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	To ensure the happiness of her friend Kate, Lady Serena Dexter takes her place as the lover of the charismatic but also despotic Karim Pasha and accompanies him to Paris. After passionate nights und explosive conflicts the pasha is thrown into prison for treason, and there is no doubt that death awaits him. Although Serena is neither convinced of Karim’s feelings nor of her own, she forges a daring plan to save his life, but has no idea what she is provoking …
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	Lady Serena Dexter silently opened the door of the salon and peered into the lobby. She wasted no thoughts on why she was behaving so strangely in her own home. Unusual circumstances called for unusual actions. 


	And unusual represented a very diplomatic euphemism for the behaviour of her friend, Kate, with whom she was staying here in St. James’s Street. Instead of floating on clouds as Katherine should have been doing, given her passionate affair with the Marquess of Wexford, she had been creeping around for the past two weeks visibly distressed, and gave the impression that she could break into tears at any moment. 


	However, she battered all questions off with a shrug and a vague hand gesture, although Serena incessantly drilled her for the truth.


	It could not have been because of the Marquess. Justin worshipped the ground on which Kate put her dainty foot. No doubt he would lead her to the altar before the end of the year. He was an attractive man with a title and a fortune. The two were not only joined by a common past, but also all the dark clouds that, until recently, had lain above their future were now gone.


	Both Kate and Justin had been prisoners in the palace of the Pasha of Alexandretta. However, they had only met on the ship which brought them both back to England again. Kate had escaped from the Pasha’s harem and Justin had been unexpectedly released after ten years of imprisonment. Kate had never spoken much about the details of their relationship, but that she loved Justin was obvious. Therefore, there was no reason for her to not be happy and glad.


	 Serena leaned her forehead against the door. Kate should be happy and she would make sure that her friend got what she herself had possessed for a few wonderful years. A relationship born out of love and passion, of faith, devotion and desire, that nothing and nobody could end. Not even death.


	 Like a vision, an image of Will appeared before her eyes. Will, who lay lifelessly on the bed on which they had made wild and passionate love countless times. Serena swallowed. Even now, three years later, her throat got tight when she thought of it. 


	Since she was back in London, she had had several lovers, but instead of forgetting Will, each and every encounter drastically made her aware that it would never be the same again as during her eight-year marriage to William Morris, Lord of Dexter. Although these men satisfied – more or less – the yearnings of her body, none of them reached her soul or her heart. Of course, she knew how stupid it was to expect something remotely comparable. Or even just to look for it. She had been allowed to experience a perfect love once, how many people are able to say the same?


	But Serena would not allow her friend to throw away this gift of fate so carelessly. Never. Whatever was going on between Kate and Justin, she would set the wheels in motion to bring the two together. No matter how high the price for it would be.


	The sound of hurried steps sounded in Serena’s ear. Kate rushed down the stairs to the front door in a dark draped cloak. There she was. Instead of going to bed early with a headache as she had pretended, she crept out of the house in the evening hours without a peep.


	Serena left her watch-post and ran after Kate, after whom the door had just closed. Without thinking she tore at the handle of the carriage waiting in front of the house and jumped into it as it promptly left. Serena landed hard on the bench across from Kate. The girl crouched in the corner, staring at her in disbelief. 


	“Tell me immediately, what’s going on,” Serena shouted at Kate. “For days, you have been creeping through my house like a ghost, you’re completely beside yourself, your eyes are full of tears you do not want to let fall in front of me, and you look at Justin with an expression that tears my heart out of my chest and at the same time makes my blood run cold. So, what has happened?”


	The colour drained from Kate’s face. “You ... you ... cannot know that ... you have to get out ... now ...” she stammered, confused. 


	“I will not do that!” Serena crossed her arms over her chest and glared at her angrily.


	Kate’s shoulders slumped forward and she literally fell into herself. “The writing for Justin had a price.”


	 Serena frowned. Of course. When Kate had told her two weeks ago that the Pasha would confirm Justin’s identity to Queen Victoria, this solution had appeared much too smooth. But she had wanted to believe in a simple solution, so she had turned a deaf ear to the warning voices in her head. She braced herself for Kate’s next words.


	“I have to accompany the Pasha, voluntarily and ... joyfully, as he said. First on his journey through Europe and then back to Alexandretta. To his harem.”


