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    THE SHIP OF LOVE




    In silence Rowena walked back to her prison cell. It was a relief when she could be alone again and face the shattering thoughts that had overtaken her.




    She would never beg for the Sultan's love, because he was not, and never could be, the man she loved.




    The man she loved was Mark.




    It was Mark.




    It had always been Mark.




    How long had she been in love with him and refused to admit it to herself?




    Perhaps from the first evening when he had made her so angry, yet left her with a strange feeling of excitement. He had thrilled her even when she had thought she disliked him.




    And then they had met again, in the woods, and she had sensed his power even when she rebelled against it. Her heart and her instincts had known then that the man she loved must be strong, as this man was strong.
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    Barbara Cartland was the most prolific bestselling author in the history of the world. She was frequently in the Guinness Book of Records for writing more books in a year than any other living author. In fact her most amazing literary feat was when her publishers asked for more Barbara Cartland romances, she doubled her output from 10 books a year to over 20 books a year, when she was 77.




    She went on writing continuously at this rate for 20 years and wrote her last book at the age of 97, thus completing 400 books between the ages of 77 and 97.




    Her publishers finally could not keep up with this phenomenal output, so at her death she left 160 unpublished manuscripts, something again that no other author has ever achieved.




    Now the exciting news is that these 160 original unpublished Barbara Cartland books are ready for publication and they will be published by Barbaracartland.com exclusively on the internet, as the web is the best possible way to reach so many Barbara Cartland readers around the world.




    The 160 books will be published monthly and will be numbered in sequence.




     




    The series is called the Pink Collection as a tribute to Barbara Cartland whose favourite colour was pink and it became very much her trademark over the years.




    The Barbara Cartland Pink Collection is published only on the internet. Log on to www.barbaracartland.com to find out how you can purchase the books monthly as they are published, and take out a subscription that will ensure that all subsequent editions are delivered to you by mail order to your home.
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  THE LATE DAME BARBARA CARTLAND




  Barbara Cartland, who sadly died in May 2000 at the grand age of ninety eight, remains one of the world’s most famous romantic novelists. With worldwide sales of over one billion, her outstanding 723 books have been translated into thirty six different languages, to be enjoyed by readers of romance globally.




  Writing her first book “Jigsaw” at the age of 21, Barbara became an immediate bestseller. Building upon this initial success, she wrote continuously throughout her life, producing bestsellers for an astonishing 76 years. In addition to Barbara Cartland’s legion of fans in the UK and across Europe, her books have always been immensely popular in the USA. In 1976 she achieved the unprecedented feat of having books at numbers 1 & 2 in the prestigious B. Dalton Bookseller bestsellers list.




  Although she is often referred to as the “Queen of Romance”, Barbara Cartland also wrote several historical biographies, six autobiographies and numerous theatrical plays as well as books on life, love, health and cookery. Becoming one of Britain’s most popular media personalities and dressed in her trademark pink, Barbara spoke on radio and television about social and political issues, as well as making many public appearances.




  In 1991 she became a Dame of the Order of the British Empire for her contribution to literature and her work for humanitarian and charitable causes.




  Known for her glamour, style, and vitality Barbara Cartland became a legend in her own lifetime. Best remembered for her wonderful romantic novels and loved by millions of readers worldwide, her books remain treasured for their heroic heroes, plucky heroines and traditional values. But above all, it was Barbara Cartland’s overriding belief in the positive power of love to help, heal and improve the quality of life for everyone that made her truly unique.




   





   




  "The sea can be so beautiful. It stretches from horizon to horizon and goes on forever just like the real true love of a man and a woman for each other."





  Barbara Cartland




  CHAPTER ONE


  -


  1877




  “I shall die of love for you! I know I shall. Dearest, most beautiful Rowena, goddess of my heart, say you return just a fraction of my adoration and I ask no more.”




  The young man seemed about to expire from passion, but instead of impressing Rowena Thornhill it only made her want to laugh.




  He was rather plump, and not at all the right shape for declarations of eternal love.




  “Do get up, Sir Cedric,” she said, struggling to free her hand. “And let me go.”




  “Not until you say you’re mine,” he moaned.




  “Well, I’m not yours and I’m never going to be.”




  “Adorable, loveliest Rowena – ”




  “My name is Miss Thornhill, and if you don’t get up I shall scream.”




  That made him rise reluctantly, but still he clung to her hand until she rapped his knuckles with her fan.




