo
the mosque two hours ahead of schedule.

“You go by vourself. I'll. ..wait here.”

“Samira asked for you to come, too,” Zafar
replied, hurrying Tomoyuki along. Apparently, he
wanted Tomoyuki to suffer even more. He probably only
wanted him to confront the reality of the wedding, bu!
Tomoyuki had had enough of hard realities. He couldn't
take any more.

He resisted, though he knew he was whining
like a child. “Why should 1? I'm Japanese—this is non®
of my business.” He had lost all desire to attend e
ceremony at the mosque.

“Get a hold of yourself,” Zafar ordered coldl¥
He was Tomoyuki’s ally. but he was also a member ¢
the royal family. He wouldn't concern himself with (¢
Japanese man’s delicate feelings for long, *1 don’t €7
how sorry you feel for yourself, you're going. That®
what Aswil wants.”
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¢ mere mention of Aswil’s name rendered

echless. He couldn't believe that Aswil

ed him to attend. The man was going to

he could 1o harass him, then.

the energy to resist Aswil’s abuse.

e on, now. This is the whole reason you

a, isn’t it? To witness this day.” Zafar

im on the shoulder as he chided him, and

owly lifted his lowered eyelashes.

‘was right. He had to pull himself together.

se happened today, it would all finally be

er painful it might be for him, he had to

edding and see Aswil for himself. He had to

of Aswil’s new life with his own eyes. If

suffering of these last six years would just

all over again.

pyuki hurried to the mosque with Zafar.

¢ waited in a side room, away from the

for the roval family. Samira appeared

itly. She still hadn’t dressed in her bridal

ki was relieved by Samira's lack of

. He was happy enough to delay the sight of
1l’s bride.

need to talk to you,” she said urgently.

hat in the world could she want to talk about?

she'd seen them, her face had hardened with

nination.

at's going on?"” Zafar asked.

ira remained distracted. She didn’t seem
d Zafar’s question. But a few moments

& turned her eyes on Tomoyuki, her jaw tense.

MOy
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She was ready to talk.

“I have a request,” she said.

Tomoyuki was startled by her grave expression,
He couldn’t imaging what Samira would need from
him.

“From me...?" he asked dubiously, and Samira
nodded emphatically.

“Yes, from you.”

Zafar also looked flabbergasted,
uncertainly at Samira. But he didn’t interrupt.

“I'm not sure | can help you,” Tomoyuki said,
trying to buy some time, Samira was pressing him for
an answer, but he hadn’t even heard the request vet. It
pained kim to see how serious the young woman was.
“What do you need?”

Samira’s lips tightened and she let out a long
sigh. “I don’t want to marry Aswil.”

Tomoyuki couldn’t process what Samira had said
immediztely. It was so far beyond what he'd expected 10
hear, he thought he must have misunderstood.

What had she just said? He thought 1t 0V¢f
carefully, then finally realized exactly what she'd told
him. But he couldn’t help her. The wedding ceremon
was in three hours. She shouldn’t even say somethit
like this as a joke.

He looked quickly over at Zafar, but :
face was forbidding. He seemed to be batthng back 4
flood of powerful emotions. aid

“I can't marry Aswil. Please..” Samifd =

frowning

Zafar's

again. .
This time, her beautiful face looked tortures
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ki didn’t understand what she wanted.
the day Samira had awaited for so many
she had never revealed her distress so
p acting like a child.” A low voice came
of Zafar. His anger had set a vein in his
“Don'’t you think it’s a little late for cold
going to listen to your selfish demands
1 you're about to become the queen.”
know.” Samira appealed to Zafar with her
aling just how strong the emotions she held
art were. 1 assumed that [ had to obey King
decision. Aswil did, too. But we don't. It just
“and harder, the closer today came. Do we
{tirough with such an unhappy wedding? Isn’t
posed to be with someone you love?”
al—" Zafar looked bewildered. His chest
h his frantic breaths. “What are you saying?
out be so naive when you're going to become
n? This marriage isn’t for you, it’s for your
hat's what it means to be part of the royal

1S voice betrayed the turbulence within him,
ting his argument. He himself didn’t believe the
‘Was saying. He may have been right in theory,
50"t what mattered.

it a crime for the royal family to seek their
piness?"” Samira asked.