	Serena closed her eyes. That was even worse than she had feared. “So he’s come to England for you?”


	“I don’t know, we have not spoken about that. And that is also unimportant now,” Kate added, and engulfed her fingers in her lap. She was totally helpless and lost. Serena had never seen her friend in such a state, so she tried to concentrate on the essential facts. 


	“Did you tell the Pasha that you love Justin and that you will only accompany him because of this?” Serena asked pragmatically. “To save Justin’s life?” 


	“No, of course not.”


	Serena suppressed a sigh. Someone had to put this confused situation in order. And since it did not look as if an angel would fall from the sky with a fiery sword and deliver justice, this someone was her. The Pasha was just an ordinary man, not a God, as Kate always made it sound. Surely he was convinced of the absurdity of his demand. If doubts arose she could also offer financial compensation. Since Will’s death, she had no financial worries. “I will go to the Pasha with you,” she said in a firm voice.


	Kate’s head jerked up. “You will not.”


	“Oh yes, I will. If I must give you away, I want to make it clear to him that he damn well has to treat you kindly.” She had no intention of letting Kate go with the Pasha, but she kept that for herself. Kate would know soon enough. 


	“He doesn’t speak English.” Kate’s voice trembled.


	Fantastic. This thing was getting better and better. Without letting her thoughts be known, Serena wiped them aside with a brusque gesture. “Then you’ll just have to translate. Or someone else from his entourage.”


	Kate paused and pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve to clean her nose and to dry her tears. Either she lacked the strength for further debate or she accepted the decision.


	Serena looked out of the window and made no effort to break the silence until the car stopped in front of the Huntington Palace where the Ottoman delegation was housed.


	A minion ushered her into an exquisitely furnished salon. Heavy crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling and on the table in the middle of the room stood two six-armed candelabras.


	Serena looked around impressed. “If this is the setting for a little tête-à-tête, then I do not want to know ...” 


	She broke off because a door opened and a tall, black-haired man entered. His jaw line was highlighted by a thin Saracen beard which framed his mouth. He looked to be in his mid-thirties and she vaguely remembered having seen him from a distance at gatherings and balls.


	Serena involuntarily held her breath because the air in the room suddenly seemed to vibrate. Karim Pasha remained stationary in front of them with his arms folded over his chest. Arrogance and power surrounded him like a sparkling web. The caftan he wore was slit to the navel, revealing much of his velvety skin. His fingers were covered with numerous colorful gemstone rings. While Kate sank into a curtsy, Serena looked up at his face. Dark eyes swept over her indifferently, resting at Kate’s bowed head.


	Since Serena was not used to such disregard, she took a step forward and stretched her arm out to the exact height that made it clear that she was expecting a kiss. The man must have been familiar with the basic rules as he had been mingling in the British society for some time now. 


	For a moment her arm floated in the air, then the Pasha turned to her and leaned over her hand according to western custom. “Lady Dexter, what a surprise.”


	From the corner of her eye, Serena saw that Kate’s head moved up. So much for the fact that the man did not speak English. He didn’t just speak the language, he even knew her name. She decided on a nonchalant smile while the Pasha, without moving his eyes away from her, said, “Leila, you may rise.” 


	“Her name is Kate, not Leila,” Serena corrected him coldly. “Incidentally, I have learned of your despicable trade, Mr. al-Zafar.” 


	“To me, she remains Leila. English names are so difficult for me to get past my lips.”


	Remarkably sensual lips, thought Serena. The man had an almost magical attraction that made it difficult for Serena to focus on the reason for her presence. He was still holding her hand and made no move to let it go. Since she was not wearing gloves, she felt the heat and the power that lay behind the gentle pressure of his fingers. A shiver ran over her skin and brought the fine hairs to stand up. Against all rules of decency she did not pull her hand away.


	“What can I do for you, Lady Dexter? Leila and I have made an arrangement, as you point out quite rightly, and I intend to celebrate it with a lavish dinner.” He opened his hand but Serena still did not pull hers away. “Or do you have another suggestion?” The Pasha’s voice sounded so deep and smoky, as if it came straight from hell. A hell with walls made of purple velvet. The slight accent deepened the hidden message of his words. 


	Serena hesitated. Heat flooded her body and made it heavy, in contrast to her head which felt like it had been emptied. Except for a single, crazy, amazing thought. She lifted her chin. “That I do, Mr. al-Zafar. Kate told me you want a woman who – how was that again – will voluntarily and joyfully go with you. Is that correct?”


