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  Prologue




  Northern Africa, 1816




  The courtyard was every man’s fantasy.




  There were women everywhere; reclining on divans, sitting around the long rectangular pool in the center, chatting by the blooming hibiscus and jasmine in the gardens bordering the circular space. The brilliant blossoms suited the human occupants as the odalisques were also exotically beautiful, most of them barely dressed in the heat of the day, their laughter musical and low.




  And not one of them was blond.




  Damnation.




  Christopher Ives stood in the shadow of a large tree with fragrant white flowers that teased his cheek at the hint of a breeze, thinking hard. Were he discovered in this part of the seraglio, he’d be either castrated or executed—or perhaps both—neither possibility very appealing. It was considered a sin to gaze upon another man’s woman, much less the Sultan’s harem, and he had it on good authority that the man in question did not show a great deal of mercy to infidels—or anyone else.




  The Earl of Oakham’s daughter better be worth risking his ballocks. There were three guards, skin oiled to a glistening hue, their bodies thick and muscular, the eunuchs armed with scimitars, gazes vigilant as they stood in different parts of the enclosure. Since all he had for hand to hand combat was the dirk sheathed in his boot, he was exceedingly uninterested in drawing their attention to his presence. It had not been feasible to bring in a larger weapon—he’d known that from the beginning. The British Consul had been quite frank about the futility of an attempted rescue.




  But the impossible was, after all, his specialty.




  He shrank back, pressing against a small niche in the shaded wall as he heard footsteps. Christopher had to admit his mouth went dry when Sultan Ali himself walked past, his stride brisk and his expression impassive. The women went silent, their eyes downcast, frozen in place, but he appeared not to notice any of them. He was young, probably no older than Christopher’s own age of thirty, but starting to fill out from overindulgence, his ascension to the pinnacle of power due to a struggle in the royal family involving intrigue and the murder of his father.




  In short, he wasn’t an enemy to underestimate as killing meant very little to him.




  “Ready the English girl. This evening I’ll have need of her.”




  Christopher swore softly under his breath. That was not a stroke of luck, but lucky for him, after several missions in this country, he understood enough of the language to get the gist of what the Sultan had just said.




  The tone was final and dismissive. One of the guards murmured assent, and hurried off toward the south entrance of the courtyard, disappearing through an ornate door. The Sultan surveyed his harem then, his disparaging glance no more than a flicker of interest on each female, and then he turned on his heel and stalked off.




  At least, Christopher mused, still plastered against the wall and unmoving, he had an idea of her location and a timetable.




  Now, all he had to do was spirit a woman he’d never met out of a closely guarded palace before the Sultan made her his concubine in the most official way possible.




  That sounds simple enough.




  Chapter 1




  The dream didn’t fade and was punctuated with small vivid moments in which she registered the scent of perfumes she didn’t recognize and the odd sensation of people touching her.




  Surely the nightmare would be over soon.




  Warm water lapped over her skin and Lady Cassandra Lawson sluggishly attempted to sit up, but for whatever reason it was impossible. Hazily she registered a golden glow from the ornate filigree on the high barred windows as she struggled to lift her heavy eyelids.




  None of it made any sense whatsoever.




  She was in a warm shallow pool of some kind with women bending over her and the soft feel of the cloths they were using to wash her was soothing, but her complete nakedness in front of strangers was not. Her personal maid was one matter, but there were at least three people she’d never seen before assisting with her bath, and she mumbled an objection and tried to sit up again.




  Someone said something in a foreign language and alarm resurfaced, this time bringing her more fully awake, though she had a beastly headache. Cassandra shrank back against the edge of the square bath, folding her arms across her bare breasts. “What...what are you doing?”




  No one answered. Instead, one of the women, dark-haired and dressed in a long brightly colored gown, took her arm and urged her to stand. Cassandra obeyed, more than a little unsteady, and a towel was wrapped around her as she was assisted out of the water.




  The room was unfamiliar, the walls made of some smooth material that looked like marble at her first confused glance, the tiled floor cool on her feet. Not England...she didn’t remember exactly what had happened, but definitely not England.




  A warm afternoon in Mayfair and she’d gone out with her maid, the street was crowded. Someone had jostled her from behind.




  Then the cabin on the ship, small and dank, the horrible food, no answers to her desperate questions.




  But where the devil was she now?




  Cassandra jerked away, almost falling, and to her horror large hands caught her from behind and set her back on her feet. She whirled around and choked out a sound of dismay. The man was enormous, his grasp easily spanning her waist, and she felt small and insignificant next to his towering height, his scowl needing no interpretation. The very idea he’d been in the room while she bathed—or been bathed was more accurate—was mortifying.




  “Where’s my father?” she demanded, not nearly as imperiously as she wished, her voice cracking shamefully. “I want to see Lord Oakham at once.”




  Though she’d never thought of herself as spoiled particularly, she certainly was not used to being utterly ignored. The women acted as if she hadn’t spoken, and the giant male pointed at a doorway and not so gently pushed her in that direction.