A eynical smile shadowed her face. Zafar’s jaw
sight of such desolation.

ar.” Samira turned her tear-stained eyes on
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Zafar. “There’s someone else that I love. | strugeled 1
abandon those feelings, but they refused to disappear,
And yet you still want me to marry Aswil and have his
children?”

Zafar’s face was a picture of agony. This wasn’
the man that Tomoyuki knew. He knew Zafar as 3
detached man, philosophical towards everything

It was then that Tomoyuki understood who it
was that Samira really loved.

Zafar knew il, too. He must have fell the same
way she did.

—He didn t have any choice but to accept il

Everything in Zafar’s heart was laid bare by that
single sentence.

“It’s too late...” he whispered still tryving 10
reject the idea, but his voice cracked.

It pained Tomoyuki to see how violently the
man was struggling to contain his own emotions.

As royalty, Zafar had no choice. He existed for
the country and its people. His first prionty was 10 do
what was best for the country, not for his cwn emotions
Aswil, Zafar, and Samira had all been born into Arabial
royalty, and the importance of the royal family’s role
had no doubt been instilled in them since they
children.

But Samira said that she couldn't give up hef
love. Zafar was struggling with indecision. And AsW il
he had been busying himself with selfish pursuit> like
kidnapping Tomoyuki, even though he knew how
reckless il was. :

Maybe Tomoyuki hadn’t understood anythiné

Wwere
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about these people. It must take so much willpower just
to live their lives.

He had accused Aswil of being sclfish and
arrogant, but the man hadn’t been acting on ordinary
determination. He must have given the matter o greg
deal of thought and agonized over his eventual decision,
The result of that had been to kidnap the Japancse man
and bring him to Madina, which seemed so foolish on
the surface.

Aswil had said he'd done it to fulfill his promise
to Tomoyuki, but that wasn’t the only reason. He wanted
to love someone for his own sake and secure his own
happiness, independent of his obligations as the next
king,

Tomoyuki ventured some impertinence. “It's
ludicrous 1o let your parents arrange your marriage in
this day and age.” he said. “Even if you swallow your
feelings and marry Aswil, you're never going 1o be
happy with someone you don’t like.”

He knew how rude it was for him, as a foreigner,
to offer his opinion.

—lsn t marriage supposed to be with someone
vou love?

No matter what country a person is [rom.
whether they're royalty or peasants, they're all human
beings.

“I think you need to tell Aswil right away.” h¢
suggested, “I'm sure he’ll understand. He'll think of
something so that no one gets hurt,”

He knew Aswil would put Samira’s feelng
first, even if it meant putting himself at a disadvanlag®
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Id worry about Samira’s happiness as a human
if she was a member of the royal family.
puldn’t have what he wanted himself. But
grant Samira her desires precisely because
‘denied to him.

e a better idea,” Samira told Tomoyuki.
What's that?"

¢ realized that they were only now reaching
ison she had called him there.

ant you to take my place.”

_Take your place?” he repeated. uncomprehending.
ira explained in a clear voice, 1 want you to
in my place to avoid causing an uproar.”

ira had shocked Tomoyuki into silence when
ed that she didn’t want to get married. But
1 nothing compared to his reaction now.
0...do you know what you're saying? You
ious,” he shouted, flatly rejecting the idea.
g just how serious the young woman
i all the more impossible to condone her

meant every word,” Samira insisted. “If
T the wedding, they aren’t going to just act

hing's happened and go ahead with Aswil's

on. We've come this far; now we have to make

thing continues as planned.”

“Mavhe, but. "

This was taking things much further than

cing a maid in order to escape the palace.

would he be deceiving the royal family and

nt officials, but Aswil himself, Tomoyuki




174 Mizumi Takaoka

couldn’t do it. It was unreasonable.

“I think you should talk to Aswil first." he said.

Samira lowered her eyes sadly at this suggestion,
“There's no time."

“Come on..." Tomoyuki pleaded.

What would Aswil think? How would it affect
his reputation? This would be effectively stabbing him
in the back.

“I'm not going back.”

As Samira said this, the door between their
room and the reception area opened. Leila came in,
carrying the bride’s clothes. They were chastely white,
the hijab covered in appliqués of golden thread. During
the coronation ceremony, the crown would be placed
over this cloth.