	The Pasha tilted his head slightly.


	“You probably know that Kate and Justin Grenville are entangled in a passionate affair. Thus, she will neither voluntarily nor joyfully rush to your side. She will do it because she gave you her word, and because she would do anything to save Justin Grenville from his relatives.” 


	The Pasha crossed his arms over his chest. “What do you expect from me, Lady Dexter? That I let Leila go and once more ...” He threw a glance at Kate, that Serena did not know how to interpret, “... prove my generosity?”


	Serena looked at the Pasha intently and without batting an eyelash. “Yes, I do expect that. For a man of your stature does not need to make a woman compliant against her will.” 


	The Pasha raised his dark brows. “Leila obviously keeps no secrets from you.” 


	“No. Otherwise I would not be here suggesting a different trade.” Serena fought off the last uncertainty and made a well-calculated pause to increase the impact of her words. “Let Kate go and you will receive a woman who is more than pleased and willing to come with you.”


	“Serena, for God’s sake, shut up!” Kate screamed in horror. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” 


	The Pasha still stood motionlessly in front of Serena. As soon as he began to speak, she knew she had won. She had not envisaged the man’s interest in her. He was as anxious as she was to find out what the vibrations between them meant. “Why should a British lady hand herself over to an Oriental barbarian? And this even joyfully and voluntarily, as you wish to call it. “


	Serena remained quiet and then said openly, “Because this British lady is eager to find out what these Oriental barbarians are really like. Whether they will actually keep the promise they make with their eyes. “


	The Pasha stared at Serena, then he threw his head back and began to laugh. “Lady Dexter, I am asking myself if you really are as brazen as you want to make me believe you are.” His eyes narrowed to slits and the last bit of serenity drained from his voice. “Or if you only want to save your friend’s skin and then get yourself to safety by using a pitiful excuse.”


	Anger extinguished the last remnants of her inculcated ladylike behavior and her fiery nature got the upper hand. She took a step towards the Pasha and hissed: “There is nothing pitiful about me, Mr. al-Zafar.” 


	She raised her arm, grabbed his neck and pulled his head towards her. Although he had got hold of her wrist before she could touch him, he granted her permission. Her open lips met his and she angrily pushed her tongue into his mouth. She met hot wet silk, the taste of dark tea and something else that Serena could not put her finger on and which pulled her into his spell even more.


	He sucked on her tongue until the nerve endings between her legs ached, then he changed his position and pressed his mouth against hers. Again and again, he gave her no chance to avoid him, he kissed her with the outrageous disrespect of a barbarian, the self-confidence of a Pasha, who could choose from all the women of his harem and also did so, and the skill of a man who knew how to give a woman pleasure.


	Serena fought against drowning in him. She wreathed in his embrace and returned his kisses with a passion that seethed under her controlled facade, with the knowledge of being able to choose from any of the men of high society and also having done so, and of holding the reins in her hands at all times. 


	When it was over, Serena struggled to find her balance. She felt that strands of her upswept hair had come loose and her lips were tingling painfully. The Pasha looked less disheveled but had to take a deep breath before he began to speak, and here again was every inch the distant ruler. “Your proposal does indeed entail certain advantages, Lady Dexter. I will think about it and let you know.”


	“No, Mr. al-Zafar.” She breathlessly shook her head. “Either Kate or me. It is your choice, you can decide, but only within the next minute. Then I will go.”


	The Pasha ran both hands through his hair to smooth it down. “Do I have to expect to find Lord Sheridan standing at my bedside with a drawn pistol at dawn?”


	Look at that. Serena allowed herself a very sensual smile and her voice resembled the purring of a cat, when she said, “It flatters me immensely that you have such an interest in my life, but Lord Sheridan has no rights over me. No man has that, and no man will ever have that.” She brushed an unruly strand of hair behind her ear. “My heart may be dead, but my body is alive, Mr. al-Zafar. I demand passion and refinement and I hate taboos. Are you of the belief that you can satisfy me?”


	He looked at her thoughtfully. “Lady Dexter, you are indeed a challenge. I am not sure if I will regret this, but ...” He turned around and went to Kate, who had been waiting with a pale face which seemed to have turned to stone. “I suppose Lady Dexter speaks the truth and the only reason you are here, is to keep your word.”


