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  As Emma Wildes:


  The Switch


  Hot Sahara Wind


  Prologue


  London, 1816


  



  He entered the ballroom from the terrace doors, adjusting his cravat with a practiced hand. That he didn’t have a formal invitation stung his pride somewhat, but then again, the aristocratic host of the festivities disliked him intensely and the feeling was mutual.


  Lord Tansley’s daughter on the other hand he liked all too well.


  His gaze swept the room, skimming the melee of people chatting, dancing, drinking tepid champagne…and he found her, for her red-gold hair was unmistakable, as was the graceful symmetry of her profile. It was going to be a bit tricky to approach her and not have her father notice his presence, but then again, Charles was quite good at subterfuge.


  Melting into the crowd, he bided his time, as inconspicuous as possible.


  All he needed was an opportunity to get her alone for just a moment.


  It came just after she’d completed a waltz with a particularly eligible young baron, the sight of them dancing together making him grind his teeth from where he hovered in the shadows.


  And then…it happened.


  Caroline smiled at the insipid bastard and obviously excused herself, heading for the hallway and no doubt the ladies’ retiring room.


  It was all a matter of delicate timing. She slipped inside, he ducked into an advantageous doorway, and when she emerged, there was no one else in sight.


  She was breathtaking in peach lutestring, her hair upswept in a simple chignon that emphasized the graceful column of her neck, her ivory shoulders and a hint of the upper curves of her bosom enough to draw a man’s eye.


  It certainly drew his.


  Fate could be cruel, but it could also be benevolent. He stepped out and said quietly, “Caro.”


  Her startled gaze met his, her aquamarine eyes widening. “Charles…” she faltered. “I didn’t realize you were in attendance.”


  “Trust me,” he said sardonically, “I wasn’t invited. We both know how your father feels about me. Can I have a word?”


  He saw it then. A stiffening of her shoulders and she looked away. “No,” she said succinctly.


  And then she walked away in an imperious swirl of long skirts, leaving only a hint of rose perfume.


  Damnation.


  He’d truly lost her.


  Chapter 1


  The Caribbean, two months later


  



  The commotion that had awakened her seemed to be getting worse. The sound of running footsteps echoed thunderously and there were shouts punctuated now and then by women screaming.


  Good God, what is happening?


  The man who burst into her stateroom was huge and bearded, with a wickedly curved sword he waved with what looked like skillful precision. Only dressed in a flimsy chemise, the gown she’d hurriedly pulled out of her trunk still lying on the bed, Lady Caroline Kendrick gasped, snatching up her dressing gown and clutching it to her chest. She ordered bitingly, “Get out.”


  Dressed oddly in tan breeches and a red vest that bared his brawny arms, the big man smiled, revealing crooked teeth. His gaze ran over her, from the long loose tumble of her hair, to where the material of her robe didn’t quite cover her bare legs. “Oh yes, my lady, you’re the one all right.” He chuckled, his eyes small and gleaming in his dark face. “Hair like golden fire and as bright as a sunrise over a turquoise sea. Eyes blue as a summer sky. Come with me, beautiful one.”


  Such poetic drivel from such an unlikely source rendered her speechless for a moment, but while the description might be flattering, the scimitar in his hand was hardly reassuring and his presence in the small space was intimidating.


  “Come with you?” She desperately clung to her poise, though it really wasn’t easy because to say she didn’t have the upper hand was a terrible understatement. The brute was about a foot taller than the average man, and about twice as wide. “I think not.”


  To her surprise, the invader swept her a stately bow. “Satan has requested your presence.”


  Satan. At the mention of the famous pirate’s name, Caroline experienced a quiver that was decidedly more fear than outrage. If half of what she’d heard about the blackguard was true that was terrifying enough to make her go cold.


  Her father had objected to her journey to Jamaica on the grounds there was too much danger involved but she had insisted. Perhaps he had been right.