  Miss Rowena Thornhill was almost nineteen with a soft, peach like skin and golden hair that hung in soft curls around her heart shaped face.




  In her pink lace and satin ball gown, she looked glorious enough to inspire any man with love, but Sir Cedric’s debts were notorious, and she knew that it was her father’s bank balance, rather than her own charms, that had caused these ecstasies.




  The knowledge didn’t break her heart, for she cared nothing for Sir Cedric. But it was depressing. She would have liked to be appreciated for herself.




  Normally she enjoyed balls, but she wished she’d never come to this one. It was almost the last dance of the season, and everyone who was still in London was there.




  Lights blazed from the windows, the finest food and wines were served by powdered footmen, and all about her attractive men and women laughed, danced and flirted.




  But Rowena was beginning to find these occasions troubling. They had an atmosphere that disturbed her.




  Gradually she’d realised that nobody looked at her without calculating that her father was one of the richest men in England.




  She was looking forward to escaping London for the peace and honesty of the country.




  But first she had to deal with this unimpressive swain.




  “Don’t play with my feelings,” he begged. “I adore you madly.”




  “And I tell you that I don’t adore you, and never could.”




  “After the encouragement you gave me – ”




  “I did no such thing!”




  “You left the ball with me.”




  “I left with you because you were making such a fuss and people were beginning to stare. But now I’m going back.”




  Desperation gave her callow admirer courage. Swooping suddenly, he tried to put his arms about her and kiss her.




  “How dare you!” she exclaimed furiously. “Release me at once.”




  Instead of obeying he made another attempt to reach her mouth, breathing wine fumes all over her.




  That was enough to make Miss Thornhill lose her temper. The next moment Sir Cedric was clutching his cheek, that smarted under a very unladylike slap “And I’ll do it again if you don’t stop being so silly,” she said breathlessly.




  Then, turning, she fled.




  She’d never been in Ellesmere House before, so she simply headed as far from the ballroom as possible, anxious to get away from the sound of music.




  But Sir Cedric was coming after her. She ran harder, lost now and with no idea where she was going. The house was ablaze with lights for this was the final ball of the season, and nothing had been spared to show it off at its finest.




  Then she opened a door at random, and found herself in a room without lights. All she could see were the great French windows leading to the moonlit garden.




  Once out there she might be lost among the trees. Just one final burst of speed towards the open windows –




  But suddenly she collided hard with a human form, and a man’s voice said impatiently,




  “Be careful.”




  In the semi darkness she could make out a tall man with broad shoulders. His voice was strong and he seemed youngish, but what mostly struck her was the disagreeable note in his voice.




  She tried to escape him, but he’d taken hold of her shoulders and was holding her still while he studied what little he could see of her in the dim light.




  “Let me go at once,” she said. “I can’t stay here.”




  “You can if I say so. You should be at the ball. This part of the house is private. What are you doing here?”




  “That is none of your business.”




  He peered closer. “Good heavens! You’re too young for balls. You’re little more than a child.”




  “I am nineteen years old,” she said furiously, “I have been presented at court and I’ve received three proposals of marriage. Which is three more than I wanted, if you must know.”




  She wished she could see him better, but he had his back to the French windows, and his face was in shadow. But she could sense the grin with which he said,




  “What a wealth of experience! So why are you running away like a frightened rabbit?”




  She heard footsteps outside, her name being called by Sir Cedric, and groaned.




  “Because of that silly creature! I’ve lost all patience with him.”




  The next moment the door was pushed open and Sir Cedric rushed into the room.




  “There you are,” he cried.




  “Yes, here I am, but as you see I’m no longer unprotected. Here – ”




  But to her dismay the strange man had vanished. He must have gone into the garden, she thought. How unchivalrous!




  Luckily Sir Cedric was too deep in his emotions to notice her confusion.




  “Now I understand,” he said. “You never really meant to escape me at all. You fled only to increase my ardour.”




  “I suppose you think that’s why I slapped your face?” she retorted.




  “But of course. I was enchanted by your display of maidenly modesty.”




  Rowena stamped her foot.




  “Do stop talking nonsense. And if you come any closer you’ll get another ‘display of maidenly modesty’ that will make your eyes water. And then maybe you’ll believe that I mean what I say.”




  Faced with her bluntness, Sir Cedric tried another approach. With disastrous results.




  “Permit me, beloved of my heart, to point out that the world saw us leaving the ballroom in each other’s company. Society is censorious. What will they say?”




  Rowena gasped, too taken aback by this disgraceful attitude to be able to think of an answer.