	“What else could it be, Karim Pasha?” Kate said softly. “I gave my word to come to you voluntarily and joyfully. Well, here I am.” 


	The corners of his mouth drooped. “Voluntarily and joyfully.” He sighed. “Never mind that. You may go, Leila. Perhaps your English Lord will succeed in kindling some fire in you.”


	For a few moments there was absolute silence in the room. Kate blinked in disbelief. “Thank you, Karim Pasha,” she finally said. Each of the four words sounded as if they cost her infinite strength to overcome and say them.


	Relieved, Serena walked up to her and embraced her. “Do not listen to him. He is quite simply the wrong man. For you,” she whispered in her ear and added a little louder: “Farewell, Kate. You can have my house until I come back. If I come back. I will write to you and keep you informed.”


	The resigned look on Kate’s face showed what she thought of Serena’s words. “Anything that I say is meaningless, isn’t it, Serena? You really want this, you’re not doing it only because of me?”


	Serena smiled almost pityingly. “Of course not, dear. I am doing it because of me. I love the adventure, and this thing promises lots of adventure.” She threw a glance at the Pasha which was meant to transform his clothing into ash.


	Kate nodded reluctantly without looking at Serena while doing it. “Should I have a few personal things packed for you?”


	Serena only noticed now that, as a result of her hasty departure, she was only wearing a day-dress, no coat, no hat. She frowned and then turned to the Pasha. “No, that will not be necessary. You will have arranged everything, Mr. al-Zafar?”


	“Of course, Lady Dexter. You can have a look at the existing wardrobe. If you need anything else, we will take care of it in Paris.”


	Serena laughed. “Perfect. Will you accompany Kate to the carriage? It is waiting in front of the main entrance.” A few undisturbed moments would perhaps help to expurgate the tense relationship between the two. She hoped it for Kate, so that she could make her peace with the past.


	The Pasha bowed his head slightly. “As you wish, Lady Dexter.”


	Serena caught Kate’s look which expressed neither understanding nor approval. A trench opened up between them, which could not be bridged by anything. Kate sighed, turned around without another word, and followed the Pasha to the door.


	Slowly, Serena strolled across the room to an imposing gold-framed mirror. Her cheeks were still glowing and her swollen lips still bore witness to the passionate kiss. She pushed back the loose strands of hair and tried to pin them back. Then she looked at herself critically. Was she doing the right thing? For Kate – there was no doubt about it. But for herself? Her impulsiveness had often got her into delicate situations. Yet she felt no spark of regret or uncertainty. She could not understand Kate’s boundless fear of this man. There was no doubt that he had an oversized ego and a good portion of despotism, but none of these properties intimidated her.


	The opening of the door ripped Serena out of her thoughts. She turned around and faced the Pasha. He looked at her silently and she did the same. Dark eyes dominated a face with high cheekbones, strong brows and sensual lips. The aquiline nose gave him a raptor-like expression. She had heard that oriental men were smaller than the English, but this one rebuked the rumored lies. He towered over her, she, who was not exactly one of the small, petite women, by a full head, and the smoothness with which he moved revealed that he did not have an ounce of fat too much on his ribs. A predator among bored pets. That is what she had thought of him on the few occasions when she had met him in public.


	He continued to look at her but strangely the lust, with which the Englishmen of the upper-class had looked at her, was missing. Instead, he seemed to wonder whether his new acquisition was worth the investment. As if she were a horse or a carpet. Instinctively she clenched her hands into fists and he raised his eyebrows.


	“What brings you aversion, Lady Dexter?” 


	She squared her shoulders. “I’m not used to being stared at like a piece of furniture.” 


	“Well, I am rejoicing in your beauty, Lady Dexter. Do you really feel offended by this?” He smiled. “I did not do so.” 


	To her horror, Serena felt that her cheeks were getting hot. She did not answer and sought refuge in an excuse. “Kate told me that you do not speak English. But you have mastered it almost perfectly, without an accent.” And with all the nuances, she added silently.


	“All the children grow up in the harem. The boys have to leave at the age of eight. Until then, I had had the opportunity to learn English and some other languages from the slaves. Later, teachers perfected my knowledge. Thus I arrived at the service of the Sultan and I manage diplomatic missions on his behalf. “ 


	“Impressive.” Serena forced a smile onto her lips.