  “If you wish to rob me, do so and be on your way,” she said with credible dignity, considering she was clad only in her lacy shift. She nodded at the corner of the cabin, her personal possessions suddenly not important. “My jewels are in that chest.”


  “Oh aye, I’ll take your valuables, make no mistake, my fine lady, but first I need to deliver you abovedeck. I always follow orders.”


  “Don’t touch me.” She stepped back, bumping into the bed; panic flaring as he approached her with purpose. She wildly looked around for a weapon but there was nothing but the chamber pot, which she contemplated for a brief moment. But before she realized what was happening, Caroline found herself heaved face down over the giant’s shoulder, her head barely missing the top of the narrow doorway as she was hauled out of her cabin, bare legs dangling and her bottom up in the air. Too frightened to be mortified over the indignity of the position, she squirmed in protest, her long hair streaming down the back of the man holding her and obscuring her vision. His arm around the back of her knees, he carried her as easily as he would have a sack of meal, making absolutely no response to her furious objections or the pummel of her fists on his broad back.


  When they gained the top deck and the warm tropical breeze washed over her thinly clad body, Caroline fell silent suddenly, her struggles ceasing as she saw through the veil of her disheveled hair the bound and gagged members of the ship’s crew sitting on the sea-worn boards, guarded by two rough-looking men with pistols. Other passengers huddled in a frightened group, most of them like her in various states of undress or nightclothes, since it was barely dawn.


  “Ah yes, Henricus, I see you have my prize. I would recognize that enticing backside anywhere. Set her down please.”


  At the sound of the cool, familiar drawl, Caroline stiffened in disbelief. And when she was deposited with a flourish in a flurry of tangled hair and trembling limbs on the deck, she whirled around in confused apprehension. Her lips barely moved. “Charles?”


  The man standing before her smiled. Not the polite charming smile she remembered from elegant London ballrooms and shadowed summer gardens, but a wickedly sensual curve of his well-shaped lips as his gaze deliberately traveled slowly up and down her half-nude body, examining every inch. “None other than. Surprised to see me, my dear?”


  Shock held her speechless. It was Charles Somerset, she saw in numb immobility, but not at all the same well-dressed, well-mannered man she knew back in England. Instead a tall, arrogant-looking stranger stood before her, dressed in a loose white shirt open carelessly to show his strong neck and muscled chest, his attire completed by black tightly fitted breeches, and polished knee-high boots. His hair, dark and glossy, brushed his shoulders and a rakish stubble of black whiskers ran along his jaw. A very businesslike pistol was stuck in the belt slung around his lean waist and in his hand he held a sword similar to the one her abductor had brandished as he invaded her cabin.


  But his eyes…those were the same, Caroline realized with a tremor. Dark as a moonless night and as intense as ever, long-lashed and yet starkly masculine. And the achingly handsome features of his face were unmistakable; high cheekbones, straight nose, firm lips…


  They’d last seen each other two months ago and she’d thought he’d departed on one of his long journeys for the shipping company he’d started.


  Not that it matters. She did her best to conquer her stunned surprise.


  The sword dangled from his hand as if he only held it carelessly, but she had the impression there was leashed power behind his negligent pose, and honestly it fit him better than that of elegant courtier.


  She’d never felt she really knew him, and when they’d last parted, it had not been a harmonious moment. She’d disdained him, and in retrospect, maybe that had been a mistake.


  Not that he hadn’t fully deserved it. She squared her shoulders. “Why are you here?”


  “I belong here.”


  “I don’t understand,” she whispered, her hair, tugged by the capricious breeze, blowing softly across her shoulders. A second ship rocked next to their vessel and even her inexperienced eyes could see she was impressively armed with cannon and guns.


  Charles lifted one ebony brow and said softly, “You will, sweet Caro…believe me, you will.” Then he turned and nodded to several of the men who crowded around him, openly staring at her in an unsettling way, though their faces were impassive. “Take her to the Tempest and lock her in my cabin. If the lady offers any resistance, tie her up.”
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