  Wake up from this nightmare. Unfortunately Cassandra had already come to the dismal conclusion she might just be awake after all.




  The next hour did not improve matters. It became clear that the servants didn’t understand—or care—about her increasingly agitated demands, and eventually she was bound and a silken gag placed over her mouth to keep her quiet. In contrast to that detached treatment, she was placed on a comfortable low bed covered with pillows, her hair brushed to a high sheen, and perfumed oil rubbed on her skin. Once she had given up trying to wrench away or protest because it was evidently fruitless, the gag was removed and a soothing beverage of some kind offered, the sweet taste cloying but better than nothing at all, as her thirst had increased as her head had cleared.




  Two things were becoming very plain. Wherever she might be, she had no recollection of her arrival, and secondly, though she was not being harmed outright, her wishes were clearly not a consideration. Had she been allowed her clothes she might be less appalled and off balance, but at the moment even the towel from her bath had been removed and she was utterly nude.




  “Untie me.” She kept her voice as calm as possible as one of the women took the glass from her lips. “Please.”




  It didn’t matter how pleasant she tried to be, she was still ignored. It was apparent enough they didn’t understand what she was saying any more than she could understand their language when they spoke to each other, so she lifted her bound hands in supplication, getting in response a slight shake of the closest woman’s head.




  The entire time the giant stood there, his arms crossed over his massive chest, his gaze disturbingly disinterested considering her nudity. At almost twenty years of age, after a brilliant London season with over a dozen of offers for her hand in marriage, and fawning gentlemen who were lavish with their compliments and attentions, Cassandra knew most men considered her beautiful.




  It was both reassuring he didn’t seem to notice, and yet added to the mystery of her current predicament. When she opened her mouth again to speak, he muttered something unintelligible and threateningly picked up the gag.




  Given his enormous size and unsympathetic manner, not to mention that she was naked and bound, she thought better of asking more questions.




  Supine and helpless, she gasped as one of the dark-haired servants picked up a colorful ceramic pot and dipped in a finger. The purpose, she discovered with incredulity, was to lean forward and circle her areola with a fingertip, tracing her nipple with crimson rouge.




  The idea of anyone touching her against her will in such a way was so outrageous she went still in utter scandalized disbelief.




  The other nipple was similarly turned a deep red, and it became even more shocking when her pubic hair was removed, the razor so sharp she didn’t dare move, and more oil applied. To make matters worse, which was hardly possible in her opinion, she was gagged again and left alone.




  Bound, vulnerable, and alone.




  Up until this moment, she hadn’t shed a tear. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel like weeping hysterically, she was just numbed by the bewildering situation. Her throat tightened; her eyes grew hot and the first scalding tear ran down her cheek.




  She wanted her father’s protection, which had always been there. She wanted England, with its green, bucolic pastures and early morning mists, and the comfort of Oakham Hall. She wanted her sister Hannah, who had always been her best friend, even through childhood squabbles.




  Instead, she heard a deep voice. “I should send thanks to heaven, I suppose, for the gag. At least you won’t scream and bring a bevy of guards with bloodthirsty intentions rushing in to dismember me on the spot. Forgive my impatience, my lady, but we have a very limited amount of time to get the devil out of here.”




  Cassandra’s eyes flew open and she blinked, seeing a tall, dark-haired man bending over her, brandishing a knife. She shrank back but all he did was effectively slash the cords on her wrists, glancing around. “I hadn’t quite anticipated this. Surely there’s something you can wear. You’re a bit distracting as you are.”




  * * * *




  A bit distracting?




  As understatements went, it was a crown jewel. The truth was, Christopher didn’t need his attention focused on anything but getting them both out of the palace, through the city and to the bay where the Sappho was at anchor, with the crew ready for a speedy departure, as expediently as possible.




  If it could even be done. When the Sultan arrived and found his prize missing, they would be hunted down like crippled gazelles in front of a pride of hungry lions in full charge.




  Unfortunately, at this particular moment he understood the despotic ruler’s desire for his fair English captive, even if he didn’t agree with the barbaric manner of obtaining her cooperation.




  She was everything the grim-faced British Consul had described and perhaps a bit more. Gloriously blond, with waves of honey hair framing her fine-boned face. Eyes of an unusual blue that held a hint of violet, a luscious pink mouth...and her body was supple and full-breasted, with a narrow waist and long legs. Obviously she’d been prepared for her ravishment because the scent of perfume filled the air, and her nipples were a startling erotic red, which he suspected from her fair coloring were usually a delectable pink. The same vivid color had been applied to her lips, and a touch of kohl to her eyes, which was startling against her flawless pale skin.




  No time to think about that now. Pay attention to the matter at hand, you randy fool.




