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  “It is an intriguing idea, is it not?” Jonas Maxim carefully poured water over the slotted spoon and watched the cube of sugar dissolve. The greenish liquid in his glass slowly clouded.


  The private room in one of London’s most exclusive clubs was dead quiet after his outrageous suggestion.


  “Revealing our most daring sexual exploits?” His brother, Colin, who sprawled comfortably in a leather chair with his long legs extended, finally responded with a low laugh. “Only you would come up with such an idea. Actually, though, I’m all for it.”


  “We’re all old friends,” Jonas pointed out with practicality. “Since we gather here each month to share each other’s company and a few drinks, I thought it might be an interesting diversion.”


  Gavin St. John, blond and slim, raised his fair brows. “We’re also men, so I suppose all of us enjoy a good tale about one of our favorite subjects, which means sex. I think the notion has merit.”


  With a lift of his glass, Ross Benson, Viscount Winterton, said dryly, “I think you all know I’m in. I have a story in mind already when it is my turn.”


  The Duke of Bellingham looked predictably amused. His younger brother, Christian, also grinned. Seated at the table, his glass resting idly in his long fingers, the Earl of Grayson had a small, quixotic smile on his lips. “I agree also. In fact, if the rest of you wouldn’t mind, I would like to go first. I think I have an account that will hold your interest.”


  Jonas leaned back in his chair. “I believe we are all ears.”

  



  Chapter 1


  The greeting room was grand. The faint, exotic scent of tobacco and foreign spices drifted in the air. Robert St. Claire inhaled slowly and strived to look completely relaxed and at ease, though the situation had him slightly off-balance.


  It wasn’t that he was unused to the formality and opulence of the palace. He just wasn’t sure what had summoned him to this particular meeting. Politics were convoluted between two such different countries, and heaven knew he didn’t want to wade deep into something and cause damage. He was a guest, not an ambassador for England.


  “My Lord Grayson.”


  The man before him bowed, and he rose to mimic the polite gesture.


  “I apologize,” said Abdul, Consul to the Sultan, “for my tardiness. Please sit.”


  “You wish to see me about some sort of treaty between our counties, Minister?” Robert said in cautious inquiry, sinking back down. “I’m afraid I am not a diplomat, and therefore not authorized to speak for my government in any way.”


  The other man smiled. He was thin, dark-haired, and surprisingly not dressed in the typical garments of his native land but instead attired much like Robert himself. His tailored European clothes were no doubt designed, at a guess, to make him seem less foreign and promote good relations. Abdul shook his head slightly. “I used that excuse to gain a private audience with you. Forgive me, please. You are a friend of my master’s son, but you are also English. That is why I wished to see you.”


  Still mystified, Robert had to wonder why the man who dealt with the diplomatic affairs of the powerful sultan would want to see him. “I see. Why the subterfuge, if I may ask?”


  Abdul spoke slowly, dark eyes direct. “You met Ali at Cambridge. There, the two of you, so different yet apparently intellectually compatible, formed a vast friendship, yes? You are of the same age, both from elevated bloodlines. His family is more exalted but your country more powerful. In short, my lord, you are both princes, titled and wealthy. The Sultan holds you in esteem because his son considers an Infidel in such high regard.”


  Abdul’s dark brown eyes looked at him speculatively. In response to those observations, Robert said moderately, “Ali was having a little trouble with the concept of cricket, and he isn’t one to accept defeat because of ignorance. I helped a little with his batting and bowling. I suppose we both recognized a mutual competitive nature, the color of our skins aside. And so a friendship was born between us, yes.”


  The minister folded his hands in his lap. “And he invited you here.”


  “It took me several years to make it, but, I am honored to be a guest.”


  “Perhaps the timing was dealt at the hand of Allah himself.” Robert lifted his brows in obvious question, reaching for his cup.


  He found the sweet hot coffee a little cloying, but then again, he was somewhere completely different than the rolling green hills of his native England.


  “My master wishes to give you a gift,” Abdul said abruptly. “A woman to fill your nights with pleasure while staying with us. She was recently bought, destined for his harem, but I’m afraid I took another liberty and may have suggested that you have a particular weakness for the pale, blond women of your native country.”


  Robert straightened a little, his booted feet moving against the lush pile of the brightly patterned rug under his feet. “There’s an Englishwoman here?”


  The other man nodded. His cup of coffee sat untouched on the delicately inlaid table between them. “We had no part in her capture, understand that. There are predators all along this coast, men who take prisoners and sell them, especially beautiful women. When they bring them here, if they are desirable and pure, my master will buy them if they please him.” Abdul smiled briefly. “You think it barbaric, your face tells me so, but it is not so much different than the way your society sells their young daughters into arranged marriages for dowries and settlements.”


  A little different, Robert argued silently, schooling his face to a mild expression, but perhaps not as wide a gap as one would think when put that way. He commented, “I am not here to judge your customs, Minister. Do you wish me to speak to Ali, see if he can ask his father to free the girl?”


  “Absolutely not.” The response was curt, emphatic. “I have already spoken to his Highness, telling him that the female claims to be high-born, that her family has influence and money and will want her freed, even if it means English war ships arriving our harbor. The English consul here has spies and eventually they will know she is sequestered in the palace, so it is only a matter of time.”


  “Who is she?”


  “She claims she is the daughter of the Duke of Rushton.”


  Robert digested that information with some dismay.