  Thinking his chance had come he fell to his knees, seized her hands, and began covering them with kisses.




  Rowena managed to wrench one hand free but he held the other tightly. She longed to slap him again, but twice in one evening might be unladylike, so she contented herself with bringing her fan down on the top of his head.




  By great good luck she managed to strike the place where his hair was thinning. He squealed and released her in order to rub the patch, which stung.




  “Go and tell a censorious society about that, if you dare!” she said furiously.




  Sir Cedric got to his feet with as much dignity as he could manage, gave her a reproachful look, and made his way slowly out of the room, slamming the door behind him.




  Left to herself, Rowena burst into tears of anger and disgust.




  “Don’t do that,” said a voice from the darkness.




  She nearly fainted with shock.




  “What?”




  The strange man stepped out of the shadows. As he did so, he turned his head just enough to show her a very slight hook in his nose.




  “I really admired you up to that point,” he said. “Wonderful spirit. Splendid. Don’t spoil it by weeping and wailing like any other girl.”




  “Have you been here all the time?” she demanded in horror.




  “Of course. Best entertainment I’ve ever had.”




  “Entertainment? He assaulted me, and you just stood there enjoying yourself. You should have come to my aid.”




  “What for? You didn’t need me. I never saw a young lady so well able to take care of herself.”




  “That is not the point – ”




  “No, the point – which you’d realise if you stopped to consider it – is that if I’d appeared and knocked him down, as you seem to think I should have done, it would have created a scandal. And that would really have given a censorious society something to relish.”




  The knowledge that he was right exasperated her. How dare this unmannerly creature get the better of her!




  “I’m a stranger to you,” he added. “For all you know I might have a dubious reputation, and being found here with me could be enough to ruin you.”




  “I am not interested in your reputation,” she said stiffly.




  “Not interested in the reputation of a man whom you’re alone with in a dark room? How foolish of you! Did you really leave the ballroom with that buffoon?”




  “Yes,” she said mortified.




  “You should have had more sense. You’re a bonny fighter, but you don’t know how to behave like a young lady of delicacy. Now be off with you while you’re still safe.”




  “You mean you aren’t going to escort me back to the ballroom?”




  “And be seen entering with you after such a long absence?” he asked grimly. “No thank you. You may not care for your reputation, but I care for my future. I’ve no wish to be coerced into marriage. They’ve tried every trick in the book on me, but that would be one too many.”




  She gasped with indignation. “Are you daring to suggest that I planned this as a way to marry you? I don’t even know who you are.”




  “I can’t decide what to think. Maybe you planned this as a trap, or maybe you are a really silly little girl who thinks she can do as she likes without consequences. Either way, you’re not for me.”




  Rowena’s anger almost boiled over. Sensing it, he seized the hand that was holding her fan.




  “No, don’t use it on me,” he said humorously. “Whatever it did to that booby, a display of temper won’t have me grovelling at your feet. I’ve never been at any woman’s feet yet, and it certainly won’t be yours. Now leave, and return quickly to the ballroom.”




  She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Had any man ever before behaved in such an ungentlemanly fashion?




  Rowena fled.




  By the time she had reached the ballroom, she’d calmed down and managed to seem cheerful as she approached her aunt, Lady Pennington.




  She had been born plain Susan Thornhill, but had managed to secure Sir Mathew Pennington on the marriage market.




  Armed with this lowly title she did her best to help her brother, Colonel Thornhill, find a splendid husband for his daughter and only child, Rowena.




  She hosted his lavish parties at their house in Grosvenor Square, and chaperoned Rowena on her frequent invitations.




  She worked hard to help her niece but, as Colonel Thornhill was beginning to realise, the wife of a mere knight did not have the entrée to the very highest levels of society.




  Also, Sir Mathew was growing peevish at his wife’s frequent absences from home. He refused all opportunities to accompany her, preferring a pipe and a good brandy in his own library.




  As soon as she entered the ballroom Rowena saw her aunt giving her anxious looks. She smiled in reassurance, but didn’t want to talk just then, lest she give something away. So she gave her attention to the young man hurrying towards her.




  “I have been looking for you,” he said, “I was afraid you had gone home, and forgotten our dance.”




  “Our dance?” she queried.




  “I wrote my name on your card.”




  “Then let us dance,” she said, quickly checking his name on her card, for she could barely recall him. Lord Rennick.




  She’d discovered that that was how it was, when you were a successful debutante. Young men came and went in a dream, and it grew hard to tell them apart.