	“I learn fast.” A lazy glance streaked her before he changed the subject. “Shall we go to dinner? Or do you want to freshen up and change?” 


	He offered her a brief escape, an opportunity to gather and to come to herself. But excuses had never been her thing. “Maybe later, Mr. al-Zafar. I am hungry and the chef will not approve of a further delay.”


	The Pasha shrugged. “Why should we be bothered? But I am also hungry. So come along.” He walked across the room until he was standing at the festively laid table. 


	Serena followed him and sat down on a chair that he pushed in for her. As soon as he had settled down opposite her, a number of oriental-dressed servants appeared who covered the table with plenty of filled plates and bowls.


	When they began to present, the pasha commanded them to stop with a hand gesture. “We will help ourselves.” He reached for the carving cutlery but turned once more to the servants, to give them orders in his own language. The men nodded and disappeared after making a respectful bow.


	Serena watched him as he carved the fried chicken into several pieces. Cleverly, and without hesitation, he handled the long knife – something that the men of her social class would never have done. Physical work – and also these things were included – was frowned upon. They would have let the chicken be carved in the kitchen or at the table by a servant, but never used their own hands.


	The jewels on his fingers caught the candlelight as he put the pieces on her plate and then served himself. Serena handed him the bowl of mashed potatoes and attempted a beaming smile, while her throat tightened inexplicably for no apparent reason.


	It had to be due to his presence, due to something that she could not name exactly and that narrowed the room until the walls seemed to overwhelm and crush her.


	The Pasha noticed nothing. He ate with a good appetite, while she chewed on one mouthful for an hour.


	When she finally pushed the untouched plate away, he leaned forward. “Not your taste, Lady Dexter? Shall I have something else brought?”


	She shook her head and dabbed her mouth with her napkin. “No, I probably just have less hunger than I thought.”


	He grabbed a silver platter on which seemingly outlandish confections and candied fruits were lain, and held it out to her.


	“Thank you, I am really full.” Again she tried to smile. 


	With a shrug, he set the platter aside and took a marzipan-filled date, which he slowly pushed into his mouth. While he chewed slowly, he looked at her intently.


	“You are afraid, Lady Dexter.” 


	Serena laughed a little too loudly. “Afraid? What should I be afraid of? Perhaps of you, Mr. al-Zafar? “


	“Karim,” he corrected. “Maybe you’re afraid of me, maybe you are also afraid that you’re not up to your decision.”


	“No,” Serena said firmly. “Absolutely not. It’s ...”


	The Pasha’s chair scraped the floor with an ugly noise. “Then come, my dear.” He stood up and held out his hand.


	Serena stared at his long fingers with the countless rings. She did not know why she remained seated as though she was glued. Nothing about the situation should surprise her. She was here to take Kate’s place in the Pasha’s bed. And until recently, this thought appeared very tempting to her. What had happened, what had changed?


	Perhaps it was the way he behaved. She knew the rules of the London ballrooms, the flirtatious back and forth which preceded the final act. Men courted and flattered her, before she climbed into bed with them. They gave her, at least for the moment, the feeling of being desired.


	But the cool objectivity, with which the Pasha now acted after their brief flash of passion, confused her. If he had attacked her, pushed up her skirts and taken her on the carpet like the barbarian he was – which she had secretly expected – then she could have at least felt like a victim. An apology for anything that might follow.


	But the Pasha did not do her this favor. He determined the rules of the game and they obviously did not correspond to her expectations in any way.


	Slowly she rose, but without reaching for his outstretched hand. If she angered the Pasha with this, he did not show it. He went to a door that led to a long, dimly-lit corridor and after a few steps finally opened another door.


	Serena looked around. She stood on a thick rug in front of a four-poster bed with solid wooden posts. Logs smoldered in the fireplace. The dark brocade curtains were drawn.


	She turned to the Pasha, who stood next to the door with his arms folded over his chest. Involuntarily she shivered, despite the warmth in the room. She was expecting to hear the only sentence that made sense in this situation: get undressed. 
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	“Get dressed.” The Pasha chose not to bother to raise his voice or to add an explanation for his decision.


	Serena blinked confused and wondered if she had perhaps misheard. Then her eyes fell on a chaise lounge, on which a dark green coat and a matching hat lay. Without thinking, she slipped into the things. Only when she had closed the last button, the absurdity of the situation came to her consciousness.