“I can’t do this,” Tomoyuki said adamantly.

“But didn’t you agree that it was outrageous (o
marry against my will?” Samira asked.

Tomoyuki hesitated. *“Yes, but...”

Samira didn’t back down. Her decision was
final and she would allow no further discussion of the
subject.

“Trust me,” she said. “Everything will be finé.
We have to do what we know is right. Otherwise. we'l
only live to regret it.“

“Samira. ..

Her strength of will amazed him.

Zafar was still completely silent, a grim look
frozen on his face. He was out of his depth now., 100:

Normally, Tomoyuki would never allow this ©©
proceed. [t was no exaggeration to say that this crime
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by death. But if Samira was havirg second

w, then they would all regret this moment

. He had to do what he could today.

ira’s determination overwhelmed Tomoyuki.

turn her down just because he didn't want to

stood there, unable to move or think of what
d say. Samira grew impatient and signaled

XCUsE " Leila's fingers rested on one of
af Tnmu}mk: 5 thawb.

*I give up.” Zafar let out a long, deep sigh. He
¢k to his old self. He must have shrugged off his
at last. The look of agony had disappeared

L2

a gazed at him, her eyes misting.
with an expression like that on the young
prideful face, Zafar couldn’t help but be
le was, after all, the one that she loved. His
a powerful resolve, as well.

No one has ever been able to stand up against
ira,” he said finally, with a smile.

ira was a woman who could change Madina
royal family. The first step was for her to marry
i she loved.

omoyuki renewed his conviction and helped
all the opulent clothes on.

The clothes swirling around his body were
in such a way that the difference between his
ns and Samira’s was almost invisible. It was
ngely comfortable, and somehow the hem fell to
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exactly the right length, almost as if it had been made
for him.

The workmanship was so beautiful that i
commanded admiration. Countless pearls picked oyt 5
rose pattern on the white silk. No other jewels had been
used in order to better highlight the necklace. a huge
emerald surmounded by pink diamonds.

Even on a man like Tomoyuki, the cllect was
bewitching.

“It's quite a piece of work.” Zafar looked
Tomoyuki up and down. as if the Japanese man had
become a whole new person. “It looks perfect on you.
That’s impressive.”

Tomoyuki reddened as Zafar let out & laugh. He
glared at Zafar and Samira led him to a sofa o sit down,
Leila began applying makeup with much greater flair
than when he had impersonated the maid.

*Come here.”

When everything was finished, they led lim 0
a mirror. Tomoyuki didn’t recognize himself. He looked
like a completely different person.

“You may be even more beautiful than Samira.”
Zafar mused. :

Samira stared at her beloved. *1 hope you don
mean that,”

“No. no. Just a joke, of course.” Zafar ra
hoth his hands, indicating his surrender to Samira’s
grumpiness. :

Tomoyuki had come this far, but now his fea®
overtook him again. He shuddered to think that he would
have to stand in front of Aswil dressed like this, Maybe

ised
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dn’t recognize him if he kept his face covered.
ony would go exactly as planned.

‘what about afterwards? What would Aswil
 found owt? Tomoyuki couldn’ imagine.

€ was committing a horrible crime...

e tumed away from the reflection in the mirror
back at Samira. “T'm sorry...I can’t—"

¢ he could finish, Samira cut him off. “If
1’1l be forced to commit suicide right here.
would cause Aswil greater shame than that.
cast him off while the entire world was
he wouldn't be able to become king and he
a laughingsiock for the rest of his life.”

ovuki shook with terror. Whatever else
. he couldn’t let her do that to the man he
e was wrapping his arms around himself for
ce when a knock came at the door. He cringed
pulled the silk nigab across his face. Samira

he door opened. It was Aswil, in full formal

Tensicn sprang up in the room the instant he
The presence of a king charged the entire
. Tomoyuki’s breath caught at the unexpected
Aswil, and he felt as if his knees might give