  Good God.


  The duke’s young daughter, he recalled, was reputed to be the beautiful belle of London society. He’d never met her, since she was an ingénue debutante and he traveled so widely lately, but her name had appeared in the society section of the papers his mother regularly sent him. How on earth, he wondered, did she fall into the hands of roving criminals in search of illicit females to sell on the market as sex slaves in this remote part of the world?


  “I know her father,” Robert said. “She could be right. He has a great deal of influence in my country and is also very rich. Perhaps you should ransom her. He would pay to regain his child.”


  “Unfortunately, my lord does not need his money. Neither does he understand that a woman could be held in such value that a country might wage war to gain her independence.” Abdul added patiently, “It is not our way. Women are property, do you understand? My lord is not cruel, and Ali is a fair man basically, but neither would bow to your request for freeing a mere woman. To them both, she is insignificant.”


  “Yes,” Robert replied, the implications of the conversation coming clear. “I studied your customs thoroughly before coming here.”


  “I am a little different…my mother was of your race. The Sultan dismissed the threat of possible retaliation, but I am not so sure.” Abdul hesitated, toying with the handle of his cup. “I suggested her as the gift he wished to give you. This is something he would understand. My declaration that you would prefer a woman of your own race in your bed made sense to him.”


  Never having been given a human being before, Robert was hard pressed to comment.


  Abdul went on doggedly, “After generations of authority, he does not believe anyone can threaten his power, but I know better—there are countries out there, including your own—that could cause great damage and best us in war.”


  Considering that the British navy was the finest on earth, Robert simply inclined his head. “I see why you wished to tell me this. I will accept his bequest and make arrangements for her to return to England at once.”


  “No, it is not that simple. She is a gift, an homage.” Abdul’s expression was stern and grave. “That is why I invented a reason to talk to you face to face, so you would not make a blunder in this matter. Honor the gift in the way in it is given. It is a manner of pride for the Sultan that you enjoy her during your stay here. When you leave in two weeks, she can perhaps go with you if she pleases you well. It is the only chance of her freedom.”


  “Enjoy…her?” Robert weighed the implications of that statement. The minister nodded vehemently. “She is given to pleasure you sexually, it does not matter who she says she is. Now that she is here, she is merely another lovely face and warm body. If she does not please you, he will replace her with someone else, another girl, maybe one more willing. I am told she is not taking to her captivity and has already been cruelly punished once. It will go the worse with the duke’s daughter if she does not submit. Once relegated to the harem, she will be lost, beyond your help, or mine.”


  Just by the force of sheer will did Robert stop himself from saying bluntly that it was not just barbaric but incomprehensible, shoving half the population into a category little better treated than animals. However, criticizing a way of life as old as civilization itself wouldn’t help this young woman that had suddenly become his problem.


  Leaning forward persuasively, Abdul said, “Help her. It is two weeks in your bed, compared to a lifetime of sexual subservience. She is beautiful, with hair the color of a glorious golden sunrise—she will please you. And please you, she must. I can not stress this enough. This will sound unorthodox to you, but someone will be secretly watching each night as you bed her, judging your enjoyment, and her compliance. The Sultan insists his honored guest have the finest treatment, right down to how she services your male needs. It would be a grave insult were he to give you a woman who did not seem both eager and obedient. You must tell her to not resist, and at the end of your visit, if Allah is on your side, you can both go back to England.” Abdul rose and bowed again. “I trust your honor will keep this conversation between us.”


  



  * * * *


  



  The woman called Lela glided silently across the gleaming tile of the apartment like some sort of predatory bird, her silken garments set off by the drapery of pearls around her neck. The long gleaming strands caught the dying light coming through the high, unreachable windows above.


  Slave quarters, Celia Davenport thought resentfully. Though the room was luxurious—a pallet piled with silken pillows, a carved elaborate chest, and the gleaming floors—it was still a prison, the window openings so high above the ground that she could barely see more than the muted sunlight that illuminated the space.


  “Stand,” Lela commanded, reaching out one hand.


  Celia obeyed, rising out of the bathwater, the memory all too vivid of the repercussions of her last defiance. She had been chained to a bed with no food or water for two days, her bladder full to bursting, her mind beginning to wander in delirium before she was set free. Lela took a towel and dried her naked body as Celia stood quiet and docile, not even blinking when the towel rubbed over her exposed breasts and between her legs. Taking a brush, the woman began to run it through her damp hair, tugging it gently through the waist-length curls.


  She had been…violated. Not raped, she was sure that came later, when the Sultan called her to his bed, but her body had been touched, invaded, shaved, perfumed, and generally treated as if she was an object, not a person.


  “You are so very lovely, yet the angry look in your eyes is objectionable,” Lela said in soft warning. “You must please your master this night, not anger him with your willful ways. A woman is made to pleasure, to be a vessel for a man’s seed.”


  Three days ago, Celia would have made a haughty retort. Now, she merely bit her lips to keep silent, drawing blood.


  “You have been given the very great honor of being sent to a man the Sultan admires. You will shame him if you fail, and the consequences of that failure will not be pleasant. Do not doubt me on this.”


  Despite herself, Celia swallowed hard. Not the Sultan himself…well, that was something at least. During their one brief meeting, when he had ordered her clothes removed and perused her body with the look of a man choosing a bit of livestock or admiring a painting, she had seen he was old, at least seventy, and fat.
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