	“And now?” she asked, and noticed how the uncertainty which she had had with her all the time had suddenly fallen away. He wanted to play, well, she could do that too. And at some point she would see through the rules of the game – if there were any. 


	“The carriage is waiting,” he only replied. 


	She raised her eyebrows and walked past him back into the dining room where the table had been cleared as if by magic. The Pasha opened the door to the entrance hall where two servants were waiting. One of them hung a white, floor-length woolen cloak around the Pasha’s shoulders. The other escorted the two of them to the carriage in front of the house.


	Serena sat on the well-padded carriage bench, put her hands in her lap and said to the Pasha who took the seat opposite her: “Well, Mr. al-Zafar, I am somewhat curious as to what will be happening this evening.”


	The tiny lantern lit up the interior of the coach poorly, so she could not see the expression on his face. “We will cross the channel tonight already. Tomorrow we will be in France.”


	Although his tone forbade any further questions, Serena ignored this unspoken command. “Oh, that seems somewhat surprising to me. Did you not want to leave from London tomorrow? When did your plans change?”


	The Pasha’s eyes narrowed. “Exactly at that moment when the belief overcame me that you, Lady Dexter, would grab the first opportunity to escape – in spite of all the full-bodied promises you made.”


	Shocked by his insolent words, Serena clenched her hands into fists. “Oh really? And what brought you to this belief? How can you accuse me of such a dishonourable act?”


	“Since Leila left, my dear, not that much of your proclamation to appreciate refinement and disregard taboos has come to the fore.” He snapped his fingers. “Instead of sitting at the table with a sensual playmate, having animated conversations about the coming joys, I found myself sitting opposite a cadaverous creature that could hardly eat a bite out of sheer fear. With the right audience you may be a terrific actress, but off-stage, behind your boastful words, there is nothing but air. Cold air.”


	A vein began to throb in Serena’s temple. She was so angry that the Pasha’s face blurred before her eyes. 


	“But even if it was perhaps your intention to take my pleasure out of our trade, I must tell you that I will not let you go, Lady Dexter. Not without having had you in my bed for as long and as often as I please. And no matter whether joyful or as cold as a dog’s snout.” 


	Serena’s hand slapped his cheek with an ugly sound. But before she could withdraw her arm again, he had grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her to him. Trembling with rage, Serena tried to squirm out of his grasp. “You insolent bastard, no wonder you need to put women on drugs.”


	His mouth pressed down on hers and choked her tirade by rubbing his tongue against hers. Serena froze. No one had ever treated her in such a degrading manner. Her anger spiralled out of control and was looking for an outlet. She moved her free hand along his thigh, with the intention of crushing his testicles. She brushed against his erection and suddenly changed her mind. He would not mock her as a timid creature or accuse her of lying. When she was finished with him, he would whisper her name reverently. If he was still able to do anything.


	Her fingers slid under the loose waistband of his oriental pants and closed around his shaft. With a firm grip, she let her fist slide up and down. When she felt his naked glans she hesitated briefly. She had never had a circumcised man before but it could not be that much different. So she pressed the hot tip together until he moaned in her mouth and used the emanating droplets to let her hand glide better.


	He did not stop kissing her and he also held her other hand relentlessly. She felt the strength in his tense body and doubled her efforts to force him to his knees by making him climax.


	Heat repressed her anger, his insistent mouth made her concentration waver, but not until her breasts longed for his touch, was she willing to admit that she too was burning in the fire of desire just as he was.


	His arm closed around her waist and pulled her even closer towards him. Serena gasped as he lifted his head and looked at her. He let go of her wrist and Serena placed her hand on his neck.


	“Well, Lady Dexter, it seems as though your mouth holds more than empty promises.” His eyes glittered in the soft light of the candle. 


	She wrapped strands of his long hair around her fingers and twisted her lips into a smug smile. “Nothing about me promises things that I am not willing and able to keep.” The thumb of her other hand circled around his bulging glans. “But I’m flattered that you desire me enough to change your plans.”


	“Lady, Dexter, I have desired you since I saw you the first time, half-naked, under the crystal chandeliers of the London ton.”


	She paused torturing him. “Half naked? You must have me confused.” 


	“You wore an emerald green dress with golden floral scrolls. Your stunning shoulders were uncovered, as well as a large part of your breasts. Without great difficulty I could imagine the rosy peaks that crown them.” 