- Aswil wore a translucent blue jewel on the
is white thawb. Rose designs in gold thread
woidered at his cuffs, and a short sword studded
9 diamonds and large jade stones were hanging
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at his hip, A magnificently jeweled chain decorated hie
keffiyeh.
He walked into the room so majestically,
accompanied by his guards, that he looked like a king
straight out of the movies.
He was so beautiful, so overflowing with grace
that Tomoyuki gasped. 3
“I couldn’t wait any longer,” Aswil said, “|
had to see you. You look wonderful. Even the roses of
Madina would wilt beside my bride,”
Tomoyuki felt dizzy. He wasn't quite sure if it
was because Aswil was standing before him or because
his crime was weighing so heavily in his mind. His heart
was racing and his entire body shook. straight down to
his fingertips.
Zafar caught Tomoyuki’s arm as he staggered.
Aswil strode up to them and pulled Tomoyuki
away from Zafar.
*You will not be so forward with my bride,” he
growled. ;
Aswil stared Zafar down. Zafar removed his
hands from Tomoyuki and held them up in surrender.
Tomoyuki panicked. Aswil's arm was wrapped
around his shoulders. He could barely breathe. .-*ks.xﬂi
believed that he was Samira. This knowledge made ®
even more difficult for him.
“Ceme.” Aswil's eves fell on Tomoyuki.
The Japanese man couldn’t return the ook he
received from Aswil’s mild, honey-colored €yes:
lowered his eyelashes as Aswil placed a kiss o0 his
trembling palm.
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Only now did he realize what taking Samirg’
place would involve. He would have to waich from .hz
closest possible vantage as Aswil declared his love
Samira and took her as his bride.

And once everything was revealed, Aswil wolld
ha;lshl}f gnill Tomoyuki. Tomoyuki would have to try 1o
resign himself to whatever blame he received. If Aswil
asked him why no one had consulted him about this liitle
farce, he wouldn’t have an answer.

He could say it was for Samira—but no. He
knew Aswil would be furious with having o humiliate
h:mseff. But even so, he wanted to confess the entire
plan.

for

He was trying to approach the problem logically,
but he feared the other man’s anger more than anything
else. If Aswil ever hated him...he went crazy just
thinking about it.

Tomoyuki turned to face Aswil again, ready [0
tell him everything,

“AEW"‘—“

But Aswil himself stopped him.

“My bride.” Aswil smiled at him vibrantly, alive
with desire. “Everything will end today, and begin anew.
Trust yourself to me.”

A pain shot through Tomoyuki's heart at the
sweet words whispered into his ear. Everything would
indeed end for him today, but there would be no new
beginning.

“Let’s go." 2

Aswil pressed his hand against Tomoyukis
back, still unaware that anything was amiss. Tomo
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ling step forward. There was nothing else

re they left the room, Aswil zddressed
t turning around.

“You should watch the ceremony. You might get
ared, but you are not to leave before it's over.”

s that the king's order?” Zafar tossed back

J" Aswil said flatly.

fell silent and they left the room.

were surrounded by guards on either side.
could only follow where Aswil led.

swil stopped in front of the room prepared for
“We must part briefly, but...we'll be together

Aswil looked at Tomoyuki with a radiant
He was in raptures for his wedding day.
_on the other hand, thought his heart would

There was still some time before the ceremony,

2 would have nothing to do until then bui pass the
ing tortured by his regrets.

“See after my bride,” Aswil directed Leila,
standing off to one side. Leila seemed slightly
ted and gave an uneasy bow.

~ Al that moment, completely unconscious of the
of his own guards or those stationed outside the
m, Aswil gazed passionately at Tomoyuki—
m, this was Samira—and bent close to him.
“When you take off your bridal clothes, | pray
bu'll be smiling,” Aswil whispered.
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Tomoyuki bit his lip. If he didnt, he would
reveal that he was not Samira.

There was no going back now. All he coulq do
was play the role of the bride v the best of his abilities,
And at the same time, he would carve every detail
Aswil into his memory to last forever.

He would never be able to forget Aswil anyway,
so he wanted to remember just a little bit more. That way
he would kave more than just painful memories of his
deep love and this moment together,

of

Chapfter Six

The mosque was ancient.
the royal family of Madina, high ranking
nd the royalty invited from other Ridwan
e allowed to enter. The marriage ceremony
solemnity and beauty.
red carpet threaded its way between the rows
up to the dais. Tomoyuki followed it at

T a

ght from the sun streamed in through the
stained glass windows in somber, unearthly
d Tomoyuki was caught in a fresh wave of
eiving an entire congregation in a holy place
im as a dangerous thing to do.
arble pillars, each five meters in diameter,
the high domed ceiling over a sea of blue tile.
sic made the place seem even more ethereal.