  She danced two dances with him, then couples began to drift out onto the balcony to watch some fireworks.




  But Lord Rennick clasped her hand and drew her back.




  “I have been wanting to get you alone for a long time,” he said.




  “I think we should join the others,” Rowena answered firmly.




  “But I want to talk to you – to tell you I love you and I want you to be my wife.”




  Rowena drew in her breath. Two unwelcome proposals in one evening was more than she could endure.




  “Excuse me,” she said hurriedly. “My aunt will be looking for me.”




  She slipped away before he could protest, and found Lady Pennington glad to go home.




  *




  In his palatial house in Grosvenor Square, Colonel Thornhill was pacing the floor of his library, listening for the sound of carriage wheels that would announce his daughter’s return from the ball.




  Now and then he glanced at the luxury surrounding him with a kind of dissatisfaction. He was one of the richest men in London, perhaps in the whole country. For years he’d been able to buy whatever he set his heart on.




  But now he’d set his heart on something that seemed to be elusive.




  A great title for Rowena, and the entrée into high society for himself.




  It didn’t seem much to ask. Other men bought Earls and Marquises for their daughters, men whose wealth wasn’t half of his.




  Yet Rowena’s first season was passing without a single ‘catch’.




  Somewhere behind the Colonel a small, elderly man was pottering about the library, occasionally stopping to refill his brandy glass.




  This was the Reverend Adrian Farley, his father-in-law. He was a vague, gentle creature who lived with his brash son-in-law solely because he loved his grand-daughter.




  The Colonel had taken him in as a duty, but his wife’s father made him uneasy. Although now retired, the Reverend Farley was still a man of the cloth. He disapproved of his son-in-law, and often made ironic comments about his ambitions, with what the Colonel thought was a most unclerical relish.




  “No sign of her yet,” Mr. Farley said now, joining him at the window.




  “I don’t really expect her so early,” said the Colonel. “Not if the ball was a success.”




  “Rowena is always a success,” the old man said, “as far as she can be.”




  “What the devil do you mean by that?”




  “I mean having her chaperoned everywhere by your sister. Got nothing against your sister, mind. Always very civil to me. But if you thought she could sponsor Rowena into high society you were fooling yourself.”




  “Lady Pennington has effected a great many notable introductions – ” the Colonel started to say but was stopped by a cackle.




  “Lady Pennington is the wife of a knight, no more,” Mr. Farley said bluntly. “Couldn’t get Rowena presented at court, because she hadn’t been presented herself.”




  “I managed that without her help,” the colonel riposted.




  “Oh yes, Lady Childen. Tell me, just how many of her son’s debts did you have to settle before she agreed?”




  “That is beside the point,” the Colonel said stiffly.




  “Very much to the point if you ask me. Especially as she diddled you. She was supposed to take Rowena to some fancy parties, wasn’t she? But the minute the presentation was over she dropped you.”




  Mr. Farley guffawed. “That must make her the only person ever to pull the wool over your eyes.”




  “I’m surprised by your interest,” the Colonel said frostily, “since you lose no chance to tell me that you think my ambitions for Rowena are absurd.”




  “They are absurd. And your ambitions aren’t for Rowena, but yourself. You want something only that sweet girl can give you, and you make use of her under the guise of doing the best for your daughter.”




  “That is an outrageous suggestion,” said the Colonel through gritted teeth.




  “Yes, it is,” Mr. Farley observed amiably. “Totally outrageous. But it is also true, and I see it, even if poor little Rowena doesn’t.”




  “Then it amazes me that you should be so concerned at what you see as my sister’s deficiencies as a chaperone.”




  “Not concerned at all,” Mr. Farley retorted. “All to the good, if you ask me. Just thought I’d mention that you don’t know what you’re doing, that’s all.”




  “You lose no occasion to insult me,” the Colonel snapped.




  “It’s not insulting you to say you don’t know what you’re doing, m’dear fellow. Plain fact. You’re not in the army now, you know. No use conducting a marriage market like a military campaign. Although I must admit it gives me a lot of innocent pleasure to watch you bang your head against a brick wall.”




  “You appear to believe that you have the right to behave as you please in my house. How if I demand that you leave?”




  “How if I tell Rowena that you’re throwing me out? And why.”




  This effectively brought the conversation to a standstill. The Colonel knew Rowena was deeply fond of her grandfather and would ask awkward questions about his departure. Nor did he relish the thought of Mr. Farley expressing his opinions too freely to her.
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