	She knew which dress he meant. “That robe corresponded with the fashion rules of the season. All the women up until seventy wore similar dresses. Half-naked was certainly not what that was.”


	“Perhaps not in your world, Lady Dexter.” 
Serena put her head back and looked at him. “But you liked what you saw.” 


	“Beyond all measures.”


	“Why did you not attempt to speak with me?” 


	“I’m not a private person in your country, Lady Dexter. I represent my Sultan and his efforts to strengthen diplomatic relations with the West. My wishes do not count and affairs in the public eye are undesired.” 


	“And how should this affair then work? Will you lock me up in your residence in France?” 


	“No, in France you are part of my entourage. Therefore, you can attend all social events with me.” 


	Serena found that this logic would take a little getting used to but if he wanted to see things in that way ... “Then I feel reassured,” she replied and kept the thought to herself that she would not let herself be locked away by anyone anywhere, regardless of whether she belonged to their entourage or not.


	She continued to provide him pleasure with her hand but the angry obsession that had driven her was now gone. Instead, she felt a nagging desire to ascend in herself. Lord Sheridan and all his predecessors had been able to satisfy her desire poorly and for a short time. She hoped that it would be different with this man, that she would not remain empty and hollow at the end of the night.


	With closed eyes she let her lips wander over his neck and his jaw until they reached his mouth. This time she pulled him into a passionate, deep kiss that burned through her body.


	His hand dove under her skirt and stroked her bare leg. But her dress was so tightly wrapped around her that he found no further access. 


	She pulled her mouth away from his. “Wait, let me get up, then ...” she began, breathing heavily.


	“No, not here,” he interrupted her. “Not in our clothes, not in this narrow carriage. The bed in my cabin is large and soft and comfortable. I want you naked, Lady Dexter, your wonderful skin against mine, your long legs wrapped around me while I am ramming into you again and again, while your fingers cling onto the silk sheets.” He kissed her throat. “This is just a prelude, a vague idea of what is still to come.” 


	“Serena”, she whispered. “My name is Serena.”


	He licked her neck. “I know Lady Dexter.”


	She moaned. “And when will we be on the ship?”


	“I have no idea.” He kissed her again. As if he had all the time in the world, as if there were nothing more important than her mouth. 


	Serena leaned on him and let him be. All the tension departed from her and she floated in an airy cocoon. The unrestrained greed changed into a wave of soft desire and she could have gone on like this forever.


	But eventually the carriage came to a hold and the Pasha raised his head. “We are here,” he said, after he had pushed the curtains aside.


	Slowly, Serena slipped back onto her bench and brought her disheveled appearance in order. She followed the Pasha outside and looked around. The contours of the ships, due to the few lanterns, could hardly be seen. There was an odour of brackish water, rancid oil and salt in the air.


	The Pasha grabbed her elbow and led her over a wobbly plank on board a sailing ship, which was anchored at the quay. Sailors bustled on the deck, ignoring the newcomers.


	Next to a covered wooden door hung an oil lamp, which the Pasha took from the hook before he went down the stairs that led to the cabins. Serena followed him with her ruffled skirts. It was warmer in the belly of the ship, a carpet, of which the colour could only be guessed in the semi-darkness, lay over the wooden floorboards. They passed several cabins before they arrived at the end of the narrow corridor. Here, two lamps were hanging between which there was another door. The Pasha opened it and entered.


	Serena looked around the spacious, brightly lit cabin. There was a large bed that dominated the room, several chests, a cast-iron stove from which heat radiated, and a sideboard with a silver samovar. The wall opposite the bed was occupied by shelves full of books, perched in front of a broad desk. Everywhere lay thick carpets on top of each other, no inch of floor remained uncovered.


	Serena started to unbutton her coat and put it on a leather chair next to one of the portholes. A servant appeared and greeted the Pasha with many bows and a surge of words. He did not acknowledge Serena at all. The Pasha replied in the same language and handed him his cloak. With a final nod, the man disappeared and the Pasha closed the door behind him. Then he turned to Serena and leaned against it.


	Their eyes met and Serena slowly walked towards the Pasha who waited motionlessly. She put her hands on his shoulders and lifted her face. He accepted the invitation and pressed his mouth against hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately.