e mufti, the mosque’s religious leader, began
anentry from the Koran about marriage. The
repeated after him, seeking the agrezament of
d groom to the marriage.
wil spoke his words of consent and Tomoyuki
1 him in a low voice.
- Aswil exuded majesty. He would make a
able king. If only Tomoyuki hadn’t come into his
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life, God would have blessed him as the periect king
Tomoyuki knew he would be punished
vuki e would be punished, He
was blaspheming against God. He fough!i down the
urge _lo unmask himself right there, in the middle of the
marriage ceremony.

They moved on to the coronation.

The mufti placed a crown over Aswil's brow and
a cheer burst out of the audience like a collective sigh of
relief. The mufti then placed a crown on Tomoyvuki.

They were led to a pair of thrones and sat down
together.

This was the moment of the new king’s birth.

A feeling of rejuvenation swelled up inside
the mosque. Everything was reborn on that day, at
that moment. It was the beginning of a new history in
Madina.

Everyone's eyes followed the new king, and
they forgot even to breathe.

In the rippling stillness, Aswil quietly stood up-

“With all my heart, I thank you, as Madina’s
new king,” he announced.

His eyes swept over the audience as he voiced
his solemn thanks. They watched him hungrily, holding
their breath, wondering what this new king would bring
them.

Aswil drew out his words. “I will now perfor™
my first act as king. As all of you are aware, there 8¢
certain rights exclusive to the king. One of those 18 the
right of abdication—the ability to decide for mysél
when 1 will give up the throne.”

There was a disturbance in the air. No 9%
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but a murmur was spreading through the
‘omoyuki was as confused as they were. He
at Aswil was doing. The only person here
jat was going on was Aswil.

man’s imperious voice rang out throughout
. “] hereby declare my abdication. There is
only: there is a man better fit to be Madina’s

ki wanted to call out to Aswil, but his
stuck in his throat. All he could do was search
¢ face he saw before him. There wasn’t so
a flicker of doubt in the man’s eyes as he faced

far al-Tbrahim!"

ting in the front row, Zafar’s eyes sprung
‘wasn’t the only one surprised. Everyone there
mpossible to believe what was happening.
questions or arguments came forward. Not
ice was audible. The room was as silent as a
it was how shocking this announcement had

wil stepped down from the throne, leaving
resting on its cushioned seat. A look told
to do the same. Without being fully aware of
s doing or why, he removed the crown from

wil stretched his hand out to him. “Come. ..

yuki's eyes widened at the name.
w..."
ive me your hand,” Aswil said.
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He didn’t need to be asked twice. Tomoyuk; s
his trembling hand atop Aswil’s, and a heartwarny;
smile came over the other man’s face. He squecsed
Tomoyuki’s hand tightly in his own. Together, they
crossed back over the red carpet with dignified steps

No one tried to stop them. Everyone simply
watched them go by in a daze.

When they were outside, Aswil opened the
passenger door of a car, which he had obviously prepared
in advance. “Get in,” he said.

Tomoyuki looked from Aswil to the car and
back, hesitating. What the man had just done had no
doubt astonished not only all of Madina, but most of the
world as well.

“Aswil, yvou...you have to go back.”
“Why are you doing this?"

His mind was in complete chaos. It was unheard
of for a king to abdicate immediately after being
crowned. This man had to go back right now.

“You want to know why?" Aswil's voice was
full of energy. “It’s not obvious? I know exactly what's
most important to me.”

“Aswil...” Tomoyuki blinked his eyes rapidly-
He was convinced that he must be dreaming.

*Get in, quickly,” Aswil insisted.

He pressed his hand at Tomoyuki's back and
Tomoyuki climbed into the passenger’s seat, despite his
uncertainty. i

Aswil shut the door, then got into the drivers

he said,

seat.
“I learned how to drive after I got back fro™
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“he explained.
e pressed down on the accelerator. He seemed

ing himself,

5 they roared out of the mosque’s parking
gy passed throngs of citizens readying their flags.
face was radiant, honestly rejoicing in the
of anew king.

‘hey could never have imagined that their
owned king would be making his getaway
The populace and the media’s attention would
distracted, and then no one would even see
's low-profile car anymore.