  “If you faint, cry out, or are a bother of any other kind,” he said conversationally, “I’ll just leave you behind. I’m here to help you get away, not to end up with an ax tickling the back of my neck. So listen. I know you are at this moment wondering who I am, and just let me say that I’m a friend, but I do have a great regard for my personal safety. I’m not heroic, and have no desire to be. Understood?”




  She nodded even as she swiftly unfastened the gag with her newly freed hands. Good. He admired a stiff English upper lip at this moment almost as much as he admired her compelling beauty. It was no doubt the quick agreement was probably because of his accent, familiar in such foreign surroundings. She’d learn eventually he wasn’t considered all that trustworthy when in the company of unclad ladies, but at the moment, his only interest in her delectable person was in removing it from the room as fast as possible.




  “We can’t go out through the doorway,” he informed her.




  The most lovely, most naked, Lady Cassandra scrambled off the bed and stared at him in consternation. “But the windows are barred.”




  “The windows look barred.” He hadn’t wasted his afternoon. Some of it had been spent wisely. “But we still have to get up there.”




  “No.”




  He hadn’t been jesting. He would leave her if it was too difficult. In his misspent life he’d met far too many lovely ladies who were spoiled and otherwise not worth risking his life and limb. Not to mention the other precious parts he valued highly. “Very well,” he said coolly. “I bid you adieu then, my lady.”




  Then she blushed. “No...no! I mean yes to the window, but I can’t leave like this. Please, could you perhaps give me your shirt?”




  That was probably for the best for both of them. The last thing he needed was having his concentration ruined because she was so deliciously close and conveniently nude.




  Obligingly, Christopher tore at the buttons on his dark shirt, shrugging out of it, and unhooked the coiled rope from his waist. With a small muttered prayer, slowly unraveling it in his hand, swinging it in a slow circle, he carefully tossed it upward.




  The hook clanged a great deal more loudly than he’d anticipated against the intricate metal barrier, and fell, but on the second try, it caught fast.




  This is one dubious skill I possess that is occasionally worth the effort it took to master.




  Hastily fastening as much as she could of his shirt before he grabbed her hand, Lady Cassandra followed him to the now dangling rope. “I’ll go first and then help you up,” he said, aware of the time passing. The Sultan was due at any moment and this was the tricky part.




  No, not true, all of it is tricky.




  He swarmed up the rope, bracing his booted feet against the wall, hoisted himself into the deep sill set in the wall, which was three feet thick, and motioned to Lady Cassandra to attempt to make the climb. To give her credit, she was fairly nimble about it, and he only had to help her at the last, reaching down to shackle her wrist and haul her up next to him in a flurry of blond hair and silken limbs, her slender form lost in his shirt.




  “Well done,” he murmured, more than a little surprised.




  “I was a hoyden in my youth,” she said with admirable aplomb for such a delicate looking young lady. “I’ve climbed more than one tree. How do you propose we get out?”




  “Like this.” He took a breath, kicked out a booted foot and hit the metal frame he’d loosened earlier, and the bars satisfyingly tore away and dropped into the courtyard below. Somewhere a door opened in a slight creak of the hinges and there were voices, one masculine and commanding. He muttered, “I think we should take our leave now.”




  This particular window happened to have a convenient jump to the tier of the next roof, and though previously he hadn’t planned on taking out Oakham’s daughter that route, once he’d reconnoitered the palace, it had proved the best option. He said tersely, “We can drop into the courtyard, or jump. I left the locks on the west gates inoperable. If we can use the roof, it will be much easier to get there without detection. Please tell me you’ll jump, Lady Cassandra.”




  She measured the space in a glance, registered the fall to the stones below, but then nodded quickly as the voices got louder.




  God bless an intrepid woman. Her violet eyes held a determined gleam.




  He leapt first, landing on the tiles. His knees stung a little but he found purchase on the glassy surface and turned, catching her as she followed, the soft weight of her body momentarily propelling him backwards. Then he was back up, grabbing her hand, hauling her up against him, a sensation he would normally relish, but while he’d made love in some unusual places, a rooftop rendezvous was not something even he’d ever attempted. He murmured, “A hoyden indeed. We need to hurry.”




  Especially since already he heard a shout, which could easily indicate that either the Sultan had found his prize was gone or that someone had spotted the open window.




  He tugged at her hand, edging along the slippery tiles, hoping that this particular winsome English lady was as sure of foot as she was brave. They headed for the first peaked tower, a spiral dome with a pointed top, the exotic image superimposed against the starlit night. Having memorized the way, he guided them into the deep cobalt shadows of an angular wall.




  Not perfect. It is happening faster than I hoped, but at least she is out, which means we have a chance.




  The guard was as he’d left him, Christopher found to his satisfaction. He eased through the tower window and saw the man still unconscious and bound, sitting propped against the wall of the circular room as if asleep, his head tilted forward. Christopher lifted Lady Cassandra through the narrow opening and relieved the guard of his dagger. “Take this,” he told his beautiful companion, offering it. “Just don’t plunge it into me by mistake.”
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