	Only the sound of tearing fabric made her aware that the Pasha had torn her dress at the back, instead of simply unbuttoning it. Breathing heavily, she pulled away. The dress slid to the ground and she stood in front of the Pasha only in underwear. His dark eyes sparkled but his face revealed none of his thoughts. Before Serena could protest or recede, he grabbed her undershirt with both hands over her chest and tore it in half.


	Serena screamed, more out of surprise than fear, and cursed the fact that she had not worn a corset under her dress. He would have had more trouble with that.


	After some hesitation she let her arms, which she had instinctively raised protectively, drop down. “Satisfied with the trade?” She asked mockingly.


	“Absolutely.” He smiled. “Even though I will only be completely sure at the end of the night.”


	He pulled her towards him again and stroked her bare back before he picked her up and carried her to the bed where he laid her on the silk sheets. Serena snuggled into the pillows. Mesmerized, she watched him as he undressed and came to her.


	His hands slid over her body, explored the valleys and rolling hills. He tightened his lips around the hard bud of her breasts while he placed himself between her thighs.


	His skillful touch disclosed his experience better than any words could have done, the relentless erection against her mons veneris revealed his excitement.


	Serena opened her legs further and held her breath as he penetrated her. His dark gaze fell on her face in order to capture every movement. She had been able to convince herself of his size in the carriage already but it still surprised her how much he stretched her out, with each thrust a bit more, until she feared that her body would not survive this attack.


	“Wait,” she whispered into his ear and changed her position slightly. 


	He obeyed, held still and confined himself to pushing her into the mattress with his entire weight. His hands grabbed her wrists, raised her arms over her head and held her unyieldingly. Serena felt completely exposed and helpless, her body reacted to this new feeling with another wave of excitement. He slid deeper into her, and Serena groaned.


	Again, he began caressing her nipples with his lips and teeth, and a trail of fire ran directly to the sensitive nerves in her abdomen. She squirmed, not sure if she wanted to escape him or wanted even more.


	The ease, with which he held her, while he delightfully helped himself to her body, impressed Serena. She tried to pull her arms away from him, with the succession that he tightened his grip and thrust into her even harder.


	Finally, she stopped fighting back and surrendered to the pleasure that his skilled endearments provided. The climax sucked the tension out of her body and let her fall into the pillow exhaustedly. Her contractions lasted longer than ever before.


	Only on the edge of her consciousness, she realized that he had let go of her arms, but continued to pound into her. In the gloom of the dimly lit cabin she could only partially see his face. His brows were drawn together in a straight line, just as his lips were.


	When he climaxed, he closed his eyes and threw his head back without uttering a single sound. Serena looked at the muscles that writhed under the skin of his upper arms like snakes, and the tendons that stood out on his neck. His self-control at that moment surprised her, but she said nothing. Maybe only British men groaned and gasped when they came.


	He rolled off of her and lay, with closed eyes, for a while before turning back to her.


	Curiously, Serena looked at him. A little devil was riding her when she raised an eyebrow and repeated her question: “Satisfied with the trade?”


	The corners of his mouth curled. “I wonder, Lady Dexter, why is it so important to you that I am happy with the trade?”
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	Karim looked at Serena’s cheeks, which were reddening slowly, and waited for a response. 


	“Well, I do not know what expectations a man such as yourself has, when starting an affair with a woman. I suppose in the Orient these things are regulated differently than in Europe.” She brushed a strand of hair from her face and looked at him. 


	Reluctantly, he had to admit that she had handled the situation without embarrassing herself. And of course she was right.


	Since he had lived in the palace of his brother in Alexandretta, it had not been necessary for him to maintain his own harem. Ahmet, who in addition to having many women for his personal use, had a large number of slaves ready for visitors and friends, had nothing against anyone helping themselves. The only purpose of these women’s lives was to procure a man’s desires. They had been thoroughly instructed to do this and there was nothing they would not do if it was demanded of them.


	When he fetched a woman she looked at him with adoring eyes, undressed him as soon as they were in his room and satisfied him – often, without him having had to lift a finger. She gave him the feeling of being irresistible, a great lover who gave her just as much pleasure as she gave him. At first he had believed all that, but the older he got, the more soberly he looked at the situation. When the woman who had just moaned passionately in his arms, jumped up and began searching for the jewellery hidden in his clothing on the floor, which represented her reward, no doubt could remain about the driving force of her passion.
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