- No one stopped the car as it came out of the
je, They left the building far behind, following
mililary escort vehicle. The vehicle leading
apparently been notified in advance, and it
along smoothly.

nee they had put some distance behind them,
ry vehicle pulled over to the side of the road.
v rolled down and the driver waved them off

Hone now with Aswil, Tomoyuki ran over what
happened in his mind. No matter how much he
out it, he couldn’t make sense of the man's
There was only one thing he was sure of—he
teded in convincing Aswil that he was Samira.
‘Aswil, I'm..." he began, but decided that
S would be better than words.
pulled off the hijab and nigab, then rubbed
with both hands, wiping off the makeup. He
ways in his seat. “I'm not Samira. | changed
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places with her for the ceremony. Samira is in love wigh
Zafar, and...1 agreed to take her place out of respect for
her feelings.”

There, he had confessed. He was ready for the
worst. Afer all, Aswil had just lost his throne. and now
he'd also lost his bride.

*I've known about Samira and Zafar for a
long time. They make a good couple,” Aswil answered
evenly, his handsome face undisturbed.

Tomoyuki hadn’t expected that He was
disappoinied.

Aswil had known for a long time? So he wasn’i
even surprised. He didn’t look the least bit upset by the
News.

“Aswil. I'm saying | tricked you,” Tomoyuki
said. *“You marmied me, thinking that | was Samira”

Aswil frowned, as if he thought that Tomoyukr's
explanation was unfair,

“A marriage is meant for people who love each
other,” he said.

Tomoyuki didn't answer.

“It would have been meaningless without you 33
my bride,” Aswil added.

At the mosque, he had stretched out his hand
1o Tomoyuki and called him “faridat.”” He had called
Tomoyuki that since they were together in England. Al
that time, Tomoyuki wasn’t sure if Aswil had just bee!
calling out to his bride, or if he had been addressing -
But Aswil’s words now dispelled all his doubt.

Aswil had known that it was Tomoyuki (h
entire time.
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- “That day when Zafar asked me if I'd ever
idered your feelings, I didn’t have anything to say
elf.” Aswil said. “But at the same time, | realized
There are people who can take my place
t there’s no one who can take your place,

S Aswil...”
~ “If you can't live here in Madina, I'll just have
e, 100.” Aswil looked confident. This was such an
it decision, but he was treating it so frivolously.
I'm not so stupid that | wouldn’t recognize my
For the first time since they'd been brought
ogether, Aswil smiled at Tomoyuki just like he
they were first together—a smile that revealed
Z opiness. [t seemed that Samira and Aswil had
Strated the entire thing.
- “Aren’t you going to say something?” Aswil

'_-'Tnmnyulr.i scrunched up his eyebrows as he
thed for a response.

“This is awful...” he finally said.

. He was referring to Aswil, for throwing away
ing just for love. And so was Tomoyuki, since he

- "Completely awful.” he added.

He fought back the tears threatening to break
@and took several deep breaths. He needed time to
It that this was real. Otherwise, he would just feel
bWas a convenient dream. And if it really turned out
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to be a dream, he would never get over it this time

“Tomoyuki.” Aswil slowed the car and pulled
to the side of the road. The honey-colared eyes thy
Tomoyuki loved so much fell on him. 1 wouldn't he
able to live a day here without you.”

He spread his hands out before Tomoyuki_ “Yoy
won’t be angry if I hold you in my arms?”

“Of course not,” Tomoyuki replied, Wrapping
his arms eround Aswil’s back, squeezing them tigh

“l have nothing now,” Aswil said. “I'm no
longer a member of the royal family, and no lon ger have
my palace. You must be disgusted to be with such an
ordinary man,”

But Tomoyuki had never needed anv of that
As long as Aswil al-Murshid was with him, that was
enough.

“Any women’s quarters?” Tomoyuki asked,
voice faltering with excitement.

And Aswil laughed softly in his ear. “Of course
not. There's only one person | love.”

Aswil's arms wrapped around his beloved's
body at last. Joy bubbled up inside Tomoyuki, filling him
completely. He couldn’t hold back his tears any longer
But he ignored them as they rolled down his cheeks

“What will we do now?” he asked. The answer
seemed somehow essential,

“What should we do?” Aswil replied. his voice
overflowing with such happiness that it couldn't have
sounded any fuller. He kissed Tomoyuki’s cheek and
murmured in a silken voice, “We can do anything. We 'r¢
as free as the hawks in the desert. My faridat.”
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Faridat, the name that he gave to no one else
in the world—only to Tomoyuki. The woré that existed
especially to name the person most precious to him ip
all the world.

Tomoyuki didn’t need anything but this. It vwas
enough to savor the happiness of being in each other’s
arms.

He gazed at the blue sky he saw over Aswil’s
shoulder. A pair of desert hawks could fly freely in a sky
like that. Swretching their wings wide, at peace, nothing
holding them back.

Nothing could stop them from going where the y
wanted,

Tomoyuki whispered the name of the man more
precious to him than any other in the world.

“Aswil.”




Part 2: Heaven

~ He heard the sound of waves. Sometimes, the

g5 of children playing carried over to him.

. Tomoyuki relaxed in a chair on the deck of their

age, dozing peacefully below a large parasol. The
| caressed his cheek like a bird’s wing, lulling him

till deeper sleep.

These last three months had been like heaven.
the only thing he could compare them with.

est worry was that if it continued, his heart and

‘would swell beyond their capacity to contain such

*Tomoyuki.”

" He roused himself slightly, smiling 2s he heard
pame and felt fingers in his hair. “Mm?”

“A storm’s coming.”

“Ohyeah?”

Opening his eyes, he saw Aswil standing in
it of him. The former king of Madina, wearing an
abian-style tunic and Imsevﬁttmg silk pants, had
bly relaxed since coming to this island floating
iewhere in the South Pacific. He was nearly his old
, the Aswil that Tomoyuki had known in England.
“0Oh, I see it,” Tomoyuki uttered.

The sky had been a clear blue up till then, but
ant thunder now accompanied the clouds that had
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spread across the sky. Turning his eyes from the sky hagj
to Aswil, Tomoyuki noticed something in his hand,

“Is that a letter? Who is it from?" he asked.

“Aisha,” was the reply.

“...May I

Aswil nodded as he handed the letter 1o him
Tomoyuki unfolded the paper and began to read the
formal Arabic script.

There he read the events of the last month. They
had expected a fair amount of fuss, but they had been
surprised al how hard it had been for Aisha 1o accept
what had happened.

Tomoyuki felt a nagging guilt as he read the
letter. After Aswil's dramatic renunciation of the throne
at his coronation, they had gone straight to the airport.
They had touched down on this tiny island in the South
Pacific. He had been surprised to find out that Aswil
owned the island of 300 or so inhabitants, and that
the man came here once a year to disappear from the
world.

“Aisha is the only one who knows about this
place,” Aswil had confessed.

And just as he'd said, no one seemed to realize
that Aswil owned the island and, for better or worse,
no one came to visit them. The media also left them
in peace. So Aswil was only reported on as much as he
wanted to be and he generally laughed it off

—There’s a word for this in Japanese, 71
there? Peaple will only talk about you for so many davs.
ar something?

—Seventy-five days.
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- —That s right.

- Maybe Aswil was naturally disposed toward
‘broadmindedness. Tomoyuki knew that once the
I | made up his mind, he never again questioned
decisicn—recent events had demonstrated that
et of his personality, too.
~ Aisha wrote about the various rumors that
| circulating: that Aswil was deathly ill, that he’d
ispute with the rest of the royal family, that his
sh mother had been persecuted by Arabian society
80 he actually hated the royal family. But most
ng of all were the newspaper stories questioning
carance with special editions that read like a
novel. He'd gone back to his mother’s native
Or mavbe since he was so strangely fond of
n, he'd gone there. Some country or other must have
n him amnesty. And so on, and so on.

His 75 days were over, but people hadn’t
otten about him yet.
. But it was probably just a matter of time. Soon
vould be crowning a new king. Aisha’s letter also
that Zafar and Samira had been married. She
they fought from time to time, but szemed truly
L tﬁgﬂﬂ]m’
~ The two had postponed their honeymoon, but
arently they had gone together to Ziyard soon after
edding. Samira had declared that she wanted to see
i her own eyes this place that her husband went to

—! would be hard to destray Zivard. All we can do
oW is open it up as mich as possible to the outside world



